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			ABOUT THE BOOK

			Perth, Western Australia, 1913:

			When her conservative family tries to force Emily into an arranged marriage with a much older, wealthy man, she decides to take destiny into her own hands and escape her strict father and overbearing brothers. She embarks on a ship to North-Western Australia to take up employment as a private seamstress for a large and rich farming family, who welcome her with open arms.

			Surrounded by the breathtakingly beautiful and remote landscapes of the Kimberly region, Emily starts to believe that happiness and love really are possible in her new life. But storm clouds are gathering, and as the men of Kimberley march off to war in Europe, Emily must step up to prove herself against all the odds. And that’s when things start to turn out different than she ever could have imagined…
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			This book is for Ann Kenrick, one of my dearest friends.

			I admire her strength, which has been tested so many times, her loyalty to everyone she cares about, her generous heart, always open, and something we share, that wonderful Irish sense of humor.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			Early October 1913

			Perth, Western Australia.

			The stove for heating irons only added to the unbearable stuffiness in the work room at the back of Scott’s tailor shop in inner-city Perth. Feeling irritable and stifled by four walls, Emily Scott stood up abruptly, knocking her head on the light above her Singer sewing machine.

			“Damn,” she muttered, and immediately caught the scowling disapproval of her three brothers. No surprise there! She could barely breathe without their censure. Every day they had an opinion about something, whether it was her attire, the way she spoke, what she ate, or how she styled her hair. It drove her mad. They told her where she could go, or more importantly where she couldn’t go, which was just about everywhere. While her father wasn’t so critical, he was very strict, so she was forced to tell fibs if she wanted even the smallest amount of freedom, after which she suffered pangs of guilt. It made for a truly unhappy life and she was at breaking point.

			Whenever one of her three brothers criticized her, be it verbally or just a ‘look’, Emily would have flashbacks to her childhood. She was eight years old when her mother suddenly died. Confused and bewildered, she didn’t understand what tuberculosis meant or that she would never see her mother again.

			Her father’s brother, Freddy, moved into the house to help, adding to the dominant male element. No one knew how to deal with a little girl, so Emily was treated like one of the boys. It was easier that way. She felt almost fortunate as she had the same freedom as her brothers. She could climb trees, fish for tadpoles and get filthy, ride her bike, and even play rough and tumble on the lawn with her brothers and their friends. With money hard to come by, she wore some of the boys’ hand-me-down clothes around the house and that gave her the liberty she would never have had in frilly dresses. But all of that changed a week before her fifteenth birthday.

			Emily was alone in the house on a public holiday and decided to take advantage of the rare peace and quiet and indulge in a long soak in the bathtub. It wasn’t until she got out that she realised she’d left her robe in her bedroom. As she was the only one in the house it wasn’t a drama. She was crossing the hall to her room, with just a towel loosely wrapped around her, when suddenly the front door burst open. Startled and panicked, she stumbled and caught her toe under the rug and fell flat on her back with the towel open. Reeling in shock and red-faced, she scrambled to cover her nakedness, but her stunned brothers had seen more than enough to realise she was a fully-developed young woman.

			The three boys remained in shock for days.

			Uncle Freddy noticed that the boys were suddenly treating Emily like she had an infectious disease and wanted to know why. When he didn’t get anywhere questioning them, he confronted Emily.

			At first Emily was embarrassed to tell him what had happened, but she was closer to her kindly uncle more than anyone in the house, so when he kept questioning her, she confessed.

			“Oh,” Freddy said. “Now their behaviour makes sense. I’m surprised it took something so dramatic for them to see you have a few extra bits and pieces, but sometimes males need reality to slap them in the face, literally.” He pulled one of his funny little faces that always made Emily smile.

			“They weren’t quite slapped in the face, thankfully, but my extra bits are here to stay, Uncle Freddy, so they’ll just have to deal with it,” she said.

			“After your mother died it was easier to pretend you weren’t a girl. I guess they can’t do that anymore and they’re not sure how to handle it. You’ll just have to be patient,” Freddy suggested.

			Emily hoped it would sort itself out, but their eventual reaction was to become over-protective to the point of suffocating her.

			Seven years later, nothing had changed.

			Emily went to the back door of the shop and flung it open in the hope of a breath of air. She knew it was unseasonably warm outside but she was still surprised to be blasted with gusts of hot wind.

			“Close the door, Emily,” brother Joe insisted. “Dust is blowing in.”

			“But it’s so stuffy,” Emily complained. “I just want some air movement.”

			“Hot air won’t make you feel any better,” Joe retaliated.

			Emily shut the door, but she wanted to scream, you don’t have to wear corsets and petticoats. Instead she mumbled under her breath, only to receive another look.

			She went back to her machine and laboured over the sleeves of a lounge coat, while perspiration trickled down the back of her neck, dampening her corset cover and petticoats. Her small feet, ensconced in sensible laced-up shoes with round toes and a low wedge heel, peddled the Singer sewing machine, while her right hand flew to the wheel, to stop and start with expert efficiency and speed.

			Dark cotton threads looked like a swarm of millipedes’ on the floor around Emily’s sewing table. Behind her, Jimmy, her eldest brother, was pinning patterns on bolts of quality cloth on an enormous table, while Joe, her second eldest brother, was cutting. Charlie, just eighteen months older than Emily and the youngest of the boys, had the unenviable job of using the hot irons to press cuffs and creases into trousers, but like his brothers and their father, he could also sew expertly on one of the other sewing machines.

			In the background, Emily could hear her father’s voice as he served a client on the other side of the curtain that separated the shop front from the workroom. She recognized Winston McMillan’s voice. A regular customer, he was an avid sailor and a well-known identity in Perth’s high society boating circles. He was ordering a new sports blazer in navy-blue stripe with patch pockets and brass buttons. William Scott had no need to take his measurements as they were recorded down to the finest detail.

			“I’m afraid there’ll be a month wait before your jacket will be ready, Mr. McMillan,” Emily heard her father tell Winston apologetically. “We’re very busy because our work is of the highest quality, as you are well aware.”

			“As long as it’s ready for the Swan River Regatta in five weeks,” Winston replied in a tone that conveyed he did not want to be disappointed.

			“I know all about it. I’ve taken several orders for new blazers for the regatta,” William disclosed. “And they will be ready. You have no need to worry about that.”

			Hearing this, Emily groaned. While her brothers and her father thrived on more orders for suits and blazers, she saw herself as someone toiling in a ‘sweat house’. She didn’t enjoy the work; sewing men’s clothes was just something she had to do, which only added to the feeling of being trapped in a life she didn’t want.

			Emily’s tummy rumbled and she glanced at the clock on the wall above the door. It was noon. Right on time she heard her Uncle Freddy lean his bicycle on the wall outside. He literally sashayed through the door carrying a wicker basket of sandwiches and cake.

			“Hello, my darlings!” No matter his mood, Freddy’s melodramatic greetings were always worthy of a theatrical performance. Wearing a flamboyant candy stripped, silk waist coat over a white shirt with a high collar, bow tie, breeches, and knee-length stockings; he was a true eccentric with a heart of pure gold. No one could forget that he’d sacrificed his life and any chance of personal happiness to help his brother raise his family. Freddy often referred to himself jokingly as Aunty Freddy, and indeed he’d been just like a lovable aunt. He did his best to dispense sound advice and cook nourishing meals, and he ran the house quite efficiently, but Emily still missed having a mother in her life and the company of other women.

			Emily immediately noticed one side of his handlebar moustache had drooped when it was usually as stiff as a week old corpse. Had she not been feeling as trapped as a canary in a cage, she might’ve smiled. She noticed Jimmy couldn’t help himself.

			“What’s for lunch, Uncle Freddy?” Charlie asked enthusiastically, trying to stifle a smirk.

			“Corned-beef sandwiches with my divine tomato relish,” Freddy replied proudly. “I’m off to my tobacconist to buy a new humidor,” he said, heading for the front of the store so that he could consult William about the dinner menu.

			“Only Uncle Freddy would need a new humidor,” Charlie whispered with a smile.

			“Wait till he catches his reflection in a mirror,” Joe said and then they heard a shriek from the shop front and knew he’d done just that.

			“I’m going out for an hour,” Emily said as she stood up and straightened her aching back, waiting in dread for the inevitable reaction. She’d been nervous for hours just thinking about this moment.

			“Where are you going?” Joe asked, glaring at her.

			“To the shops,” Emily replied, biting down the anger she felt at his tone.

			“You must eat lunch,” he said with insistence.

			“I’ll get something while I’m out.”

			“Freddy can get what you need at the shops,” Jimmy jumped to say.

			“Uncle Freddy has enough to do,” Emily insisted with a racing heart.

			“Then you could go with him. He won’t mind. He’s only going to the tobacconist,” he said.

			“I don’t need Uncle Freddy holding my hand,” Emily said in frustration. She felt like screaming, but held it in.

			“You shouldn’t be wandering the streets alone, Emily,” Joe added sternly.

			“There are hundreds of people shopping in the city, Joe, so I’ll hardly be alone.” She wanted to add, ‘I’m twenty-two years old, so stop treating me as if I’m a child,’ but she knew her brothers would gang up on her and beat down her resolve.

			“As a young woman you are vulnerable to the wolves out there,” Jimmy insisted.

			Emily sighed, thinking Jimmy was being ridiculous, but she couldn’t say it out loud.

			“You’re naive, Emily,” Joe added critically. “Perth was a convict settlement until a few years ago. There are plenty of ticket-o-leave convicts walking the streets and you know nothing about men. They could easily lead you astray or take advantage of you.”

			“How am I ever going to learn about men, or life, with three over protective brothers?” Emily asked.

			“We’re just looking out for you,” Joe insisted. “You should be grateful you have brothers who care about you.”

			Emily lost her temper. “Grateful! I should be grateful that you won’t let me out of your sight and grateful that you won’t let me dress how I please or even think for myself. Then call me ungrateful, because I wish you’d stop looking out for me!”

			“See how emotional you are,” Jimmy retaliated. “If you can’t handle your emotions, how would you handle being accosted by a cad?”

			Emily fumed. “Who wouldn’t be emotional when I can’t even tell my brothers I’m popping out to the shops without suffering an inquisition? Anyone would think I’d just told you I was running off to join a band of European gypsies.”

			“Don’t even joke about things like that,” Jimmy said in disgust.

			Emily’s throat tightened whenever she became emotional. “I just wish I knew some gypsies,” she croaked.

			“I’ll go with you to the shops, Emily,” Charlie offered, trying to diffuse the animosity.

			“I don’t want you going with me,” Emily retorted. “All I want to do is go shopping by myself! Is that too much to ask?”

			Hearing the commotion, Emily’s father came through to the back of the shop. “What’s going on?”

			“Emily wants to go out for lunch,” Jimmy said, infuriating his little sister.

			“I wanted to look at the shops and suggested I might have something to eat while I’m out,” Emily explained.

			“You’re needed here, Emily. Aubrey Tucker is coming in for a fitting of his new suit this afternoon and you’ve still got the trousers to sew. Aubrey is one of our best clients so we can’t let him down. I’m sure you do not need any frivolous items from the shops,” William added.

			Emily knew she was beaten. “Fine, I’ll stay here,” she replied sullenly, the fight draining from her.

			It was four o’clock in the afternoon by the time Emily had finished Aubrey Tucker’s trousers, and she literally felt like the walls were closing in on her. Jimmy had left a pile of work beside her desk, but she couldn’t bring herself to begin another garment. She felt sick but that was partially because she’d been too upset to eat any lunch. She heard Aubrey Tucker talking to her father in the shop front before going into the change to room to try on his new suit. William Scott would then check to see if any alterations needed to be made. If they did, he’d give her the garment to alter.

			On impulse, Emily stood up and picked up her handbag and hat and headed for the back door with the intention of avoiding her father.

			Startled, Joe asked, “Where are you going, Emily?”

			“Home!”

			“But it’s only four o’clock.”

			“I’ve been able to tell the time since I was six years old,” Emily said between clenched teeth.

			“Are you ill? Shall we summon a doctor?”

			“No, I’m not ill,” Emily said wearily.

			“Then wait for us,” Jimmy insisted. “We’ll go home together.”

			“No. I’m going home now. I’m…tired.” She wanted to say she needed time to herself, but he’d never understand. Her tone was harsh, but she didn’t care. She needed to get out of the prison that had become her life, even if it was just for an hour, and no one was going to stop her.

			After closing the door firmly behind her, Emily walked along the lane. She didn’t look back, but she could well imagine her three brothers at the window and the look of shock on their faces at her uncharacteristic behaviour. She half expected to be chased down and imagined herself kicking the brother who dared in the shins.

			Feeling really defiant, Emily didn’t go home. She walked to St. George’s Street and wandered past shop windows. Her enthusiasm for buying anything had gone, along with any sense of freedom she might’ve normally felt on the very rare occasion she’d been to the shops by herself. The streets were full of people, all going about their business. Emily wondered about the young women she passed wearing fashionable broad hats and gowns above their ankles. Were they prisoners in a male-dominated world, too? She looked at the young men. Were they ticket-o-leave prisoners waiting to take her innocence? She was sure they were not, but even if they were, wasn’t it better to live and be hurt, than never live at all?

			As Emily continued to walk aimlessly, she felt terribly depressed. The future she saw for herself was abysmal, an old maid hunched over a sewing machine at the back of her father’s shop. Jimmy had told her once that he would choose a husband for her when he thought the time was right, perhaps another tailor, someone who could join them in the business. She knew he expected her to be pleased about this, even grateful, but she’d been absolutely appalled at the idea of her brother choosing the man she was to love and the time that she got married. Would it follow that he would tell her when she could have children, too?

			It was at that time, two years ago, that Emily truly accepted that she had absolutely no free will and never would, as long as she lived with her family. She began thinking of escaping but with no friends to support her, thanks to her brothers, the idea was hopeless. She was stuck.

			Trying to hide her face so that passers-by wouldn’t see that she was crying, Emily turned to a shop window, pretending to admire what was on the other side of the glass, even though she was blinded by tears. It took her a few moments to realise there was nothing for sale in the window because she was facing the Bradford Employment Agency and looking at the notice board. Dabbing her tears, she sniffed into a handkerchief and tried to pull herself together, hoping no one would notice she was upset. Her gaze passed over notices for a variety of positions that included station cook, kitchen hands, clerks, and milliners. Then one particular notice caught her eye.

			Seamstress wanted.

			For a few seconds her heart leapt at the prospect of working outside the family business. Then cold reality wrapped around her like a wet blanket. Her father and her brothers wouldn’t allow it. Out of curiosity she read the advertisement further and saw that the applicant was wanted in the remote Kimberley’s. She read the advertising again and thought about being thousands of miles from Perth and the restrictions her family placed upon her. Her mind raced. Could she move to the Kimberley’s? Was it really possible to escape her family?

			On a crazy impulse Emily went into the agency and asked for more details. The receptionist, a young, plain girl with a very polite manner, who introduced herself as Miss Simms told her that they hadn’t been able to find anyone to fill the role so they were about to take the notice out of the window. “Are you interested?” she asked hopefully.

			“I might be,” Emily said, breathless at the thought of doing something so rebellious and a little frightened at the prospect of taking a leap into the unknown. “I need more information.”

			“Well, write to the station owner and ask as many questions as you like. It will take a few weeks to get a reply, though, as the mail goes up and down the coast by boat and someone from the station has to pick the mail up from town.”

			“Okay,” Emily said, taking a piece of paper with a name and address written on it and thinking there was no harm in making enquiries. “If I was interested in the posting, how would I get to the Kimberley’s?”

			“You’d take a train to Fremantle and a boat up the coast to Derby,” Miss Simms said. “The station owner would have someone pick you up from there.”

			Emily thought that sounded like an adventure in itself. “How long would it take by sea to reach Derby?”

			“I believe it’s between six and eight days, depending on the weather. Usually the boat on this itinerary is the Sea Gull. If you are interested in accepting the position it would be best to let the station owner know right away so that arrangements can be made to have someone pick you up in Derby.”

			Miss Simms wrote down the name of the vessel and the skipper’s details and handed Emily the paper.

			“How would I contact the skipper to let him know I’d need a passage?” Emily asked.

			“If it would make it easier I can organize a booking on the Sea Gull if you decide to take up the post in the Kimberley,” Miss Simms said helpfully. “Just let me know and I’ll let the skipper know.”

			“Alright,” Emily said, thinking the receptionist was making everything easy for her.

			Two nights later, after everyone was asleep, Emily wrote to Kitty McBride of North Bundaloon Station, giving her very elderly neighbour’s address so that her family would never see the reply. Mabel Douglas, who was partially blind and suffered badly with arthritis, lived alone and didn’t usually collect her mail from the box until around seven o’clock in the evening and that wasn’t every day. Emily quite often took it in for her, so it was easy to sort it to see if there was something for her. She told Kitty McBride that she’d been sewing since she was a girl and she could design gowns and make patterns. She insisted she was very interested in the position and would like to know more about where she was to live for the term of employment. She didn’t ask about the salary because she didn’t care what it was. All she needed was lodgings and meals and the chance to sew feminine gowns. She had so many ideas for patterns.

			In the time it took for Emily to get a reply her emotions were in turmoil. She tried to imagine herself leaving her family and the only life she’d ever known. Every time she thought about it, she felt sick. But then as she slaved over a pair of trousers, or a suit jacket, her apprehension about going into the unknown slowly turned to excitement and it was all she could think about. Still, she wavered. She wasn’t sure she had the courage to go, and she’d never deliberately hurt or disappoint her family. She was considering writing another letter to Mrs. McBride, saying she’d changed her mind, but something her brother did obliterated that idea.

			One afternoon, nearly three weeks after sending a letter to Mrs. McBride, Joe brought a man to the shop. At first Emily thought nothing of it, concluding he was a new customer who wanted to see the back of the shop. When no one measured him up for a suit, and Joe brought him to her machine and introduced him, her suspicions were aroused.

			Herman Wiseman was short with thinning, greasy hair, a large beak nose and horrible, big, fish lips over which a dark moustache hovered like a caterpillar. The only thing good about him was his suit. Emily found him quite repulsive. When he didn’t even try to hide the fact that he was ‘looking her over’ and Joe began bragging about her sewing prowess, she knew she was right. Her brother was touting her as a prospective bride for the horrible, little man, who was at least twice her age. The idea made her feel sick and angry. She could barely be civil.

			When Herman left the shop, after a brief discussion with her father, Joe looked very pleased with himself.

			“So, Emily, what did you think of Herman?” he asked excitedly. Before she could form a reply that didn’t contain unladylike language, Joe added, “He’s a tailor with a fine reputation and his own home.”

			Emily couldn’t hide her true feelings even for the sake of peace. “I don’t care if he owns a castle and sews for King George. He’s of no interest to me,” she said crossly.

			“He’d make a fine husband,” Joe stated with tested patience. “And if he was to join our business, and put in capital, we’d be able to expand. Imagine that?”

			Emily gasped. “You can’t force me to marry that man for the sake of expanding the business, Joe,” she said defiantly. “I’d sooner run my hand under my sewing machine needle every day for year than marry the likes of him.”

			Joe was displeased and frustrated. “Don’t be melodramatic, Emily. Herman is a very good catch. Frankly, you couldn’t do any better.”

			Emily gasped again. She was stunned that her brother thought she was only worthy of the likes of Herman Wiseman. “If he’s such a good catch, why hasn’t he been snapped up yet? He’s at least middle-age.”

			“He’s close to fifty,” Joe said. “That’s the perfect age for a man to marry. He’s settled and has a home and plenty of money behind him.”

			Emily frowned. “He’s an old man!”

			“From what I gather from my friend Norman, who introduced me to Herman, he’s been very choosy about a prospective wife and that shows him to be discerning. There’s nothing wrong with that.”

			“With his looks he’s in no position to be discerning,” Emily suggested.

			“Physical appeal is overrated, Emily. It’s security that’s important. I’d like you to go out with him and give him a chance. Father approves, so it’s settled. It’s time you were married and Herman would make a good husband. He approves of you, so you should be grateful.”

			Emily gaped at her brother. She then glanced at Jimmy and Charlie, but they did not defend her. She wanted to burst into tears, but instead she made up her mind that she was going to North Bundaloon and she’d swim up the coast if she had to. Two days later, the longest two days in her life, she received the letter she’d been waiting for.

			In her reply, Kitty McBride was more friendly than business like. She told Emily that besides a son she had three grown daughters and that they all needed a new wardrobe, as it had been five years since they’d made a trip to Perth to shop. The prospect of designing and sewing a whole wardrobe for four women absolutely thrilled Emily. Mrs. McBride was offering a six-month contract and a small remuneration with room and board provided. She also offered to pay her fare on the Sea Gull. She suggested that Emily catch the boat that was due to arrive in Derby on or around November 18th and said that one of her staff would meet her. Emily was thrilled. The timing was perfect!

			Mrs. McBride also told Emily a little about the property. She said that North Bundaloon was a vast sheep and cattle station, with the homestead twenty-five miles from the town of Derby, on the north-west coast. She stressed it was isolated and that any prospective applicant should be prepared to give up their social life for the six month term. Emily might’ve laughed when she read that, had it not been a sad reality that she had no social life to give up. Kitty had no idea how much Emily longed to spend time with women or how much she longed to put some distance between herself, her overbearing brothers, and especially Herman Wiseman. That made the Kimberley region the perfect place to be, at least for six months. After that time she would see.

			Emily feigned a severe headache the following afternoon and said she was going home. Instead she went back to the Bradford Employment Agency.

			“I’m going to take up the position as seamstress on North Bundaloon, Miss Simms,” she said. “Mrs. McBride said I should arrive in Derby on or around November 18th, so when does the Sea Gull leave Fremantle?”

			“I’ve checked, just in case you came back. The Sea Gull leaves Fremantle on the morning of the twelfth. Can you be ready to go then?”

			“Yes, I’ll be ready,” Emily said with a racing heart.

			“You’ll need to catch the first train to Fremantle and be at the docks by ten o’clock.”

			“I can do that,” Emily promised, feeling excited and terrified at the same time. Living in the Kimberleys would be like living in a different world, a world where she was free from the constraints her family put on her and free from Herman Wiseman. She’d be able to think for herself and make her own decisions. But she couldn’t bear to think about what would happen if her father or her brothers found out her plans. The most important thing to do was to keep it secret. She would have to be extremely careful. The few practical preparations such as packing would have to stay hidden, even if it would not be easy. But nothing and no one could stop her. She’d had a small allowance for years, and she’d been saving it, so she had enough funds behind her. She would be in Fremantle to meet the Sea Gull in less than two weeks. Determined she turned to the young employee:

			I do have a problem, though. I’ll want to take a sewing machine with me, but it’ll be too heavy to carry. Do you have any idea how I could get it to the docks?”

			“Could you have it boxed up?”

			“Yes, I could do that?”

			“I could have it picked up for you and taken to the docks?”

			“That would be a great help,” Emily said, her mind racing. “When would that happen?”

			“How about on November 11th. Would that suit you?”

			Emily thought about it. “What day of the week is that?”

			Miss Simms consulted a calendar. “It’s a Friday.”

			Uncle Freddy always went to the market on Friday mornings. “I could have it ready by nine thirty if that’s all right,” she said.

			“Perfect. I’ll let the skipper of the Sea Gull know to expect the box on the eleventh. Just give me your address.”

			The Scott family attended church every Sunday morning and Emily saw this as the only opportunity to box the sewing machine without anyone in the house. She got ready to go and then at the last minute feigned another severe headache. She hated being devious, but desperate measures were needed. Her father and Uncle Freddy were quite concerned that she’d been ill a lot lately, so they made her promise to see a doctor. She agreed, knowing she wouldn’t be in Perth much longer.

			When everyone left the house she dismantled and boxed up the old sewing machine that had been stored in the basement, knowing it was unlikely to be missed. She then left the box in the basement as it was too heavy for her to lift and it needed to be hidden. For the next few days she worried, day and night, that someone might go down the basement, see the box, and then ask her questions. No one did.

			When Friday finally arrived Emily's nerves were on the edge. First she would have to try to shake off her brothers and her father and hope that Uncle Freddy would leave the house in time for the crate to be picked up unnoticed.

			They all always walked to work together, as they lived just streets from the shop. William opened the shop at precisely eight forty five, six days a week, and it wasn’t unusual to have customers waiting. Emily was known for her tardiness, but on the Friday morning she deliberately overslept and pretended to be disorganized. As her brothers and her father couldn’t be late, they were forced to leave without her, but urged her to brusquely follow. Emily could see that her father was concerned about the change in her behaviour, but he didn’t comment. She just hoped he wasn’t suspicious enough to realise that something wasn’t quite right.

			Seconds felt like hours as Emily waited for Uncle Freddy to leave for his weekly trip to the markets. He fussed around the kitchen, looking for shopping bags and house keys, causing Emily great anxiety. With just minutes to spare, he finally left the house.

			At nine thirty, Emily stood waiting by the front window and the minutes ticked by. Her heart thudded. All she needed was Freddy to come home and say he’d forgotten something or one of her brothers to come looking for her. She couldn’t believe her plan was in jeopardy of going awry. Finally, at nine forty five a wagon pulled up with two men aboard. She led them inside and down the basement. They picked up the heavy box containing her sewing machine and then took it outside. Emily followed them outside and made sure they knew that the box had to get to Fremantle that day as she was sailing the following day. She’d written her name on the box and made sure they knew it was to be delivered to the skipper of the Sea Gull. Finally, all seemed to be going to plan, but she kept a nervous lookout for one of her brothers.

			“What was that, Emily?” Mabel Douglas asked from behind her front gate as the wagon pulled away.

			Emily jumped with fright. “Mrs. Douglas, you startled me,” she said breathlessly, her mind racing for an explanation.

			“Sorry dear. Was that a box you were sending away?” Mabel strained to see.

			“Yes, it contained a sewing machine that needs to be fixed,” Emily said because she couldn’t think of anything else on the spur of the moment.

			“Doesn’t your father usually fix the machines, dear?”

			“He can’t fix this one,” Emily said with a racing heart. She hoped Mabel hadn’t seen the name of the boat on the box, but then her eyesight was very poor. “It’s a very old machine that he can’t get parts for, but I learnt to sew on it so it’s sentimental. I’m getting it fixed as a surprise for my father. So please don’t say anything.” She wasn’t sure Mabel understood but the old lady nodded and went back inside her house. At that point Emily saw Charlie come around the corner. He walked right by the wagon with her box on it, and even glanced at it. Emily stood waiting for him, praying hard that he hadn’t seen her name on the box. She clenched her trembling hands as he came towards her.

			“Are you all right, Emily?” he asked when he reached her. “Dad is worried.”

			“Yes, I was just about to leave,” Emily said, relieved when he didn’t mention the box but annoyed that her father had sent him looking for her.

			“I’ll walk you to work,” Charlie said. “I have something to tell you, Emily,” he said with wary excitement. “You may not be pleased, but the idea will grow on you if you allow it.”

			“What are you talking about, Charlie?”

			“You are going out tonight.”

			“Am I? Where?” Emily’s eyes narrowed with suspicion. “Or should I ask, with whom?”

			“Herman Wiseman is taking you to the Hotel Australia for dinner and a show.”

			Emily gasped. “That detestable man! I don’t want to go anywhere with him.”

			“I’ve made enquiries about Herman, on your behalf, and he has a very good reputation. We all feel comfortable that he’s the right man for you. So give him a chance. He’s going to pick you up at six thirty this evening.”

			Emily wanted to strongly object, but she did not want to upset him for fear of jeopardizing her plans. The most she could hope for was to postpone a date with the detestable Herman Wiseman. “I can’t go. I have nothing to wear as I’ve never been allowed to go on a real date before,” she said resentfully.

			“You will have a suitable gown by this evening as dad is going to ask Uncle Freddy to go shopping for you when he brings our lunch.”

			Emily was gobsmacked. Any semblance of guilt she felt about taking the post in the Kimberley evaporated. She wanted to erupt in anger, but she fought the urge. She’d made up her mind that she was leaving very early the next morning, before any of the family woke up. So she couldn’t cause any disruptions that might give her father or brothers a sleepless night.

			Herman Wiseman arrived in his glossy black 1910 Model T Ford Tourer at precisely six twenty-five.

			As soon as Emily stepped onto the front porch, surrounded by her brothers and father, his gaze slid down her body. She felt like she was being undressed and assessed. Her skin crawled with revulsion. His tone, when he greeted her, was condescending at best. “Good evening, Emily, you look…delightful.” Emily was a reasonably tall, young woman with shoulder-length brown, wavy hair. Her skin was fair but clear, her mouth was generous and well shaped and she had curves in all the right places. She’d always felt she had potential, maybe not to be a classic beauty, but certainly very attractive, given the chance. But this evening she’d made no effort. The last thing she wanted was to appeal to Herman Wiseman. She wore the gown that Uncle Freddy had bought her, which was cream in color and trimmed with gold piping. It came with a matching beret secured with a decorative sea-horse-shaped gold pin. It was lovely, but Emily was upset that the first time she was given something new and fashionable it was only so that she could go on a date with a man she loathed.

			Emily couldn’t even mumble a polite greeting in return. She felt sick. With her chin practically touching her chest, she walked to the gate, overhearing her father apologizing for her lack of manners, claiming she was just nervous.

			Clearly Herman expected her to be impressed as he opened the car door for her, revealing luxurious leather upholstery. She made no comment, but what she lacked in enthusiasm her brothers and her father made up for, gushing compliments about the motor car as they saw her off from the door step. Emily turned to give them reproachful glares as the car pulled away, but they were so pleased with themselves and already planning the expansion of the business, so they barely noticed.

			While Emily kept her eyes averted on the drive through the city to the Hotel Australia, she could feel Herman leering at her. She pressed herself against the car door to get as far away from him as was humanly possible in the confines of his vehicle. To keep from telling him, in no uncertain terms, that she’d sooner jump off the tallest building in the city than marry him, she kept reminding herself that at the same time the following evening she’d be standing on the deck of the Sea Gull with a fresh sea breeze in her face, and freedom on the horizon.

			Emily and Herman were seated in an intimate circular cubicle that overlooked a stage where a variety dinner show would take place. The waiter poured wine that Herman ordered, and then he topped up her glass before she’d had the chance to taste it. With a pompous arrogance and without consulting her, he ordered three courses for two, starting with potato and leek soup followed by Beef Bourguignon with seasonal vegetables and for dessert, apple and rhubarb tiramisu.

			Emily fumed, glaring at Herman as she handed her menu back to the waiter. Knowing she’d never be his wife gave her some comfort and surprisingly, made her feel bold. “Did it occur to you that I might not like beef or rhubarb?” she asked him when the waiter had gone.

			“No, it didn’t, but I love these dishes so you will learn to love them, too,” Herman replied without the slightest doubt.

			“That’s what you think,” Emily mumbled, taking a sip of her wine.

			“I beg your pardon?”

			“I just commented that the wine is nice,” Emily fibbed.

			“Nice! My dear it’s one of the finest 1910 vintages from the Chateau Latour, from Pauillac in France. It costs a fortune per bottle.”

			“Well, excuse me,” Emily said sarcastically. “If you were trying to impress me, you’ve wasted your money. I wouldn’t know a Latour wine from an Aspall cider from Suffolk.”

			Herman rolled his bulbous eyes and turned as pale as the tablecloth. “We’ll have to change that as soon as possible,” he said.

			Fortunately, the show started so Emily feigned interest so she wouldn’t have to participate in polite conversation. After a few minutes steaming bowls of soup were placed in front of them. Herman asked the waiter to stand by while he made a flamboyant grand gesture of tasting it.

			“It needs extra seasoning, and it’s barely hot enough,” he said, adding a sprinkle of salt and pepper, before tasting it again as if he was a gastronomic connoisseur.

			Emily had no appetite, but just to be disagreeable she tasted her soup. “It’s perfect,” she said to the worried waiter. “It doesn’t need extra seasoning and it’s adequately hot.”

			Herman frowned disapproval but did not respond. Instead he noisily drank his soup, holding the spoon with his bejeweled pinkie-finger extended. If Emily had an appetite, watching him drink soup certainly would have caused her to lose it. She continued to feel utter dismay that her brothers and father expected her to marry this repulsive and pompous man!

			The lights were dimmed further, and the waiter lit tea-light candles on their table. Emily was tense, but she froze when she felt Herman slide across the seat, closer to her. She kept her gaze fixed straight ahead. A few moments later he murmured something in her ear about the scantily clad dancers in the show. She ignored him and leant forward, pretending to drink her soup. A moment later she felt his hand on her leg, near her knee. Her spoon of soup froze midway to her mouth. When the hand moved a little further up her thigh, she put her spoon down and pushed his hand away, glaring at him. Thinking, as a gentleman he’d take note of the rebuff, she was shocked when his hand immediately returned to her thigh.

			“Mr. Wiseman, keep your hands to yourself,” she hissed at him, pushing his hand away again.

			“You will soon be my wife, so we should become intimately acquainted,” he said with a lecherous smile. His moustache quivered above his lip.

			Emily glared at him with her mouth open. “We won’t ever be intimately acquainted,” she hissed loudly.

			“Yes, we will, my dear. Your father is eager to expand his business, so you will do just as I say, or that won’t happen.”

			Emily felt the pressure of his fingers on her thigh, as he squeezed her leg and made what sounded like an animal grunt. She picked up her bowl of soup and dropped it upside down in his lap. He yelped in pain as the soup that he’d claimed wasn’t hot enough, scolded him. Emily shuffled away from him and stood up. “If my father knew you were running your hands up my thighs he wouldn’t even consider going into business with you, you lecherous old fool!” she said loudly. A moment later she was on the street, taking deep breaths to control her rage. She turned towards home and began walking briskly.

			When Emily entered the front door of her home, her father came out of the living room.

			“I didn’t hear Herman’s car,” he said, noting her cheeks with flushed with exhilaration.

			Emily had been thinking about this moment. She couldn’t say she’d had a nice time. “I…asked him to drop me at the corner so his car didn’t wake the neighbours,” she fibbed.

			“Did you have a nice dinner?” he asked eagerly as she began heading for her bedroom.

			“Herman ordered French food and wine, which I’m not used to,” Emily replied evasively, avoiding eye contact.

			“He has worldly taste,” William said proudly. “I’m sure he’ll introduce you to all the finer things in life when you become his wife, Emily.”

			Emily was bursting to tell her father that Herman Wiseman was a lecherous old coot, but she wanted peace on her last night at home. “I’m going to bed, Dad,” she said. It was on the tip of her tongue to say, “See you in the morning,” but she couldn’t, because she wouldn’t. “Good night,” she said instead.

			In her room, Emily spent hours writing and rewriting a note, which she planned to leave on the bedside chest. She knew she was leaving her family at a busy time, and apologized for that, but there was no right time to do it. An opportunity had presented itself and she couldn’t let it pass.

			In the note, Emily explained that she’d taken a position as a seamstress for six months, and that the position came with accommodation and that they should not worry. She could’ve explained all the reasons she needed to leave, but she knew it would be a waste of time. Uncle Freddy might’ve understood, but her father and her brother’s wouldn’t have.

			In one of the many versions of the note she wrote, she mentioned North Bundaloon, but then thought it unwise to let them know exactly where she was going, as she imagined her brothers coming up there to fetch her, dragging her kicking and screaming back home and thrusting her into the lecherous arms of Herman Wiseman. She hastily disposed of that note. She decided it was best not to give them any clues to her whereabouts. One shock at a time!

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			Emily slipped out of the house and headed for the train station at five o’clock the following morning. It felt surreal to be walking alone in the darkness, carrying her suitcase. She passed a few men who looked at her strangely, but she forced herself to be brave. She was giddy with nerves at the prospect of starting a new life, but she also felt exhilarated.

			The distance between home and the railway station seemed interminable in the dark, especially lugging a suitcase that seemed to get heavier with each step. Few people were about; the milkman on his cart pulled by a Clydesdale horse, the baker opening his shop, and the newspaper boy. Even so, the journey wasn’t made any easier by Emily’s overactive imagination. Every time she heard a sound she imagined it was footsteps behind her and her heart would leap. She’d look over her shoulder, expecting to see one of her brother’s chasing her down. By the time she got to the station she was shaking and jittery. She could barely tell the ticket seller where she wanted to go.

			“The train doesn’t leave for Fremantle until eight thirty, Miss,” he said, pointing to the big railway clock on the wall to indicate it wasn’t yet six.

			“I know,” Emily mumbled. “I didn’t want to be late.” She realised how silly that sounded the second she babbled the words.

			The man in the ticket box could see she was anxious. “You’ll be leaving from platform three,” he said with a touch of sympathy. “Perhaps you could get a cup of tea at the cafeteria,” he added kindly. “It opens at six.”

			“Thank you,” Emily said and walked away.

			She was the first person in the cafeteria and ordered a cup of cocoa. At this point there were only a few people at the station, and yet she imagined they were looking at her curiously, as if she was wearing a sign disclosing that she’d just run away from home. Her overactive imagination at work again! She needed to calm down, but she was so nervous. She couldn’t eat anything, but she bought a Western Mail newspaper and hid behind it while seated at a table right in the back corner of the cafeteria.

			As the minutes ticked by, agonizingly slow, commuters began filling the station and the cafeteria. Emily peered around the paper, keeping a frantic eye out for one of her brothers or her father. Minutes felt like hours. She just wanted to be underway and knew she wouldn’t truly relax until the Sea Gull set sail.

			“May I join you?” someone asked.

			Emily jumped with fright and lowered the newspaper. A middle-aged lady was standing close by. By now most of the tables in the cafeteria were taken. “If you must,” she said without thinking.

			“I can find another seat, dear,” the lady said. She glanced at the other occupied tables to see if there was a seat free.

			There was something captivating about the woman’s warm, pleasant voice. “No, please sit with me,” Emily pleaded, realizing how rude she must’ve sounded. She got to her feet, glancing through the window at passersby.

			“If you are sure,” the lady said hesitantly.

			“I’d appreciate the company, really,” Emily added in a fluster, noting the lady had a walking cane in one hand and a suitcase in the other. Emily pulled out a chair for her and took her case, placing it beside her own on the far side of the table, against the wall.

			“Thank you, dear,” the lady said, sitting down with a groan.

			“Are you all right?” Emily asked.

			“My knee is giving me grief, but I’ll be fine after a rest. I’m Annie Williams.” She took her glove off and offered a soft hand, adorned with two gem encrusted gold rings.

			“Emily…Emily Scott,” Emily said wondering whether she should have given a different name and chastising herself for being a complete failure at subterfuge. Her mind was then distracted by the beautiful brooch Mrs. Williams was wearing. She was obviously worth a bob or two, as her Uncle Freddy would say. Emily also recognized her stylish gown. She’d seen one just like it in an upmarket store in the city. Sitting beside Annie Williams, in her well worn, drab gown, Emily felt like a shadow beside bright sunshine.

			“Isn’t the cocoa nice?” Annie asked, glancing at Emily’s cup while removing her second glove.

			“I…I’m not sure,” Emily said, realizing she hadn’t tasted it.

			Annie turned and called a waiter over to the table. “Two hot cocoas, please,” she said, handing him Emily’s lukewarm cup.

			Emily felt like a charity case. “You don’t need to buy me one, Mrs. Williams,” she said, embarrassed. “I would’ve drunk that one.”

			“It’s Annie, and it’s a sin to drink cold cocoa,” she said kindly.

			The waiter brought their cups of cocoa to the table and Annie paid him.

			“Would you like sugar in your cocoa, Emily?” Annie asked as she picked up the sugar tongs.

			“Um…yes, one lump please,” Emily said.

			Annie noted Emily’s hand was shaking as she stirred her cocoa. “Where are you going, if you don’t mind me asking?”

			“Fremantle,” Emily replied, steeling a glance through the window.

			“Oh, so am I,” Annie said. “You do know the train doesn’t leave for a couple of hours.”

			“Yes,” Emily said. She could see the huge railway station clock above the platform from her seat.

			“I’m a terrible sleeper, especially when my knee is playing up. That’s why I’m here so early. You appear to be waiting for someone.”

			Emily blinked and pretended to be concentrating on her cocoa. “No, I’m not,” she rushed to say. “I’m…travelling alone.” In this moment, the words were a mirror of her soul. For the first time since her departure she really felt alone.

			She could feel Annie regarding her astutely. She had to pull herself together. “Are you sailing somewhere from Fremantle?” she asked in an effort to change the subject.

			“Yes, up to Broome aboard the Sea Gull. How about you?”

			Emily brightened. “I’m also sailing on the Sea Gull. I’m going to Derby.”

			“Derby! There’s not much to do there,” Annie said.

			“I won’t be staying in town. I’ve taken a position as a seamstress on a station and I’m quite excited about it.”

			“Really? Life on a station will be very different to life in a city like Perth,” Annie said, stirring her cocoa and tasting it. She noted that Emily did not touch hers.

			“I suppose it will, but I’m looking forward to sewing women’s clothes instead of men’s suits.”

			“Oh, you’ve been working for a tailor, then?”

			Emily hesitated, but decided to mention her father’s business. “My father owns a shop. He’s been a tailor since he was very young so my brothers and I had no choice but to enter the business and help as dad built up a clientele.”

			“What does your father think of you leaving the family business, or shouldn’t I ask?”

			Emily turned away and stole another glance through the window. “He won’t be pleased,” she said quietly, knowing that was an understatement.

			“So he doesn’t know and you’re worried he’s going to chase after you.”

			Emily looked into Annie’s kindly blue eyes. “Is it that obvious?” Her heart sank again when it suddenly occurred to her that her father might have the police out looking for her.

			“I’m afraid so. You look as skittish as a Catholic at a Jewish circumcision ceremony.”

			Emily’s eyes widened in shock that her companion would say something like that. “Do you think my family might call the police?” she whispered. By now they still would be asleep, but what would happen when they woke up and found out that she was missing?

			Annie gave her a reassuring glance. “I’m guessing you are older than you look.”

			“I’m twenty-two,” Emily declared.

			“I would’ve said nineteen, but as you’re older it’s unlikely the police would get involved.” Annie’s blue eyes twinkled mischievously, so Emily burst into laughter, attracting the attention of those closest to them.

			“That’s better,” Annie said. “Now come with me.”

			Annie struggled to her feet and put her gloves back on.

			Emily felt quite relieved as she stood up and picked up her case and Annie’s. Presumably, Annie was right. Even if her father went to the police, it was not very likely that officials would start looking for her.

			“Where are we going?” she asked.

			“Somewhere you can relax for the next two hours,” Annie said, taking her case from Emily and heading for the door. “You’re starting to make me feel nervous.”

			Emily followed Annie outside, into the pale dawn light. They headed to a tiny cafe that was just opening for the day on the other side of the road from the station. It was tucked away in a little arcade between a hat shop and a shop selling every conceivable type of clock.

			“I’ve gotten to know the owners over the years,” Annie said, waving to the husband and wife team working behind the counter. “They’re nice people and the food is very good.” She lowered her voice. “They’re foreigners, so people are slow to accept them. But that means the place is never overcrowded and that suits me just fine.”

			Annie led Emily to a table away from the window but with just enough of a view of the street that she could see who was coming and going from the railway station across the road.

			Emily was delighted and soon began to relax. “Thank you so much, Annie,” she said feeling safe. “I don’t think my nerves would’ve lasted until the departure in the railway cafeteria.”

			“You’re welcome. Now let’s have some breakfast, shall we?” She called the young waitress, a sixteen-year-old girl of Indian descent. Geeta greeted her warmly and took an order for bacon, scrambled eggs, mushrooms, toast, and a pot of tea for two.

			Emily really enjoyed her breakfast, while Annie chatted about her fisherman husband, and her two sons, and their wives and children. She also told Emily all about her life before she married.

			“I was a make-up artist for a Vaudeville show,” she disclosed with pride. “ Desmond was the show’s producer. He was such a handsome devil. All the showgirls were in love with him. After a few months in Perth we took the show on the road, going as far as Kalgoorlie and other mining towns. I remember it was hard work, but I must’ve been blinded by love at the time because back then it seemed like quite an adventure travelling dusty roads on a wagon and setting up the performing tent.” She laughed.

			“It all sounds exciting and so romantic,” Emily said in awe.

			“I suppose it was, despite the flies and heat, but what I remember most wasn’t the performances, or the excitement of a new town every few days, but how hard it was to keep make-up on faces that were constantly perspiring,” Annie laughed again. “Anyway, Desmond and I returned to Perth, married, and had a family. He produced local theatre after that. I sometimes helped out with the make-up but we didn’t go on the road because we had small children.”

			Emily had never met anyone like Annie. She’d obviously led an exciting life but she had a way of telling stories about her life that made ‘everyday’ sound so enthralling.

			“To this day, when I look at a face, I still see a blank canvas,” Annie said, studying Emily’s features. “I’d really like to make-up your face. You have wonderful features; a pert nose, a perfect chin, high cheek bones, and beautiful green eyes.”

			“I most certainly do not,” Emily protested quite seriously.

			“You don’t think your eyes are green?”

			“Oh, yes, but they’re a bland green. As for the rest of my features, they must be rather ordinary.”

			“How can you say that? You’re a very pretty girl.”

			“I can’t be. Why, just a few days ago my brother brought a very unattractive middle-aged man to the shop and told me he’s to be my future husband because I could do no better. This man was horrible. He was a tailor, so he was dressed well, but he looked like a puffer fish, with bulging eyes and big lips and he had hands like an octopus. He took me to dinner yesterday evening and I had barely tasted my soup before the old lecherous sod was feeling my thigh.”

			“What did you father and brothers say about that?”

			“I didn’t tell them because I knew I was leaving this morning. I’m not sure they would’ve believed me, though. They thought the guy was perfect because he had money.”

			“Well then they should marry him.”

			Emily laughed again and Annie smiled, delighted to see her relaxed.

			“So that’s why you’re taking this job a long way from Perth,” Annie said. “You don’t want to marry old fish-face.”

			“That’s part of the reason, Annie,” Emily said with a smile that faded. “My brothers and my father are so controlling. They never let me out of their sight. They criticize everything I do. I have no friends and no life outside work. I’m twenty-two years old and I’ve never had a boyfriend. It was the last straw when my brother brought fish-face to the shop and told me he’d make the perfect husband. I had to get away.”

			“I don’t blame you.” Annie bristled. “The very idea of thinking it was okay to choose a husband for you. What’s the world coming to? I know that sort of thing goes on in some cultures, but this is Australia!”

			Emily was almost overwhelmed with gratitude and relief. Finally, someone understood how she felt. “The friends I made at school stopped inviting me on outings because I worked long hours or my father and brothers found an excuse why I couldn’t go,” she said. “I did meet a nice young man at church, and we found a way to see a little of each other until my eldest brother found out. That was the end of that. I also liked a neighbour and he seemed interested in me, but another of my brothers scared him off, too.”

			Annie looked perplexed.

			Emily felt embarrassed. “My life sounds rather pathetic, doesn’t it?”

			“That’s not your fault, but you do realise that life on a working sheep or cattle station, miles from a town, will be restrictive in regards to a social life,” Annie said, not sure Emily knew what she was getting into.

			“Yes, my new employer has told me that.”

			“And yet you accepted the position. Aren’t you swapping one cloistered life for another?”

			“I don’t see it that way,” Emily said. “I need to put distance between myself and my family. That’s probably an awful thing to say, but it’s the truth.”

			“Oh, I understand that,” Annie said. “But I can’t see you being better off socially.”

			“It’s not so much a social life I’m seeking, as the company of women in completely different surroundings, without having my brothers constantly watching me. I just want to be able to feel free to think for myself. Mrs. McBride sounded lovely in her letter and she has a son and three daughters around my age who all want new wardrobes. I know how to make patterns and I have so many ideas for new gowns. The posting is just for six months, but I don’t want to think about the time afterwards.” She glanced at the clock on the wall and suffered a pang of guilt as she envisioned Uncle Freddy knocking on her bedroom door and getting no answer. He would then find the note she’d left beside her bed and become hysterical. She knew her father and brothers would be angry, but Freddy would be most upset that she’d left without saying goodbye.

			The women chatted for another hour, mostly about the ideas that Emily had for gowns.

			“What’s Broome like?” Emily asked, thinking about the journey ahead.

			“It’s a pretty place, with the most beautiful long stretches of white sandy beaches, but the town is small, with not much to do for someone like me. There is a pearling industry, and it’s the perfect place for a man whose hobby is fishing, like my husband. It’s all he does since he retired, so I spend a lot of time on my own.”

			“You must really stand out in a small country town because it’s quite obvious you are a city woman,” Emily said.

			Annie was startled by the remark. “Why do you say that?”

			“Your clothing is stylish and you know how to wear it. I know there are similar gowns to yours in Lady Jane Macy’s store in George Street. The brooch is a nice touch.”

			Annie’s eyes widened. “That’s where I bought this gown a few weeks ago. You’re very observant,” she commented, glancing over the plain gown Emily was wearing.

			“You can tell a lot by what people wear,” Emily said, feeling embarrassed that her gown wasn’t nearly so stylish. Annie must think that she hadn't been able to afford anything better. But she only hadn’t been allowed to make her own clothes, not outer wear, anyway. When no one was at home, she’d slip down into the basement and sew herself beautiful petticoats, camisoles, and underwear on her old sewing machine. It had been her way of quietly rebelling.

			“I couldn’t survive in a country town if I didn’t get back to the city every few months to shop and go to the theatre and coffee shops,” Annie said. “I’ve also been visiting friends and my sons and grandchildren.” She fished around in her handbag and produced a compact, rouge and a pale shade of pink lipstick. “I can’t wait any longer to do this,” she said. “May I?”

			Emily was astonished that she wanted to apply the make-up to her face. “All right,” she said tentatively. She’d never been allowed to wear make-up, so she didn’t know what to expect.

			Annie worked her magic, telling Emily to sit still. She then admired her handiwork when she was done. “You look so lovely,” she said. “Just as I’d imagined.”

			Emily couldn’t believe the difference when she looked at her reflection in the mirror inside the compact. “I do look almost pretty,” she said.

			“Not almost,” Annie said. “You look very beautiful,” she insisted. “You keep the rouge and lipstick,” she added. “I have plenty more at home.”

			“I couldn’t,” Emily objected. “I wouldn’t know how to apply it.”

			“I insist, and I’ll show you how to apply it once we board the ship, so don’t argue with an old woman.”

			“Oh, thank you, Annie,” Emily said emotionally. “You’ve been so kind to me.”

			“You are welcome,” Annie said, enjoying herself. “You’ve allowed an old woman to prattle on about her life, reliving memories, without flinching. But I’m curious about something. Why is it you’ve never experimented with make-up?”

			“I…my father wouldn’t allow it, and neither would my brothers. My brothers have always disapproved of women who painted their faces. They refer to them as bad women.”

			“What narrow-minded nonsense. Your brothers need to realise it’s the twentieth century and not the dark ages. Luckily they’re not here.” Annie’s blue eyes twinkled mischievously. “Most girls try their mother’s lipstick and rouge. Didn’t you ever do that?”

			“My mother died when I was small,” Emily informed her. “I have vague memories because I was eight, but what sticks in my mind when I think of my mother is the smell of cinnamon. My father said I loved my mother’s teacake. It’s an odd thing to remember, isn’t it?”

			“Not at all. Smells often evoke memories. Whenever I go past a fish market, I think of Desmond.”

			Both women laughed.

			“You’ve no idea how much I’ve enjoyed talking to you, Annie,” Emily said honestly. “I hope you have plenty more stories to tell me on our sea voyage.”

			“Oh, I do. Let’s hope the weather is kind,” Annie said thoughtfully.

			“Why?”

			“I tend to suffer sea-sickness if it’s rough.” She noted Emily looked worried. “But it won’t be,” she added confidently. “Look at the time. Is it safe to board the train?” she added with a smile.

			“The coast appears to be clear,” Emily said. “But I’ll be glad when the train leaves the platform.” She looked at Annie and something occurred to her. “This will be my first trip on a train,” she said excitedly. She then realised that her family probably wouldn’t consider the possibility that she’d be taking a train to Fremantle. She suddenly felt as if a weight had been lifted off her shoulders.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			The twelve-mile train trip passed almost in the blink of an eye. Once they left the city, there was virtually nothing to see but open, featureless land on one side and the vast ocean on the other.

			After disembarking at the end of the line, it was just a short stroll to the wharf, but they had to walk slowly because of Annie’s sore knee. Emily became really excited when she saw such a large variety of vessels in port.

			The sun danced on the sparkling blue ocean, adding to the magic, while scavenging seagulls mewed and soared overhead. Emily took deep breaths of pungent, salty air to absorb what felt surreal.

			“Oh, Annie, I’ve never seen so many large boats. I’ve watched regattas on the Swan River with my brothers and my father, but that was nothing like this. These vessels go to sea!”

			Annie smiled. “They certainly do.”

			As they proceeded down the wharf, they were forced to side-step boxes of goods being loaded onto ships. Emily caught glances of fresh vegetables, fruits, bottles of oil, vinegar, sacks of flour and salt, jars of preserves and spices. Cargo vessels were being unloaded with other produces that included rice, corn, cotton and molasses. She was enthralled to see agile riggers fearlessly scampering up the masts of sailing ships like monkeys. At the same time, horses and buggies and a few automobiles were arriving and leaving, dropping off passengers and their luggage and picking up others. Burly men were shouting orders as they crossed gangplanks with boxes of goods on their broad shoulders. The wharf was literally teeming with industrious activity.

			Annie noted, with some amusement, that many of the men were taking the time to cast appreciative glances in Emily’s direction, but she didn’t seem to notice. It wasn’t until one whistled when she walked by him that she blushed and appeared disbelieving, even though she looked secretly pleased.

			“I feel alive for the first time in my life, Annie,” she declared. She couldn’t stop smiling. “How will we find the Sea Gull?” she asked like a wide-eyed child of six.

			“I know where it usually berths,” Annie said, leading Emily further along the wharf. “By the way, this boat was built in 1905 in New York,” Annie informed Emily. “She’s ninety feet long. There’s a passenger lounge, a small dining room, and galley and seven cabins with two bunks in each. That means we’ll have to share.”

			Emily assumed that she and Annie would share. “Oh, that’s all right,” she said.

			“There it is,” Annie said, pointing ahead.

			“Which one is it?” Emily looked in the direction of several boats tied up.

			“It’s the one with the white canopy on the aft deck,” Annie said. When Emily appeared confused, she added, “Aft is a nautical term for the rear deck.”

			Emily then saw the name painted on the side of the white boat that was much bigger than a fishing boat, but not nearly as large as a passenger liner.

			As they got close to the boat, Annie called out to the skipper who was on deck.

			“Ahoy, Captain. Permission to come aboard?” she said with laughter in her voice.

			“Ahoy, Mrs. Williams,” the skipper called back enthusiastically. “Permission granted.” He was smiling broadly as he hurried across the gangplank to help the women with their luggage. Clearly, Annie was a favoured passenger.

			“Captain Henderson, I’d like you to meet Emily Scott,” Annie said after exchanging greetings. “She’s sailing to Derby.”

			“That she is,” captain Henderson said, consulting his passenger manifesto. “Welcome, Miss Scott. My name is Tom Henderson, I’ve been expecting you,” he said with a friendly grin.

			Although Emily had never met a skipper before, she just knew that Tom Henderson fitted the bill perfectly. He was around sixty years of age, which alluded to years of experience at sea and he was wearing a casual shirt, loose trousers, and canvas deck shoes, so he was dressed for comfort rather than propriety. His head was adorned in a well-worn cap, from under which wisps of unruly white hair poked free. The peak of the cap shaded eyes the color of the ocean, set in a face tanned coconut brown; contrasting with white stubble on his chin. His smile was warm and welcoming. Emily immediately liked him.

			“It’s nice to meet you, Captain Henderson,” she said shyly.

			“Call me Tom, or skipper. Your box arrived yesterday, Miss Scott, and it’s already safely stowed in the hold,” Tom assured her.

			“Oh, that’s good news,” Emily replied. “It contains my sewing machine and I’m going to need it.”

			“So you’re a seamstress?”

			“That’s right. I’m going to work on a station and sew for four women,” Emily declared with excitement and pride.

			“Good for you,” Tom Henderson said enthusiastically. “Which station?”

			“North Bundaloon,” Emily said. “Do you know it?”

			“Yes, indeed. It’s a vast property. I know the McBrides quite well,” Tom said. “They’re good people.”

			Emily was very pleased to hear this and if Tom wasn’t mistaken, she stood up straighter and squared her shoulders.

			They were interrupted by another person who came across the gangplank, dressed almost identically to Captain Henderson in baggy pants and a loose shirt and cap over red hair. A huge smile split a plump, freckled face. “Welcome Mrs. Williams. It’s good to see again.”

			“Thank you, Pat. This is Emily Scott,” Annie said. She looked at Emily. “Pat is first mate on the Sea Gull.”

			“And cook, cleaner, and general dogsbody,” Pat said good-naturedly.

			Emily looked at Pat and tried to take in what Annie had said. She wasn’t sure about the term first mate. She also wasn’t sure whether Pat was a man or woman, although she was leaning towards a woman, as her voice wasn’t deep. The clothes were bewildering.

			“Hello, Emily,” Pat said. “I’m Tom’s wife. Don’t mind the way I’m dressed. It’s far more practical to wear Tom’s clothes when working on a boat. I learnt that the hard way when I kept tripping up in a gown.”

			“Oh, I understand that,” Emily said. “I used to wear my brothers’ clothes when I was younger. Trousers allow far more freedom of movement.”

			“I had to fish her out of the drink a few times when she wore gowns,” Tom said, laughing.

			“The drink?” Emily was confused further.

			“The ocean,” Pat explained. “I’ve fallen overboard a few times and I’m not the best swimmer.”

			“That’s a concern,” Annie chipped in. “Don’t be looking at me to save you. I couldn’t swim to save my own life. What about you, Emily?”

			“I’ve never had the opportunity to learn,” Emily said.

			“If you’ve never learned, you’ll sink like a stone,” Pat said with a grin. “I’ll show you where the life buoys are.”

			Tom and Pat’s attention was taken with two couples who’d arrived alongside the boat simultaneously in buggies. Tom went to assist the elderly couples with their luggage.

			Emily and Annie watched the scene unfold.

			“I wonder where they’re going.” Annie said curiously.

			“Home to the farm,” Emily declared confidently.

			“How do you know that?” Annie asked.

			“Their attire. Country people dress for practicality. Pockets and comfort are far more important than lace or ruffles. You’ll notice how faded the women’s gowns are,” Emily pointed out.

			“What conclusion do you draw from that?” Annie asked.

			“They’ve been washed more times than the sun has risen.”

			“So they’re old,” Annie said, having come to the same assumption.

			“They’re well worn because they’re comfortable and practical for everyday life and trips to town.”

			“What about the men?”

			“It looks like the larger man only owns one suit and it was likely the suit he was married in.”

			“How could you possibly come to that conclusion?” Annie asked, intrigued.

			“The jacket sleeves and trouser legs are the right length but he was obviously much slimmer on his wedding day. I’m surprised the stitching is still holding. The slimmer man borrowed his suit because he doesn’t own one decent enough for a trip to town.”

			“How could you possibly know that, Emily?”

			“It’s hanging on him like a sack on a door knob,” Emily said.

			“Maybe he’s been ill and lost weight.”

			“No, the suit doesn’t belong to him. The sleeves are too long, and so are the trouser legs. It’s very unlikely that he was once six inches taller, so the suit belongs to someone else.”

			“Incredible,” Annie said, impressed.

			“You learn a lot about people when you make clothes for them” Emily said. “You may also notice that the men’s hands, faces and necks are very brown. That’s because they work outside. They’re definitely farmers.”

			“No doubt we’ll learn a lot more about them over tea later today,” Annie advised as the women crossed the gangplank to board the Sea Gull. “Or should we just let you look through their suitcases?”

			Emily laughed. “You’d be surprised what I’d come up with,” she said.

			“I’m sure I would.” Annie smiled.

			At that moment two men arrived separately. One was tall with very dark hair and about thirty years old, while the other was much shorter and older.

			The women watched as they gave their names to Tom and were crossed off the manifesto. Both were admiring the good looks of the tall, dark passenger.

			“Shall we toss a coin to see which one of us gets to share a cabin with Lothario,” Annie said, referring to the younger man.

			Emily was gob-smacked. “I’m not sharing with a man, let alone a Lothario…”

			Annie laughed and Emily blushed again when she realised that her companion had been teasing her. “You’re wicked,” she declared.

			The men and the couples came aboard. Tom introduced everyone. Emily had never met anyone with a thick accent, so she had to listen very carefully as Lothario, whose real name was Vince Battelle, greeted everyone. His hair was wavy and jet black like his thick beard. He looked quite intimidating and yet intriguing.

			“Where do you think Lothario is from?” Emily whispered to Annie.

			“He sounds Italian,” Annie whispered back. “Watch out for him as he’s likely to be ‘hot blooded’ and he might sleep walk.”

			Emily’s eyes widened and Annie laughed again.

			The oldest man announced very loudly that he was a widower and a retired farmer who now lived with his postmistress daughter in Carnarvon. His name was Walter Sydney. They soon worked out that he was as deaf as a post box.

			“Having a conversation with him is going to be interesting,” Annie commented sarcastically.

			Emily whispered that she felt sorry for the old man and thought he was brave to be travelling alone when his hearing was so limited.

			“You’re as soft as butter on a hot day, but there’s no need to whisper,” Annie commented. “He can’t hear you.”

			The couples were Geoff and Martha Fielding and Henry and Wendy Bolt. They claimed to be mixed livestock farmers and their properties were east of Carnarvon.

			“See, I was right,” Emily whispered to Annie.

			While they were all saying hello to each other, another couple arrived. They introduced themselves in posh English voices as Marion and Donald Squire, from Bayswater in Perth. Annie surreptitiously touched the underside of her nose to indicate to Emily that the Squire’s were ‘toffs’. They said they were travelling to Geraldton to visit family members. Marion claimed to be a poor sailor so she wasn’t looking forward to the trip, but Donald was as animatedly excited as was proper for someone considered upper class.

			“We’re waiting for just one passenger and then we can set sail,” Tom announced, consulting his watch. “Pat will show you to your cabins.”

			Emily and Annie were escorted to their cabin towards the aft. It was small, with two narrow wooden bunks, a very small closet for their clothes and a porthole. Emily was surprised by the less-than-comfortable cramped conditions, but hid her feelings from Annie, who’d made the trip a few times and wasn’t complaining.

			“I’ll take the upper bed, Annie,” Emily said. It was the obvious solution.

			Pat showed them the bathroom that all the passengers had to share. It was also tiny, but thankfully the trip wasn’t going to be very long.

			At precisely ten o’clock, Tom Henderson had the engine running. He was convinced the last passenger wasn’t going to turn up and he was a stickler for getting away on time and keeping to a schedule. He and Pat had taken the gangplank aboard. While he checked his instruments in the wheelhouse, Pat cast off the ropes. They were slowly moving away from the wharf when a wagon pulled up. It was loaded high with baggage. A Chinaman aboard the wagon began shouting excitedly that the boat must wait for him.

			Tom popped his head out of the wheelhouse and decided it would take too long to load so much baggage. “You’re too late,” he called with a wave.

			The Chinaman began begging for the boat to wait for him. He was shouting in broken English, but he appeared to be suggesting that the wagon’s axle had collapsed and that was why he was late.

			Tom was not moved by his excuse and began moving the boat further away from the wharf. Some of the other passengers felt sorry for the Chinaman, though, and called out to pick him up. He seemed really distraught.

			Unexpectedly, the Chinaman grabbed a piece of soft luggage from the wagon and threw it as hard as he could at the boat. It hit the side of the wheelhouse and landed on the deck, just missing Wendy Bolt who was standing by the railing.

			“Now hold on,” Tom shouted from the wheelhouse window. “You can’t do that.”

			“Perhaps we’d better pull alongside the wharf again,” Pat suggested.

			Tom was displeased. But he could see the Chinaman was about to throw more luggage onto the boat.

			“Someone might get hurt if we don’t pick him up,” Pat added.

			Before Tom could protest further, another piece of luggage landed on deck beside Vince Battelle, who’d had to dodge the flying missile. To say he was none too pleased was an understatement.

			“Stop that,” Tom shouted angrily. It took him a few minutes to manoeuvre the boat alongside the wharf again and in that time, the Chinaman had thrown another piece of luggage, this time grazing Pat’s leg. Tom was more than furious.

			The Chinaman looked delighted that he’d been successful in his mission. He began unloading his luggage, giving the hapless wagon driver, an elderly man, instructions to help him.

			“I apologize for this, folks,” Tom said to the passengers. “He’s lucky I didn’t throw his belongings overboard,” he grumbled to Pat as he went across the gang plant to help the Chinaman.

			Tom was astonished by how much luggage the Chinaman had brought with him. There was enough for two large families, and then some. The Chinaman introduced himself as Hop-sing Li, and communicated which was his personal luggage and told the skipper the rest had to be safely stowed and care must be taken. He was quite rude about it, which rattled Tom’s normally jovial demeanour.

			Tom gritted his teeth and promised to be careful. “Pat will show you to a cabin,” he said, gesturing that his first mate get the Chinaman out of the way.

			“Don’t you want a hand loading the luggage in the hold?” Pat asked, confused.

			“No, I’ll manage,” Tom insisted. “You go on.”

			As soon as Mr. Li was out of sight, Tom opened the cargo hatch and began shoving the luggage down with his foot. He caught Emily watching him and knew what she was thinking.

			“I took great care with your box, Miss Scott, but Mr. Li is not getting the same courtesy.” Vince Battelle decided it might be fun to help the skipper. Emily had to smile.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			After heading into open water, Tom Henderson set a northerly course. Emily stood with Annie and some of the other passengers on the starboard side of the boat. She was enthralled by the contrast of the white, foaming wake and turquoise water, and the view of the rugged coastline from half a mile out to sea. She revelled in the sensation of the cooled breeze off the ocean, and her hair being whipped about her head. Annie had made the trip several times so she was wearing a scarf, but Emily wasn’t in the least envious. She felt freer than she’d ever felt before.

			Once they were well on their way the passengers were invited to the small dining room where Pat was about to serve cups of tea and cake baked earlier that morning in the attached galley. Emily noted that the wooden bench seats were immovable and the tables were bolted down. They could also hear the hum of the boat’s noisy diesel engine, which was directly below the galley. Through the windows they could see the horizon, which appeared to be rising and falling as the boat tackled the small ocean swell.

			“I don’t feel well,” Marion Squire groaned, holding her stomach. “I knew this would happen. I need to go outside for some air.”

			“Do you want me to accompany you, dear?” Donald asked half-heartedly.

			Marion sensed her husband’s reluctance. “No, finish your tea,” she said as the color literally drained from her face. She stood up and hastily left the dining room. Through the window the passengers could see her bent over the railing.

			“Poor Mrs. Squire. How do you feel, Emily?” Annie asked worriedly.

			“I’m not slaving over a sewing machine at the back of my father’s shop, so I feel wonderful,” Emily replied softly. “How about you?”

			“So far, so good,” Annie said. “I just hope we don’t run into bad weather.”

			Geoff Fielding was sitting close by and caught her words. He’d been studying some high clouds in the distant sky through the window. “I don’t know that you will get your wish, Mrs. Williams. It’s likely that we’ll come across at least a few days of bad weather on this trip,” he predicted.

			“Do you have to be the prophet of doom, Geoff?” Martha Fielding complained when she noted some of the passengers looked alarmed at his words. “Don’t take any notice of my husband,” she reassured those with anxious faces. “Somehow, he always manages to see the worst in any situation.”

			“I doubt I’m the only one who can see those clouds,” Geoff said in his defence.

			“Wouldn’t a storm be dangerous for us, Mr. Fielding?” Emily asked worriedly. “Is the boat likely to sink?”

			Martha glared at her husband.

			“No, of course the boat won’t sink,” Geoff replied a trifle unconvincingly.

			“But will it get very windy?” Emily persisted.

			“It might,” Geoff stammered, unsure what to say for the best.

			“I won’t mind if it gets windy,” Emily said, startling those around her. “It could be rather exciting if we’re safe.”

			The passengers gazed at her in disbelief.

			“This is Emily’s first time at sea, so she sees the trip as quite an adventure,” Annie explained.

			“She won’t think it’s such an adventure when she’s feeding the fish her morning tea,” Vince suggested.

			“I’ve decided I’m not going to get seasick,” Emily said without a flicker of doubt.

			“If only it were that simple,” Annie said.

			Apart from Marion, the only passenger missing from the dining room was the Chinaman. As Pat served tea and cake she caught sight of him through the windows. Despite his bombastic rudeness when he came aboard, she thought he looked forlorn, standing portside alone, so she went out to ask if he wanted morning tea. The passengers were witness to their exchange through the window. They couldn’t hear what was being said, but the body language told a story. The conversation started out with Pat smiling, but it didn’t end that way. After a brief exchange, Pat stormed off, and didn’t come back to the dining room.

			“What do you think happened?” Emily asked Annie.

			“I can’t imagine,” Annie said. “Pat was only asking if he wanted tea.”

			The passengers were still speculating when Marion came back and she looked upset.

			“I can’t believe how rude that Chinaman is,” she told the others as she sat down.

			“Why do you say that, dear?” Donald asked.

			Marion had everyone’s attention. “Pat politely asked him if he’d like to have tea in the dining room. His reply was a terrible shock.”

			“What did he say?” Annie asked.

			“He said, and I’ll repeat it word for word, ‘Are you man…or woman who look like man?”

			The women gasped and the men’s expressions became grim.

			“Poor Pat. She must’ve given him a piece of her mind,” Annie said.

			Before Marion could reply, Henry Bolt interjected. “What he meant might’ve just come out wrong,” he said. “He was probably confused because of the way she dresses.”

			This statement was greeted with stunned silence.

			“To be honest, I was confused myself, at first,” Henry added, flushing.

			Wendy Bolt gave her husband a reproachful glare. “Are you excusing the Chinaman’s rudeness?”

			“No, of course not. I just think with his English not being so good, what he said might’ve sounded more hurtful than it was meant.”

			“Whatever he meant sounded very hurtful,” Marion said. “And he seemed quite oblivious to the fact that he’d offended Pat. He certainly didn’t apologize when he saw how upset she was.”

			“Why does she dress like a man?” Henry asked in a hushed voice.

			“Pat told us that she kept tripping and falling overboard when she wore skirts, so what she’s wearing is more practical on a boat,” Emily advised.

			“I guess that makes sense,” Wendy Bolt said. “If she fell overboard in rough seas then that would be the end of her.”

			“So what did poor Pat say to Mr. Li?” Annie asked Marion again.

			“Nothing, not a word,” Marion said. “

			“If he’d said that to me, I would’ve slapped him silly.” Wendy said.

			No one doubted her for a second.

			“He’s lucky that Tom didn’t overhear his remark. He’d have fed him to the sharks by now,” Annie said.

			“Perhaps someone should tell him,” Vince Battelle suggested. “I’d gladly do it.”

			“Mr. Li might deserve it, but it’s not a good idea, Mr. Battelle,” Annie said. “Let’s hope he gets off the boat in Carnarvon or Geraldton. That way none of us will have to put up with him for long.”

			An hour later, the passengers were on deck, enjoying a stiffening breeze, when they smelt smoke.

			“Is Pat burning the lunch?” Emily asked Annie.

			“I don’t think the smoke is coming from the galley,” Annie said worriedly. “It smells like burning oil to me.”

			The women turned around to see the smoke was coming from the gaps around the hatch of the engine room.

			“Oh, my God,” Annie shrieked. “That can’t be good.”

			Emily became anxious because she could see how worried Annie was. By now the other passengers had smelt smoke, too, and they were all congregating on the starboard side of the boat where they could see smoke coming from the boat’s engine house.

			Tom Henderson came out of the wheelhouse after noticing a drop in oil pressure. He looked worried as he opened the hatch to the engine room, allowing billowing smoke to escape, and climbed down the steps.

			“Is something wrong, skipper?” Vince Battelle asked him from the opening.

			“I think the engine has blown a piston ring,” Tom shouted out, choking on the smoke. “We won’t make it to Geraldton today so I’m going to pull in to Dongara. I know someone there who’ll be able to help me with repairs.”

			Tom asked Pat to assemble the passengers in the lounge and then made an announcement.

			“You’ve all noticed the engine is smoking, but I can assure you we’re not in any danger. I can’t fix the problem at sea, though, so I’m going to have to make an unscheduled stop in Dongara where I’ve got a mate who can help me repair the engine. Hopefully, the delay will be short.”

			“How short?” Hop-sing Li demanded to know. He seemed to hold no compassion for the skipper.

			“I can’t say for sure, but we’ll do the best we can to get back on course as soon as possible.”

			Everyone was anxious as the boat limped to Dongara. Smoke from the engine room was rather alarming for the passengers, and their fears weren’t alleviated when Pat starting running through the safety drill and showing them where the life buoys were kept and how to put on their life jackets.

			“Are you concerned the boat is going to set on fire?” Geoff Fielding asked Pat as he secured his life jacket.

			“No, of course not,” Pat said, “but it doesn’t hurt to know what you should do in case of an emergency. In saying that, Mr. Fielding, you do not have to wear your life jacket now.”

			“I can’t swim and neither can Martha. The jackets are probably a waste of time, though.”

			“They’ll keep you afloat,” Pat reassured him.

			“They won’t stop the sharks from eating us, though, will they?”

			“Sharks!” Emily went white and glanced over the railing fearfully.

			“There are plenty of Great White sharks in these waters,” Geoff said. “And they’re man eaters!”

			Martha growled at her husband again and dragged him away. The passengers heard them arguing.

			As soon as they reached Dongara, the passengers were herded off the boat at the jetty and told to head for the Red Dog Roadhouse, which they could see in the distance. Pat had told them they served food at the Roadhouse so they’d be able to get something for lunch, but she warned them not to expect anything too fancy or appetising.

			The passengers began walking. It was incredibly hot. The dry and hot north wind lifted and swirled red dust, which caused an immediate throat irritation. Even worse than the heat were the millions of bush flies. Emily had never experienced anything like this. They stuck to her face and tried to crawl into her eyes, mouth, and ears. And there seemed to be no way to escape them.

			Tom and Pat stayed at the jetty where there were a few fishing vessels. One belonged to Tom’s mate. Bluey loved to drink rum, so Tom prayed he was sober enough to help him fix the boat’s engine.

			“I’ve made quite a few trips up and down the coast and this is the first time this has happened,” Annie told Emily as she furiously swatted flies. They were the last to reach the roadhouse because of her sore knee. “But I guess we have to make the most of it. There’s no point in getting upset or frustrated.”

			“I just hope we can make up for lost time and we get to Derby when we’re supposed to. Mrs. McBride might think I changed my mind and I’ll be left stranded,” Emily said worriedly.

			“I’m sure they will allow for something unpredictable, like bad weather or engine trouble, Emily, so try not to worry,” Annie said.

			The roadhouse was an unappealing single-story building made of iron. Several aboriginal children were playing in the dirt outside, oblivious to the flies and the visitors. The roof was also made of iron, which was rusty and flat. When Emily and Annie pushed through the fly streamers in the open doorway they didn’t have time to observe the wooden chairs and tables that needed painting or the walls decorated in ghastly paintings of flowers in pots. Their attention was captured by Hop-sing Li. He was shouting at the woman behind the counter who’d been trying to serve the unexpected arrivals.

			From what Emily and Annie could gather he had issues with the freshness of the food and the ingredients used. It was clear the woman serving didn’t know quite what to make of him.

			“I baked the meat pies myself this morning,” she insisted when he asked how old they were. She was wondering whether there was a language barrier and he didn’t understand what she was saying because he’d repeated the question three times.

			“What meat you use?” the Chinaman demanded to know.

			“Beef,” she replied.

			“Where beef from?”

			“I don’t keep cows out the back so you’d have to assume the meat would be from a station,” the woman said with a touch of sarcasm. Hot, bothered, and under pressure, her patience was evaporating as fast as perspiration in the blazing sun. With the passengers waiting to be served, she was eager to get on with it.

			“What farm?” Mr. Li asked with suspicion.

			“Take your pick. There are plenty of cattle stations north of here.”

			“When cow killed?”

			“Obviously I wasn’t there, so I wouldn’t know,” the woman said, disbelieving he’d ask such a thing.

			“Is kitchen clean?”

			“I beg your pardon?”

			“You not look hygienic. Is kitchen clean?”

			It took a moment for the woman to realise there was no language barrier. He was insulting her! She flushed as red as her untidy hair. “Do you want the pie or not?”

			“Not want if kitchen dirty like you,” Mr. Li snapped.

			The woman gasped in outrage and her blue eyes bulged like hard-boiled eggs. She seemed to choke on the words she was trying to get out.

			Emily had to agree the woman didn’t look very clean, but anyone with a lick of sense would realise she lived in a dry, dusty place where the flies certainly outnumbered the human population. That was something she preferred not to dwell upon. At the same time she tried to ignore the geckos crawling up the walls.

			“I’ll take the pie, please,” Vince Battelle called out from behind Hop-sing Li, offering the woman some coin. Like the other passengers, he was too hungry to be fussy about whether the woman serving was wearing a clean apron.

			“Sold, to the gentleman with good manners,” the woman said, taking his money and handing him the pie on a plate. She treated Hop-sing Li to a scathing glare.

			The Chinaman didn’t notice as he’d spied a bowl of fruit on the counter. “I take fruit,” he said loudly, picking up the entire bowl.

			“What? All of it?” the woman asked, watching unhappily as he squeezed and scrutinized numerous bananas, apples, mangoes and oranges in the bowl as if he was looking for the slightest blemish.

			“Not this,” Mr. Li said, throwing an apple with a tiny bruise out of the bowl. It rolled across the counter and dropped over the other side, onto the top of a bunion on the woman’s foot. She yelped in agony. “I buy this,” he said, gesturing to the rest of the fruit.

			The woman’s face contorted as she hobbled around the counter, snatched the bowl of fruit from Hop-sing, and headed back behind the counter.

			“I want fruit,” the Chinaman demanded.

			“Then give me one pound and sixpence,” the woman retaliated, wild-eyed with fury.

			The passengers watched in stunned silence as Hop-sing put one pound on the counter. “Not worth extra sixpence. Not fresh,” he said.

			“Oh, dear,” Annie whispered to Emily. “I’m predicting fireworks any minute.”

			The woman snatched the pound note. “Here’s your fruit,” she said and began hurling apples, bananas, mangoes, and oranges at Hop-sing with an arm worthy of comparison to famous American baseball player, Ty Cobb. The first piece he was lucky enough to dodge, but after that every piece hit him, hard – in the head, the chest, the stomach, the ear and the nose. When the fruit bowl was empty, she said, “Enjoy your fruit!” Then, as if nothing had happened, she asked the next customer what they wanted.

			“I’ll have a corned beef and tomato sandwich,” Walter Sydney said sheepishly.

			Hop-sing Li said something unfriendly in Mandarin. He then picked up the pieces of fruit from the floor, examining each for damage, and cupped the bottom of his tunic to hold them, before storming out of the roadhouse.

			An hour later Tom Henderson came in.

			“I’ve got bad news, folks,” he said to the hot and bothered passengers. “The boat will take a bit more time to fix so we’ll be staying the night in Dongara. We’ll be working on the engine well into the night, which means you wouldn’t get any sleep aboard the boat. Pat will cook you dinner on the boat but I’ve made arrangements for you to stay in shearer’s accommodation overnight.” The owner of the roadhouse, Charlie Bedford, also owned a big shed, where he put up drovers, shearers, and any travellers passing through overnight.

			“Where is the shearers’ quarters?” Annie asked him.

			“Next door.”

			“There’s only a shed next door,” Marion Squire had observed.

			“I know, but there are cots in there and toilet and shower amenities at the back. You can stay aboard the boat, Mr. Sydney,” he shouted close to the old man’s ear. “The noise won’t affect you.”

			Mr. Sydney nodded.

			“There won’t be any additional cost to you. I’m sorry, but it’s the best I can do.”

			“You do what needs to be done,” Annie said. “We’ll be okay.”

			“Thanks for your understanding, Mrs. Williams. I’ll get the engine fixed as soon as I possibly can.”

			Most of the passengers spent the rest of the afternoon sitting under shady eucalyptus trees not too far from the jetty. It was only a little cooler near the water, but for that they were grateful. Hop-sing Li sat separate from everyone else. He always looked to be in a perpetual sulk so he was unlikely to ever gain empathy. Every time the passengers looked at him he was eating a piece of fruit until finally he’d finished the lot.

			“He must’ve been hungry,” Emily commented. “He had no morning tea and no lunch.”

			“He’ll have stomach ache tonight,” Annie replied without the slightest sympathy.

			“Serves him right,” Emily said, feeling the same. “He was very rude to the lady in the roadhouse and just as rude to poor Pat.”

			“Wasn’t it great when the lady in the roadhouse threw the fruit at him?” Annie said with a laugh. “I wanted to applaud her. I can’t wait to tell Pat about it.”

			Hours passed. The passengers could hear a lot of banging on the boat. The sky turned gold with streaks of orange as the sun set on the western horizon. Even the sea looked gold. It was a beautiful sight.

			“Look, there’s a pod of dolphins just off shore,” Donald Squire called excitedly.

			Emily was absolutely delighted and leapt to her feet. They saw fins and tails as the pod cruised by the jetty and along the coast. Then suddenly two dolphins leapt right out of the water. Their bodies were dark silhouettes against the golden sky. It was a truly magical moment and left them with wondrous smiles.

			As dusk fell, Pat rang the dinner bell to signal a meal was ready.

			Delicious smells pervaded the decks. Hop-sing Li rudely pushed them aside to get into the dining room first. Astonishingly, he didn’t take a seat, but went to the doorway of the galley.

			“What’s he doing?” Annie whispered to the passengers closest to her.

			“Perhaps he’s going to apologize for his rudeness this morning,” Emily suggested optimistically.

			“Somehow I doubt it,” Annie said.

			“You shouldn’t be in here, Mr. Li,” said Pat assertively. “Please take a seat in the dining room.”

			“I check kitchen is clean before I eat food,” the Chinaman declared.

			Annie groaned, unable to believe what she was hearing. “He didn’t learn anything at the roadhouse, did he?” she said to Emily.

			“Of course my kitchen is clean,” Pat proclaimed indignantly.

			The Chinaman mumbled something in Mandarin and looked Pat up and down. She folded her arms and stood her ground, defying him. She was wearing a white apron, and annoyingly he nodded approval when he saw that it was clean.

			Vince Battelle approached the door to the galley. “Do you want me to throw him overboard?” he asked Pat.

			“No, that won’t be necessary, Mr. Battelle, will it, Mr. Li?” Pat said assertively.

			The Chinaman looked at her sternly before he finally took his seat at a table.

			“I’m ready to serve dinner,” Pat announced.

			“Pat has the patience of a saint,” Annie whispered to Emily as she scowled at Hop-sing Li.

			Once everyone was settled, Pat put out plates of bread and butter and then began serving stew with vegetables.

			“How are the repairs to the engine coming along, Mrs. Henderson?” Walter Sydney asked her.

			“They’re not done yet, but hopefully the engine will be as good as new by morning,” Pat said wearily. When everyone had a plate of stew in front of them, she dished herself up a meal and sat down to eat beside Annie and Emily.

			“Isn’t Tom hungry?” Annie asked.

			“He’s in no mood to eat just yet,” Pat said.

			“Cook not eat with guests,” Mr. Li declared loudly. “Cook eat in kitchen.”

			“Mr. Li!” Martha Fielding exclaimed furiously. “Don’t be so rude.”

			“It’s all right, Mrs. Fielding,” Pat said. She levelled a steady gaze on the Chinaman. “On boats, the kitchen is called a galley, Mr. Li,” she said. “And they are never big enough to eat in unless you stand up. If you have objections to me eating at the table with you, then I’ll eat when you are all finished.” She went to stand up again, but Annie stopped her.

			“You’ll do no such thing,” she said and everyone else mumbled agreement.

			Marion Squire was sitting across the table from the Chinaman. “If you’re not happy, Mr. Li, then take your food outside,” she suggested.

			“I didn’t expect that from her,” Annie whispered to Emily. She could just imagine Marion suggesting the ‘help’ stayed in the kitchen.

			“Nor I,” Emily agreed.

			“In China, cook eat in kitchen,” Mr. Li argued.

			“Well, you are not in China. In Australia people are civil and friendly. If you can’t accept that, then by all means go back to China,” Donald Squire suggested.

			“Here, here,” everyone mumbled.

			Mr. Li looked petulant, but bowed his head and began eating.

			The only sound in the dining room for the next few minutes was the rattle of cutlery against plates.

			When everyone had finished, Pat collected their bowls.

			“Dinner was delicious, Pat,” Annie said. “Thank you very much.”

			“It was very nice,” Mrs. Squire agreed, and the other passengers added their praise.

			The exception was Mr. Li. “Stew oily. Pudding bitter,” he claimed.

			“My stew wasn’t oily at all,” Annie argued.

			“And my pudding wasn’t bitter. It was just right,” Emily insisted.

			Mr. Li left the dining room along with most of the passengers.

			“Don’t listen to him, Pat,” Annie said, worried she’d be upset. “He doesn’t know what he’s talking about.”

			To Annie’s surprise, Pat smirked. “Actually, he does,” she said quietly. “His bowl of stew had half a cup of paraffin oil in it. I’m surprised he ate it. And his pudding had slippery elm powder in it. That’s why it tasted bitter. He’ll soon have the worst stomach ache,” she said with a grin. “I know it was a spiteful thing to do, but it’s my way of teaching him a lesson for being so rude.”

			Annie and Emily’s eyes widened and then they burst out laughing.

			“All he ate for lunch was several bananas, apples, and oranges,” Annie told Pat.

			“Oh, then he’s really going to have stomach ache. It’s fortunate he won’t be on the boat tonight as there’s only one toilet,” Pat said. “Regrettably, there’s only one toilet where you are staying tonight, too, so get in before he does. I was so angry with him that I didn’t stop to think about that.”

			“That’s all right,” Annie said. “I can understand why you’re angry. He upset the lady in the roadhouse by calling her unhygienic.”

			“Oh, dear. Gail has a short temper,” Pat said.

			“Indeed she has. Her revenge was throwing all the fruit he’d just bought at him and she sure had good aim. You’d think he’d learn.”

			Pat laughed. “You’ve made my day,” she said.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			It was pitch dark by the time the passengers had finished dinner and were ready to make their way to their temporary accommodation in Dongara. Tom stopped work on the boat’s engine just long enough to provide them with kerosene lanterns so that they could safely walk the half mile to the shed. After collecting a few things they’d need for an overnight stay on dry land, they set off. Vince Battelle walked ahead of the group, holding a lantern aloft, while Donald Squire walked with Annie and Emily at the back of the group, carrying another lantern. Apart from the faint sound of crickets and the crunch of their footsteps over the rough ground, the town was eerily silent. The only glimpse of life the passengers saw was one lonely dingo that ran away as soon as he was disturbed near a rubbish bin outside the closed roadhouse and a few geckos that scuttled across their path.

			The unappealing state of the roadhouse, and the town in general, had set the passengers expectations about the accommodation very low, and yet they were still disappointed. Two rows of army cots were laid out on a dirt floor in the shed that had been closed up all day and was stifling hot. Large cobwebs hung from the lofty tin roof. There was only one toilet at the back, with no plumbing, and a crude set up for a shower, which was little more than a suspended bucket with nail holes in the bottom. They tried leaving the door to the shed open to allow some of the heat to escape, but that meant they were a tasty smorgasbord for mosquitoes the size of dragonflies.

			The exhausted passengers washed as best they could and then stretched out on the cots, fully dressed. They had to quickly extinguish the kerosene lanterns because they attracted millions of moths and other bugs. They were all exhausted and soon fell asleep. Emily slept fitfully and woke up several times. She tried to forget about the creepy-crawlies under her cot. Once she thought she heard the sound of a door opening and closing.

			As soon as the first rays of sunlight pierced through the many gaps in the shed’s corrugated iron roof and the louvered window, the flies invaded. Emily kept wondering what they would be like on North Bundaloon, and whether she’d made the right decision. Then she thought of Herman Wiseman and any misgivings soon evaporated.

			The passengers began queuing for the single lavatory. It was already occupied when Marion Squire tried the door. As the passengers stood waiting, waiting, and waiting, while swatting annoying blowflies, they began to speculate about whom they might be waiting upon, and why they were taking so long.

			“Who could be in there?” Donald Squire asked, coming to the front of the queue.

			“We don’t know because we all seem to be in the queue,” Vince Battelle said glancing at the passengers.

			“Could it be someone who works in the roadhouse?” Geoff Fielding asked from half way along the queue.

			“I very much doubt it,” Donald said, frowning. “The roadhouse isn’t open yet, and there are amenities inside.”

			“That just leaves the Chinaman,” Emily said in a loud whisper. “Mr. Li is the only passenger not accounted for.”

			Some of the passengers rolled their eyes.

			“I’ll gladly pull him out of there,” Vince Battelle offered resolutely.

			“He’s certainly taking his time,” Marion said crossly as she shuffled in discomfort. “But we shouldn’t be surprised that he’d inconvenience us.” She didn’t speak softly because she didn’t care if he overheard her. “I’ve been standing here for a good ten minutes,” she complained. She had no idea that Hop-sing had been in the toilet for most of the night.

			“Are you sure the door isn’t stuck, Mrs. Squire?” Geoff asked. He pushed it and found it locked, so he knocked. “Hello, who’s in there? There are people waiting out here,” he called out.

			There was no answer.

			“Hello,” Geoff called again, rattling the loose doorknob impatiently. “Are you all right in there?” He tried to look under the door but it was too dim inside to see anything. “You don’t think he’s dead in there, do you?” he whispered.

			A moment later they heard a guttural groan followed by a loud, drawn out expulsion of air. The passenger’s eyes widened. Some of the men smirked behind hands, while the women grimaced, but their feelings turned to universal revulsion when they heard what sounded like a torrent of thick slop being poured into a bucket, accompanied by several loud spurts.

			“Ugh!” Marion’s hand flew to her mouth and she recoiled. “I’d rather wet myself than go in there now,” she mumbled.

			“I’m going to use the toilet on the boat,” Vince said, hurriedly leaving the queue in disgust. He was followed by all the other men.

			“It looks like the paraffin and slippery elm might’ve taken affect,” Emily whispered to Annie.

			Annie smirked.

			The toilet door suddenly opened, and out shuffled Hop-sing Li. He didn’t look well at all and walked past the women with his hand on his stomach and his head hanging.

			“All that fruit not agreeing with you, Mr. Li?” Marion taunted, but he ignored her.

			“Serves him right,” Marion added when he was out of earshot. She had no sympathy for him at all. “None of us are sick and we didn’t turn our noses up at what was served in the Road House.”

			“He’s probably eaten too much fruit,” Annie said, trying to keep a straight face. “And it might’ve begun to spoil in this heat.”

			Hop-sing looked terribly forlorn. Emily felt a touch of sympathy for him, notwithstanding his behaviour the day before. Especially since he probably had spent the whole night on the toilet.

			Although the lavatory was now free, none made a move to use it.

			“After you,” Marion said to Annie, taking a step backwards.

			“No, you go first. You’ve been waiting the longest,” Annie insisted.

			Marion was by now desperate. Taking a deep breath, she stepped into the toilet and closed the door. Literally moments later the door flew open and she rushed out again, trying not to dry-retch while gasping for fresh air. “Saints preserve us,” she croaked, her eyes watering. “Surely fruit wouldn’t produce such a foul smell.” She hurried away.

			“I think we should get back to the boat.” Annie said. “But I’ll need to find a bush along the way.”

			The women collected their belongings and followed the other passengers.

			By the time the passengers got back to the boat, Pat had breakfast ready and Tom proudly declared the boat’s engine was running perfectly again. To everyone’s surprise, Hop-sing appeared and ordered black tea with plenty of sugar, but he refused to eat anything.

			Two hours later, the boat moored at the very long Geraldton jetty. The town was two hundred and sixty-three miles north west of Perth by land. Vince Battelle and the Squires were disembarking, so they said goodbye to the remaining passengers. Tom said the boat would be docked for an hour if the remaining passengers wanted to stretch their legs while he and Pat bought some fresh produce.

			Emily was delighted to see a good-sized town, and relayed her feelings to Annie as they strolled along the main street past the Freemasons Hotel, built in 1879.

			“I think the population in and around Geraldton is about eleven thousand people. The town was established in 1850. It’s a farming community these days; sheep and wheat mostly, but in the 1890’s the port was apparently thriving because of the gold rush in Western Australia. When gold fever died down again, the town almost died, too. That was often the case, though. Actually, Geraldton is quite famous for a ship wreck off the coast.”

			“Do you know why?” Emily asked with interest as they continued along the main street, passing a laundry and a souvenir shop.

			“The Batavia belonged to the Dutch East India Company. It sunk about fifty miles off the mainland on Morning Reef, near Beacon Island, which is part of a group of one hundred and twenty-two islands known as the Houtman Abrolhos Islands,” Annie said. “What made the ship famous was that there was a mutiny after the Batavia sunk. It’s an interesting story because everyone had to be rescued. If you ever get back to this town and spend some time here, you should visit the museum. There’s a little bit more information about the Batavia there.”

			“Sounds fascinating,” Emily said, before her attention was drawn to group of about twenty Aboriginals sitting under shady trees between two buildings. It was a novelty to see so many in one place, but she was also intrigued by their state of dress, or more precisely undress. Most were barely modest, including the women.

			“They belong to the Yamatji clan,” Annie told Emily when she noticed they’d caught her attention. “I don’t suppose you’ve seen too many Aboriginals if you haven’t been out of the city.”

			“No, I haven’t,” Emily admitted, averting her eyes.

			“I’m sure you’ll see plenty where you are going,” Annie added.

			Emily hadn’t thought of that. “Do you think so?”

			“Yes, quite a few work on stations.”

			“Will they be wearing more clothes?”

			Annie laughed, but didn’t give an answer, so Emily didn’t know what to think. She noticed Hop-sing running into a public lavatory on the other side of the street and told Annie. “He’s obviously still unwell, but at least he hasn’t been rude to Pat this morning,” she commented.

			When the passengers got back to the Sea Gull there was a new passenger aboard. Keith Dexter was about Emily’s age. He was polite, but a little awkward with conversation when introduced on deck. Emily had often admired a painting on her neighbour’s living room wall that depicted stockmen sharing billy tea near a billabong while a herd of cattle grazed in the background. The stockmen wore shirts with the sleeves rolled up, comfortable slim fitting trousers, boots, and broad hats, just like Keith. When he removed his hat upon entering the lounge area, a mop of unruly hair flopped onto his forehead.

			Tom Henderson informed the passengers that he was hoping to get to Carnarvon by night as it looked like they might encounter a storm and he wanted to be in port because it was the safest place to be in rough weather. “We’re waiting upon Mr. Li,” he said with a hint of impatience.

			“Here he comes,” Annie said, looking out the window of the lounge area.

			The Chinaman was walking slowly towards the jetty with his head bowed. He was a rather pathetic sight. Pat glanced guiltily at Annie and Emily.

			Annie and Emily made themselves comfortable in the passenger lounge with some of the other passengers, including Keith Dexter.

			“He’s a handsome lad,” Annie whispered to Emily.

			Emily had no doubt to whom she was referring. “Do you think so? I hadn’t noticed,” she insisted quietly, but her heightened color suggested otherwise.

			“You’ve noticed,” Annie maintained with a twinkle in her blue eyes.

			“He’s cute at best,” Emily admitted, “but a little ‘Farmer Joe’ compared to boys from the city.”

			“A country hick?” Annie suggested with a laugh.

			“Shhhh,” Emily said. “I wouldn’t go that far,” she insisted when it was apparent that Keith hadn’t noticed they were talking about him. “He’s just very boyish…and earthy,” Emily suggested, struggling to find the right words.

			Hop-sing was also in the lounge, sitting alone in the far corner. He still looked extremely unwell.

			Pat felt remorseful. “Would you like a cup of black tea, Mr. Li?” she asked.

			“You very bad cook,” the Chinaman accused loudly, embarrassing her. “I sick from bad food.”

			Pat reeled, but made no comment.

			“None of us are sick, Mr. Li,” Emily pointed out. “And we all ate the same food.”

			“You ate a lot of fruit yesterday,” Annie added. “Perhaps some of it had spoiled.”

			“Don’t be concerned, Mr. Dexter,” Annie added when she saw the expression on his face. “Pat is a very good cook, as you’ll soon find out.”

			“I’m not worried, Mrs. Williams. I’ve eaten some very questionable food around camp fires, so I think I must have a cast-iron stomach,” Keith disclosed.

			“Do you work on outback properties?” Annie asked, glancing at Emily who could almost read her mind.

			“I sure do.”

			“Emily’s going north to work. Perhaps you could share your experiences.” She elbowed Emily, only to receive a glower for her blatant attempt at match-making, but Keith looked oblivious.

			“I’d be delighted to,” he said enthusiastically. “I’m always happy to discuss life on the land. What would you like to know, Miss Scott?”

			Emily pulled herself together because she was eager to learn as much as possible. “Where are you heading?”

			“Port Hedland. My uncle owns a cattle property about fifty miles out.”

			“Have you worked on a farm before?”

			“The farms in Australia are so big that they’re called stations,” Keith told her with the authority of someone much older. “And yes, I’ve worked on my uncle’s half-a-million-acre property on and off since I was twelve.”

			Annie thought Keith didn’t look much older than twelve and had probably never shaved in his life, but she tried not to smile. “How old are you now?” she asked.

			“Twenty-one,” he said proudly.

			“What’s it like working on a station?” Emily asked. “I’m interested because I’m going to live on North Bundaloon for six months and I have no idea what to expect.”

			“That’s a great property,” Keith told her. “It’s even bigger than my uncle’s station.”

			“You know it?” Emily was overjoyed to get first-hand knowledge.

			“I haven’t been there but my Uncle talks about it all the time. He knows the owners quite well and speaks very highly of them.”

			“That’s good to hear,” Emily said, pleased and relieved to have an endorsement.

			“Working on a station is hard work and it takes a bit of time to get used to the heat and dust, but it’s worthwhile. I love the land. I couldn’t ever see myself living in a city.”

			“I’ve only ever lived in a city,” Emily disclosed.

			“Then life on a station will come as a shock at first, but once you get used to it, you won’t want to be anywhere else. There’s nothing like wide open spaces under vast blue skies, or sitting beside a crackling camp fire under millions of stars in a black-velvet sky.”

			Emily caught his enthusiasm and tried to imagine it.

			“You are giving her the romantic version of life on a station, aren’t you?” Annie suggested. “What about the dust and the flies?”

			“You learn to live with dust and after awhile you don’t even notice the flies,” Keith said.

			Annie huffed in disbelief.

			“I doubt I’ll be lucky enough to experience a campfire,” Emily said. “I’m going to be sewing for Mrs. McBride and her daughters, so I’ll be in the house most of the time.”

			“I’m sure the McBrides’ will take you out on the property. I hope so anyway, because it’ll be an experience you’ll not soon forget.”

			Three hours later, the sun had disappeared behind dark clouds in an ominous sky. The wind had picked up, too, inciting white caps on a moody sea.

			Tom popped his head around the door in the lounge area. “The storm has come in much sooner than I expected, folks,” he said. “I’m going to try to make it to the shelter of Shark Bay, but it’s a good couple of hours away. It’ll be rough until we get there, but there’s nothing I can do about it. I would like you to put on your life jackets.”

			“Oh, great,” Wendy Bolt groaned, steadying herself as the boat began to pitch violently.

			The Sea Gull battled huge seas and rolled turbulently from side to side. Most of the passengers felt ill and took to their cabins. Emily had to help Annie to their cabin and made her comfortable on the small bunk bed.

			“You don’t have to stay here with me,” Annie said, groaning because she felt ill. “Just leave me a bucket.”

			“I think I might avoid being sick if I stay on deck,” Emily said. The cabin was cramped, hot and stuffy.

			“Then go, but be careful, Emily. It’s getting really rough out there. Promise me…” she groaned. “…You’ll wear your life vest.”

			“I promise,” Emily said.

			Emily couldn’t believe how windy it was up on deck. Sea spray was getting in her eyes so she turned her face away from the wind as she clung to the railing so hard her knuckles turned white. The boat was literally rolling from side to side, as well as pitching from bow to stern. It was exciting and terrifying at the same time.

			After a few minutes Emily noticed she wasn’t the only person on deck when she saw the crumpled outline of the Chinaman further along the railing, just behind the wheelhouse. His head was hanging over the side as he dry-retched. He was such a pathetic sight that she couldn’t help feeling sorry for him. It was obvious that he was very weak, as his legs appeared to be buckling underneath him. Emily was sure he’d be safer in his cabin or the lounge but she knew he’d never take her advice.

			“Emily! You shouldn’t be out here,” Pat shouted from the galley.

			“I need the air in my face,” Emily shouted back, but the wind whipped her voice away

			“It’s too dangerous. A big wave could swamp the decks at any moment,” Pat called out in a panic. She’d no sooner uttered the words, when a wave crashed onto the portside near the stern, right over the Chinaman. It swept across the deck carrying Hop-sing Li with it on his back. Emily gasped as she envisioned him being swept over the side, but miraculously he wasn’t washed into the sea because he was slammed into one of the upright supports for the canopy. As the ship rolled again, he helplessly slid back towards the portside railing, sucked along the slippery deck with the retreating seawater. The Chinaman wasn’t wearing his life vest. Emily instinctively reacted.

			She allowed the tremendous force of the wind to push her along the railing towards him. She was moving so fast that staying upright on the slippery deck was more of a struggle than she’d anticipated, especially in a gown that was wet with sea spray. Miraculously, she reached him just as he was about to be swept under the lower railing. Clinging to the top railing with one hand, she clutched hold of his wet tunic with the other. She wasn’t sure she had the strength to stop him going overboard but miraculously the portside lifted, which enabled him to grab hold of the railing and Emily could let him go to save herself from being pulled under the railing if they were hit by another wave. Yelling at him to hold on, she clung to the railing with both arms. Another huge wave crashed over them but they both managed to hold on. Emily was trying to catch her breath, when she was hit from behind by Pat, who’d collided with her after being swept across the deck by the forceful wind.

			“Get back to the lounge,” Pat yelled in her ear. Together they pulled Hop-sing to his feet and they worked their way along the railing, inch by inch, against the cyclonic wind. It seemed to take forever to reach the door to the lounge, and they were exhausted. Keith Dexter opened the door and literally dragged them inside, one by one. The three of them dropped to their knees on the floor, soaked and gasping.

			When Emily pushed her wet hair out of her face she could see that Pat was white with fright.

			“I thought you were going to be washed overboard,” Pat gasped. “What were you thinking, Emily?”

			“I had to stop Mr. Li from being swept under the railing,” Emily said breathlessly, her heart pounding in her chest.

			“You could’ve been washed overboard so easily yourself. I’m not sure whether you are the bravest person I know, or the most foolish.”

			“I’m not brave…I didn’t think about it,” Emily insisted.

			“I not need help,” Hop-sing said ungratefully as he tried to catch his breath. He groaned as he scrambled onto a chair. With his clothes soaked, it was possible to see the outline of his tiny frame.

			“Emily saved your life, Mr. Li,” Pat told him in disbelief. “You would’ve drowned if you’d gone into the sea because you’re not wearing your life vest. We told everyone to wear their vests.”

			“Even in a life vest you wouldn’t survive in such rough seas,” Geoff Fielding added.

			Martha glared at him again.

			“It’s true,” he insisted, only to have his wife groan in despair.

			“Miss Scott risked her own life to save yours,” Pat said to Hop-sing Li.

			Keith Dexter helped Emily to a seat.

			“I not need help,” Hop-sing insisted.

			“Really! Well I think you owe Miss Scott your life,” Pat said adamantly.

			“I not owe her anything,” Hop-sing Li said defiantly.

			“Let it go, Pat,” Emily said, embarrassed to be having the conversation. “I’m not looking for gratitude. What’s done is done. We’re all safe so let’s leave it at that.”

			Pat shook her head in disgust. “I’ll get some towels, and then make ginger tea for the passengers suffering sea-sickness.”

			“I’ll put some dry clothes on and help you,” Emily offered.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SIX

			Emily awoke in her bunk and for a few moments felt disorientated. It was pitch dark in the cabin she shared with Annie and the boat was no longer rolling. In fact, it didn’t appear to be moving at all. She could see out of the porthole from the top bunk. The moon was full and glowing behind dark grey clouds but she had no idea what time it was. The last thing she remembered was joining Annie when she succumbed to seasickness. That had been in the afternoon. Climbing out of the bunk, she accidentally awoke her cabin mate.

			“Sorry to disturb you, Annie. How are you feeling?” she asked gently.

			Annie sat up. “Better, thank goodness.”

			The women went out on deck, where lanterns were burning; the light dancing on the still waters around the boat. They could see the dark form of land on the port and starboard sides of the boat, which meant they were anchored in the sheltered waters of Shark Bay.

			“Good evening, ladies,” Tom said as he came out of the wheelhouse. “How are you feeling?”

			“Much better now the boat isn’t moving,” Annie said. “My stomach is very appreciative.”

			“Speaking of stomachs, mine is grumbling with hunger,” Emily said, thinking she smelt something delicious cooking.

			“That’s good. I believe dinner is nearly ready. The rest of the passengers are waiting in the dining room.”

			Pat greeted them as they came through the doorway. “I was just about to come looking for the two of you,” she said.

			“I hope we haven’t held you up,” Emily said, noting the other passengers were no longer green around the gills.

			“No, dinner is late tonight because I couldn’t start cooking until we got into the calmer waters of the bay,” Pat replied.

			“We’ve only just woken,” Annie said apologetically. “But we’re hungry.”

			“That’s a good sign. I’m just about to dish up so please be seated.”

			The women were most surprised to see that one of the passengers waiting for dinner was none other than Hop-sing Li.

			Pat served everyone a plate of roast chicken and vegetables with gravy. Emily and Annie were wide-eyed when she put a plate in front of Hop-sing and he began eating without the slightest hesitation. When Tom came in, Pat dished up dinner for the two of them, and then they joined Emily and Annie at their table.

			“Mr. Li must be feeling much better,” Annie commented softly as she cut her chicken.

			“Yes, he’s got his appetite back,” Pat said adding a sprinkle of salt to her meal. She then lowered her voice. “He’s actually been in the galley for the past hour.”

			“Doing what?” Annie asked, incredulous.

			“He was checking that I did everything right and that my standard of cleanliness met his approval.”

			“Oh, really.” Annie was not all that surprised that he’d do something like that, but she was shocked that Pat had allowed it. It was also hard to imagine the two of them in the cramped confines of the galley.

			“That must’ve been quite an experience for you,” Emily added, thinking the same thing.

			“Oh, indeed,” Pat said sarcastically. “I was tempted to throw him out on his ear, but putting up with his eccentricities meant he’d eat dinner. I think we’d all agree that he needs to eat something. He’s as thin as a rail and he was getting very weak.”

			The women knew that Pat felt guilty for what she’d done to him, and that was probably the only reason she’d been tolerant. Emily glanced over her shoulder at the Chinaman. He was sitting with Keith Dexter who didn’t seem to mind his company. His head was down and he was literally shovelling the food into his mouth. Keith and the passengers nearby could only watch in astonishment.

			Tom got underway at first light the next morning. When the passengers came on deck they were astonished to find the sea as flat as a millpond under a sun that shone brightly in a cloudless, powder blue sky.

			At midday, they stopped at Carnarvon, a coastal town at the mouth of the longest river in Western Australia, the Gascoyne. Those of the passengers who hadn’t been to Carnarvon before were surprised to see a tram at the end of the mile long, deep-sea jetty. Apparently the line went as far as the main street of the small town. Tom said that he and Pat would be going into town to buy enough fresh produce for a few days at sea and that they’d have lunch at the hotel. Annie had joined them on previous trips.

			“Carnarvon is a quiet place so we like to support the owners of the hotel when we can,” Tom said. “The Fosters are good people and their fish meals are mouth watering.”

			“I can vouch for that,” Annie testified. “I thought I was an expert at cooking fish, but Gloria Foster makes me feel like an amateur.”

			Tom added that the Bolts and the Fieldings were leaving them, but the rest of the passengers were welcome to join them at the hotel for lunch. Or, if they preferred, they could have sandwiches on the boat.

			“I’m up for a nice meal of fish,” Emily said, and Keith added that he was, too. Mr. Sydney was agreeable to anything, but most surprisingly Hop-sing said he’d join them as well.

			Tom helped the Bolts and the Fieldings load their luggage on the tram and they set off for town, crossing low swampy land known as Babbage Island.

			“I’ve never heard of a tram line on a jetty before,” Emily said in fascination. “What is transported to the ships?”

			“The tram carries very heavy wool bales and other produce from farms to be exported,” Tom enlightened her.

			“Some of the wool is ours,” Geoff Fielding said.

			“That’s right, and ours, too,” Henry Bolt added.

			“There is also an abundance of banana farms around Carnarvon,” Annie chipped in. “And mangoes are grown on the flats beside the Gascoyne River. The fruit is sent all around Australia from here. The sheep and cattle stations are further out, but goats are farmed, too. And of course there is a fishing industry here as well.”

			When the tram reached the outskirts of town, Mr. Sydney commented on a very wide road. The skipper shouted in his ear to explain it had been built that way so that fully-laden camel trains could turn around.

			“Carnarvon was named after Henry Herbert,” Annie informed Emily as the tram came to a halt in the main street. “He was the Fourth Earl of Carnarvon and known as Lord Porchester,” she added.

			“I’ve never heard anything about the Fourth Earl of Carnarvon,” Tom Henderson said, astonished that no one had ever mentioned him.

			“I’m a wealth of interesting facts about nothing in particular,” Annie said laughing and wincing at the same time as pain shot through her knee. “I can also tell you that Lord Porchester was married to Lady Evelyn Stanhope, daughter of the sixth Earl of Chesterfield, and when she died quite young he married his first cousin. Personally, I think that is disgusting. No wonder the gentry are so interbred with that sort of thing going on.”

			“I should hire you to take tours at the ports we stop at,” Tom said laughing.

			“I don’t know why you haven’t thought of that before,” Annie said, enjoying the notoriety.

			After saying goodbye to the Bolts and the Fieldings, they went to The Gascoyne Hotel

			As Annie had been to the hotel many times before, she knew what to expect, but when Emily followed her through the door with the other passengers she took in the plain, old-fashioned decor and faint musty smell which was overshadowed by the aroma of roasting meat. She had an immediate sense of country. It was such a novelty after living in the city all her life.

			“Brian and Gloria are in the process of refurbishing rooms upstairs after a fire,” Tom said

			“A fire?” Annie was aghast. “When did that happen?”

			“A few weeks ago. Thankfully you can’t smell the smoke anymore but it was pungent for awhile.”

			“What caused a fire upstairs?”

			“A guest fell asleep while smoking a pipe in bed, setting fire to the mattress. Brian managed to put the fire out, but the smoke and water caused damage to several other rooms, including the Fosters’.”

			“Was anybody hurt?” Annie asked.

			“I believe the guest who started the fire suffered minor burns to one side of his body but things could’ve been much worse if not for the Foster’s barking dog. Sparky alerted them to the fire before it spread too far.”

			“Sparky! That can’t be right. He’s as old as Methuselah and blind,” Annie said in shock. She told Emily, that the cocker spaniel was in fact at least seventeen years old. That’s how long the Fosters had owned him and he hadn’t been a puppy when they found him as a stray, so no one knew his true age.

			“He still has his sense of smell and it’s keener than ever,” Tom declared. “He must’ve smelt the smoke, as the guest’s room was at the back and sensed his owners were in danger. At risk to his own life, he found his way into the cellar through a hatch out the back. He’d done this before but it had been years ago, before he was blind. He then made his way into the hotel and then climbed the stairs, passing the room that was on fire, until he reached Brian and Gloria’s room. Then he barked, howled and scratched on their door until they got up. There’s no doubt he saved their lives. Brian felt so guilty because he’d often complained that Sparky was a nuisance after he became blind and a little incontinent. He’d been seriously considering ‘putting him down’, but Gloria hid his shotgun so he couldn’t do it. Brian hadn’t let her bring Sparky inside the pub for two years prior to the fire, no matter how wet or hot it got.”

			“The poor dog,” Emily said in dismay.

			“He’s not a poor dog anymore. Brian made him a bed inside and vowed to treat him like royalty for the rest of his days. He feeds him bacon and chicken and every treat imaginable. He’s put on at least three pounds in the past few weeks.”

			“That’s just what he deserves,” Emily declared. She’d always had a soft heart when it came to animals. “Do you think I could see him before we leave?”

			“I don’t see why not,” Tom said, rubbing his stomach. “I wonder what type of fish is on the menu today.” He liked his lips in anticipation.

			“I won’t be ordering it today,” Annie said.

			“Why not?” Emily asked.

			“I’m fed up with seafood. Desmond goes fishing almost every day, and he expects his catch to be cooked for dinner,” she complained. “If I never see another Tommy Ruff, Whiting, or squid again, I’ll be a happy gal.”

			The passengers filed into the dining room and sat down at heavy wooden tables. They were the only guests for lunch. While waiting for the Fosters, they admired the many paintings on the walls and above the fireplace, depicting outback scenes of drovers and ringers on horseback with mobs of sheep and cattle. There were also paintings of ketches off the coast. Emily took particular notice of the outback scenes and Keith did, too. Hop-sing was more interested in scrutinizing the tablecloth and cutlery to make sure everything was pristine. When he began polishing a piece of silverware with a napkin, Pat became nervous. She got up and whispered something to Hop-Sing.

			“Brian did all of the paintings here,” Tom told the passengers.

			“He’s a very good artist,” Keith conceded.

			The Fosters appeared just in time to overhear that remark. Emily estimated they were in their sixties. They immediately greeted Annie warmly and were eager to meet the other passengers and get to know them. Emily complimented Brian on his works of art.

			“If only Brian’s paintings would sell,” Gloria lamented good-naturedly. “We’d get our renovations done a lot quicker.”

			“I’d love to buy one, but I doubt I could afford it,” Emily said.

			“Really?” Gloria said. “Just make an offer and you might be surprised.”

			“All right,” Emily said excitedly. “But it will be one of the smaller works.”

			“I’d be happy if you bought any of them. We’ll discuss it after lunch,” Gloria said.

			The couple were very friendly and welcoming, but as hosts, Emily was surprised by their casual attire. They looked more like the ‘help’ than the proprietors of the establishment. Gloria hadn’t bothered to remove her apron and Brian was wearing shorts, an old shirt, mostly unbuttoned, and shoes with holes in them.

			On the menu were two choices of main meals that included roast lamb with vegetables and a fisherman’s basket containing fresh fish, prawns, and scallops, served with chips and salad. Dessert was fruit salad with custard. Keith kindly took the time to explain the options to Hop-sing, who couldn’t read English. Emily was impressed with his thoughtfulness. After the Fosters had taken meal and drink orders they left the dining room.

			“They’re very casual,” Emily commented diplomatically.

			“That’s what folks are like in the country,” Tom insisted.

			Hop-sing was uncharacteristically silent.

			“What did you say to Mr. Li?” Annie whispered to Pat when she sat down again.

			“I told him that Brian has a very bad temper and that he once nearly killed a man with his bare hands for complaining that his beer was flat,” Pat said. “I suggested he imagine what he’d do to someone who dared to criticize their kitchen. I think I got my point across.”

			“Brian might have a temper but I doubt he’d do anyone bodily harm,” Tom whispered indignantly.

			“I know that, but Mr. Li doesn’t need to know that,” Pat said with a smirk. “We can’t have him insulting Brian and Gloria, can we?”

			When dinner was served, the lamb was tender and juicy and the fish was lightly battered and crispy. The fruit salad was refreshing and included mango, banana, and pineapple. Annie opted for the roast lamb, while Emily was delighted to try the fisherman’s basket, which she really enjoyed.

			“The Foster’s may not dress as one would expect hotel owners, but they certainly know how to cook,” Emily whispered to Annie. “I hope the cook on North Bundaloon can cook like this,” she added, savouring every bite.

			“You’d be lucky if that was the case,” Annie said with a smile. She glanced in the direction of the Chinaman. “He’s enjoying his food,” she whispered. “Someone should tell him that white thing he’s trying to eat is the plate.”

			“He’s lucky to be alive,” Pat said.

			“Why do you say that?” Annie asked thinking she was referring to his recent illness. “A ‘stomach upset’ never killed anyone.”

			“I wasn’t referring to his upset stomach,” Pat said. “Emily saved him from being washed overboard yesterday. Didn’t she tell you?”

			“No,” Annie said astonished. She looked at Emily who was staring at her plate. “How did that come about?”

			“A wave crashed onto the deck. It nearly took Mr. Li overboard. Emily grabbed hold of him at the last second. I saw what happened, but Mr. Li will not acknowledge that she saved his life.”

			“That’s because he doesn’t believe it,” Emily said dismissively.

			“Emily! You could’ve been washed overboard, too,” Annie said in shock.

			“I was wearing my life vest, but Mr. Li wasn’t.”

			“I wouldn’t want to see anything happen to him, but that’s he’s so ungrateful for what you did for him comes as no surprise,” Annie said in disgust. “I’m just relieved that nothing happened to you, Emily. Let’s hope the rest of the journey is not quite so dramatic.”

			Before leaving the hotel, Emily purchased one of the small paintings on the wall depicting a cattle drive. She made an offer of a few pounds, as she couldn’t afford very much. Gloria refused it and said she’d accept half of the amount offered if Emily promised to stop for lunch on her return to Perth. Emily agreed with delight.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SEVEN

			The next few days were smooth sailing. Keith was dropped at Port Hedland, along with Mr. Sydney. Emily, Annie, and the Hendersons had become quite fond of the two of them. Compared to Mr. Li, they were great company, never complained, and were blessed with good manners. Keith wished Emily well and told her that living on North Bundaloon would open up a whole new world that might seem strange at first, but she was to give it a chance.

			Surprisingly, Mr. Li showed a flicker of emotion when Keith said goodbye to him, but only a quick eye caught it before he became his usual arrogant self again.

			Two days after leaving Port Hedland, the Sea Gull docked in Broome, where Annie’s husband was waiting at the jetty.

			“Will you look at him,” Annie said in dismay as Pat tied the boat to the jetty.

			Annie was a proud woman and always dressed to make a statement, so she wasn’t thrilled with the first impression her husband was making on her new, young friend. Desmond wore a battered hat, a crumpled shirt, and baggy trousers. It was hard to imagine he’d ever been the producer of plays, but clearly he was comfortable doing what he loved.

			Emily struggled to keep a poker face. “He looks all right to me,” she fibbed when Annie disclosed her embarrassment.

			“That’s just him,” Annie said. “Fishing pole and bucket in hand, wearing the same old clothes he had on the day I left, weeks ago. He’s probably slept in them.”

			“He’s happy,” Pat said. “Isn’t that all that matters, Annie?”

			Annie’s features softened. “I guess so. He has no idea why I get cross at him, so perhaps I shouldn’t. He just better not try and kiss me smelling like fish,” she added grumpily. Tom picked up her suitcase and waited to escort her across.

			Annie turned to her young friend. “Now, Emily, I want to hear how you get on, so I expect you to write,” she said. “You have the address.”

			“I do, and I will write to you, I promise,” Emily vowed.

			“And when you come back this way, please visit. You can stay with us for as long as you like. You know how much I’d appreciate company and I’ll no doubt be ready for another trip to Perth, so I might even travel south with you when you are ready to go.”

			“Thank you, Annie. I was so fortunate that you took me under your wing at the train station.”

			Annie’s eyes filled with tears. “You’re a sweetheart,” she said, kissing her cheek. “Take care of yourself.”

			“You, too,” Emily said on the verge of tears. Annie had been like a mother figure and she was really going to miss her.

			“It’s a shame that Mr. Li is going all the way with you,” Annie added. “If there’s another storm between here and Derby, don’t risk your life to save his. I doubt he’d do the same for you or anyone else.”

			Tom took Annie’s arm. “I’ll look after Emily, I promise,” he said, as he led her across the gangplank to her waiting husband, who made an attempt to greet her with a peck on the cheek. Emily smiled when she heard Annie scolding him for smelling like a dead mullet.

			Tom had informed Emily that it would be dark by the time they got to King Sound, so they’d anchor just inside the Sound and then set off early in the morning for Derby. “King Sound is seventy-four miles long, thirty miles wide, and has the highest tides in Australia, as big as forty feet,” Tom told Emily. He added that it would take five hours to reach the town from the top of the Sound.

			“Isn’t it November 20th today, Mr. Henderson?” Emily enquired from the open wheelhouse door after waving goodbye to Annie and Desmond. She’d tried to keep check of the date, but had become confused over the period of the storm. She was worried that no one would be waiting for her in Derby to take her to North Bundaloon.

			“No, it’s the nineteenth, actually,” Tom replied, noting the scowl in her features. “Don’t worry, whoever was picking you up will probably be waiting in town.”

			“But we’ll be two days late by the time we get there,” Emily said worried.

			“That’s not uncommon, Emily. Whoever is meeting you will know that our schedule depends on the weather and unforeseen circumstances, like engine trouble.”

			“I hope so, but I can’t help worrying.”

			“If by chance no one is waiting in town, and that’s unlikely, I know Rusty McLean quite well. He owns the Boab Hotel in Derby. He’d know someone who could take you out to North Bundaloon.”

			Pat had come up behind Emily and overheard what her husband had said. “I’m sure you aren’t surprised that my husband is on a first name basis with yet another hotel publican.”

			“Not really,” Emily said smiling.

			Tom feigned indignation as he steered the Sea Gull out of Roebuck Bay. “Mock me all you like, but hotel publicans know everyone’s business. So if you need to get hold of someone, they’re the right person to ask.”

			“That’s true,” Pat agreed. She was thoughtful for a few moments. “Don’t you think it’s odd that no one on the boat has been able to find out what Mr. Li will be doing in Derby?”

			“By no one, do you mean you?” Tom asked, trying to keep a straight face.

			“I mean no one,” Pat insisted.

			“He doesn’t speak to me, so I’d be the last person to know,” Emily said. “Ever since our little incident, he avoids me like I’ve got the black plague.”

			“Maybe if you save a Chinese person’s life they have to serve you for the rest of their natural lives,” Pat said with a smirk.

			“He needn’t worry that I’d hold him to that obligation,” Emily said. “I’m looking forward to the time when I don’t have to witness his rudeness ever again.”

			“I’m so curious about him,” Pat admitted and her husband raised a brow. “Only because I feel sorry for the poor people he’ll be working with,” she added. “I asked him directly if he was going to be working on a pearler, but he acted like he hadn’t heard me.”

			“You’ll have to live with the mystery,” Tom suggested.

			Just on nightfall, Tom anchored the Sea Gull in the calm waters of King Sound. He’d pointed out the Buccaneer Archipelago to the east, and Cape Leveque to the west before the giant ball of the sun began to dip into the ocean. Emily was in awe of the rugged, natural beauty of the coastline and the islands. It was a whole new world opening up to her, just as Keith had said it would be.

			The next morning Emily stood on deck, admiring King Sound. It was early so it was still fairly cool with a slight breeze off the sea. It was also her last day on the Sea Gull she realised with a tinge of sadness as she watched beautiful fish swimming around the boat. She also saw a very large Green turtle, which was a real thrill.

			After breakfast Tom pulled up anchor and they set off for the town of Derby.

			Pat served Emily and Hop-sing Li sandwiches just after eleven o’clock. By that time, the township of Derby was within sight. For a while the three of them admired the scenery.

			“The Fitzroy River is one of Australia’s largest water courses and it flows into the Indian Ocean at Derby,” Pat told her. “Like many towns along this coast, it was established on the back of a gold strike in the 1880s. Derby also has a very long, deep water jetty so that boats can tie up at low tide.”

			She paused for a moment. “I’ve just remembered all the baggage that Mr. Li brought with him,” Pat said to Emily and her husband. “He’ll expect us to help him get it to shore, so let’s hurry. With the tide we can tie up at the land end of the jetty. Not that he deserves our help.”

			“We should be able to get in quite close but the tide moves quickly up here,” Tom said.

			Emily noticed that the jetty was very long, and tee shaped when they got close. Several fishing boats and pearling luggers were moored at the top of the tee, but Tom tied up as close to land as he could. As soon as the boat came to a standstill, the heat and flies were almost overwhelming.

			“Will it be this hot on North Bundaloon?” Emily asked, mopping perspiration on her face and neck and swatting flies.

			“It’s hotter inland,” Pat told her.

			“Hotter!” Emily groaned, already missing a sea breeze.

			“Yes, but it’s also the wet season, so expect it to rain, a lot!”

			Tom went down the hold and began passing up boxes and bags to Mr. Li on deck. Emily waited patiently for her one box containing her sewing machine, while observing the town, which appeared to be very small.

			“You can sit on the jetty and see the most amazing sunsets over King Sound,” Pat told her with a smile of awe. “Wool and pearl shell are exported from here. The most beautiful pearls are found around the archipelago. ”

			Emily was in no mind to appreciate pearls. “It will cool down in the winter months, won’t it, Pat?” She felt like she was wilting. The heat was more oppressive than it had been in the back of her father’s shop on a hot day.

			“It’s a bit cooler in July. In fact, the mornings can be cold then, but you won’t need a coat very often, that’s for sure.”

			“July! My term of employment will be up by then.”

			They were distracted by Mr. Li, who was on his hands and knees, shouting instructions to Tom down into the hold. Emily couldn’t understand why he’d brought such a large amount of luggage with him, or why he was insisting so rudely that it be handled with extreme care.

			Emily had donned her hat while she stood waiting in the fierce sun for her sewing machine. She scanned the shoreline for someone who looked like they might be waiting for her, but it was deserted. Fraught, she began to worry about everything.

			“We’re not on schedule so perhaps my employer thinks I’m not coming,” she complained to Pat. “Someone was supposed to be meeting me here and they’re not here.”

			“Schedules are different up here, Emily,” Pat explained.

			“Different! What do you mean?”

			“An hour can mean three or four. A week could mean two. A fortnight could be a month.”

			“Are you suggesting I might be waiting here for a week, or longer?”

			“I hope not, but don’t be surprised if that happens.”

			Emily heart plummeted. Fresh water supplies had been limited on the Sea Gull so she’d had quick showers every other day in tight confines and basin washes in between, like everyone else. She longed to stretch out in a cool bath, in the house that was to be her home for the next six months. She certainly didn’t want to be stuck in limbo and she didn’t have a lot of money left after purchasing a painting from the Fosters.

			“The McLean’s at the pub have cheap rooms for rent,” Pat said. “Tom and I have stayed there a few times when the Sea Gull has been in dry dock. The rooms aren’t the best, but they’d do if you got stuck. Mitsy McLean is part Aboriginal, although she claims to be from Malta. Frankly, I doubt she knows where Malta is, but I don’t blame her for lying. The locals aren’t that kind to the local Aborigines. Fortunately, most of them believe Mitsy. She does most of the work at the hotel because her husband, Rusty, who is half Austrian, is slowly drinking himself to death. He’s a real lazy blighter. His real name is Rudolph Raskoph, but he changed it to Rusty McLean so he’d seem more Australian. We believe he just got sick of his drunken clientele mispronouncing his name or poking fun at him. Anyway, Mitsy’s a darn hard worker and if you ask me, she doesn’t get the credit she deserves.” She lowered her voice. “Much like me,” she whispered with a smirk. “You’ll notice lots of Aboriginals in and around town, but that’s because there are many communities in the area. They won’t bother you, though.”

			The last of Hop-sing Li's boxes and bags were now on the deck. Tom was getting Emily’s box so Pat thought it was worth one more try to see what she could find out.

			“You haven’t said what you’ll be doing in Derby, Mr. Li. Is someone meeting you?”

			The Chinaman grunted, giving nothing away as he scrutinized his boxes and bags. Emily and Pat rolled their eyes. But suddenly he became more communicative.

			“How I get bags to town?” he asked .

			“Oh, you can talk when you want to,” Pat said sarcastically without answering his question.

			Tom climbed out of the hold with Emily’s box and was immediately treated to a tirade from the Chinaman about dents in boxes and a scuff mark on one of his suitcases. He ignored the ranting. “I’ll carry your box to the end of the jetty for you, Miss Scott,” he said charmingly. “It sounds like Mr. Li will want to look after his own precious baggage.”

			“Thank you, Mr. Henderson,” Emily said sweetly, picking up her case, which contained her small painting from the Gascoyne Hotel. She said goodbye to Pat and told her that she’d probably see her again in six months, when she was due to head south again. Pat said it would be a pleasure. Emily then followed Tom. They couldn’t stop smirking after catching the look of outrage on Mr. Li’s face as they left him to deal with all his baggage. They heard Pat telling him that he’d need to get a trolley for his belongings because she wasn’t carrying it.

			As they walked along the jetty, Tom said, “I’ve been thinking about it, and I reckon the station manager will have come into town to pick you up. His name is Harry Edwards. He’d be most likely waiting for you at the pub.”

			“I hope you are right, Mr. Henderson,” Emily replied. “But isn’t it a bit early to be in the pub?”

			Tom laughed at that statement.

			The town consisted of a main street with quaint stores and businesses. Roads that connected with the main street were dotted with small homes. One building had a sign over the door declaring it was the Boab Hotel. Emily was far from impressed with the town but it was journey’s end and for that she was grateful, despite the heat. She was also surprised to notice several horses hitched to rails outside the hotel, even though it was on the indecent side of noon. She finally understood why Tom had laughed when she suggested it was too early.

			“I guess when it’s this hot, it’s never too early to drink cold beer,” she said.

			“Too right,” Tom said. “The locals joke that it’s always after noon somewhere in the world.”

			Emily was surprised to see four stockmen on horseback coming down the main street. They were herding a small mob of horned cattle that were kicking up clouds of red dust, with dogs yapping at their heels. It was exactly the scene in the painting she’d bought, although she never expected to see it in the main street of a town.

			Tom noted her reaction. “That’s not something you’d see in Perth, is it?” he said.

			“No,” Emily said. “Now I really feel like I’m in outback Australia.”

			Tom put Emily’s box down on the side of the street at the end of the jetty. Nearby, there was a livery stable, so the smell of manure hung in the oppressive air, and the flies were horrendous. Emily could see the blacksmith toiling beside the forge as he shaped shoes for horses with perspiration literally dripping from his skin. His broad, muscled shoulders glistened, while horses stood patiently in a yard, their tails constantly swatting hordes of flies. Emily didn’t know how the blacksmith coped in such heat. She wanted desperately to escape to somewhere shady and cool, but she had little money left for accommodation, so she didn’t know what she’d do if no one turned up to meet her.

			“If you care to wait here, I’ll go and ask at the pub first to see if Harry has been in town,” Tom said.

			Emily had the idea that he’d quickly scull a pint. “Okay, but please don’t be long,” she asked.

			“I won’t. I’ll soon have to move the boat to deeper water before the tide goes out or I’ll be stranded on the sand.” He hurried off in the direction of the hotel.

			Emily’s attention was caught by groups of Aboriginals congregated under trees in the distance. She thought they looked bored. Others were squatting in the shade under the canopies outside the few shops.

			There was a wagon and horse not far from the livery stables. At a glance, she thought there were bags of goods on the back, so she was surprised to realise the ‘bags’ were actually an Aboriginal man. His hat was over his face and his hands were folded on his stomach. He was obviously snoozing. Emily had never seen so many Aboriginals. She felt out of her element, as if she was in a foreign land. But this was Australia – the real Australia.

			“You…Miss Scott,” someone said about five minutes later, startling her. She turned around to see it was the same aboriginal man who’d been lying on the back of the wagon

			“Why, yes, I am,” Emily said in surprise. She was looking into kind, dark eyes under the brim of a battered hat.

			“I’m Buddy Amegy from North Bundaloon. The missus sent me, bring you back.”

			“Oh, I’m so pleased to see you,” Emily said with a sigh of relief. “I thought I might’ve been stranded.”

			“This belonga to you?” Buddy asked, pointing to the case near her feet and the box.

			“Yes, this is my suitcase and the box contains my sewing machine.”

			“I put them on the wagon,” Buddy said.

			“Please be careful with the box, Mr. Amegy.”

			“Yes, missus.”

			“Oh, I’m not married. I’m Miss Scott, or Emily,” she said offering her hand.

			Buddy looked startled, but he shook her hand and smiled warmly.

			“We can get underway as soon as you like,” Emily added pointedly, eager to get out of the hot sun. “I just have to let Mr. Henderson know I’m going.” She glanced over Buddy’s shoulder. “Oh, here he comes now.”

			Tom Henderson was hurrying towards them. “No one has seen Harry,” he called wiping froth from his upper lip. He looked at Buddy curiously.

			“Mr. Amegy has been sent to pick me up,” Emily explained.

			“Oh, good.” Tom’s attention was drawn to Hop-sing Li, who was dragging a trolley along the jetty towards them. Just as he reached them, a piece of luggage on the top of the pile teetered. Buddy leapt forward to save it falling.

			Hop-sing reacted angrily. “You not touch,” he said, pushing Buddy away. “You get no money! Go away.” Buddy was startled by his reaction and stood gaping at him.

			Emily was absolutely appalled. “You horrid little man. Mr. Amegy is not a street beggar,” she shouted angrily. “He’s here to pick me up.”

			Hop-sing did not appear in the least repentant.

			“Let’s go, Mr. Amegy,” Emily said. “Goodbye Mr. Henderson. I’ll see you on my return journey.”

			“The missus said I bring new cook, too, Miss Scott,” Buddy said, removing his hat to scratch his head. He had expected to see another woman. “The cook with you…on boat. She comin’?”

			“No, there’s just me…and him,” Emily said, reluctantly including the rude Chinaman. “There wasn’t a cook aboard the boat.”

			“Mr. Li and Miss Scott were the only two passengers to be dropped in Derby, Mr. Amegy,” Tom verified.

			Suddenly one of Hop-sing’s boxes fell off the trolley and the contents spilled in the dirt.

			Tom, Emily, and Buddy gaped at what was on the ground; cooking utensils, tea towels, and packages of spices.

			Emily’s mouth fell open. She looked at Buddy. “He can’t be…the cook,” she said aghast.

			Hop-sing was on his hands and knees, picking up his belongings. “I good cook,” he said loudly and angrily. “The best!”

			Buddy was surprised, but then he realised Mrs. McBride hadn’t said the cook was a woman. It had been an assumption because the previous cook had been a woman. He was just relieved that he’d complete the task set him, and fetch the seamstress and cook. He liked to please Mrs. McBride. “I here take you back to station,” he said warily.

			“Oh, no,” Emily said horrified. “That can’t be right. He might be a cook, but he’s not the person you are looking for. He’s probably going to cook on a…a boat, or out somewhere in a mining community,” she said, grasping at straws and praying she was right.

			“Do you have a name for the cook?” Tom asked Buddy.

			“No, Mrs. McBride didn’t have a name. She just say cook will be on boat with Miss Scott.”

			Emily glared at Hop-sing. “Surely it can’t be…it’s not…him!” she said in dismay.

			She waited desperately for Hop-sing to agree with her.

			“I cook at North Bundaloon,” Hop-sing confirmed. “I get job at agency in Girrawheen.”

			“Oh, no,” Emily said, swooning as the Chinaman stood up, clutching his box of utensils. He glared at Emily, who was gaping back at him in shock.

			Emily turned to Buddy. “This can’t be true. He can’t work on North Bundaloon,” she said to the Aboriginal man in utter dismay. It was her worst nightmare. She’d sooner suffer a hundred storms at sea than live and work in the same home as Hop-sing Li.

			Hop-sing was equally displeased, but saw a simple solution. “I go.” He pointed at Emily rudely. “You stay here.” He expected that idea would please everyone.

			“Now wait a minute,” Emily growled. “I’m expected on North Bundaloon as the new seamstress. Cooks can be found anywhere. You stay here or go somewhere else. I don’t care where it is, as long as it’s a long way from here and a long way from me!”

			“Cook more important. I go to North Bundaloon,” Hop-sing shouted back. He looked at Buddy Amegy who was glancing from one to the other, stunned. “You take bags now,” he ordered, pointing to the wagon.

			Buddy was speechless, but used to taking orders, so he automatically reacted to the voice of authority. He lifted two of Hop-sing’s cases off the trolley and hurried towards the wagon with Emily looking on, gob-smacked.

			“Are you sure you still want the job?” Tom Henderson asked Emily, watching Hop-sing drag the trolley towards the back of the wagon to save time.

			“Of course I do,” Emily said. “But I can’t believe that horrible man is the new cook on North Bundaloon. Surely there’s some mistake.”

			“It doesn’t look like it. Maybe he’ll have his own quarters at some distance from the house and you won’t have to see him. Or perhaps he’s a camp cook, and will work miles from the homestead.”

			“Do you think so?” Emily brightened with optimism.

			Tom thought about it. “He’s brought a lot of cooking utensils, so it’s unlikely, but you never know. I’ll carry your sewing machine over to the wagon, if you like.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHT

			Emily watched in astonishment as Hop-sing and Buddy loaded up the back of the wagon, while the horse stood patiently swatting annoying flies with his tail.

			Tom had put her box down beside the wagon and was standing beside Emily, determined not to help, not that the Chinaman would allow him to because he hadn’t taken proper care bringing the baggage up from the hold. “I’ll have to go and move the boat to deeper water at the outer part of the jetty, Miss Scott,” he said. “The tide rushes out of the sound and I don’t want to get stranded.”

			“How far out does it go?”

			“The sand will be exposed half way along the jetty,” Tom said.

			Emily gasped, unable to believe it. “Are you staying in Derby overnight?”

			“Yes, I promised a one-legged mate that we’d go fishing this evening and I don’t want to let him down.”

			Not sure she heard correctly, Emily looked at Tom blankly. “Are you joking, Mr. Henderson?”

			“No. I’m going out in Lucky Errol’s boat.”

			“I meant about your friend having one leg,” Emily said.

			“Oh, no. I’m not joking about that. Didn’t I tell you the story of Lucky Errol and how he was attacked by a croc on the banks of the Ord River near Kununurra a few years back?”

			“I don’t think so,” Emily said.

			“I’ll have to be quick, but Errol was trying to save his beloved Jack Russell from the jaws of a croc when it turned on him and mauled his leg so badly that it had to be amputated just above the knee. He also lost three fingers on one hand and a thumb on the other. He wouldn’t have survived but a mate heard his screams for help and came to his aid. Between his mate hitting the croc with a bucket and his injured dog biting the beast, the croc backed off. By all accounts Errol had lost so much blood that when his mate pulled him out of the water he was the same color as the sand. They didn’t think he’d make it but there was a doctor in a nearby camp and he managed to stop him bleeding out all the way until they got him to hospital. That’s why we call him Lucky Errol. Luck was on his side that day. He manages most things on his own, but he can’t launch the boat alone so I try to go out with him at least once on each trip.”

			“Did the dog survive?”

			“Rolly lost a leg, too, because of infection, but he’s a brave little terrier. He gets around fine on three legs and can still chase down a rat according to Errol.”

			Emily wondered if there were any crocodiles where she was going, but she didn’t want to show her ignorance by asking. “Will Pat go fishing with you?”

			“No, Errol and I will be out all night so she’ll enjoy some peace and quiet on our boat. She doesn’t like me under foot when she’s cleaning the cabins.”

			Emily could see that he seemed hesitant to leave, even though he needed to. She didn’t know why. “Don’t let me hold you up, Mr. Henderson,” she said.

			Tom was frowning as he watched Hop-sing ordering Buddy Amegy around. “I’m just not sure I feel comfortable leaving you in this situation, Miss Scott.”

			“I’ll be all right, I promise.” Emily looked at Buddy and Hop-sing.

			“The Aboriginal man doesn’t look like he has it in him to stand up to Mr. Li, which worries me.”

			“I won’t have any problem doing that,” Emily said, feeling angry and determined. “Think yourself lucky you won’t see Mr. Li again.”

			“Oh, I do, believe me. I meet some strange people in this job but the nice one’s make up for the bad ones.” He smiled and Emily knew he was referring to her.

			“Are you taking any passengers back to Perth?” she asked.

			“Yes, one from Broome and three from Geraldton, but there will be probably be a few more along the way.”

			“Thank you for all your kindness, Mr. Henderson,” Emily said appreciatively.

			“You’re welcome, Miss Scott,” Tom said. “You were very good company for all of us,” he added. “I hope things work out and a certain person is a camp cook a long way from the North Bundaloon homestead.”

			“Me, too,” Emily replied with a sigh.

			Tom Henderson left Emily watching as Buddy loaded the last of Hop-sing’s belongings and then the Chinaman climbed on the seat up front, which was only big enough for two, and made himself comfortable.

			“Are you going to load my case and box, Mr. Amegy?” Emily asked.

			“No room,” Hop-sing declared.

			“I wasn’t asking you,” Emily said tersely.

			Buddy Amegy scratched his head, thinking about it.

			“You stay here,” Hop-sing said pointing down at Emily from his lofty position. “They not need you on station.”

			“I beg your pardon?” Emily said in disbelief, one hand going to her hip. “If anyone is irrelevant around here, it’s you!”

			“Cook more important. You stay here. We go now,” Hop-sing said to Buddy. He looked off into the distance as if everything was decided and Buddy would jump to his command.

			“Don’t even think about leaving me here,” Emily said to the Aboriginal man.

			Poor Buddy didn’t know what to do. He knew there wasn't room on the wagon’s seat for Emily and no room on the back for her luggage.

			Emily couldn’t believe the gall of the Chinaman. He actually expected her to be left behind. It was the very last straw! His rudeness and arrogance had pushed her limits of patience. “Make room for my suitcase and box,” she said angrily to Mr. Li.

			The Chinaman shook his head.

			Emily was overcome with fury. “If you won’t, I will,” she declared, impulsively grabbing one of his boxes and throwing it on the ground with as much force as she could muster. She then grabbed another and did the same. The second box was the one with the open lid. As it hit the ground, the utensils, tea towels and spices flew out. This time the spice packets burst open and the contents were soon drifting in the warm wind as yellow, red, and brown clouds.

			Emily was almost as surprised as Hop-sing when that happened, but she felt an overwhelming sense of release. She hadn’t realised she’d been harbouring so much resentment towards the Chinaman, but he seemed to represent all of her pent up, stifled emotions, as well as all the anger, frustration and pain she’d collected over the years. It just erupted! Her next reaction was to laugh hysterically. She had no idea where it came from but she couldn’t control herself. It just burst from her like a fountain of pus from a boil.

			Before she knew it, Hop-sing had leapt to the ground, picked up her suitcase, and thrown it in the horse trough outside the stables.

			His action sobered Emily. “My painting!” she cried in disbelief. When the Chinaman went for the box containing her precious sewing machine, her reaction was swift and instinctive. She swung her handbag at him, hitting the back of his head and almost knocking him off balance. He was shocked. He hadn’t been expecting her to physically attack him. He also didn’t expect the well-placed kick to his shins that he received next.

			Yelping in pain, the Chinaman hopped backwards on one leg.

			Ignoring him, Emily rushed to the horse trough and tried to lift her suitcase out of the murky water, but it was water logged and extremely heavy, so she couldn’t manage.

			“My painting will be ruined, you crazy Chinaman,” she yelled in frustration. When he moved close to the box containing her sewing machine again, she screeched in fury and took another swing at him, grazing the side of his head. He backed away and dropped to his hands and knees in the dust, collecting what he could of his precious belongings.

			While Buddy Amegy stood by without a clue what to do, the commotion attracted the attention of the blacksmith, Arnold Becket.

			“What’s going on here?” Arnie asked.

			Hop-sing’s eyes widened when he looked up and saw the enormous arms and broad shoulders of the blacksmith. Not only was he a mountain of a man, but he had the biggest hands he’d ever seen. “She crazy woman,” he declared.

			Arnie took in the slight young woman the Chinaman was referring to and thought she appeared feminine and harmless, although very cross.

			“Me!” Emily said, her blood still boiling. “You are the one who suggested I be left behind because I’m not important, as if that decision is yours. ”

			Arnie was getting a clearer picture. “Are you the seamstress Kitty is expecting?” he asked Emily. He knew Buddy had been waiting for the seamstress because he’d fed and watered his horse for two days while he’d been in town.

			“Yes, I am,” Emily said, pleased he knew about her. She gave Hop-sing a self-satisfied look.

			“Does all the stuff on the wagon belong to you?”

			“None of it belongs to me. It belongs to him. I have just one box and one small case, which, thanks to him is now water-logged.” She indicated her case, which had sunk in the trough.

			The smithy lifted it out of the water as if it weighed no more than a feather. He put it down and a huge puddle of water immediately formed around it as it drained. Emily opened it and took her painting out. Thankfully it had been done in oils, so the paint hadn’t run all over her clothes, but the frame was soaked.

			“You’re lucky my painting isn’t completely ruined,” she shouted at Hop-sing.

			Hop-sing was still gathering his stuff and putting it back in the box. “What about my spices. They gone!”

			The smithy went to the back of the wagon and pushed some of the boxes and cases around, trying to make more room.

			“No, no,” Hop-sing cried, getting to his feet. “No touch my things.”

			Arnie glared at the Chinaman, who looked like a tiny doll beside him. “It seems to me you have a problem,” he stated tersely.

			“Me? No problem,” Hop-sing declared, but he wasn’t feeling as confident as he was making out.

			“This lady has two items that need to be transported to North Bundaloon and your stuff is taking up all the room on the wagon.”

			Hop-sing couldn’t think of anything to say. He was certainly not brave enough to suggest that Emily stay behind again, so he shrugged.

			“I think I have a solution, Miss,” Arnie said to Emily. “But it involves some of the bags coming off the wagon.”

			“Really?’ Emily said, delighted. “I’m sure that can be arranged.’ She gave Hop-sing a smug look.

			“I’ll be back in a few minutes,” Arnie said. He glowered at Hop-sing. “Behave!”

			When he was out of earshot, Emily turned on Hop-sing. “You heard the smithy. Start unloading your bags,” she said.

			Hop-sing didn’t know what to do. He wanted to refuse, but he didn’t want to tangle with a man who had more muscles than the entire Chinese weight-lifting team.

			They heard a bray and turned to see the smithy walking a large grey donkey towards them. Emily was praying he didn’t suggest she ride the donkey, but as it wasn’t saddled, it seemed unlikely.

			“This is Pedro,” the smithy said addressing Emily and Hop-sing. “He’ll carry some of those bags and that will make room for the box and case on the back of the wagon,” he said.

			“Very good,” Buddy said pleased that someone had come up with a solution.

			“Thank you,” Emily said appreciatively.

			“You can bring Pedro back to town next time you come in, Buddy,” Arnie suggested.

			While Hop-sing reluctantly unloaded some of his bags, the one’s he thought least precious, Arnie picked up the box containing Emily’s sewing machine as if it was lightweight and placed it on the back of the wagon. “I guess you and the Chinaman won’t fit on the seat with Buddy,” he said loading the bags onto the donkey.

			“I’m not sitting beside him,” Emily stated firmly, referring to Hop-sing. “I’d sooner walk. Better yet, he can walk.”

			“There’ll be room for you on the back of the wagon,” Arnie said to Hop-sing. “But don’t cause any trouble,” he warned.

			Emily almost laughed at the indignant look on the Chinaman’s face as he climbed onto the back of the wagon. Instead she thanked Arnie for his help and climbed up on the seat beside Buddy Amegy. Hop-sing was sitting on top of one of his cases with his back to Emily. She decided to pretend he wasn’t there. Once the donkey was loaded and tied to the back of the wagon, they set off.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER NINE

			They had only travelled about a mile, but Emily already felt quite drained. She was sweating abundantly and the flies were driving her mad.

			“How far to North Bundaloon?” she asked Buddy.

			“Twenty-five miles,” Buddy said. “We get there before dark.”

			“I can’t wait,” Emily sighed, shooing away the flies. “Oooh, these flies are really bad!”

			Buddy looked puzzled and shrugged. “I not notice them,” he said.

			He reached under the bench seat and retrieved a parasol. “Here, take this, please. Mrs. McBride told me to take it for you and…” He glanced over his shoulder at Hop-sing’s back and seemed slightly uncomfortable. He handed it to Emily. “For you,” he repeated.

			Emily understood that it had been meant for her and the ‘cook’, but she didn’t feel guilty when she opened the parasol, just very grateful for the shelter from the searing sun.

			“Thank you, Mr. Amegy,” she said as they travelled down the track and the town of Derby faded into the distance. “I can’t believe how hot it is,” she said, removing her hat and using it to swat persistent flies.

			“I not notice,” Buddy said with a grin. “It hot all the time in the Kimberley.”

			“That’s hard to believe. What work do you do on North Bundaloon?”

			“Me and Stumpy Cumbal look after the grounds around the house, the stables, and the stock yards. Whatever the missus or the boss want us do.”

			“Oh,” Emily said, assuming Stumpy Cumbal was another Aboriginal. “Have you been working for the McBrides for a long time?”

			“Since my hair all one color and I could stand straight,” he said grinning.

			He’d lost a few teeth, too, Emily noticed. “You must be happy working for them or you wouldn’t have stayed such a long time.”

			“The McBrides like family,” Buddy said without hesitation.

			Emily admired his loyalty. It said a lot about his character. “Do you have a family of your own? A wife and children?”

			“I had three wives. All dead now.”

			“You’ve outlived three wives! How old are you, Buddy? If you don’t mind me asking.”

			“I not know. ‘Bout seventy, maybe.”

			“You don’t know how old you are?”

			Buddy shrugged as if it wasn’t important.

			Emily was amazed. “Do you have children and grandchildren?”

			“I had eleven children. One son died few years back. I not know how many grandchildren. They all over…”

			“Do any of your children live on North Bundaloon or work for the McBrides?”

			“Nah. Some gone walkabout up Darwin and Katharine way, some live on the Kalumburu Aboriginal Mission, few miles away.”

			“What is a mission, Buddy?”

			“Where white fella say black fella must live.”

			“Are you saying they can’t go where they want to go?”

			Buddy shrugged and looked sad.

			“Are the Aboriginals mistreated by the white community?” Emily asked curiously.

			“Sometime. Not all time,” Buddy said. “The boss is good man, but not all station owners like ‘im. Lots Aboriginals put in chains and dragged to Derby or Kununurra and put in jail.”

			Emily was shocked. “What for?”

			“White fella says they spear cattle for food. The cattle take water and food that Aboriginal people had before they came. That make trouble. Police come with guns. No good.”

			“Did that ever happen to you?”

			“Not me. My father taken to jail and beaten. I saw it when I was young fella. I find work with good boss. That way no trouble. He pay wages instead of rations. Lots of station bosses only pay with rations of flour, tea, sugar, tobacco, and meat. No good when we work as hard as white fellas.”

			Emily became quiet. She had not known all that, but of course he was right. It wasn’t fair to treat people like this. Emily clung to her thoughts while they were traveling through a countryside where everything seemed oversized. She thought of her family, and wondered what they were doing and how they’d reacted to finding out she left home. She thought about poor Uncle Freddy. She knew he’d miss her company as much as she missed his.

			The distant rock formations were jagged and massive, the boab trees had trunks that were at least twenty feet round, and the Bloodwood, Stringybark, and Woollybutt eucalypts towered into the cloudless blue sky. Even the savannah grass beside the road was knee-deep in places. Only the track was small and narrow, just wide enough for the wagon.

			The meandering track was rust colored, powdery dust, which muffled the clip-clop of the horses’ hooves. Emily happened to glance down and thought she saw a log half hidden by the savannah grass at the edge of the track. She was sure the wagon was going to run over it. Suddenly it shot away, and she squealed with fright, momentarily startling the horse. The ‘log’ was a huge lizard that scuttled off through the long grass, swinging its giant tail. Then it stopped and turned to look at the invaders with cold, lifeless eyes, its tongue flicking out.

			“What is that?” Emily gasped with a racing heart.

			Buddy laughed at her reaction. “He only big-old-man goanna,” he said.

			“You make him sound harmless, when that can’t possibly be true.”

			“He can bite and scratch, but he make good tucker.”

			“Tucker? Do you mean you’d eat something like that?”

			“He be good eatin’.”

			Emily shook her head. “I hope the new cook isn’t going to be roasting goanna,” she said.

			Hidden by the parasol, she didn’t see the look of disgust she received from Hop-sing Li.

			The beating of giant wings caught Emily’s attention, and she looked up into a tree they were passing just in time to see an enormous bird of prey landing on one of the higher boughs.

			“What’s that?” she asked Buddy. The bird appeared to be eyeing them off with interest and for the second time in a matter of minutes she felt like prey in a savage land.

			“A wedge-tailed eagle.”

			“He looks fearsome,” Emily declared warily.

			“I seen a big one carry off a lamb.”

			“A lamb! You can’t be serious, Buddy?” Emily said in disbelief.

			“I seen it,” Buddy insisted.

			Noting the bird’s enormous, powerful talons, Emily was inclined to believe him. “Would it attack a person?” she asked, hoping the parasol would afford her some protection.

			“Maybe very small child,” Buddy said.

			Emily had a wicked thought. “How about a very small Oriental man?” she whispered with a mischievous grin.

			Buddy’s eyes widened and his lips parted, but he stopped himself from laughing out loud because he was already aware that the new cook had a temper.

			After they’d been travelling for more than two hours, Buddy pulled the horse up under the shade of tree branches that overhung the track.

			“I get water for horse and donkey,” he said, retrieving a bucket from under the seat and disappearing into a thicket of bush. He came back a couple of minutes later with a full bucket of crystal-clear water, which he put in front of the thirsty horse. The donkey could smell the water and started braying, but Buddy told him he had to wait his turn.

			“Is that water drinkable for us?” Emily asked. She was terribly thirsty.

			“Yes,” Buddy said, grabbing three canteens from under the seat and heading for the bushes again.

			“Where are you getting the water?” Emily called after him. She imagined a small stream on the other side of the thicket.

			Hop-sing was curious, too, and like Emily, eager to stretch his legs after sitting for so long. They both climbed off the wagon. Emily followed the direction that Buddy had taken with Hop-sing trailing behind her. She pushed through the bushes and found herself under tall trees. Then she gasped with wondrous delight.

			A beautiful oasis of water opened up before her. It was shaded all around by green trees and foliage. The branches of a large tree extended almost from one side of the billabong to the other.

			“Oh, my,” Emily sighed. “What an amazing place.”

			Buddy had filled one canteen at the water’s edge. He handed it to Emily and she drank thirstily. Fresh water had never tasted so good. Sheltered from the sun by the shady trees, and being near the water’s edge, Emily felt cool for the first time since leaving the boat. When Hop-sing appeared, he also looked amazed when Buddy handed him a full canteen of water. He’d had the merciless sun beating down on him for hours, so he was flushed in the face and sunburned. Emily anticipated that he’d inspect the billabong to see that the water wasn’t contaminated, but instead he drank thirstily from the canteen without hesitation.

			Emily sat down and slipped off her shoes. She broke the surface of the still water with the toes of one foot, creating a gentle ripple. Sighed with exquisite pleasure, she lowered both feet into the water. “Oh, that feels so good,” she said softly. She was mesmerized by her surroundings. The shrubbery was vibrant and lush. Dappled sunlight filtered through the overhanging canopy, mirroring a perfect, golden reflection of the branches and leaves in the still water. Every shade of green was represented and even her reflection. The temptation to plunge into the water, fully clothed, was almost overwhelming. But she didn’t know how deep it was and she couldn’t swim. “How did you find such an amazing place when it was so well hidden, Buddy?” she asked in awe of such natural beauty.

			“Lots of places like this in the Kimberley,” Buddy said.

			“Really?” Emily looked up into the trees and noticed beautiful birds. One of the smaller birds had a flamboyant crown of purple feathers. Others had a dash of vivid blue, orange, or red in their wings and some had brightly-colored beaks. They were twittering and chirping happily. The billabong was like an insular world, existing separately and independently of a much greater landscape. Emily had never dreamt that such a place existed.

			Buddy didn’t say anything, but he didn’t have to. How he felt about the beauty of the land that was his home was in the softness of his eyes and his expression. While Emily splashed herself with water, Hop-sing was more methodical in what he did. He washed his face and hands and then removed his tunic on the far side of some shrubbery, so that they wouldn’t see his naked torso, and washed it, too. Without a comment he put his wet tunic back on. It would dry quickly in the heat and in the mean time keep him cool.

			Emily didn’t want to leave the oasis. She was thoroughly enjoying having her feet in cool water while Buddy fetched another bucket of water and took it to the thirsty, braying donkey. But the time came, and they were soon underway again.

			As they set off, Buddy told Emily that the ‘boss’ was away mustering, which is a busy time on North Bundaloon.

			“How many men do the muster?”

			“Boss hires fifteen extra men for big mobs.”

			Emily was surprised. “Will Mr. Li have to cook for that many?”

			“No, he be house cook. The station manager and his boy do camp cooking. House cook not work Sundays. Harry make barbeque on Sunday’s. It not his job, but he like cookin’.”

			Emily was disappointed that the Chinaman might have it easy. “What happened to the house cook?”

			“Alice old. She get sick. She gone to Darwin weeks back. Harry bin cookin’ barbeques, but Mrs. McBride say she fed up with chops.”

			Emily wondered why Mrs. McBride didn’t cook for her family, but she didn’t like to ask in case it sounded like she was being critical. “How long was Alice with the family?”

			“Long time. She very good cook. She know what the missus and the big boss like to eat.”

			“It sounds like she’ll be hard to replace,” Emily commented, thinking Mr. Li might feel justly intimidated.

			Soon they crossed a rough bridge over the May River. Buddy told Emily that the bridge had been built before the North Bundaloon homestead so that building supplies could be brought in easily. Emily was pleased to see water again and couldn’t hide her delight.

			“Is there a river near the North Bundaloon homestead, Buddy?” she asked, hoping there was.

			“Yeah, the Lennard River,” Buddy said. “You see it soon.”

			It was late afternoon and the dappled sun filtered through the branches of trees that overhung the road. They’d been travelling beside the tranquil Lennard River for quite some time and had just gone over a rise in the road when the North Bundaloon homestead came into view. Nothing had prepared Emily for what she saw at the top of the road.

			“That’s North Bundaloon?” she said aloud, aware that her reaction caused Hop-sing to turn around for the first time.

			Set on high ground, the stately Victorian homestead had sweeping views of the river. It was sprawling and single storey, with a wide veranda along the front that was supported by ornate posts, painted cream. The rust colored roof peaked in a gable over the middle of the veranda, but further along there was a portico and turret over the front door. Directly in front of the veranda there were lush garden beds that included flowering shrubbery, shady trees and white roses. Several steps from the veranda led to a stone path, which was bordered by lawn. The front windows were almost floor to ceiling. It wasn’t hard to imagine they afforded breathtaking views from the rooms inside. Emily couldn’t believe her luck. The storm at sea, the seasickness, the heat, the flies, the dusty road trip, even putting up with Hop-sing Li had all been worth it.

			When the wagon pulled up outside the house, Emily could only gape. Her heart was racing with excitement. The front door opened and a woman came out, calling a welcoming ‘hello’ as she came down the steps from the veranda.

			Emily climbed off the wagon and went to meet her. “Hello,” she said timidly, taking in kindly brown eyes and a warm smile. “I’m Emily Scott.”

			“Welcome to North Bundaloon, Miss Scott. I’m Kitty McBride. How was your journey?”

			Emily immediately liked Kitty McBride. She appeared to be a true representation of the warm and friendly person who’d replied to her enquiry letter. “The trip was long and wearisome, but I’m very pleased to be here, Mrs. McBride,” she said candidly.

			“And we’re very pleased to have you. You’re a couple of days overdue, but you can tell me all about the trip after you’ve had a good rest.” Kitty looked past Emily to the wagon. “Who’ve we got here, Buddy?” she asked, perplexed by the sight of a much-sunburned Chinese man sitting on top of a pile of luggage. She was especially confused by the fact that there was a donkey tied to the back of the wagon, carrying yet more luggage. “Where’s my new cook?”

			“This Mr. Li. He the new cook.”

			Kitty was gobsmacked. “I’m sorry. There must be a mistake, Mr. Li.”

			“No mistake!”

			“I’ve dealt with the agency in Girrawheen before. They would’ve known I need an Australian cook, or at the very least, an English cook. I’m so sorry you came all this way, but my family will not eat foreign food, especially my husband. I’ll see that your passage back to Perth is paid.”

			Hop-sing stood up on the back of the wagon. “I good cook! The best,” he shouted with bulging eyes.

			“That might be true, but no one here will eat Chinese food.”

			“I cook English food very well. I not go back to Perth. Too far! I here! I work!”

			Kitty was by nature a gentle woman, so she was taken aback by his assertive attitude. On the other hand her husband was a force to be reckoned with. He could easily handle a raging bull that weighed in excess of two thousand pounds. In contrast, a hundred-pound Chinaman would be less troublesome than a mosquito. “Are you sure you can cook English food? My husband is very fussy.”

			“I cook anything!”

			“Very well, we’ll see how things go,” Kitty said. She turned back to Emily. “Does all the luggage on the wagon belong to you, Miss Scott?”

			“No,” Emily said. “I have one box and a suitcase. The rest is Mr. Li’s.”

			Kitty looked at the Chinaman. “Is the donkey yours, too?”

			“The donkey belong to Big Arnie, missus,” Buddy supplied.

			“Oh, so what is in all the bags?”

			“What I need for cooking,” Hop-sing said.

			“We have plenty of pots and pans here, Mr. Li. My kitchen and pantry are well stocked.”

			“I want use my own,” Hop-sing insisted, getting down off the wagon.

			“Very well,” Kitty said, not sure she was going to get along with Mr. Li. “Come inside, Miss Scott,” she said turning to lead Emily up the steps to the front door. “I’ll have Buddy bring your box and suitcase in.” She looked over her shoulder. “Please take your things around the back, Mr. Li. Buddy will show you the kitchen and your living quarters. Don’t unpack all those boxes and bags until my husband approves your cooking, though.”

			Before Emily and Kitty had reached the front door they heard Hop-sing ordering Buddy to carry his bags. They looked back to see Hop-sing stomping his way around the back and he wasn’t carrying anything.

			“He’s going to be handful, isn’t he?” Kitty said.

			“You have no idea,” Emily replied.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TEN

			Emily was led through the open front door, into a cool, formal entrance hall of grand proportions. While Kitty shut the door to keep the heat out, she stood gaping at her new surroundings. She was standing on an exotic hall runner, over a polished timber floor. Behind the door there was a hat stand with an array of hats on it. All were practical and well worn, with their own story to tell. Beside her was a beautiful, mahogany hall stand and mirror. She was admiring it when she happened to catch her own reflection in the mirror. “Oh,” she gasped. “I look a fright and so out of place in your lovely home.”

			“Nonsense! You’ve had a very big trip. I’ve made the trip south a few times, so I guarantee, after a long soak in the tub you’ll feel human again.”

			Kitty’s voice of experience was reassuring for Emily. “I hope so,” she said. “I’ve really been looking forward to a bath.” She tried to smooth her hair before giving up the struggle to tame it. “You’ve probably done the trip by boat so you’ll know that the bathroom facilities are very basic and we had to share a limited supply of water.”

			“I have been on the Sea Gull, which wasn’t as bad as the Osprey. That boat had no shower at all, so it was all basin washing. I’ll take you straight to your room and have one of the house girls bring you a tray of tea. She can also run a bath for you. I’m sure you’d rather meet the rest of the family afterwards and fortunately the girls are occupied writing letters, reading, and hair washing.”

			“I would indeed, but I don’t want to be any trouble,” Emily said. She’d never had anyone wait on her before. It didn’t sit right.

			“It won’t be any trouble, Emily,” Kitty insisted. “I’m so glad it didn’t rain this afternoon. I imagined you being soaked by the time you got here.”

			“There wasn’t a cloud in the sky,” Emily proclaimed. Emily wanted to mention her soaked suitcase, but she didn’t want to criticize the new cook because it might put her offside with her new employer.

			“That can change in no time in the wet season,” Kitty informed her.

			“I might not have minded it raining. At least it would’ve been cooler.”

			“No, just more humid. Much more humid,” Kitty said. “The rain comes down hard and heavy.”

			“Oh,” Emily said. “Don’t you ever get soft rain up here?”

			“No,” Kitty said. “There’s the dry season and the wet season, and nothing much in the middle.”

			The entrance hall led into a central ballroom with a very high ceiling decorated with fancy cornices. Subdued natural light poured down through a high skylight.

			Emily couldn’t help gaping wide-eyed. “This room is bigger than the average house in Perth,” she said honestly. It was certainly larger than the inner-city cottage she and her family had lived in.

			“We’ve had a few balls and parties in here over the years,” Kitty informed her. Emily had to use her imagination when it came to a band playing and lots of people dancing because she’d never attended a function like that.

			In the centre of the ballroom there was a table on top of another exotic rug. On the table there were a few ornaments and a very large vase of freshly picked lavender.

			“I thought I smelt lavender,” Emily said, admiring the color.

			“I believe it deters the flies and mozzies, but my husband disputes that fact. At the very least it adds a nice smell to the house,” Kitty told her. “I have plenty of bushes so I keep picked lavender in all the rooms.”

			Emily twirled around, dizzy from trying to take everything in. “I never expected to find such a grand homestead out here, Mrs. McBride,” she said in wonder. “It’s truly magnificent.”

			“Thank you, Emily,” Kitty said. She found it touching that Emily was so overawed. “North Bundaloon is a comfortable place to live, but there’s so much work to do on a station and nearly everything depends on the weather and the health of our livestock. We’ve had plenty of good years, but also a few poor years. My husband and my son work very hard.”

			Emily knew she had much to learn. “Did you and your husband establish the property?”

			“No, Dermot’s father bought five hundred thousand acres of land in 1860.”

			Emily’s eyes widened. “That much?”

			“North Bundaloon has grown since then. It’s closer to a million acres now. Dermot was born here in 1867 in a small cottage that is now the manager’s cottage. I met him nineteen years later when he made a trip to Perth. When he brought me out here I wondered where I was. The Kimberley was so overwhelming to a city girl, and he wanted to marry me and have me live in this big country with him. I wasn’t sure I’d cope without some comforts but he convinced me I’d have a lovely home by showing me the dining table and a big bathtub. They’d been brought up on a bullock dray from Perth, a journey that took months, apparently. He said they’d suit the house that I could help design. Fortunately for him, I believed him. We were married in a shed in 1887. The foundations for the house had been laid, but it was ten years before the house was completed. In the mean time I’d given birth to a son and two daughters, and Dermot’s father had passed away. My youngest was born in the house. I’ll tell you all about it when you’ve had a rest.”

			“I’ll look forward to it,” Emily said, genuinely interested.

			“The different doorways you can see lead to the drawing room, library, dining room, music room, and inside kitchen. The bedrooms are down that corridor.” Kitty pointed ahead. “I’ll give you the full tour when you’re up to it. You are going to be staying in the red room. It’s big enough to hold a table for cutting patterns and your sewing machine. I do own a Singer sewing machine, which I should’ve mentioned in my letter, but I suppose you prefer one you know.”

			“The one I brought is the one I learnt to sew on. It’s old, but it still works well.”

			“Mine can be a spare then,” Kitty obliged.

			Emily walked beside her new employer down a long, wide hallway. At the far end Kitty opened a decorative panelled door, revealing a bedroom. Emily gasped again as she stood in the doorway.

			“Here we are,” Kitty said, ushering her into a room with red walls, dominated by an enormous Georgian four-poster bed with a cream canopy and tied back net curtains. Emily had never seen anything like it. It was fit for a queen! A large window, draped in white net and soft velvet curtains, overlooked the front garden and the Lennard River. There was an Oriental rug either side of the bed and one at the foot. The floors were polished wood. A carved wooden dresser stood against one wall. There was a beautiful vase of white roses on it, adding a lovely perfume to the room. The bedside chests were adorned with ornate lamps, their shades matching the drapes. There were paintings on the walls and a vase of lavender on a small table in front of the window. On one side of the huge room there was a table for cutting patterns. It was ideal.

			“The bathroom is through here,” Kitty said, opening a door to reveal another room of generous proportions, where there was a deep claw-foot tub standing on lovely tiles. Part of the ceiling was glass, allowing the natural light to stream in.

			“We had planned a conservatory, but decided this room needed a bathroom, so you get the best of both worlds,” Kitty said. “The water comes from one of the many rain water tanks around the property. In the wet, they are full to overflowing. If we are unlucky to suffer a drought, which happens sometimes, then we have to be sparing with water and have jug and bowl washes using water we fetch from the river. If the river runs dry, we’re in big trouble.” She laughed as if it was a joke, so Emily imagined that never happened.

			She felt amazed and quite overwhelmed. Unexpectedly tears filled her eyes.

			“Oh, dear, you’re exhausted and a little overcome,” Kitty said, resting a comforting hand on her shoulder.

			“It’s not that, Mrs. McBride,” Emily said in a croaky voice.

			“Are you missing home already?”

			“Oh, no. Not at all. I just wasn’t expecting so much. Are you sure this is my room?”

			Kitty smiled kindly. “Bless your dear heart. Of course I’m sure.”

			“You’re too kind, and generous,” Emily said.

			“You’ll be doing the fittings for our new gowns in here, so you need the space,” Kitty said.

			There was a knock on the door. “Mum,” someone called.

			“In here, Brenda,” Kitty called in reply.

			A younger version of Kitty, with long hair, entered the room. “I’d like you to meet Emily. Emily this is my eldest daughter, Brenda,” Kitty said.

			“Hello,” Emily said, feeling self-conscious of her appearance, as Brenda was willowy and attractive. Her long, glossy hair was beautifully combed and her well-worn, old dress was still in better condition than the gown she was wearing.

			“Hello.” Brenda smiled warmly, but Emily noticed her gaze slid over her old, faded gown that wasn’t very clean after travelling all day. She turned to her mother. “There’s a Chinese man in the outside kitchen,” she rushed to say.

			“I know, Brenda.”

			“He’s in a real cranky mood and making quite a raucous. He’s got Buddy and Stumpy running in circles and he’s chasing the dogs away from the kitchen doorway.”

			Emily wasn’t surprised and imagined Hop-sing would be dismissed well before dinnertime if he was true to form.

			“Never mind him now,” Kitty said.

			“Mum!” another girl called, half in a panic.

			“That’s my youngest,” Kitty said to Emily. She’d no sooner said the words, when a girl burst into the room.

			“Before you say it, I know there’s a cranky Chinese man in the kitchen,” Kitty said to her daughter. “I doubt he’ll be here long, but he’s cooking for us tonight,” she added in a softer voice.

			She turned to Emily. “Emily, this is Melissa, my youngest daughter.”

			“Hello,” Melissa said. “But it’s just Mel, please. No one but mum calls me Melissa, and that’s usually when she’s cross with me.”

			Emily looked at Kitty, who nodded her approval.

			“You must be Emily Scott, our seamstress”, Mel continued.

			“Yes, that’s true. Hello, Mel,” Emily said friendly. Mel was not as tall as Brenda and had light-brown, wavy hair that was sitting on her shoulders. Her eyes were also hazel. Emily noted her tiny waste and bust and immediately imagined what she might sew for her.

			“Why is the Chinese man here at all?” Brenda asked. “I don’t think I like him very much. When I called hello to him, he grunted at me. Can you believe that?”

			Emily kept quiet.

			“He’s here because the agency in Girrawheen sent him. I don’t know why they’d send us a Chinese cook. I tried to send him back, but he insists he’s a good cook, so we’ll see what he comes up with tonight. I know it’s probably not fair to expect him to make a wonderful dinner after such a long trip, but if he can’t cook the type of food we like its best I find out before your father gets home. Besides, I couldn’t look at another barbecued chop.”

			“Where’s Coleen?” Kitty asked. She’d no sooner said the words, when her middle daughter popped her head around the door with a cheeky smile. “Here I am,” she called.

			“You may as well meet Emily, too,” Kitty said. She looked at the seamstress. “So much for having a bath before meeting the family,” she added. She could see that Emily felt uncomfortable, but she knew her daughters understood she’d just spent hours on a wagon after a week-long boat trip.

			Emily said hello to Coleen, and was told that she was just over a year younger than Brenda, who was twenty. Mel was the baby at seventeen. Coleen was the fairest with almost blonde hair. Her eyes were green, so she looked nothing like Brenda or Mel. She also had a fuller figure. Emily assumed she leant towards her father’s side of the family.

			“I hope you have lots of lovely patterns,” she said to Emily.

			“I didn’t bring patterns but I have designs that I’ll cut patterns for once you approve them,” Emily said, hoping the girls wouldn’t be disappointed. “I have lots of ideas and sketches that we can discuss.”

			“I can’t wait to see them,” Brenda said excitedly.

			“Give Emily time to rest,” Kitty insisted. “She’s been travelling for more than a week.”

			Emily noticed that Mel was looking at her plain gown. She felt she had to explain herself. “Don’t mind what I’m wearing,” she said, embarrassed. “My father wouldn’t allow me to sew gowns for myself, and I wasn’t permitted to shop very often, not that there was time. My father’s tailor business was always busy.”

			“Your father sounds like a tyrant,” Mel blurted out.

			“Melissa!” Kitty admonished. “Don’t be rude!”

			“It’s all right, Mrs. McBride,” Emily said. “My father was very strict and I also had three overprotective brothers to contend with.”

			“Poor you,” Brenda said empathetically. “You must be glad to get away from them.”

			“Girls! Where are your manners?” Kitty said, rolling her eyes.

			“To be honest, I am,” Emily admitted. “They were overprotective because I was the only female in the house. My Uncle Freddy also lived with us, but he’s a very dear man. I could confide in him about anything.” Emily was suddenly overwhelmed with homesickness, missing her Uncle Freddy. “But I promise I’ll do a wonderful job of making you all new wardrobes.”

			“Of course you will,” Kitty said confidently. “And I have plenty of bolts of cloth, so when you‘re not sewing for us, you can make yourself some new gowns.”

			“That’s very generous of you, Mrs. McBride,” Emily said emotionally. She was overwhelmed by her new employer’s kindness. She felt so fortunate that she taken the position of seamstress on North Bundaloon.

			“We have a brother,” Mel advised her. “But Liam is not a tyrant. He’s actually quite a good brother, but don’t tell him I said that.”

			Kitty laughed and looked at Emily. “You will see for yourself how the three girls play on Liam’s good nature tomorrow, when he comes home. It’s no wonder he’s putty in their hands. I pity their future husbands.” Kitty turned to her daughters. “Now let’s leave Emily in peace to bathe. I’ll send Topsy to run the bath.”

			“I can do that,” Emily rushed to say, embarrassed to have the ‘help’ wait on her.

			“She’ll be bringing you a tea tray anyway,” Kitty said. “I’ll also have your suitcase and box brought in if Buddy isn’t too exhausted from carting all of Mr. Li’s bags.” She rolled her eyes as she ushered the girls towards the door. “Oh and give your washing to Topsy. She’ll do it for you.”

			There was another knock on the door, this time tentative.

			“Hopefully that’s Buddy now,” Kitty said as she opened the door. It was Buddy and he was carrying Emily’s suitcase. “Bring that in Buddy,” Kitty instructed.

			The Aboriginal man came in with the case, putting it down beside the chest of drawers. He then turned and retrieved Emily’s box from the hallway, which he deposited near the table.

			“I will unpack your sewing machine when you are ready, Missy Emily?” he offered.

			“I can do it myself, Buddy, thank you,” Emily replied. “The machine is in pieces so it’s just a matter of putting them all back together again.”

			“Won’t that be a difficult thing to do?” Mel asked in disbelief that Emily could do it.

			“No, I took it apart,” Emily said confidently. “I could probably put it back together with my eyes closed.”

			“You must be very clever,” Coleen added in awe.

			“I’m not, I can assure you, but I’ve been able to assemble and disassemble a sewing machine since I was twelve,” Emily said. “Some of my earliest memories are of watching my father repairing machines. My three brothers are also tailors so I was expected to sew and do everything they could do, and I wanted to.”

			Emily noted the three sisters were looking at her as if she a scientist and that surprised her, as she’d never thought of her skills as anything special.

			Kitty’s mind was on the cook. “Mr. Li knows he’s only to use the outside kitchen, doesn’t he?” she asked Buddy.

			“Yes, missus. I not tell him there’s another kitchen inside.”

			“Splendid. Did he make you carry all his belongings?”

			“Stumpy help me, missus,” Buddy said, heading for the door again.

			Kitty shook her head. “I will need to advise him that you aren’t his servant,” she said.

			“He’s complain’ that his stuff won’t fit in the cook’s quarters or the kitchen, missus,” Buddy said.

			“Then he shouldn’t have brought so much,” Kitty said without the slightest sympathy. “But I told him not to unpack. Somehow, I doubt he’ll be here for more than a day. He seems to have a bad attitude.”

			“He’s sure he stayin’,” Buddy said.

			“Well you know the master won’t eat Chinese food,” Kitty said. “And he won’t have any trouble sending him packing.” Kitty turned to Emily. “What was Mr. Li like on the boat trip?”

			“Difficult and rude,” Emily said without hesitation. “He also has an obsession with cleanliness, particularly in the kitchen,” Emily said.

			“Well, cleanliness is not a bad thing,” Kitty said conciliatorily. “Take your time in the bath. I’ll come and get you at eight o’clock for dinner.”

			As the bathtub filled, Emily enjoyed fragrant Indian tea, from a beautiful pot, and cheese and tomato sandwiches. She unpacked her case, hanging up her clothes that were still slightly damp from their dunking in the horse trough. Then she slipped into the bathtub and sighed with pleasure as she sank into the cool water. While she was in the tub, Topsy collected her dirty clothes from the bathroom. Emily estimated the Aboriginal girl was between fifteen and twenty, with plump cheeks and the broadest of smiles, but she couldn’t get a conversation out of her. She dropped her head when Emily tried. She just did what she had to do and then left Emily in peace.

			Emily lay back in the tub and soaked for half an hour. By now it was dark outside, so she could see a myriad of stars through the glass ceiling above the tub. She felt like royalty and had to keep pinching herself to make sure she wasn’t dreaming.

			With half an hour to spare, Emily changed into clean clothes, making herself presentable by using just a touch of rouge and lipstick that Annie had given her. At precisely eight o’clock, Kitty knocked on her door.

			“You look refreshed,” she said kindly, looking Emily over with approval.

			“I feel much better, thank you,” Emily said. She noted Kitty was wearing a lovely gown and commented, again feeling self-conscious of her own, which didn’t go unnoticed.

			“This gown is nearly as old as Mel,” Kitty admitted.

			“It still looks lovely,” Emily said, noting it was made of fine cloth.

			“Sure your mother always wears beautiful dresses?”, Kitty asked.

			“She died from Tuberculosis when I was very young. My Uncle Freddy moved into our house to help dad raise us so I didn’t have the influence of a woman growing up.”

			“Oh,” Kitty said, her maternal instincts aroused. “And here you are now, surrounded by women,” she added cheerily.

			“Yes, it’s wonderful,” Emily said with a genuine smile.

			“Come along then,” Kitty said, leading her into the corridor. “I couldn’t find Mr. Li anywhere when I searched for him, so I’m not sure what we’re having for dinner.”

			On the way to the dining room they stopped at the library and drawing room doors. Emily was speechless again. The library had floor to ceiling shelves, full of books, and the drawing room was cosy and elegant at the same time. Kitty also showed her the music room, where there was a grand piano and a guitar.

			“I taught all the girls to play, but Coleen is particularly talented,” Kitty said with motherly pride. “Maybe she’ll play for us later.”

			“Who plays the guitar?” Emily asked.

			“Dermot and Liam. They’re both very good. Liam has started teaching Mel. I don’t think it’s very feminine for a girl to play, but Mel likes to be different so we indulge her.”

			The dining room was large, the walls papered in pastel blue. There was a beautiful carved sideboard against one wall. On it stood silver candleholders, crystal goblets, and vases of flowers from the garden. The dining table was the biggest Emily had ever seen. It was hard to imagine that it came all the way from Perth on a dray. It had twelve chairs around it. Five places had been set at one end and the three McBride girls were already seated. Kitty showed Emily to her chair.

			“The house girls will be along with the food very soon, meanwhile we’ll have a small glass of wine,” Kitty said. She poured a glass for everyone.

			“How many domestic girls work in the house?” Emily asked.

			“Three. Topsy you’ve met and two other Aboriginal girls, cousins, Maudie and Lizzie Kanga. By the way, if you see Aboriginals on the property, don’t be alarmed. Sometimes the girls have family members visit and sometimes Buddy and Stumpy have clan member’s visit.”

			Emily was curious how Aboriginal girls came to be domestic servants. “How long have the girls worked for you?”

			“A few years now,” Kitty replied.

			“Do their families live close by?”

			“By Aboriginal standards I suppose they’re not too far away, as they’re in the Kimberley, but the girls were forcibly removed from their care in 1909 and placed in a home.”

			Emily was shocked. “Why?”

			“So that at the instigation of government they wouldn’t breed more Aborigines.”

			Emily gasped. “Surely that can’t be the reason,” she said.

			“It’s true, Emily, and it still goes on,” Kitty told her. “The stupid government are trying to breed out the Aboriginal race by taking girls from their communities. It’s a topic that infuriates me.”

			“So…you rescued them from the home?”

			“I suppose I did, because who knows what sort of future they were in for.”

			“How did that come about, if you don’t mind me asking?”

			“Not at all. I was looking for help in the house and someone directed me to a place where girls were supposedly being trained as servants. I hadn’t a clue what it was about, or that the girls were Aboriginal, but I was absolutely appalled by what I found. There must’ve been two hundred children in the particular home I went to, and apparently there are many more around the country. Their ages ranged from toddlers to adolescents. A lot were half-caste. The poor mites were confused and bewildered. They cried for their mothers. It was truly heartbreaking.” Kitty became emotional just thinking about it. “Then I saw three adolescent girls huddled in the corner of a room. They looked frightened and full of resentment. I’m sure they’d been beaten and who knows what sort of future lay before them. I imagined them being mistreated and used by unscrupulous white men. The people running the home said they were troublemakers because they’d run away several times and been dragged back. I was advised not to consider them for employment, but I made up my mind there and then, and took the three of them away with me. Clearly they hadn’t a clue about working in a white household, but I set about teaching them. I couldn’t get them to wear shoes, though.” She laughed. “I still can’t, but that’s all right. At least they would wear a dress, underwear and an apron. Of course I didn’t lock them up and had no intention of doing so, so they were here for just three days before they took off. Dermot said I’d never see them again, but I held out hope, and surprisingly they came back a week later. They’ve been with us ever since and they’re happy.”

			“Have they ever wanted to find their families?” Emily asked. “Because surely they’re missed.”

			“I helped them search for their families in 1912. It took some time, but we found them. Their reunion was very emotional, as you can imagine. As a witness, it brought me to tears and made me even angrier with the government. I told them they could stay with their families if that was what they wanted, but they chose to come back to North Bundaloon with me.”

			“That must’ve been a hard decision for them,” Emily said. She knew how hard it had been to leave her own family. The decision had broken her heart, especially as she had no idea about whether her father and brothers would understand or ever forgive her. She hoped one day they would, but she knew it would take time.

			“The government hasn’t changed their policy so the girls were worried that if they stayed with their families and had children of their own, one day they’d be ripped from their arms. When that policy changes, and I hope it will soon, then the girls might think differently. Meanwhile, at least once or twice a year a family member calls by to visit them and that seems enough for them.”

			The three Aboriginal girls came in carrying trays of food. They were all wearing white aprons over their dresses, but nothing on their feet and they were giggling uncontrollably.

			“You’ve met Topsy, Emily,” Kitty said with a hint of exasperation. “Unfortunately when she gets with Maudie and Lizzie Kanga, they never stop giggling.”

			“Laughing must be a nice way to spend the day,” Emily commented, returning their broad smiles. “It means you’re happy.”

			“I thought so a few years ago when I took on these girls,” Kitty said. “But sometimes when I get my tea there’s more in the saucer than there is in the cup.” She smiled to soften her words and the three girls dissolved into a fit of giggles again. “What has amused you girls this evening?”

			“That funny man in the kitchen, missus,” Maudie said just as Kitty lifted the lid on one of the plates of food. “We not see someone like him before.”

			“What he’s cooked this evening will determine how long he’s here,” Kitty said scowling at her plate. “So what is it?” She peered closely at what she’d been served, disappointed to see rice on the side of the plate.

			“We not know, missus.”

			“Whatever it is, I’m certain it’s not from my larder.”

			“What is it Mum?” Brenda asked when she lifted the lid from her plate.

			For a few seconds there was silence and then Coleen screeched. “Are they black eyes looking at me?”

			“And what has so many legs?” Mel grimaced, pushing the plate away from her in revulsion. A thick sauce covered part of the meal, but legs poked out and little heads with black eyes.

			“I’m sorry, Mum, but I can’t eat…are they grasshoppers?” Brenda grimaced.

			Emily wasn’t tempted, either, even though the food smelt quite good.

			“You don’t have to apologize, Brenda.” Kitty turned to the house girls. “Take this back to the kitchen,” she said crossly. “It’s not English or Australian food, which is what I requested.”

			“Yes, missus,” Maudie said as she and Lizzie and Topsy collected the plates and put them back on the trays.

			“It looks like Mr. Li will be leaving us tomorrow. Dermot would have a blue fit if something like that was put on the dinner table in front of him. Meanwhile, I’ll have to think about what we can eat for dinner.” She looked at Emily. “I’m so sorry about this. I had wanted you to have a nice dinner on your first night here. I guess the odds of that happening were very slim.”

			“It’s not your fault, Mrs. McBride. I’m just so happy and grateful to be here in your lovely home,” Emily replied. “I’d be happy with a jam sandwich for dinner.”

			Kitty blinked in astonishment. “I may not be a cook’s apron, but I can rustle up some cold meat and salad.”

			“That’s what we had for lunch,” Mel moaned.

			“Well you’ll be having the same for dinner, unless you want a sandwich,” Kitty shot back.

			“We’ll help, Mum,” Brenda said, standing up.

			“Mum never learned to cook,” Coleen explained.

			“We’ve always had such wonderful cooks here on North Bundaloon,” Kitty clarified. “So I’ve never had to cook. Apart from making sure the house runs smoothly, I took over doing the books before Brenda was born and I’ve done them ever since, even while raising and schooling my three rambunctious daughters, and a son, who was no trouble at all.”

			“We weren’t rambunctious, Mum. We were angels,” Coleen put in as they walked down the corridor.

			“What about the time you climbed the fig tree out the back and fell out, breaking your arm?”

			“I was trying to rescue the cat,” Coleen insisted. “How did I know he could get out of the tree by himself?”

			“You were hiding from me and Mel because you’d eaten our sweets,” Brenda said.

			“That’s not true,” Coleen insisted with a guilty smirk.

			“What about the time Mel dug up worms for her worm farm and then she ate them all?” Kitty said.

			“I’m sure I didn’t do that,” Mel insisted.

			“Yes, you did,” Brenda said.

			“What do you do if you need a doctor out here?” Emily asked.

			“I was a nurse when I met Dermot, so I do what I can if Dermot brings me an injured stockman. I keep a good first aid box with medicines and bandages etcetera. If I’m confronted with an injury or illness I can’t handle, then the patient is taken to Derby.”

			“Mum, tell Emily about Brenda’s cake making skills,” Coleen insisted.

			Kitty smiled. “Brenda added a dozen eggs to the cook’s cake mix, including the shells,” she said with a laugh.

			“I was only five at the time, and thought I was helping,” Brenda said in her defence when Emily laughed.

			“I could tell Emily so many stories about my angels,” Kitty said with a smirk.

			They’d just reached the kitchen when they heard Hop-sing shouting at Lizzie, Maudie, and Topsy.

			The outside kitchen was on the far side of the wide veranda along the back of the house. Kitty and the girls could see Hop-sing Li on the back veranda waving his arms. It was apparent that he was terribly upset that the meal he’d cooked had been returned. The girls looked frightened, so Kitty went outside and ordered her three house girls to go inside the house.

			“Why you send food back untouched?” the Chinaman shrieked at Kitty.

			“I thought I made myself understood about what you must cook if you want to remain here, Mr. Li. No rice! No Chinese food! Certainly no insects or whatever that was you cooked. It will not do.”

			Hop-sing Li looked confused. “I not cook Australian wildlife. I not cook lizards. I not cook kangaroos. I not cook emus. I not cook insects. I not a hunter!”

			“I can assure you that we do not eat the wildlife, Mr. Li,” Kitty said, quite startled by his declaration. “What was that you cooked? We’ve never seen anything like it before.”

			“I catch meat fresh from the river. It delicacy in China. Cooked very well.”

			“From the river!” Kitty realised that must’ve been where he was when she was looking for him. “That wasn’t fish you served us,” she said, confused.

			“Not fish. Crayfish! Fresh water crayfish. Highly prized in China.”

			“There aren’t any crayfish in the river. Only yabbies,” Kitty insisted with her arms crossed. Suddenly she realised what he’d done. He’d cooked yabbies! “Why didn’t you cook beef or lamb? There’s plenty in the cool room.”

			“What cool room? I not see cool room.”

			“Come with me, Mr. Li,” Kitty said, taking a torch and leading him around the side of the outdoor kitchen where there was a room built of very thick mud bricks for insulation. She opened a door the Chinaman had not noticed. Inside the cool room meat was hanging and an array of vegetables and eggs were stored. Kitty noted that Hop-sing Li looked startled to see it. “This is what I wanted cooked, lamb or beef, made into stews, roasts, pies, and casseroles. Didn’t Buddy show you the cool room?”

			Hop-sing shook his head.

			“Did he show you the hen house and the cow for milk?”

			“Oh, yes, I collect chicken eggs but I not milk cow.”

			“Milking the cow is your task if you want to remain here, Mr. Li. Buddy can show you how to do it, but after that you do it every day, morning and evening. You are expected to make cheese and ice cream. You can do that, can’t you?”

			The cook nodded.

			“Mirabelle is a quiet animal, so you won’t have any trouble with her.”

			Hop-sing Li nodded again, but Kitty had the impression he wasn’t happy about milking the cow.

			“So, can we expect you to make us the food we like from now on, Mr. Li?”

			The Chinaman looked at the food in the store again. “I cook good meals with this,” he said confidently.

			Kitty didn’t know quite what to do. She’d made up her mind that he had to go, but she didn’t feel right about firing him when he didn’t know they had a cool room full of stores. That wouldn’t be fair. Given that he hadn’t known, she had to grudgingly concede he’d been resourceful and that was a useful quality to have in the bush.

			“My husband is coming home tomorrow afternoon. He will expect a good meal, so you have one chance to impress him, Mr. Li. If not, he’ll send you packing. Do you understand?”

			“I understand,” Hop-sing said nodding.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ELEVEN

			Emily had never slept so soundly in her whole life. She woke feeling refreshed with a big smile on her face, still unable to believe she was living on North Bundaloon and that her employer and family were so wonderful. For just a moment she thought of her own family, and suffered a pang of guilt for leaving them the way she did, but quickly pushed those feelings away. The next six months belonged to her. She’d worry about facing her family when the time came.

			Emily opened the curtains to see sunlight sparkling on the Lennard River, butterflies flitting between the flower bushes just off the veranda and kookaburras calling from the giant gum trees growing along the river banks. Could life get any better? Her smile broadened when she thought about the lovely evening she’d shared with Kitty and her daughters in the music room, where they’d toasted her arrival with a glass of sherry. They’d all taken a turn at playing the piano, and showed Emily how to play ‘chopsticks’. They’d even sung a few songs. She’d never had so much fun. By the time she went to bed at eleven o’clock she couldn’t stop thinking about how different her life would’ve been if she’d had sisters instead of brothers and been raised by her mother instead of her father.

			Kitty told Hop-sing not to worry about making breakfast or lunch the following day. Instead he was instructed to concentrate his efforts on dinner. If what he served pleased Dermot, and he was allowed to stay, only then could he begin cooking three meals a day for the family. Kitty had little faith her husband would allow a Chinese cook to stay on the property, but she didn’t tell Mr. Li that.

			Emily spent the morning putting her sewing machine together and setting up everything she needed.

			At lunch, Emily, Kitty and her daughters met in the kitchen and they made their own cold meat and relish sandwiches, while chatting excitedly about the return of Dermot and Liam.

			Dermot and Liam McBride had apparently been away for two weeks and the excitement in the house was palpable. Even though the house was clean, Kitty had Topsy, Maudie and Lizzie mopping, polishing and dusting while she picked fresh flowers and arranged them in vases. Kitty told Emily that Dermot liked the decadent perfume that fresh flowers brought to the house and it was obvious his wife liked to please him. Emily had the opinion they were very much in love but she also sensed from little remarks Kitty and the girls made that Dermot was a very strong-minded man.

			Buddy Amegy and Stumpy Cumbal spent a couple of hours in the garden that morning, pruning. A sheep was tethered on the lawn and was happily munching the grass. Before they headed off to see that the stables were ready for the return of the horses, Emily went out onto the veranda to say hello to Buddy and introduce herself to Stumpy, who was very friendly and talkative.

			“The gardens look beautiful,” Emily commented, admiring the neat lawns and abundance of well-kept rose bushes. “You do a wonderful job of looking after them.”

			“Not bad for a couple of ol’ fellas,” Buddy said.

			“I’m the elder,” Stumpy claimed. “But I can’t get no respect from ‘im,” he joked pointing at Buddy. Distraught, Emily noticed that one of his legs was shorter than the other.

			“You might look older ‘cos you’re a cripple, but you don’t know your birth date like me,” Buddy insisted. “I reckon I’m the elder. You should be respectin’ me.”

			“Bah,” Stumpy laughed.

			“Are you in any pain with your leg?” Emily asked Stumpy, embarrassed that Buddy had called him a cripple, although he didn’t seem in the least offended. He was very lopsided.

			“Nah,” Stumpy said. He went on to tell Emily that he’d fallen off a horse and broken his leg so badly that a couple of inches of the bone had been removed, leaving one leg shorter than the other, earning him the name ‘stumpy’. He showed Emily the scar and laughed about it. He claimed he was happy he could still work, leaving Emily amazed with his positive attitude.

			From the windows at the back of the house, Kitty caught sight of Hop-sing Li making trips to the cool room and the vegetable garden. She was watching him when Buddy and Stumpy came around the side of the house and she heard the Chinaman calling for Buddy to fetch something heavy from the cool room.

			“This has to stop,” she mumbled, stepping outside. Kitty rarely lost her temper but the Chinaman was making it easy. “Mr. Li,” she called.

			“What you want, Mrs. McBride?”

			“I want you to stop giving Buddy and Stumpy orders. They work for me, not you,” she said. “They have their own work to do and it has nothing to do with the kitchen, so please do not ask them to do chores that you must do yourself.”

			The Chinaman huffed and went back to the kitchen, clearly even more unimpressed than usual. He left Kitty feeling quite exasperated.

			“I just hope Dermot doesn’t see Mr. Li before he tastes his food,” Kitty said to Emily when she brought fresh flowers to her room. “If he sees him first, it won’t matter if he’s the best cook in the world. He’s not all that fond of the Chinese race.”

			“Is there a reason for that?” Emily asked.

			“He’s caught them illegally mining on our land many times. They pretend they don’t know they’re on private property and that they’re unaware that they need to stake a claim and get a mining permit to mine on crown land. For some reason they think mining gold in Australia is a free-for-all activity. It drives Dermot crazy. I don’t know what his reaction to Mr. Li will be, but frankly I’m expecting the worst.”

			Emily felt sure that Hop-sing Li wouldn’t be staying on North Bundaloon and she wasn’t sorry. Even if he could cook what the McBrides liked, sooner or later he would be insufferably rude, and Kitty had given her the impression that Dermot McBride wouldn’t tolerate his tantrums.

			Emily was testing her machine to see that it was working perfectly, and oiling a few parts with machine oil, when late in the afternoon she heard a commotion outside. She went to the window in time to observe four men ride up on horseback with three dogs trailing after them, their long tongues lolling from the side of their mouths. While two men remained outside the house, the other two rode on, disappearing from view. She was certain the two who remained were Dermot and Liam McBride, but through the filmy curtains at the window it was hard to distinguish father from son, especially with their faces shaded by battered hats.

			Kitty appeared on the veranda, and then Emily heard squeals of delight as she was joined by her three daughters. The girls ran down the steps as the men wearily dismounted. At the bottom of the steps, they hugged each other. Stumpy and Buddy appeared and the men chatted for a few moments. The Aboriginal men smiled happily as they called the dogs and led the weary horses around the side of the house to the stables. With arms around the excited women, the men climbed the steps to the veranda and disappeared from Emily’s view.

			An hour later there was a knock on Emily’s door. “Will you join us in the drawing room for pre-dinner drinks at seven o’clock?” Kitty asked. She was holding a pile of gowns.

			“Of course. What have you go there? Do you need some repairs or alterations done?” Emily asked.

			“Oh, no,” Kitty said. “I’ve been sorting my wardrobe. These are old gowns that I no longer want because they don’t fit me anymore. The material is good so I thought it might do for something, cushion covers perhaps. If you want to take them apart and make something out of them, then please do.” She held up a few of the gowns for Emily to peruse.

			“The material is lovely,” Emily said. “Too good for cushion covers. Couldn’t I let the seams out of this one? It’s lovely,” she said, holding up a lovely green gown.

			“Bless you, but trust me there’s not enough in the seams,” Kitty said.

			“Perhaps with a tighter corset…”

			“A corset! I haven’t worn one of those silly things for years, Emily. It’s way too hot out here for anything but the barest essentials in undergarments.”

			Emily looked gobsmacked. “Does that apply to the girls, too?”

			“Of course. No one out here wears corsets, Emily. We don’t wear petticoats, or gussets, or stockings, unless we’re going out in the evening. Cool dresses are the way to go in this heat.”

			“Really? So I don’t have to wear corsets, either?”

			“Of course not.”

			“That’s so…so sensible,” Emily said, thoroughly delighted.

			“Of course it is,” Kitty said. She held up the gown again. “Would you like this, Emily? I believe it would fit you, even without a corset.” She held it up against her.

			Emily’s eyes widened. “Me!” She admired the cap sleeves and sweet-heart neckline. The waist was nipped in and the skirt was full, so it would be very flattering. “It’s beautiful, but wouldn’t one of your daughters like it?”

			“No, they wouldn’t want something their mother used to wear. Perhaps you wouldn’t want it because it might be too old-fashioned. I’m sorry I’m not really up with the latest fashion and I hadn’t thought of that.” Kitty felt awful for putting Emily on the spot.

			“Oh, no, some styles are timeless,” Emily rushed to say. “But I could make a few alterations if you don’t mind.”

			Kitty smiled. “Do whatever you want,” she said delighted.

			“Thank you,” Emily said emotionally, her mind racing with ideas.

			“We can go through my wardrobe together sometime soon if you like. I’m sure I have more gowns that no longer fit me. If you any of them catch your eye, or you like the material, you are more than welcome to take them apart.”

			As soon as Kitty left, Emily went to her sewing table and laid the gown out. She smiled, knowing exactly what alterations she’d make.

			After bathing, Emily got dressed and admired her reflection in the mirror. With a few modifications, the gown looked very different. She was thrilled with the results of her handiwork. The gown fitted her as if it had been made for her, even without a corset, and she felt comfortable, which was a blessing in the heat. She was also surprised to note that the color accentuated her green eyes and that they were not as bland in color as she’d believed. That reminded her of Annie. “If only you could see me now,” she whispered with a smile while she applied a little makeup, just as her friend had taught her. She would tell her about it in her next letter.

			When Emily got to the drawing room, Kitty and the girls were already there. She was pleased the men weren’t there so she didn’t have to make a ‘grand’ entrance.

			“You look lovely, Emily,” Kitty said admiringly, handing her a glass of sherry. “How do you feel?”

			“I can actually take deep breaths without crushing my ribs,” Emily said with a smile.

			“I do like the cut of that gown,” Brenda said with perceived admiration.

			“Thank you,” Emily said a little self-consciously, wondering whether Brenda knew she was wearing one of her mother’s gowns and she was being polite. Emily stole a furtive glance at Kitty for a clue, but she winked mischievously.

			“My husband and son will be along very soon,” Kitty said. “It takes a lot of work to transform from wild bush men to civilized gents.”

			“Did I hear someone mention wild bush men?” a voice asked in a husky voice from the doorway.

			Emily turned as the McBride men entered the drawing room. They looked completely different to the ‘stockmen’ who’d arrived home just a short while ago. Both were clean-shaven but Emily immediately admired their single-buttoned dinner jackets, featuring satin facings and shawl collars. Even from a distance she could tell the cloth of their jackets and trousers were of fine quality. They were tall; Liam a little more so than his father, and all visible skin was tanned from days in the sun, but it was their carriage and their sense of dignity that captured Emily’s imagination. She’d met a lot of her father’s wealthy customers, but none had appeared to be so comfortable and at ease in their own skins. It was in their swagger and the way they filled the room.

			“That must be us,” Dermot said to Liam with a grin. Then he turned to the ladies. “Good evening, ladies,” he said with a warm smile.

			“It seems the number of lovely women in this house has grown by one,” Liam added charmingly. He smiled warmly at Emily and she felt her knees literally grow weak. It was the first time in her life she’d experienced such a reaction.

			“Emily, this is my husband, Dermot, and my son, Liam,” Kitty said proudly. “Dermot, Liam, this is Emily Scott, our seamstress from Perth.”

			“Hello,” Emily said as the men came towards her with outstretched hands.

			“Welcome, Miss Scott.” Dermot encompassed her small hand in his large, calloused hand. His smile was genuine and his hazel eyes twinkled.

			“Thank you,” Emily said in a small voice. She noted he looked over her dress and she wondered if he recognized it. Fortunately, he didn’t comment.

			“Charmed, Miss Scott,” Liam added, taking her hand in a gentler grasp.

			“Please, call me Emily,” she said breathlessly. She couldn’t believe how handsome Liam McBride was. If he’d been another sister, she would’ve considered him the beautiful one. His eyes were the warmest brown she’d ever seen, and his sun-bleached hair, freshly washed, was streaked with golden highlights. Dermot’s hair looked to be naturally fair with dashes of silver through it and he had a moustache that was more silver than not. Emily could see a likeness between him and Coleen, whereas Liam had the best points from both parents.

			“When did you arrive, Emily?” Dermot asked, accepting a sherry from his wife with a warm smile.

			“Yesterday,” Emily said with a hammering heart.

			Liam noted her hand was shaking and wanted to put her at ease. “Was it a terrible journey?” he asked, taking the glass of sherry Brenda offered.

			“We encountered a violent storm. Everyone aboard was seasick, and the boat had motor trouble so we had to sleep in an old shearing shed that was full of spiders for a night.”

			“So it was pleasant then,” Liam said with a chuckle.

			Emily laughed and immediately felt at ease.

			“I gather the new cook came with you,” Dermot said to Emily.

			Emily glanced at Kitty who looked slightly alarmed. “Yes, that’s right,” she said.

			“I just put a pair of boots on the back veranda and smelt something really delicious,” Dermot said. “I’m so looking forward to a good home-cooked meal. Harry does his best, but the novelty of camp cooking wears off pretty quickly.”

			Kitty’s forehead furrowed with worry. “Harry Edwards is our manager, Emily. He does the camp cooking.”

			“Buddy mentioned that,” Emily admitted. “He said he’s been cooking barbecues since your cook left for Darwin.”

			“He has, and he’s a very good cook,” Kitty said. “But I don’t want to see another barbecued lamb chop for quite awhile.”

			“You won’t have to now that we have a new cook,” Dermot said.

			“The new cook is yet to get your approval,” Kitty said.

			“If the food tastes as good as it smells, then my approval will certainly be forthcoming,” Dermot said.

			Kitty thought about the meal the previous evening. It had smelt very nice but it just wasn’t edible.

			“So, what have my beautiful sisters been up to in our absence?” Liam asked stepping between Brenda and Coleen, who were standing in front of the mantle.

			“Not too much,” Brenda answered, seeming to bask under his attention.

			“We’ve read lots of books, written letters, and played some music,” Coleen added happily.

			“Have you?” Liam said thoughtfully. “I came home expecting I’d have to chase a horde of ardent suitors away.” He tried to look stern, but Emily caught a twinkle in his eye.

			“Any prospective suitors who live out here would be working as hard as you and papa,” Brenda said with a playful smile.

			“Is there someone I should know about, Brenda?” Liam teased.

			“I didn’t say that,” Brenda said, blushing.

			“Mel would tell me if she knew, wouldn’t you?” he said gently, putting his arm around her tiny waist and drawing her into the fold. She smiled coyly, relishing the personal attention.

			“That would depend on whether you offer me a bigger bribe than Brenda,” Mel joked cheekily.

			“You little rascal,” Liam said, squeezing her until she giggled with glee.

			Emily stood by watching. She could feel the love and warmth between Liam and his sisters, and it literally melted her heart. She thought he was wonderful and envied the relationship they shared. Never had she felt that love and warmth from her brothers. Not since the day they’d accidentally seen her naked.

			“Only young gentlemen with good parcels of land and plenty of cattle would dare to cross our veranda,” Dermot said mock sternly.

			“Oh, papa, have you ever thought we might not want to be farmers’ wives?” Brenda asked. “Or that being in love is more important than being prosperous?”

			“No, I haven’t considered that possibility,” Dermot said laughing. “Certainly not where my girls are concerned.”

			Emily thought Brenda looked worried and she wondered if she had fallen for a man who wasn’t a farmer.

			Dermot placed his arm around his wife’s shoulders affectionately. “Apart from the arrival of your seamstress and our new cook, has anything else happened that I should know about?”

			“No, dear. It’s been an uneventful fortnight. Did you achieve all you wanted to?”

			“We mustered a lot of cattle and got them branded and also separated some of the weaners. The cattle we’ve seen look fat and healthy and ready for the big trip south.”

			“Will you drove them all the way to Perth?” Emily asked, assuming that’s what he meant. She imagined the trip would take months.

			“No, Emily, they’d lose too much condition when crossing arid areas,” Liam said.

			“We’ll drove them to Derby and put them on a ship,” Dermot added.

			“I’m sorry. I should’ve known that,” Emily said blushing and feeling foolish.

			“We don’t expect you to know things like that, Emily,” Liam said with a warm smile. “How could you? This is your first time on a station, isn’t it?”

			“Yes,” Emily said, appreciating his understanding.

			“Well someone from the city is not to know how we do things around here. Any time you have questions, don’t be afraid to ask.”

			Maudie knocked on the door. “Dinner is ready to be served, Mrs. McBride,” she said.

			“Thank you, Maudie,” Kitty said.

			Emily caught the apprehensiveness in her voice, but Dermot and Liam didn’t seem to notice.

			“I’m starving,” Dermot said, taking his wife’s arm and heading for the door.

			Brenda and Coleen took one of Liam’s arms and Emily and Mel followed.

			They were seated when Maudie, Lizzie, and Topsy came in carrying trays of food. Emily was watching Kitty and could see how uneasy she was as the girls put large dishes of food in the centre of the table. They uncovered them to reveal a dish of sliced lamb, several dishes of vegetables, and a jug of thick gravy. The girls then offered the bowls of food to those at the table.

			“This looks and smells wonderful, Mum,” Liam said enthusiastically as he piled food on his plate.

			“It does, doesn’t it?” Kitty said in surprise, secretly overwhelmed with relief.

			“Enjoy your meal,” Dermot said and began to eat. “This is good,” he said after the first bite. “The meat is tender and has some extra flavour. I don’t know what it is, but it makes such a difference.”

			“I don’t know what it is, either,” Kitty said. “But you’re right. It does add something extra to the lamb.”

			“I think its garlic and rosemary,” Emily said, “but there’s also a hint of fennel and something sweet, like plum jam.”

			“That could be it,” Dermot said. “Well spotted, Emily.”

			“So tell us about yourself, Emily,” Liam said. “What made you take a position in the Kimberleys? Mum said you’ve been working in your father’s tailor shop.”

			Emily looked down at her plate for a moment and wondered how she could tell him the truth? “That’s right, alongside my three brothers. As you can imagine, it was a very male-dominated work place. I needed a complete change. I’ve always wanted to sew for women and I love designing. I saw an advertisement in an employment agency window, and thought, why not?”

			“Why not, indeed,” Liam said with a warm smile.

			Emily could barely take her eyes off him and his voice was also mesmerizing, with such a warm timbre. She could listen to it all day.

			“You’ll certainly find life out here very different,” Dermot said. “Are you sure you won’t miss city life? The shops, the cafes, and the theatre?”

			“I worked six days a week and attended church on Sundays, so I didn’t really have any social life to miss,” Emily said honestly.

			Liam looked surprised. “Surely the young men in the city were pursuing you for dates.”

			“No,” Emily said, pleased that he’d assume they were. “Even if they were, they’d have to get past three overprotective brothers.”

			Liam laughed. “Surely they weren’t that bad,” he said.

			“You have no idea,” Emily said truthfully.

			Dermot’s curiosity was aroused. “This place is very isolated, Emily, so I hope you didn’t come here on impulse, as it sounds. Six months away from family and friends might be very hard for you. It took Kitty some time to adjust.”

			“I was initially blinded by love,” Kitty said with a smile. “Then I got married and had babies, so I didn’t have time to think about the theatre and cafes.”

			“You might find it hard to believe, but I never attended the theatre and rarely-visited cafes,” Emily said. “To be perfectly frank, I’d been hoping for an opportunity like this for quite some time, Mr. McBride,” she added. “I can already tell that at the end of my term I will be saddened to leave.”

			“We’ll see,” Dermot said, not wholly convinced.

			“What did your mother and father think of you coming up here?” Liam asked gently.

			“My mother died when I was little,” Emily said. “I lived with my father, three older brothers, and dad’s brother, Uncle Freddy. They never really understood that I needed female company, but that wasn’t their fault,” she added carefully.

			“But they probably weren’t pleased that you came up here,” Dermot said. “North Bundaloon is a long way from Perth.”

			“They would’ve preferred that I didn’t go anywhere,” Emily said, which was the truth.

			“It shows character that you did what was right for you in the face of such strong opposition, Emily,” Liam said admiringly.

			Emily was surprised by the remark, but delighted. “I never expected to find such a magnificent homestead out here,” she said.

			“What were you expecting?” Dermot asked.

			“I hadn’t a clue what to expect. I just took a blind leap of faith and focussed on the pleasure I would get from designing wardrobes for Mrs. McBride and the girls. I know that probably sounds ridiculously naive.” She laughed nervously.

			“It shows a grand sense of adventure and that’s just what you need to live in the Kimberley,” Liam said.

			“I couldn’t be happier that I took that leap,” Emily smiled and looked at the faces around the table.

			“We’re happy, too,” Kitty assured her.

			“I never thought anyone would top Alice Nelson’s roast lamb, but I believe the new cook did it tonight,” Dermot said. “I wonder what we have for dessert. If it’s half as good as dinner, then Alice’s replacement is quite a gem. What’s she like?”

			“The cook is a man, dear,” Kitty said in a measured tone. She’d already told her three girls not to mention Mr. Li by name.

			“A man!”

			“Yes, dear. I’ll introduce you to him after dinner.”

			At that moment, Maudie came in carrying a plate holding a large chocolate cake topped with coffee- flavoured whipped cream. She placed it on the table and cleared the plates.

			“Wow,” Coleen said, wide-eyed as her gaze feasted on the gastronomic masterpiece in front of her. “That looks amazing.”

			“It smells good, too,” Mel said in anticipation.

			Topsy entered the dining room with a pot of coffee and Lizzie came in carrying a tray with cream, sugar, and cups and saucers on it. Maudie cut the cake and served it, while the other girls took the dirty plates away.

			Dermot wasted no time in trying the cake. “This is delicious,” he said. “I was a bit concerned when you said you’d asked the employment agency in Girrawheen to send a cook, Kitty. They tend to take people’s word that they’re qualified for certain positions, but they did right by us this time. If this meal is an example of what our new cook can do, then I hope he stays on North Bundaloon for a long time.”

			Kitty didn’t comment. She wasn’t so sure Dermot would feel that way after meeting the cook.

			“Why didn’t you ask the Bradford Employment Agency to advertise for a cook, Mrs. McBride?” Emily asked.

			“I don’t usually use that agency, but the Girrawheen agency didn’t have any luck finding me a seamstress so on impulse I sent a request to the Bradford Agency.”

			“I’m glad you did,” Emily said, glancing at Liam again.

			Two hours passed as Dermot and Liam told stories about the property and their mustering camps while sharing glasses of brandy. Emily was fascinated, but then if Liam discussed making paper-mâché for hours she would’ve found the topic enthralling. He was funny, endearing, warm, and very sociable. She couldn’t find fault with him.

			“How long are you going to be at home for, dear?” Kitty asked her husband as the clock chimed eleven.

			Dermot became serious. “I’m afraid we must be away at first light tomorrow, Kitty.”

			“Oh, no,” she said, genuinely disappointed. “How long will you be away this time?”

			“We left a mob of weaners in a paddock that need branding. We’ll probably be away one night, but perhaps two. After that I promise we’ll be working around the homestead for at least a few days.”

			Kitty sighed. “The life of a landowner’s wife is a lonely one,” she said with a wistful smile.

			“I’m sure you’ll be busy with Emily, having dress fittings and the like, so you won’t have time to miss us.”

			“I’m ready to begin work,” Emily chimed in.

			Kitty looked at the clock. “I’m sure the cook has already retired so you won’t meet him this evening,” she said.

			“I hadn’t realised it was so late,” Dermot said. “The time passed so quickly. I’ll have to meet the cook when Liam and I will get back because we’ll be riding out before first light,” he added with a yawn. “It’s been a lovely evening, but I’m really exhausted. Good night all.”

			“Good night,” Kitty said to her family and Emily and left the dining room with her husband.

			“I’d better get to bed, too,” Liam said. “It was lovely meeting you, Emily. Keep an eye on my sister’s while I’m away.”

			Emily smiled. “Good night.”

			Emily climbed into her comfortable bed and lay back with a dreamy smile on her face. She could hardly believe her luck. She was going to be spending six months with such a wonderful family. And Liam.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWELVE

			Emily had given the girls individual appointments to have their measurements taken so that she could have personal discussions about what items they would like in their wardrobes. Brenda was first. As soon as she arrived, Emily asked if she’d like to see some designs.

			“Oh, yes, I’d love to,” Brenda replied excitedly.

			“I have yet to look at all the material your mother has in the storeroom, to see if it’s suitable for my designs, but meanwhile I’ll take your measurements and we can discuss what you’d like.” Emily spread some drawings out on the table. “I’ve done some sketches of day wear and evening gowns. I had no idea of the situation out here, but now that I’m here, I’m guessing you don’t have many functions to attend, so you’d probably need mostly practical but pretty day wear with perhaps two or three gowns for special occasions. Is that right?”

			“Yes, I guess so,” Brenda replied, her mood becoming despondent.

			“Did you have something else in mind, Brenda?”

			“I would like to attend more social occasions…with the man I love,” she said in a whisper. “Not that there’s many places to go out here, but we could go to Derby to dine at the Hotel, or to parties and barbecues on other stations, and picnics beside the river.”

			“Oh,” Emily said, taken by surprise. She also lowered her voice. “I had no idea you had a beau…but why are you whispering?”

			“I don’t want to be overheard.”

			“I see,” Emily said, when she didn’t understand at all.

			“You can’t tell my mother or my sisters about this, Emily, and especially not my father. Can I trust you?”

			“Of course. What is said in this room stays in this room,” Emily assured.

			“Oh, good,” Brenda sighed with relief and then her face lit up. “I’m in love with Angus Edwards,” she whispered again.

			Emily didn’t recognize the name.

			“You haven’t met him yet, but I’m sure you will soon. He’s the station manager’s son. He and his father live on the property in the manager’s cottage. Angus is wonderful, Emily. He’s handsome and so caring…”

			“Do your parents disapprove, Brenda?”

			“I’m not sure how mum would feel. But if I confide in her she’s bound to tell dad, as she doesn’t believe in keeping secrets from him. He certainly wouldn’t approve because Angus isn’t a wealthy landowner. You heard him last night. He wants to marry us all off to young men who are at least heirs to wealthy properties. Angus is an excellent smithy. He’d like a bit of land to keep horses but his passion is forging metal. He does all sorts of jobs on North Bundaloon, including stock work. He can turn his hand to anything, but he’s never going to be a wealthy farmer. I don’t care about that, though. I just want to be his wife one day.”

			“I gather he feels the same,” Emily said, empathizing.

			“I think so…I hope so,” Brenda said. “He hasn’t actually asked me to marry him yet, but I’m sure he would if he didn’t feel so intimidated by my father. In fact, I’m certain of it.”

			An hour later, Coleen came in to give her measurements. As soon as they were alone she became a different person, animated and inquisitive, without a thought for gown designs.

			“What’s it like in the city, Emily? It must be exciting.”

			“Not really. There are lots of shops and businesses, but everyone is busy going about their lives and earning a living.”

			“There must be plenty of handsome young men, surely.” Her eyes glinted, excited at the prospect of discussing them.

			Emily wondered if Coleen believed she had been exaggerating about having overprotective brothers. “I suppose so.”

			“What do you mean, you suppose so? Didn’t you date any of them?”

			“I wasn’t permitted to go shopping on my own, never mind on a date with a man. My brothers were convinced that every man in Perth was waiting to take advantage of me so they made sure they didn’t get the chance.”

			“It sounds like you were their prisoner,” Coleen blurted out.

			“It often felt that way,” Emily admitted.

			“You should’ve rebelled,” Coleen said. “I would have.”

			“For a long time I felt too beaten down,” Emily said. “And then one day I saw the advertisement for this job. I knew it was my chance to do something for myself. You don’t know how wonderful it feels to not have them looking over my shoulder, telling me what to do, what to wear or where I could go. This is the first time in my life I’ve had freedom to think for myself.”

			“Didn’t your family want you to be happy?”

			“I think they believed they were just looking out for me, but I was so miserable. Only a couple of weeks ago one of my brothers brought a man to the shop and introduced him to me. While this man literally looked me over as if I was a prized animal at an auction, my brother boasted about my sewing ability. He later told me this man was to be my husband and my father approved and there would be no further discussion about it.”

			“What did you say?”

			“I voiced my objections, not that it mattered.”

			“What was this man like?”

			“He was old, at least middle-aged, and horrible, Coleen. He was short, stout, and he smelt so bad I had to hold my breath when he was close to me. What little hair he possessed had been plastered onto his head with grease and his teeth were as jagged as an old saw.”

			Coleen’s eyes widened.

			“I’d rather throw myself under a train than marry him, and I’m not kidding,” Emily said.

			Coleen began laughing and then apologized. “I’m sorry, I was just getting a mental picture and it’s pretty gruesome.”

			“Yes. He was grotesque.”

			“Why would your brothers want someone like that in the family?”

			“Apparently he was comfortably well off and he had his own tailor shop. My brothers saw the prospect of joining the businesses.”

			“No wonder you came out here.”

			“It was the best thing I’ve ever done. I’m afraid the six months I’m here is going to fly by too quickly.”

			“You might get bored pretty quickly,” Coleen suggested.

			“I seriously doubt that,” Emily said truthfully, thinking about Liam. She pulled herself together and reached for the tape.

			"Well then, let's work," she said cheerfully and started measuring Coleen’s hips.

			“It’s a pity you’ve never been in love, Emily,” Coleen said after a while…

			Emily wasn’t sure about it herself. She put the tape measure around her waist and recorded her findings. “You say that like you have, Coleen.”

			“I’m in love now.”

			“Really? Is he a farmer?”

			“No, but he works on a farm. He has plans to buy land one day, though.”

			“Has he met your father?”

			“Yes, he knows dad.” She looked preoccupied.

			“But you’re worried your father won’t approve of him as a suitor.”

			“I’m certain he won’t,” Coleen said. “He’s a bit like your father in that way, although he hasn’t gone as far as picking a husband out for us yet. If he did that, I’d run away to the city to find my own.”

			“I can tell your father isn’t anything like mine, Coleen. And you’re lucky to have such a lovely brother. He seems like the type of man you could sit down and talk to. He would surely support you in regards to the man you’ve fallen in love with.”

			“Liam probably would. He is a wonderful brother. But my father has set ideas and there’s no changing them.”

			“So what will you do? See this man you love in secret?”

			Coleen looked at her gravely. “Can I trust you not to say a word to any of the family, Emily?”

			“Of course. Everything said between us is in confidence.” Emily felt a sense of déjà vu.

			Coleen’s eyes sparkled. “I do see this man in secret…sometimes.”

			“Are you worried you’ll get found out? I would be.”

			“Yes, but I’m careful.”

			“It must be hard out here, given the distances that separate stations,” Emily said. Kitty had told her that their neighbours were miles away.

			When Coleen didn’t immediately comment, Emily studied her. She could see guilt in her features. “Does he work for your father, Coleen?”

			“Yes, he does, that’s why you can’t say anything to anyone, Emily.”

			“I won’t,” Emily promised, but she was stunned that two sisters loved two men that worked for their father and yet Dermot was completely unaware. “Do your sisters know?”

			“No, they don’t, and you can’t say anything to them.”

			“I promised I wouldn’t, and I won’t. I’m just surprised because I had the impression you girls were really close. I know if I had a sister I’d confide everything.”

			“We do share most things, but in this instance, it’s complicated,” Coleen said averting her gaze.

			“I understand,” Emily said, when she didn’t really. She began showing Coleen sketches of gowns and the subject of the man she loved wasn’t mentioned again.

			Emily had made arrangements to take Mel’s measurements at eleven o’clock. When she didn’t show up, Emily waited half an hour and then went looking for her. She searched the house and the garden, but didn’t find her, and Coleen and Brenda didn’t know where she was. Coleen suggested she might be with Kitty in her office, which was on the back of the house. She found Kitty there, working on the station’s ledgers.

			“Excuse me, Mrs. McBride. I’m sorry to interrupt you.”

			“That’s all right, Emily. Is there something I can do for you?”

			“I’m looking for Mel. Do you know where I might find her?”

			“Mel! Hasn’t she returned from her ride?” Kitty consulted her wristwatch, a twentieth-wedding-anniversary gift from Dermot. “She should’ve been back more than half an hour ago,” she said worriedly. “I know she loses track of time, but I do wish she’d return to the stables when she says she’s coming back. That’s the law of the bush.”

			“The law of the bush…?”

			“Yes, everyone heading out somewhere must tell someone where they are going and when they’re expected back. That way, if something happens, there’s a good chance you’ll be found instead of ending up as dingo food.”

			“Dingo food!”

			“If the ants don’t get to you first. Ants can clean the flesh off a skeleton in a matter of hours. We’ll give Mel another twenty minutes. If she’s not here, I’ll have to send Buddy and Stumpy out to look for her.”

			“It would surely be hard to find someone in such a big country.” Emily couldn’t imagine the enormity of such a task.

			“She said she was heading for the Lennard Gorge so we know which route she’d take.”

			Buddy and Stumpy were saddling up outside the stables when Mel rode into the yard.

			“Where’ve you been, young lady?” Kitty said crossly as she strode towards the stable from the office.

			“I…I just lost track of time again, Mum. I’m sorry,” Mel said, dismounting.

			“You’ve been doing that a lot lately, but one day you’ll be lying somewhere with a broken leg and no one will come looking for you because we’ll think you’ve just lost track of time,” Kitty snapped.

			Mel looked sheepish.

			“Emily is waiting for you, but make sure you don’t smell like a horse when she takes your measurements. And apologize for keeping her waiting.”

			“I’ll have a quick wash, Mum,” Mel said, handing the reins of her horse to Buddy.

			Kitty watched her youngest daughter hurry towards the house with her hips swinging. She couldn’t help thinking she’d grown up faster than her eldest daughters. “I don’t know what I’m going to do with her,” she said to Buddy. “She rides off by herself all the time. Is it normal for a girl her age to spend so much time alone?”

			Buddy shrugged, but didn’t comment.

			“I’m sorry for keeping you waiting, Emily,” Mel said as she entered her room. “I’ve been out riding and sometimes I just forget the time.”

			“That’s okay. I’ve been doing some sketches of dresses I think you might like. Tunic-style tops over shortened skirts are all the rage in the cities. What do you think of my designs?” Emily showed Mel one of her sketches.

			“They’re lovely, but who would see such a stylish outfit out here?”

			Emily thought she sounded dejected. “You socialize with people from other stations, don’t you?”

			“Now and again, when dad is not so busy. But it’s mustering time on all the stations so we won’t see anyone for quite some time.”

			“Perhaps I can sew you some riding habits,” Emily suggested. “Riding breeches that can go under your skirt.”

			“I do need riding breeches, Emily, but I don’t wear skirts on a horse. I ride astride.”

			“Do you?”

			“Yes, of course. Side-saddles are silly contraptions. They place the rider’s weight on one side of the horse, which isn’t good for the horse’s spine. Besides, you can’t mount a horse wearing a side saddle unaided, so they’re not practical in the bush.”

			“I agree,” Emily said. “So I’ll make you comfortable breeches.”

			“That would be wonderful. I mostly wear an old pair of Liam’s trousers tied up with a belt around my waist so they don’t slip off. They’re not very becoming, but no one sees me out here.”

			“Then I’ll make the breeches urgently,” Emily laughed. “Do you ever ride out with your father and brother to the mustering camps?”

			“They’re usually miles away and mum has never liked the idea of us working with the cattle. She thinks they’re dangerous and that type of work is not for ‘young ladies.’ But I’d go if I were allowed. I think dad wished he had four sons. Sons would be far more useful.”

			“He gave me the impression he was very proud of his daughters,” Emily said, putting a tape measure around Mel’s tiny waist and writing down twenty-two inches.

			“He’d be especially proud if we married an heir to a cattle empire.”

			Emily had difficulty suppressing a smile. It was the third time that somebody mentioned this issue!

			“Do you know any handsome heirs?” she asked in a deliberately casual way.

			“None I find appealing, but then I probably have unusual taste.”

			“What’s unusual about it?” Emily was interested. She lifted Mel’s arms up to take her bust measurement.

			“I’m not attracted to a man who’s materialistic. What he can provide for me isn’t important. I think other things are far more important.”

			Emily knew this was quite unusual, even though she was of the same opinion.

			“What kind of things for example?”

			“I’d find a man very attractive if he had a true appreciation for nature, the sun, the earth, the trees, and the animals.”

			“I’m sure your father values those things or he wouldn’t be living out here,” Emily said.

			“He only sees the land as something to own. But this land belonged to the local Aboriginal people and they respect and understand it. My father isn’t really connected to the land or he wouldn’t farm cattle. They don’t belong out there. They are at odds with the native people and animals. Everything needed to survive out here is provided by nature.”

			Emily thought Mel must be joking. “That might work for the Aboriginals, Mel, but I couldn’t see your mother living out in the open and eating wild game.” She laughed, but noticed Mel didn’t share her sense of humor. “Is it possible to find a man who works the land who feels as you do, Mel?” Emily asked as she wrote down her measurements.

			Mel didn’t comment, but Emily had the feeling she was thinking about someone.

			“It’s easy to take all the lovely things you have for granted because you’ve always had them. Anyone who hasn’t grown up in such a lovely home would envy you, including me,” Emily said. “Lovely things aside, you have a wonderful family and they only want the best for you. I’m sure life was hard for your father many years ago and he doesn’t want you to have to experience that.”

			“Are you saying it’s wrong to want a different life?” Mel asked seriously.

			“No, I wanted a different life. Just don’t choose a hard road, Mel. That’s all I’m saying.”

			The following afternoon, Kitty was doing the accounts when she heard horses approaching and dogs barking. She looked out through the open door and saw Dermot and Liam ride up to the stables with Harry and Angus. Overjoyed to see them back earlier than expected, she hurried towards the stables to greet them. Even from a distance she could tell that her husband wasn’t happy about something.

			“Hello, dear,” she called. “Is everything all right?”

			With tongues lolling, and panting furiously, the station’s three dogs ran straight to their bucket of water under the veranda to drink. Afterwards they collapsed by the door of the outside kitchen in the shade.

			“Harry said he thought he saw a Chinese man near the homestead as we came over the ridge. No doubt he’s searching for gold and there’s probably more of his kind somewhere nearby.”

			Kitty paled. She knew she couldn’t put the inevitable off forever. “I want you to meet our new cook.”

			“Not now, Kitty. I’m going to run the Chinese off our property first.” He checked his rifle was loaded. “I came home for more ammunition, just in case I need it.”

			“That won’t be necessary, dear,” Kitty said in alarm. “Please come with me.”

			Dermot was perplexed but he followed his wife with his rifle still in his hands. When he saw that she was heading for the kitchen he became frustrated. “Can’t this wait, Kitty? I don’t want mines dug on our property. One of our valuable stock horses could break a leg if they stumbled into a shaft.”

			“I guarantee that no one is digging mines on the property, dear,” Kitty said patiently. She wasn’t happy to see he was still carrying his gun. He would frighten the life out of the Chinaman.

			“Well I suppose I need to speak to the cook anyway,” Dermot said. “I’ve invited Harry and Angus to dinner so that they can meet Emily. Whatever he’s cooking, it smells delicious.”

			Before Kitty and Dermot reached the kitchen, the cook came outside and began shouting at the dogs and shooing them away with a broom.

			“Hey!” Dermot shouted, wide-eyed and angry. “Leave my dogs alone.” He raised his gun.

			Hop-sing looked up to see a gun pointing at him, and then ducked into the kitchen and hid beneath the table. Kitty stared at her husband making him signs to keep calm. Then she went to the kitchen’s door.

			“Mr. Li, I’d like you to meet my husband,” Kitty said from the doorway.

			She was relieved when she saw Hop-sing coming tentatively forward. When Dermot appeared in the doorway with the gun aimed at him, he stopped in his tracks.

			“Dermot, this is Mr. Li, the new cook,” Kitty rushed to advise him.

			“Hello, boss,” Hop-sing said, tentatively offering his hand, while glancing worriedly at the rifle.

			Dermot was still gaping at him but he lowered the gun and shook hands with Mr. Li. “You’re the cook!”

			“Yes, boss,” Hop-sing said. “I cook very good for you. No Chinese food. Only good Australian food.”

			Kitty was quite taken aback by his respectful demeanour. It was the first time she’d seen it, which irked her just a little. He was also dressed immaculately. His plaited hair was covered with a pristine white cap and he was also wearing a pristine apron. Even so, she was holding her breath for her husband’s reaction, which so far was silence while he tried to digest the fact that the new cook was Chinese.

			“I’d better not see you taking a broom to my dogs again,” Dermot boomed.

			“No, boss,” Hop-sing said contritely. “I like clean kitchen, but dogs all right outside. I make beef stew for dinner tonight with lots of vegetables. It very good. You try.” Hop-sing went to the big pot on the stove that was bubbling away and scooped a spoonful out, offering it to Dermot.

			Dermot had to admit it smelt wonderful. He couldn’t resist tasting it. At the same time he looked around the kitchen, noticing it was spotless and orderly. He licked his lips, as the stew was absolutely delicious. Again there were different flavours that gave it that extra something. “I have invited my manager and his son for dinner tonight. Will there be enough food?”

			“Yes, boss, plenty for everyone. I made apricot tarts for dessert.” He lifted tea towels on a bench to reveal rows of tarts.

			Dermot loved tarts so his mouth watered. “Very good,” he said but he frowned. “I have to warn you, Mr. Li, I do not allow mining on North Bundaloon, so do not bring your friends here to mine. Do you understand? If I see any Chinese, I’ll shoot them.”

			“Only friend in China, boss,” Hop-sing said without any signs of being offended or upset. This astonished Kitty because from her experience the Chinaman had only expressed one mood. Cranky!

			“Then we understand each other,” Dermot said, satisfied. “Dinner should be ready at seven o’clock.”

			“Yes, boss,” Hop-sing said with a smile so rare it was the first time Kitty had seen his top teeth.

			Dermot walked out of the kitchen. Kitty noted that Hop-sing looked very smug before she followed her husband.

			“Why didn’t you tell me the cook was Chinese?” Dermot asked when they were out of earshot. “I was completely taken off guard.”

			She looked at him lovingly. "Well, my dear, I know your dislike of Chinese people." “Fortunately for him he’s a brilliant cook,” Dermot said. “Those tarts looked amazing! And did you see how clean the kitchen was? I’ve never seen it that clean or organized.”

			“Emily told me he was very fastidious about clean kitchens.”

			“He has two points in his favour. He’s clean and he’s a good cook. Pity he’s Chinese, but I guess I can live with that, unless I catch him mining.”

			“I think the sight of your gun put the wind up him,” Kitty said relaxed.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTEEN

			Lizzie brought a tea tray to Emily in her room.

			“The missus told me tell you that Harry and Angus Edwards are coming to dinner so they can meet you, Missy Emily.”

			“What?” Emily panicked. “They’re coming to meet me!”

			“Yes, Missy Emily. I gotta go and help Maudie in the dining room.”

			“Yes, of course, thank you, Lizzie.”

			After she’d gone, Emily sat down on a chair near her sewing table. “Oh, dear, what will I wear?” she said aloud. Her three old gowns wouldn’t do and she’d already worn the one that Kitty McBride had given her. There wasn’t enough time to sew something new. Her creative mind worked overtime, thinking of how to restyle the gown. Suddenly she had a thought. The gown that Kitty had given her was too nice to alter, but she could dress it up to make it look different.

			Rummaging through the storage room she found a discarded remnant of floral chiffon that would make a light shawl. The chiffon had the right shade of green in it, but also dashes of blue and red. It only took a few minutes to cut it to the right size and sew the edges. After bathing and dressing, and arranging the sheer chiffon around the top of the dress, like a collar, and applied some make-up to her face. On impulse she decided to pin her hair up. She’d never worn it like that before but she had the urge to look more sophisticated. She barely recognized herself as she looked in the mirror, but she really liked what she saw and felt comfortable. Then she thought of home and smiled, imagining her brother’s disapproving reaction to the ‘new’ Emily. “They’d go into convulsions,” she said aloud and her smile broadened.

			When Emily walked into the drawing room, Kitty was very impressed with what she’d done. “You have real flair, I like it,” she commented in a whisper, boosting Emily’s confidence. The girls nodded in agreement.

			When Harry and Angus came in, they were introduced to Emily while Dermot handed out glasses of sherry. Liam wasn’t there, but Emily was too shy to make enquiries after him.

			Emily thought Harry Edwards was a youthful-looking man, considering he was the father of a twenty-one-year-old son. His hair was a soft brown with no signs of grey; his green eyes were inquisitive and lively, and he was polite, talkative, and well mannered; overall a warm and engaging man. He and his son were dressed in a shirt and trousers, nothing fancy, but they were clean if not perfectly pressed. It was easy to see they felt honoured to be invited to the ‘big house’ to dine, and Emily held the McBrides in high esteem for treating their employees with such respect. She immediately liked Harry.

			Angus, Emily soon discovered, could be flirty, in a good-natured kind of way that was more endearing than cocky. He was quite handsome, so she could see why Brenda had fallen for him. Even now she glanced at him repeatedly.

			“Is your mother joining us this evening?” she asked, trying to make polite conversation.

			“Not unless she has risen from the grave. She died twelve years ago,” Angus said.

			“I’m sorry.” Emily blushed, angry with herself. “I must have broken all records for the shortest amount of time to put my foot in my mouth.”

			Harry scowled at his son. “I’m sure that record belongs to me, Emily,” he said with a kind smile. “You weren’t to know that it’s just been me and Angus for many years now. We’re used to it.”

			“It’s time you re-married, Dad,” Angus suggested. “You’re turning into an old woman.”

			“Angus!” Kitty admonished, but she couldn’t help laughing and so did the girls. It was Harry’s turn to blush.

			“I’m sure that’s not true,” Emily said kindly.

			“Thank you,” Harry whispered, “but he might be right,” he added with a smile. “I do wear an apron an unusual amount of time for a man.”

			Emily put her hand up to her mouth to hide a smirk.

			“I’m not being disrespectful, Mrs. McBride,” Angus said. “Dad has done a good job raising me, but he needs a wife to take care of him now. It won’t happen for a while, but one day I’ll be moving on, so a wife would be good company for him. Don’t you agree?”

			“I don’t have time to look for a wife,” Harry argued.

			“Maybe Dermot should give you some time off to visit the city,” Kitty suggested. “I can’t remember the last time you had a holiday.”

			“I couldn’t cope without Harry,” Dermot declared.

			“And I don’t think I could cope in the city,” Harry added. “I’d feel like a goat in a herd of prize sheep.”

			They all laughed.

			“Good evening, everyone,” Liam called out from the open doorway.

			Emily’s heart skipped a beat as she turned towards the door, smiling. Her smile vanished the moment she saw the young woman by Liam’s side, who happened to be extremely attractive. She had glossy black hair, flawless skin, dazzling blue eyes, and an hour-glass figure. And she was wearing a beautiful peach- colored gown. Suddenly Emily felt as plain as the inside of a book cover.

			“Glenys, how wonderful to see you,” Kitty said, going to greet her with outstretched arms. “I didn’t know you were joining us this evening.”

			“It was a spur of the moment decision, Mrs. McBride,” Glenys said, smiling warmly as she glanced at Liam. “I hope I’m not intruding.”

			“Never! It’s always a pleasure to see you. We don’t see nearly enough of you, I’m sure Liam would agree with that.”

			“Of course I do,” Liam said, putting his arm around Glenys’s tiny waist and smiling down at her affectionately.

			The rest of the family greeted Glenys warmly as she came into the room, and then Liam drew her towards Emily.

			“Glenys, this is Emily Scott, mother’s seamstress. She’s staying with us for a few months. Emily, this is Glenys O’Connor, my fiancé.”

			“It’s lovely to meet you, Emily,” Glenys said sweetly, as she offered her hand.

			Emily’s heart lurched as she took Glenys’s hand. Fiancé! “I didn’t know you…had a fiancé,” she said, voicing her thoughts.

			“Didn’t I tell you, Emily?” Kitty asked.

			“No, no one told me,” Emily said, forcing a smile. “Congratulations.”

			“Thank you, Emily,” Liam said. “Glenys and I have been engaged for three months.”

			Emily took a fortifying sip of her sherry to dampen the shock. “When’s your special day?”

			“We haven’t set a date yet,” Glenys said, accepting a sherry from Dermot. “But it will be sometime next year.”

			“Hopefully it won’t be too far away,” Kitty said. “I want grandchildren before I’m too old to play with them.” She excused herself so that she could tell Maudie to set another place at the dining table.

			“How are things on Moola Bulla Station?” Harry asked Glenys, giving Emily time to fade into the background and pull herself together. She barely heard the next ten minutes of conversation about cattle sale prices, ticks, mortality rates, breeders, and stock feed. Her reaction to the news that Liam was engaged had taken her completely by surprise, but she hadn’t expected to feel so devastated. Although, she had to admit it was ridiculous to think that such a handsome, lovely man could go unnoticed, even in the bush.

			“We’re surely boring you with talk about cattle, Emily,” Glenys interrupted her thoughts.

			“What? No…I was just thinking about…some patterns I’m working on,” Emily fibbed, finding it impossible to dislike someone so warm, friendly, and considerate, try as she might.

			“Where are you from?”

			“Perth,” Emily said.

			“I like the city of Perth. It’s so vibrant if you compare it to towns up the coast, especially Derby, but I don’t get there very often,” she said with longing. “You’ve come a long way to sew for Liam’s sisters and mother.”

			“Yes, but I’m looking forward to it.”

			“We must share tea one day and get to know each other,” Glenys declared with warm sincerity.

			“I’d like that,” Emily found herself replying, deciding Glenys seemed like a lovely young woman who just happened to be very beautiful.

			“I’ve brought newspapers from Perth if anyone is interested,” Glenys said, opening a bag she’d brought with her. “They arrived about a week ago, so dad and the workers have finished reading them. The news isn’t current but it’s a glimpse into the world beyond the Kimberley.”

			“Newspapers! You’re an angel,” Dermot declared eagerly.

			The next fifteen minutes were spent with everyone devouring the news in papers and discussing articles. Emily refilled her sherry glass and observed.

			“Ludwig the third has been crowned king of Bavaria,” Brenda declared.

			Dermot had his head in the sports section of another paper. “Boxing heavyweight Jack Johnson has knocked out Andre Spaul in Paris,” he said excitedly. This news aroused the men’s attention.

			“It says here that the first continuous assembly line has been introduced by the Ford motor company, Dad,” Brenda said excitedly. “Perhaps I’ll own a Ford motor vehicle one day.”

			“Only if your future wealthy husband buys it for you,” Dermot said laughing.

			Brenda scowled, flicking a furtive glance in Angus’s direction. She wasn’t pleased to see he looked disconcerted, before she continued to scan the pages of the paper.

			“I’m learning to drive, Brenda,” Glenys advised. “I drove papa’s new Ford motor vehicle over here this evening.”

			Brenda’s eyes widened. “Did he let you drive by yourself?”

			“No, our manager, Barry Dobbs was with me.”

			“I’d love to see the automobile,” Brenda said excitedly.

			“Mr. Dobbs drove the car home, but you can see it in the daylight when he brings it back tomorrow morning so that I can drive it back to Moola Bulla.”

			“Lucky you, Glenys,” Brenda said enviously.

			“Some poor people aren’t lucky at all,” Coleen said, reading the paper Brenda was holding over her shoulder. “Floods have killed thousands of people in El Salvador.”

			They all agreed it was a tragedy.

			“There’s an article in one of the papers that might interest you as a designer and seamstress, Emily,” Brenda suggested, changing the subject.

			“What was it about?”

			“The first modern brassiere has been patented by Mary Phelps Jacob.”

			Emily looked at Brenda in astonishment, but she could feel four sets of men’s eyes looking straight at her, and she blushed.

			“What is a brassiere, Brenda?” Angus asked.

			“Angus!” Harry admonished. “That’s not a question you ask a lady!”

			“Well who else would I ask? You aren’t going to know, are you?”

			Harry opened his mouth, but he didn’t know what to say.

			“You need to have a talk to your son,” Dermot said with a grin. “But not here and now.”

			“Emily will tell you, Angus,” Glenys suggested with a cheeky smile.

			Emily’s mouth gaped, but couldn’t find any coherent words.

			“It’s a woman’s undergarment,” Glenys eventually said. “And perhaps I should’ve mentioned it in private as I’ve embarrassed poor Emily.”

			Emily gathered her thoughts and found her voice. “That’s all right, Glenys,” she said, draining her sherry. “I’ve designed and made undergarments for years, mainly from silk. But only in secret for myself.”

			“Oh, have you made a brassiere?” Glenys asked.

			Emily blushed again, making Glenys laugh. “Liam told me you worked with your father and brothers in the clothing business so I didn’t think this kind of discussion would embarrass you, but I can see that I’m wrong.”

			“The family business is a men’s tailor shop,” Liam explained. “I thought I mentioned that.”

			“No,” Glenys said.

			“I can guarantee my father and brothers wouldn’t utter the word undergarments in front of me for fear of corrupting me,” Emily said, laughing nervously. She noted that the men were already intrigued with the results of a hockey game. “But as you can see, women’s undergarments are of little interest to the men in this room, not when there are sports articles in the papers.” She laughed and Glenys and the McBride women laughed with her.

			Kitty announced that dinner was being served, just as the conversation was about to turn to politics. Dermot took his wife’s arm and led the way, followed by everyone else. Emily wasn’t surprised that Brenda manoeuvred herself beside Angus so that he’d partner her. She was startled though when Harry came alongside her and asked if he could escort her, offering his arm.

			She accepted with delight.

			Emily had little time to think about Liam and Glenys during dinner because Harry kept her engrossed in conversation. He was easy to talk to, witty, warm, and self-deprecating. He made her feel relaxed and she really enjoyed the evening. Angus was sitting between Coleen and Brenda on the opposite side of the table. The sisters were trying to monopolize conversation with him. It was quite amusing to watch because Angus didn’t know which way to turn as Coleen and Brenda rivalled for his attention. He didn’t seem to mind and flirted equally with both girls.

			Everyone agreed the beef stew was delicious, and so were the tarts.

			“Our new cook is Chinese,” Dermot announced to Glenys.

			“Really?” she said, surprised. “I would never have guessed from the food.”

			“I threatened to shoot him if I find him or any other Chinese person mining on the property,” Dermot growled. Lizzie and Topsy were collecting the empty plates and almost dropped them when they heard this piece of news. They left the dining room giggling.

			“He’ll be too busy cooking, surely,” Glenys placated.

			“He’d better be,” Dermot said.

			The conversation returned to politics and the rising tension in Europe.

			“My father believes the wars in the Balkans will somehow set off a war that will affect the rest of the world,” Glenys said.

			“I never really grasped what those wars were about,” Kitty added. “I just thank God that we are a long way from any conflict and I hope it stays that way.”

			“The Ottoman empire has a six-hundred-year history,” Dermot said. “It was a powerful multinational, multilingual empire controlling much of Southeast Europe, Western Asis, the Caucaus, North Africa and the Horn of Africa. But that empire began to fragment. The Young Turks took over the government. They wanted to modernize the empire. After the two Balkan Wars in 1912 and 1913, treaties were signed, so we can only hope that further conflict will be avoided. Although, I agree with your father, Glenys, there seems to be unrest in Europe.”

			“You don’t think Australia will be dragged into a war one day, do you, dear?” Kitty asked her husband.

			“I certainly hope not. Too many young men die in wars,” Dermot said, looking at his son and finding the idea of him fighting unimaginable.

			“If that were to happen, you wouldn’t join the army, would you, Liam?” Brenda asked, worried.

			“Of course he won’t,” Kitty snapped. “I wouldn’t allow it.”

			“Let’s not worry about something that hasn’t happened,” Liam said calmly. “We don’t want to ruin a nice evening.”

			It wasn’t until the end of the evening, when they adjourned to the music room, where Glenys played the piano and sang with the sweetest voice, that Emily noticed Coleen’s reaction to Angus paying Brenda more attention than she was receiving. She literally turned pea-green with envy. Emily was shocked to realise it was Angus she was in love with. Emily now understood why she couldn’t discuss the man she loved with her sisters, particularly Brenda.

			Everyone clapped when Glenys finished singing. She had a truly beautiful voice.

			“Thank you for entertaining us tonight, Glenys,” Kitty said to her.

			“It was the least I could do after coming uninvited to your dinner.”

			“Nonsense, you’re always welcome, you know that. Can’t you stay with us for a few days?”

			“I wish I could because I don’t see nearly enough of Liam, but I must get home tomorrow to help mum. We’re mustering, too, so it’s a busy time on Moola Bulla. But I’ll come back soon, and we can have a girl’s tea party so that Emily and I can get to know one another.”

			“It was lovely meeting you, Glenys,” Emily said. “I’ll look forward to taking tea with you.”

			After Liam and Glenys left the room, Kitty turned to Emily. “I can’t believe I didn’t mention that Liam was engaged to such a wonderful girl.”

			“They’re a lovely couple,” Emily agreed.

			“He’d better put a wedding ring on her finger soon, before she changes her mind.”

			“Surely she won’t. Liam must be considered a very good catch,” Emily said.

			“There are a handful of young men in the Kimberley who would be considered a good catch; young, handsome, and heirs to huge cattle empires. Sometimes I get the impression that Glenys hankers for life in the city and that perhaps she thinks she’s missing out on a different life.”

			“Surely Liam shouldn’t marry her if she’s not sure she wants to live up here.”

			“I don’t doubt they love each other, so I keep my fingers crossed.”

			Harry and Angus announced they were leaving, too, so Brenda offered to walk them out.

			“I’m sure they know the way,” Coleen sniped. “They’ve been here a million times.”

			Brenda blushed, but she ignored her sister as she left the music room after Harry and Angus had said good night.

			Emily looked at Kitty, trying to gauge whether she suspected that two of her daughters were in love with Angus.

			“That’s what happens when there’s only one young man at the dinner table and three young women vying for his attention, even when he is just an employee,” Kitty said, seemingly oblivious.

			“Don’t include me, Mum,” Mel snapped after overhearing her remark. “I have no interest in Angus Edwards,” she said as she headed off to bed.

			Kitty rolled her eyes. “That’s just as well because Dermot wouldn’t approve,” she said.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOURTEEN

			The following days flew by in a haze of cloth, cottons, patterns, and fittings, but Emily had never enjoyed herself more. Many times she had to be reminded to stop for lunch or dinner, completely unaware of the time. It was such a thrill to see her creations being worn by one of the McBride girls or Kitty, and they were very impressed with her sewing ability. They also loved the comfortable undergarments she’d designed for herself, silk camisoles and knickers. When Emily said she’d happily make them some, Kitty said they needed to purchase some nice silk material but that it would probably have to come up from Perth.

			“You should open your own business one day,” Kitty told Emily as she modelled her latest creation, while a heavy downpour pummelled the veranda roof.

			“That would take capital and time to build up a clientele,” Emily said, thinking of all the years her father had toiled to build up his business.

			“It wouldn’t take long if you started putting gowns like this in the shop window,” Kitty said, admiring the beautiful, soft-draping creation that Emily had just completed for her.

			“You’re too kind, Mrs. McBride,” Emily said.

			“I’m quite serious. This is divine. I can’t wait for Dermot to see me in it. Better yet, I can’t wait to wear it to a function attended by all the wives of the other station owners and show it off.” With Christmas and New Year’s Eve almost upon them, there’d be several opportunities.

			Dermot, Liam, and fifteen drovers were moving a mob of cattle to the sale yards in Derby. They’d been away for a week and wouldn’t be back for at least another few days, but had promised to be home in time for Christmas. Harry and Angus had remained on the property to build new holding yards.

			That evening, after dinner, Emily went for a walk down by the river, while Kitty and the girls retired to various tasks. Kitty had account work to finish, while the girls wanted to read, write letters and play music. The rain had stopped and the air smelt fresh.

			After strolling for a while, accompanied by the station cattle dogs, Emily sat down on a fallen log under a gum tree. She’d come to love spending time by the river with the dogs for company, especially in the evenings. Not only was it cooler but the flies had gone. The birds were noisily finding a roost in the giant river gums, where possums and koalas shared the branches and kangaroos were grazing on the grass on the far bank. And the ever-present sound of croaking frogs and crickets was always a comfort. It was indescribably peaceful. Emily found it impossible to imagine ever living in the city again.

			“May I join you?” someone asked, breaking her thoughts.

			Emily looked up. “Harry! Yes of course,” she said.

			“Relaxing after a hard day at the sewing machine,” he said, sitting down beside her and gazing at the river. He was joined by the oldest dog, Gus, who lay beside him, while Bess and Lido sniffed at the water’s edge.

			“It’s never a hard day when you are doing something you love,” Emily admitted.

			“I know what you mean. I couldn’t imagine another life.” He sighed and looked up at the sky. As it grew darker, stars began twinkling and the orb of the moon made an appearance. “Beautiful, isn’t it? You don’t see a sky like that in the city.”

			“No, you don’t. It’s so peaceful out here. I was just trying to imagine living in the city again, but I can’t. I don’t want to forget a single moment of my time on North Bundaloon. It’s a magical place.”

			“Kitty has a lot of responsibility, especially having to do the accounts, but the three younger McBride women have a charmed life,” Harry said. “They live in a beautiful home and they don’t have to do chores because of the house staff. They don’t know how lucky they are.”

			“I have to agree, but the house is not what makes this place so magical. It’s the countryside. The river, the trees, the open space, the birds, the wildlife…”

			“So you don’t mind the heat anymore?”

			“It’s certainly hot and the rain is unbelievable. I never thought I’d adapt to it, but I have. I don’t even notice the flies so much anymore.” She laughed. “I remember Buddy telling me he didn’t notice them when he was bringing me out here. I couldn’t believe my ears.”

			Harry looked at her profile. “Do you have to go back?”

			“I have nowhere else to go when my time is up here, other than home to my family.”

			Harry was quiet for a few moments. “I’m sure they’ll be happy to have you back,” he said softly.

			Emily sighed with a heavy heart. “I’ll be a different person, so I predict we won’t get along. Except for Uncle Freddy, of course. I miss him so much. To be honest, I don’t think I can go back to my old life, working for my father and being told what to do by my brothers, so I don’t know what I’ll do.” The thought of leaving North Bundaloon and the McBrides was painful. She sat up straighter and looked at Harry. “I don’t want to think about it. I just want to enjoy my time here. Are you cooking a barbecue again on Sunday?” It was so relaxing and a real treat to be eating informally, around a picnic table, under shady trees, with a different view of the river.

			“Yes, if it’s not raining, and I propose we all go swimming in the river afterwards,” Harry said.

			Emily blinked in surprise. The idea of cooling off in the river was very appealing. “That would be wonderful, if I could swim, and I had a swimming costume.”

			“I can teach you to swim.”

			“Could you?”

			“Yes, and I’m sure the girls will have a spare costume. They’re all good swimmers.”

			“Well then, I guess we’re going swimming,” Emily said excitedly. She often had wished she could swim.

			“I like that about you, Emily,” Harry commented with a cheeky smirk.

			“What?”

			“You’re game for anything. Some girls would’ve asked if there were crocodiles in the river, or anything that bites, but you didn’t hesitate.”

			Emily’s eyes widened. “Now wait a minute,” she said with a serious expression. “Are there crocodiles in the river?”

			Harry laughed. “Do you think I’d let you sit here in the evenings if there was a chance you’d be taken by a saltie?”

			“A saltie?”

			“A salt-water crocodile. There aren’t any of those in the river, but you might see the odd small fresh-water crocodile much further down river. They won’t eat you, though.”

			“Oh, my goodness,” Emily said going pale. “As if I’d know the difference.”

			“It’s all right. I do,” Harry said confidently.

			“How do you know I sit here most evenings?”

			“Because I’ve seen you.”

			“Why haven’t you joined me before?”

			Harry’s veil of confidence dropped. “I…I guess I wasn’t sure you’d like the company.”

			Emily smiled. “Silly, you’re always welcome to join me,” she said. She looked up into the trees and saw the glowing eyes of a possum watching her. For a few moments they sat in companionable silence. “It’s a relief there aren’t any salt-water crocodiles in the river, but is there anything else that might bite?” she asked with a grin.

			Harry smiled again. “I guess you’ll find out on Sunday.”

			There was great excitement on Sunday morning because Dermot arrived home, driving a vehicle. Liam was riding his horse just behind the vehicle, holding the reins of Dermot’s horse, Banjo. The stockmen who’d been on the drove with them to Derby had stayed in town for a few days rest before heading home for Christmas.

			Kitty stood up with her mouth open as the vehicle came to a standstill. Dermot was waving and grinning like a boy with a new toy.

			“What is that?” Kitty called as Brenda came out of the house. She’d heard the engine of the vehicle. Mel was out riding again and no one knew where Coleen had disappeared to. Brenda stood gaping at her father.

			“It’s a Federal Stake Bed Truck,” Dermot declared, turning the engine off and climbing out. The same words were written on the side panels of the tray back.

			“Where did you get it?” Kitty asked, going down the steps for a closer look. The paintwork was black and trimmed with yellow. There was a canopy over the driver and passenger seat, which was leather.

			“I bought it from a man called Sebastian Huber in Derby. He brought it out from America in 1910 when it was built. He used it to carry stock feed and stores out to his property but he fell off the back while unloading stores a few weeks ago and hurt his back very badly. Now he can’t drive anymore so I got it for a good price.”

			“I thought you might buy a nice Ford car, Dad, something like the car that Mr. O’Connor bought,” Brenda exclaimed in disappointment. She had imagined something with shiny paintwork and soft upholstery, and she saw herself flitting about the countryside in it, visiting other stations and towns. She even imagined herself driving down the coast on a big trip to Perth one day when there was a half decent road.

			“That wouldn’t be as useful as this truck, Brenda,” Dermot insisted. “We can use it to make trips in and out of Derby to pick up supplies and it will take only a quarter of the time it takes to go by wagon.”

			“Really?” Kitty exclaimed. She saw the merits in that idea.

			Unfortunately, Brenda didn’t. “And if we went on a family outing, where would we girls sit? On the back, where the stores go, like hillbillies?” She huffed and went inside.

			Emily came outside just as Harry came around the corner of the veranda.

			“I thought I heard an engine,” Harry said, stopping in his tracks. “Wow, that’s a beauty!”

			“It has a four-cylinder continental engine with a three-speed transmission,” Dermot declared proudly. “I’m going to be giving you driving lessons, Harry.”

			“You don’t have a licence,” Kitty said to her husband.

			“Of course I do. Sebastian Huber taught me to drive the truck in one day, and I went for my licence before I came home. And Liam too. So now I can teach Harry to drive and take him into town to get his licence. It’s only a matter of going to the police station and showing them you can operate a vehicle. Apparently you don’t need a licence to drive on private property and it’s not like there are any police on the tracks out here.”

			“I’d be too nervous to learn,” Kitty said, looking at the controls in trepidation.

			“I’d love to learn,” Emily said enthusiastically.

			“Maybe Harry can give you lessons in his free time after he gets his licence,” Dermot suggested magnanimously.

			“Really?” Emily was thoroughly delighted. “And then I could take you into Derby, Mrs. McBride,” she offered.

			“That would be nice,” Kitty said enthusiastically. “We could buy more materials.” She was beginning to see a widening advantage to having a vehicle. “You did very well, Dermot,” she said smiling approvingly at her husband.

			While Dermot gave Kitty a ride in the truck as far as the stables, where it was to be parked, Emily went inside and found Coleen in the drawing room with a guilty expression on her face.

			“Where’ve you been, Coleen?” she asked her.

			Coleen looked alarmed. “Why do you want to know?” she asked defensively.

			“You missed all the excitement,” Emily said suspiciously.

			“Excitement?”

			“Yes, your father has bought a truck.”

			“Oh,” Coleen looked distracted.

			“Didn’t you hear the engine?”

			“No. I…went for a walk,” Coleen said, avoiding eye contact.

			“Were you with Angus?”

			Coleen’s eyes widened. “Shhhh,” she said, glancing towards the doorway.

			“Brenda is probably in her room, sulking, because your father didn’t buy a nice Ford car,” Emily said.

			“Mother might overhear you,” Coleen said, annoyed.

			“She’s out the back with your father. I know Angus is the man you claim to be in love with, Coleen. It’s pretty hard to miss at the barbecues. Brenda must know, too.”

			“I’m sure it’s me he loves,” Coleen claimed. “So Brenda will have to get used to the idea.”

			“Are you sure you’re not seeing what you want to see, Coleen?”

			“Why would you say that?”

			“Angus is a flirt. It’s obvious he’s enjoying the attention he gets from you and Brenda. He doesn’t seem to know he’s hurting either of you and causing problems between the two of you.”

			“You don’t know how sweet he is when it’s just the two of us,” Coleen said.

			“I’m sure he’s the same when he’s alone with Brenda.”

			“Don’t say that,” Coleen snapped, getting to her feet.

			“I’m sorry, Coleen. I’m not trying to hurt you. I’m just trying to make you see that you could get your heart broken and I don’t want to see that happen.”

			“I’ll worry about that,” Coleen said, leaving the room.

			“I’ll have that one, thank you,” Emily said to Harry, pointing at the smallest of the well-cooked steaks on the barbecue he was tending. She held out her plate as he deposited what could only be described as an enormous slab of meat.

			Kitty, her three daughters, and the house girls already had their steaks and were helping themselves to salads, prepared by Hop-sing Li the previous evening. Angus was pouring the drinks. They all had cold beer when eating barbecues. It was a Sunday treat.

			“Dermot said he’ll be along shortly, Harry,” Kitty called, looking up at the sky. The sun had disappeared so she knew it would rain later that afternoon. “He’s still tinkering with his new toy, so we won’t wait for him as he could be a long time. Come and sit down and eat with us.”

			Harry knew Kitty was referring to Dermot’s truck. He tinkered with it every opportunity he got.

			“Isn’t Liam joining us?” Emily asked.

			“No. Liam is going to borrow the truck very shortly and visit Glenys for afternoon tea,” Kitty added. “She’ll be very surprised to see him driving.”

			“We’re going swimming after lunch,” Harry said to the girls, as he joined them at the table with his steak. “Will you join us?”

			“We?” Kitty said. “Do you mean Angus and yourself?”

			“Angus is welcome to join us, but I actually meant Emily. I’m going to teach her to swim.”

			“Only if I can borrow a costume,” Emily said shyly. “I don’t have one. Although I could make one, I suppose.”

			“You never learned to swim, Emily?” Kitty was surprised.

			“No.”

			“They have lovely beaches in Perth, don’t they? And swimming baths for the public.”

			“Yes, but it wouldn’t have been much fun going to either with my brothers tagging along.” Emily was sure they would’ve objected to her wearing a swimming costume, so she had never broached the topic.

			“I have a spare costume you can have,” Brenda offered.

			“Oh, thank you, Brenda. You’ll all join us, won’t you?” Emily insisted. She looked at Maudie, Lizzie, and Topsy, too. Of course they giggled. Maudie asked if it was all right with Kitty, who gave her consent.

			Mel said she’d love a swim, but Brenda and Coleen looked at Angus before deciding.

			“I’d like a swim,” he said, making them smile.

			Kitty made the girls wait an hour after eating so their food could digest, and then they excitedly headed indoors to change into their bathing suits.

			Brenda’s spare suit fitted Emily, although she felt it was a little exposing, and was about to chicken out and take it off, when the youngest McBride sister popped her head in the door.

			“That fits you perfectly,” she claimed, eyeing her up and down.

			“Do you think so?” Emily said squirming. “I was about to take it off.” She noted that Mel’s bathing suit was very similar and she didn’t appear self-conscious at all, so she looked at herself again in the mirror. The suit had a boat neckline and the bottom half was like shorts, stopping just on her knees. It was the first time in her life she was to show off her lower legs, which were lily white.

			“You look fine,” Mel reassured her before taking her arm and literally dragging her out of her room. They met up with Coleen and Brenda in the hallway. They were also wearing similar suits, so Emily didn’t feel quite so conspicuous.

			The house girls were splashing about in the shallows near the riverbank, laughing, while Angus and Harry were swimming. The station dogs were also enjoying a swim, barking excitedly. The three sisters dived into the water, leaving Emily to hesitate at the water’s edge, blushing from head to toe. Harry came to meet her, taking her hand as she gingerly lowered herself into the water.

			“Don’t let go of me,” Emily said, fearing she’d go under and be swept away.

			“I won’t,” Harry assured her. Holding her hand, he led her to a shallow area where there was a sand bank. She found she could stand up, waist deep in water. There he gave her instructions on swimming, placing his hands under her tummy to support her as she perfected her stroke. The water felt heavenly and cool, washing away any inhibitions, so she enjoyed herself and was an eager student. Within an hour, she could take a few strokes by herself. Harry also showed her how to float and tread water, telling her that if she ever got into trouble she could do either to remain afloat.

			“Look at me,” Emily squealed with delight to the girls when she swam ten yards by herself. Kitty was standing on the riverbank, calling out encouragement, while the girls gathered around Emily and cheered her on as she took more and more strokes. “I can swim. I can swim,” she cried excitedly. She’d never felt so exhilarated.

			Harry was smiling with admiration. He loved seeing her confidence blossom.

			“Thank you, Harry,’ she said in appreciation. “I can’t believe I can actually swim.”

			“You’re a natural,” Harry exclaimed. “The best student I’ve ever had.”

			“Really?”

			“You’re the only student he’s ever had,” Angus said with a laugh.

			“That’s not true,” Harry disclaimed. “I taught you to swim.”

			“And me,” Mel said. “Remember?”

			“Oh, yes,” Harry said.

			Coleen splashed Angus when she noticed him looking at Brenda. Not to be outdone, Brenda did the same and a water fight broke out. Mel joined in, too. Emily was tired, so she climbed onto the bank and flopped down in the grass, while the house girls went to their quarters to change into dry clothes. After unsuccessfully trying to get her daughters to behave in a more lady-like fashion, Kitty went to fetch extra towels.

			“I hope you are proud of yourself,” Harry said joining Emily on the riverbank. “You did really well for your first swimming lesson.”

			“I did, didn’t I?” Emily said. “I am proud of myself.” It was wonderful to have someone praise her, but that made her think of home in Perth and her smile faded. Her family would never allow her to go to the beach or a public swimming pool by herself when she got home.

			“What’s wrong?” Harry asked.

			“Nothing,” Emily said. She didn’t want to discuss her family again. “As soon as I’m confident, I’m going to go swimming every evening.”

			“It’s not advisable to swim alone, Emily,” Harry said seriously.

			“Why not? Weren’t you telling me the truth about crocodiles? Will they eat me?”

			“It’s not crocodiles you need to worry about here. Under the deep water there are hidden snags, like old tree branches, and sometimes the current is very strong. You should always swim with someone in case you get into trouble.”

			“Oh,” Emily said. “Then you might have to join me when I want to swim.”

			Harry smiled. “I could do that,” he said happily.

			Harry and Angus went back to their cottage, leaving Emily to walk back to the house with the girls.

			“I think Harry is sweet on you,” Mel said to Emily.

			Emily was astonished. “Don’t be silly,” she said.

			“I agree,” Brenda said. “I’ve never seen him look at anyone the way he looks at you.”

			Emily blushed. “I’m sure you are wrong,” she said. “He’s just being friendly and helpful.”

			The girls began teasing her.

			Kitty came out of the office. “What’s going on?” she asked.

			“Nothing,” Emily said, hurrying inside the house to change.

			Kitty looked at Mel. “What’s wrong with Emily?”

			“We’ve been teasing her about Harry,” Mel said.

			“What about Harry?”

			“I think he’s sweet on her,” Mel said. “She doesn’t agree.”

			Kitty thought about it. “You could be right, Mel. Emily is a nice-looking young woman. She’s a bit young for Harry, though.”

			“The heart doesn’t know about age, Mum,” Mel said with a smirk.

			Kitty’s eyes widened. “How would you know?” she asked.

			Mel grinned and ran inside to change.

			Kitty looked towards the manager’s cottage, a hundred yards away. Harry was hanging his and Angus’s swimming trunks on the clothesline to dry. She wasn’t sure how she felt about his interest in Emily. She felt protective of her, and yet she’d be happy if Harry found love again because he was such a good man.

			Harry came back from town. He’d gotten his licence shortly after Dermot and had been driving the truck ever since to buy stores and pick up the mail.

			He knocked on the back door of the house and asked Lizzie to give Emily a letter he’d brought from town. When Lizzie brought it to her room, Emily went white with shock.

			“A letter…for me?” she said, taking it in shaking hands and thinking that wasn’t possible.

			“Yes, Missy Emily,” Lizzie said, leaving the room.

			Emily immediately recognized Uncle Freddy’s handwriting. Her first thoughts were that something terrible had happened to either her father or one of her brothers. And how did he get her address? She tore the envelope open and began reading the letter.

			My dear Emily,

			I hope this letter finds you well. We’re all well here but I couldn’t let Christmas pass without sending you my best wishes. You are probably wondering how I knew where to find you. On the day you left you threw a piece of paper in the bin with North Bundaloon, in the Kimberley written on it. I can only assume you were going to tell us where you were going and changed your mind in case one of your brothers or your father came after you. Rest assured, I haven’t told them where you are and wild horses couldn’t drag that information out of me.

			Emily almost choked on a sob. Uncle Freddy was such a darling. He’d never gone against her father’s wishes, but privately he’d always been on her side.

			I do understand why you left, although I miss you terribly. The house isn’t the same without my precious Emily and sadly there’ll be an empty place at the table this Christmas. That aside, I’m happy for you and I applaud your bravery. I hope you are safe, that’s my only concern for you, but seeking your independence was the right thing to do. Don’t doubt that for a second. Your mother would’ve been proud of you, too. I thought you’d like to know that Mabel Douglas is doing well. I’m taking her mail in for her since you left and checking on her. Love to you my precious girl. Uncle Freddy.

			Emily was almost blinded by tears as she folded the letter. “Bless you, Uncle Freddy,” she whispered. She missed him so much and wondered if he was hinting that she could reply to Mabel’s address, something she intended to do. It was a blessing to hear from him. A wonderful Christmas gift. She clutched the letter to her heart as tears flowed down her cheeks.

			Christmas Day was a special occasion on North Bundaloon. It was the one day that Kitty insisted everyone ate lunch together, that included the family and their staff. It was a tradition started by Dermot’s parents, and one Kitty truly loved. Two extra seats were set at the twelve-seat dining table. When talking to Hop-sing about the menu, Kitty told him he was expected to eat with them at the table. He was horrified and flatly refused. Since he took more notice of Dermot, Kitty asked him to have a word with him, but he told everyone that the Chinaman claimed he was refusing for cultural reasons and he wouldn’t change his mind.

			“Perhaps Christmas is against his religion,” Kitty pondered. She hadn’t thought of that.

			“That’s not it. He doesn’t believe a cook should sit at the dining table,” Emily said. “He told the cook on the boat that she should eat in the kitchen and not sit with us.”

			Kitty gasped. “That was rude,” she said. “I’m sure Pat would’ve been embarrassed.”

			“She was, but all the passengers insisted she sit with us. One of them told Hop-sing to go out on deck if he didn’t like it. That wasn’t the first time he was rude to Pat. He asked her if she was a man one day.”

			Kitty rolled her eyes. “Perhaps it’s just as well he’s not joining us,” she said.

			Dermot wasn’t pleased. “It won’t feel right eating dinner knowing that the cook is alone. I’m going to speak to him again.”

			“Might I suggest you threaten to fire him,” Emily said.

			“That seems a bit harsh,” Dermot said.

			“It will work, I guarantee it.”

			“Why are you so sure, Emily?”

			“We had a few disagreements on the journey to Derby, so we were quite horrified to realise we were coming to the same station to work.”

			“I didn’t know that,” Kitty said.

			“I didn’t think I should say anything, but his goal is to still be here when I’m gone,” Emily said. “I’m sure he’d even sit at the same dinner table as me to make it happen.”

			Dermot went back to the kitchen and returned with Mr. Li who was plainly uncomfortable as he sat down at the table. Dermot poured him a glass of wine and insisted, quite firmly, that he relax.

			Although Emily thought about her family, Christmas dinner was the best she’d ever had. She felt like she was part of a big, happy family with fourteen people at the table. Just before everyone began eating, Dermot stood up at the head of the table and thanked his staff for all their hard work during the year, and welcomed Emily and Mr. Li as the newest members. He then thanked his family for their patience, love, and support during the year. Then everyone clinked glasses and wished each other a Merry Christmas.

			While they ate, Dermot and Harry told funny stories from the mustering camps that had everyone at the table in fits of laughter; even Mr. Li cracked a smile or two. After pudding, the Chinaman excused himself, but not before everyone complemented his cooking, which seemed to make him immensely proud. After adjourning to the music room, Christmas songs were sang and more bottles of wine were opened.

			Emily knew it was a day she’d never forget.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIFTEEN

			May 1914

			Emily was heading for Kitty’s office, but hesitated on the back veranda, trying to compose herself. She didn’t know how she was going to broach the subject of leaving North Bundaloon. In the six months she’d been on the station it had become a home to her, a home she loved. Just thinking about going back to her former life made her choke up. She’d grown close to the McBride family. When she wasn’t sewing, she often spent time in the garden with Buddy and Stumpy, discussing Aboriginal culture, while weeding and pruning the roses.

			Emily was unaware that Kitty and Dermot sometimes watched her through the living room window with some amusement. Wistfully they compared her to their three spoilt daughters who never had the inclination to get their hands dirty. Emily had also grown close to Lizzie Kanga, Maudie, and Topsy, and she knew she’d miss Harry and Angus, too. Harry had taught her to drive. She counted the day she got her licence as one of the proudest in her life. Between him and Mel, she’d also learnt to ride a horse, but with a terrible sense of direction, she didn’t go out alone in case she got lost.

			“Time you go now,” Emily heard Hop-sing call to her from outside the kitchen

			At first she didn’t understand what he meant, but then noted the smug look on his face. He knew her term on North Bundaloon was up. Needing to remain composed, she ignored him and headed for Kitty’s office, only to hear the Chinaman cackling with glee in the background.

			“Can I speak to you, Mrs. McBride?” Emily asked from the open doorway to her office.

			“Of course, Emily,” Kitty said, closing the ledger book she’d been filling in. She was pleased because the station was doing quite well.

			Kitty thought Emily didn’t look herself. “Has Hop-sing upset you again, Emily? ” The demeanour of the cook hadn’t improved. Only Dermot was privileged to receive any respect from the Chinaman.

			“No, if he’s rude to me, I’m rude to him in return. I know that doesn’t help, but it does give me some satisfaction. It’s become a game between us now.”

			Kitty smiled, thinking Emily was nothing like the shy, timid girl she’d met six months earlier. It had been a pleasure to watch her blossom. “So, what’s on your mind?”

			“You know I’ve been here six months,” Emily said, broaching the subject gently. “The time has gone so quickly.” Too quickly.

			“Yes,” Kitty said. “It has gone really fast.” She realised Emily might be ready to move on, ready for a new challenge. It would be hard to let her go, but she wanted her to be happy.

			Emily had been dreading this moment. “My contract was for six months,” she said, watching Kitty closely.

			“That’s right, Emily. I’ve been so pleased with all your work,” Kitty said. “I know I keep saying it, but you are so talented.”

			Emily swallowed. She didn’t want to cry so she tried to be strong. “You have your new wardrobe, and so do all the girls. The experience of being here has been far more rewarding than I ever imagined it might be. I’m so fond of all of you and you’ve treated me so well.”

			Kitty thought Emily was giving a goodbye speech. “We’re very fond of you, too, Emily. You know I’ll give you a glowing reference. With your skills, you’d find a position anywhere.”

			“I…that would be wonderful,” Emily said, trying to be professional. “I have to book a passage on the boat, so when would you like me to go?”

			“I…don’t know. Are you in a hurry to leave?”

			“No,” Emily rushed to say. “I…I…” She couldn’t stop the tears flowing, so she was annoyed with herself.

			Kitty handed her a handkerchief. “You won’t be letting me down if you want to leave, Emily, so don’t feel badly.”

			Emily blinked. “I didn’t think that,” she said.

			“Then why are you so upset?”

			Emily couldn’t pretend any longer. She had to be honest. “I don’t want to leave, but I know I have to. I just thought I’d bring up the subject because you are so polite and kind.”

			“I know I’m not as tough as my husband, but I’m not so polite that I couldn’t send you packing if I wanted to,” Kitty said smiling. “But of course I don’t want you to go. We’re doing quite well at the moment, so I can continue to pay your salary if you want to stay.”

			“I’d stay without a salary,” Emily insisted.

			“Well you won’t have to. I know you’ve made two beautiful gowns for Glenys, but she’s hinted that she’d like you to sew her trousseau.”

			Emily’s eyes widened. “So…I can stay if I want to?”

			“Yes, of course you can,” Kitty said. “It’s a pleasure having you here.”

			Emily let out a sigh of relief and this time her tears were of happiness. “Thank you, Mrs. McBride. I was dreading leaving. I love it here. I’ve never been so happy.” On an impulse she went behind the desk and hugged Kitty.

			“Bless you, dear girl,” Kitty said with her arms around her. “If you’re happy here then this place is your home for as long as you like.”

			“Will Mr. McBride mind me staying?”

			“Mind! He’s as fond of you as I am, so he’ll be thrilled you’re staying and so will the girls.” Kitty’s features became serious. “But what about your family, Emily? Aren’t they expecting you home?”

			“As you know I’ve been writing to Uncle Freddy, so he knows how happy I am here. He’ll understand if I want to stay on longer.”

			“And your father? He doesn’t know you and your uncle correspond, does he?”

			“No.” Emily dropped her head.

			“When you ran away you left a note to say you’d be returning after six months. Your father hasn’t heard from you in that time so he’s bound to be worried. You should contact him, Emily.”

			“I know. I’ve thought about it, Mrs. McBride.”

			“What has stopped you?”

			“He won’t understand that I’m happy here, but I’ll write to him and tell him I’m not coming home, at least not for awhile. Maybe I‘ll go back someday to visit them. I owe him that much, you're right.”

			When Emily left Kitty’s office, she found Hop-sing standing outside the kitchen. He was holding a broom, making a pathetic attempt at pretending to sweep when all he wanted to do was gloat. She walked towards him dabbing the tears of happiness on her face, tears he’d assume were because she was upset at being told to leave.

			The cook produced one of his very rare smiles. “You go now,” he said. “Hop-sing stay.”

			“That makes you happy, doesn’t it?” Emily said.

			“Verrrrry happy,” Hop-sing declared with self-satisfaction.

			“What a pity,” Emily said with a smirk.

			“Why pity?” Hop-sing replied, frowning.

			“Because I’m staying. Indefinitely!” Emily smiled smugly. “In case you don’t know what that means, it means you won’t be getting rid of me for a long, long time.” She headed for the back door, intending to write to Annie and tell her the good news. And after that she would write to her father. As she stepped inside she heard Hop-sing throw the broom on the ground in a fit of temper.

			Kitty popped her head out of the office. “If that is broken, Mr. Li, you’ll be paying for it,” she called.

			Emily laughed.

			July 1914

			Dermot entered the library, where Kitty was contentedly reading a book. It saddened him to think her serenity might be short lived.

			Kitty looked up to see her husband watching her with a troubled expression on his face. She noted he was holding newspapers.

			“Where did you get those, dear?” she asked.

			“I picked them up when Harry and I were in Derby yesterday.”

			“Yesterday!” Kitty immediately wondered why he hadn’t let her read them.

			“We stopped at the pub before getting the stores we needed,” Dermot said. “All everyone could talk about was what was happening in Europe. It seems things are bad, Kitty. Everyone believes Europe is heading for war.”

			Kitty instantly frowned and put her book down. “Is that what it says in the papers?”

			“Yes.” Dermot sat down beside his wife on the sofa and opened the paper. “On June 28th, Archduke Franz Ferdinand, who was heir to the Austrian-Hungarian Empire, was shot to death with his wife by a Bosnian Serb named Gavrilo Princip. This happened in the Bosnian city of Sarajevo. Austria-Hungary blamed the Serbian Government for the attack and hoped to use the incident as justification for settling the problem of Slavic Nationalism once and for all. They didn’t immediately declare war because Russia supported Serbia. Austria-Hungary wanted assurances from the German leader, Kaiser Wilhelm II, that Germany would support their cause in the event of a Russian intervention.”

			Kitty couldn’t get her head around politics. “What does that mean in regards to a world war, Dermot?”

			“Don’t you see, Kitty, if Austria-Hungary declared war on Serbia, then the tenuous peace between Europe’s super powers, Russia and Germany, will collapse. France will likely become involved and then there will be a world war, and no doubt England and Australia will be dragged into it.”

			Kitty was shocked. “I hope you are wrong, Dermot.”

			“I’d love to be wrong, Kitty.”

			“I’ve been worrying that Liam might seriously consider joining the army. I know I said I wouldn’t allow it, but you know there’s nothing either of us could do to stop him if he was determined. It just breaks my heart.”

			Dermot was also worried but he’d done his best to hide it. He knew Harry was worried, too, like thousands and thousands of families around Australia with sons of fighting age. Glenys had already mentioned that one of her brothers had said he’d be joining the army if Australia became involved. Her youngest brother was not yet seventeen, so he was too young, which was just as well as he’d be needed on the land.

			“Liam knows I need him on North Bundaloon, so I’m sure he won’t join,” Dermot said, praying he was right. Just the same he intended to push that point home to his son.

			“Can’t we ignore what’s happening in Europe, Dermot?” Kitty suggested. “We’re so isolated. Surely it wouldn’t be too hard to pretend the rest of the world didn’t exist.”

			“We don’t know yet how a war will influence the cattle industry, Kitty. Imports and exports are bound to be affected. If men in the cities go overseas to fight, the sale of meat will fall in Australia. A war could ruin us.”

			Kitty sighed, frightened that things would never be the same.

			August 7th, 1914

			Kitty and Dermot were relaxing in the drawing room after dinner when they heard the engine of a car.

			“Who could that be?” she murmured. “It’s a bit late for Glenys to be driving about the countryside.”

			“Let’s go and see,” Dermot said. They’d reached the veranda when they saw Bill O’Connor, Glenys’s father, opening the car door for Glenys. Kitty called Lizzie and asked her to fetch Liam.

			“Hello, Bill,” Dermot called from the top of the steps. “This is an unexpected pleasure.”

			“Hello, Dermot, Kitty, I hope you don’t mind us dropping in, but we have some news for you and you’re not going to like it.”

			“Oh dear,” Kitty said worriedly. “Come inside.”

			They’d just sat down in the drawing room when Liam came in. “Glenys! What an unexpected surprise.” He kissed her cheek. “Hello, Mr. O’Connor,” he said shaking his hand.

			“Hello, Liam,” Bill O’Connor answered. “My wife sends her warmest regards to all of you. Unfortunately Deb could not come with me.” Then his expression turned serious. “I’m afraid I’ve come to tell you that Britain declared war on Germany on August 4th. I know you don’t get papers very often and I didn’t want you to find out in a few weeks time.”

			“How did that come about, Bill?” Dermot asked, wanting details.

			“On July 28th, Austria-Hungary declared war on Serbia. Russia mobilized its army to defend Serbia, so Germany declared war on Russia because they support Austria-Hungary. France was an ally of Russia, so Germany also declared war on them. France didn’t want a fight with Germany, but having gotten into bed with Russia, and with the German army on the verge of invading them, they had no choice. To invade France, Germany had to march through Belgium, which was considered an act of belligerence. Belgium was neutral, so Britain felt it had to act to stop Germany dominating Europe. So Britain is at war with Germany, which means Australia will most certainly become involved.”

			“Oh, no,” Kitty said, looking at her handsome son

			“It was expected, but it’s still a shock,” he said. “How are we likely to be directly affected, I wonder.”

			“I’m already being affected,” Bill said. “All of my young stockmen excitedly rushed off to join the army as soon as they found out. I’ve been left short staffed with the older workers.”

			“Is there anything we can do?” Dermot asked.

			“I wanted to forewarn you because word will spread like a bush fire and you’ll find yourself in the same situation,” Bill said, accepting a glass of sherry from his host.

			“You’re quiet, Liam,” Glenys said, accepting the sherry offered by Dermot. “What do you think about this?”

			“I don’t know what to think,” Liam said.

			“Your father will need you now more than ever,” Glenys said, hoping to quash any ideas he might have about joining the army.

			“Will he?” Liam said.

			“Of course he will,” Kitty snapped anxiously.

			“Think about it, Mum. If nobody is buying cattle, we might be out of business.”

			“There are five million people in Australia. Even if some go overseas to fight, the rest have to eat, don’t they?” Kitty replied.

			“It says in the paper that factories will be turned over to make uniforms and ammunition, and workers in the city offices will be replaced by women.”

			“That might happen on the land, too,” Kitty said.

			Dermot laughed. “I can’t imagine you and our daughters taking up working with cattle, dear,” he said.

			“I hope it won’t be necessary,” Kitty said.

			“My father says that anyone who immigrated to Australia from enemy lands will now be considered a threat,” Bill said.

			“What do you mean?” Kitty asked, aghast.

			“Migrants from Germany or Russia, or British nationals who might have German or Russian ancestry.”

			“You can’t be serious?” Kitty said.

			“That’s what my father said might happen.”

			“What will happen to those people?”

			“I don’t know. I don’t want to think about it,” Bill said.

			“I don’t like this, Dermot,” Kitty said anxiously. “We don’t have any German or Russian relatives, but even so, this is shocking.”

			Dermot put his arm around her shoulder. “I don’t like it either, but there’s nothing we can do about it.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SIXTEEN

			“What do you mean, she’s not coming home?” Joe asked his father, who was holding a letter from Emily.

			“She’s not coming home. She’s staying where she is.” William put the letter down and picked up his cup of tea. His expression was grim.

			Jimmy picked up the letter and began reading it.

			Dear Papa,

			I’m writing to tell you that I’m not coming home as I had planned. My six-month contract is finished, but I am staying on to keep sewing for the family I work for. I don’t expect you’ll be pleased, but then again you wouldn’t have been pleased that I left the way I did. I can’t apologize for that. I didn’t want to hurt you or make you angry, but we both know you wouldn’t have permitted me to go, even though I’m old enough to make my own decisions. I hope you’ll at least be pleased that I’m very happy and I love the place where I live in the Kimberley. The family I work for are very nice. There are three daughters my age and they’ve become like sisters. Their mother is so kind to me. I made the right decision for me in taking up this position.

			I will write again to let you know I am safe. I hope my letter finds you well, and my brothers, and Uncle Freddy.

			Your daughter, Emily.

			“I can’t believe she’s in the Kimberley,” Charlie said, flabbergasted.

			“Neither can I,” Joe added, stunned.

			“She sounds happy,” Freddy put in.

			“She’s living with strangers,” Charlie said crossly. “She should be with her family.”

			“They’re not strangers after six months,” Freddy argued. “Your sister needed the company of women. I miss her terribly, but I’m relieved she’s safe and I’m pleased she’s happy.”

			William picked up the envelope and looked at the postmark. It was stamped Derby, Western Australia and dated in June. Pre-war.

			“Do you want me to find her and bring her back?” Jimmy asked his father.

			Freddy looked mortified.

			William was silent for a few moments. “No. With Australia now involved in a war she’ll be safer on a station than she would be in a city,” he said.

			“But Dad,” Charlie said. “There are probably lots of men on this station and we don’t know what the women are like. They might have questionable morals.”

			“Enough!” William interrupted angrily. “Your sister is a grown woman. She left us the way she did because we wouldn’t let her make her own decisions.” He looked at Freddy again and saw the glint of approval in his eyes. But that only made him feel worse. He then stood up and left the table. He wasn’t yet ready to admit that Sylvester Johansen had told him that he’d witnessed Herman Wiseman putting his filthy hands on Emily the night he took her out. He was too ashamed. Sylvester had claimed he was about to intervene but Emily had handled the situation beautifully. William had been proud to hear that she’d dumped hot soup in Herman’s lap.

			Jimmy looked at his uncle. “Do you agree with dad, Uncle Freddy?”

			“Yes, I do. Your father was angry when Emily left the way she did. But she had to go that way. You all gave her no choice. Your father realises that now.”

			“How can you agree with what she did, Uncle Freddy?” Joe said crossly. “The Kimberley is thousands of miles away. Anything could’ve happened to her between here and there.”

			“Well, it didn’t. Like it or not, your sister is a grown woman. If you’d taken the time to notice, she’s smart and wise beyond her years and she has the right to make her own decisions. I’m proud of her to tell you the truth. You should be, too.” Freddy stood up and left the table.

			The three boys looked at each other.

			“She’s still our little sister,” Jimmy said surly.

			“Only she’s not little anymore, is she?” Charlie said. “Perhaps it’s time we started to acknowledge that.”

			“What are you suggesting? That we just let her go?” Joe asked.

			“There’s no letting her go, Joe,” Charlie said. “She’s gone! There’s nothing we can do about that.”

			“I thought I’d find you by the river this evening,” Harry said, as he sat down beside Emily in the grass. Bess, Lido, and Gus were nearby, lying on the cool grass at the water’s edge.

			Emily had her feet in the water. “I love spending the evenings by the river, with the moon and stars overhead, and the river flowing peacefully by. You might think I’m strange, but I find the sound of crickets and frogs strangely comforting.”

			Harry smiled. “I do, too.” He sighed. “This is the perfect place to relax at the end of the day.”

			On the far riverbank they could see kangaroos drinking in the moonlight.

			“Look,” Harry said pointing across the water. “Do you see the joey in his mother’s pouch? You can just see his head poking out.”

			“Oh, yes,” Emily said. “How adorable.”

			Harry smiled at her profile. “I’m glad you didn’t go home, Emily.”

			“I’m so relieved that Mrs. McBride allowed me to say,” Emily said, turning to look at him. “The idea of returning to Perth was like a dark cloud hanging over me, but now that cloud has lifted and I couldn’t be happier. I’d stay here forever if I could.”

			“I’d like that. I really enjoy your company.”

			“And I enjoy yours,” Emily said casually.

			“Do you think of me as a friend?” Harry asked cautiously.

			“Of course I do,” Emily said.

			Harry was silent for a moment. “Is there a possibility that you’d ever see me as something more?”

			Emily was confused. “Something more! What do you mean, Harry?”

			Harry looked away, suddenly wishing he hadn’t said what he was thinking. “Forget I said anything.”

			“No, Harry. It must’ve been important to you or you wouldn’t have asked the question, but I’m not sure what you mean.”

			Harry took a deep breath, while looking at the moonlight dancing on the surface of the river. The setting was romantic and he had all sorts of feelings coursing through him. He just didn’t want to make a fool of himself. “You must’ve noticed I really like you.”

			“I like you, too,” Emily said lightly.

			“I don’t mean as a friend, Emily, I like you in a romantic sense.”

			“Oh,” Emily said, blushing.

			“I’ve embarrassed you, haven’t I? Believe me, I’m embarrassing myself more.”

			“I just feel foolish because I didn’t understand you. I wasn’t expecting you so say something like that, although….”

			“Although what?”

			“The girls have been teasing me, telling me that they thought you were sweet on me, but I thought they were talking nonsense. I was sure they were wrong.”

			Harry looked embarrassed. “Obviously I wasn’t hiding my feelings as well as I thought I was, at least not from them,” he said. “I know I’m a bit older than you, but I think you are the perfect woman, Emily.”

			“I’m far from perfect, Harry,” Emily was quick to point out.

			“Not to me. I was attracted to you from the first moment we met. I just thought our age difference might bother you?”

			“No, it doesn’t,” Emily said truthfully. “How old are you, anyway?”

			“I’m thirty-eight. How old are you?”

			“Twenty-two.”

			“So there’s a sixteen-year difference. That’s not so bad, is it?”

			“Actually, I never notice our age difference.”

			“But Angus is closer to your age and I’m not handsome, like Liam.”

			“Liam is very handsome and Glenys is very beautiful, but you and I have our good points, don’t we?” Emily said making light of the subject.

			“You think I have good points?” Harry said with the cheeky smile that Emily had come to love.

			“You have kind eyes that reflect your thoughtful personality, and I like the way you see every obstacle as something to be overcome. Not everyone is like that.”

			Harry brightened. “I think you’re beautiful,” he said. “I love your wavy hair and sense of humor and I’ve told you before that I admire your adventurous spirit.”

			They both laughed.

			“No man has ever said I’m beautiful before,” Emily said in amazement.

			“Get used to it, Emily,” Harry said, and then looked at the river again.

			Emily knew he was thinking about something in the past.

			“My wife used to say I had kind eyes,” he said, confirming her assumption.

			“I’m guessing you loved her very much,” Emily said.

			“Roberta was a complicated woman. She wasn’t always easy to live with, but I loved her,” Harry said.

			“What happened to her, if you don’t mind me asking?”

			“I got up one morning and she was gone.”

			“She left you and Angus?”

			“Oh, no, she died in her sleep. It was a terrible shock. The doctors think her heart just gave out. Her father and two of her brothers also died young with heart problems. I was worried Angus might’ve inherited a bad heart, but the doctors couldn’t find anything out of the ordinary so I have to believe he hasn’t.”

			“I’m sure you are right,” Emily said.

			“When something like that happens it makes you realise you can’t take anything or anyone for granted. You have to treasure every moment and take every opportunity for happiness.”

			“That’s a good way to think about life, Harry,” Emily said.

			Harry looked at Emily with a serious expression. “That’s why I can’t let this moment pass, Emily. I have to ask if there is any chance you could be attracted to me romantically.”

			Emily was taken off guard by his bluntness. “I like you, Harry, but…”

			“But not in a romantic sense,” Harry said deflated. “That’s all right. I just had to ask.”

			“I didn’t say that. What I was trying to say is that I have no experience with men, romantically. I’ve never had a boyfriend, so I don’t know how to behave around a man I like.”

			“Oh,” Harry said somehow confused.

			“What are you thinking now? That I’m an inexperienced girl and you can’t be bothered with me?”

			“Oh, no, Emily. It’s just…there’s a certain responsibility that comes with being someone’s first boyfriend, or first kiss…”

			“I have been kissed before,” Emily protested. “Once,” she added, embarrassed. “Now I feel foolish. You must be wondering how I got to the age of twenty-two without ever having a boyfriend. You must think there’s something wrong with me.”

			“I’m guessing your brothers are the reason, because it’s certainly not that you’re unattractive. Far from it.”

			“My brothers are to blame. A boy from church kissed me and my eldest brother chased him away.”

			“Surely your brothers aren’t expecting you to stay single for your entire life.”

			“Oh, no. They’d chosen the man to be my husband?”

			“Are you serious?” Harry was shocked.

			“Yes. His name was Herman Wiseman and awful doesn’t begin to describe him. He’s over fifty and he looks like a puffer fish.” She shuddered, just thinking about him.

			Harry laughed. “I should be thanking Herman Wiseman. He’s making me look good.”

			It was Emily’s turn to laugh. “Seriously, I can’t tell you how disgusting he was. My brothers arranged for me to go on a date with him the night before I left home. If they’d known that Herman squeezed my thigh before I tipped a bowl of soup in his lap, they’d have killed him.”

			Harry gasped. “Why didn’t you tell them?”

			“For two reasons. The first is that I was leaving the following morning so there was no need to upset them. Secondly, I was worried they might not have believed me.”

			“Surely they know you wouldn’t lie about something like that.”

			“I guess so but I couldn’t take the chance.”

			“I’m real glad you came here.”

			“Me, too.”

			Harry studied her. “You are so beautiful in the moonlight,” he said.

			Emily smiled at him. “I could get used to hearing that,” she said coyly.

			“I could get used to saying it,” Harry said. “Can I kiss you, Emily?”

			Her heart hammered. “If you want to,” she said a little breathlessly.

			“I want to very much,” Harry said, leaning towards her. Emily closed her eyes as their lips touched gently for a few moments, warm and soft. Then Harry pulled back and looked into her eyes. “I wanted to do that a long time ago, but I held off because I thought you were leaving.”

			“Now I’m staying,” Emily said, feeling bolder.

			“Yes, you are,” Harry said, leaning in to kiss her again.

			“It is Saturday morning, isn’t it, Angus?” Liam stopped the truck outside the Boab Hotel.

			“Yeah,” Angus said, also confused because something seemed different. It was the first Saturday they’d been in town since war had been declared in Europe, but they hadn’t expected there’d be noticeable changes in their part of the world.

			“Where is everyone?” Liam expected to see the usual dozen or so horses tied up outside the pub and the few shops, but there were only two even though Saturday was normally the busiest day in Derby. There wasn’t even as many Aboriginals hanging around and the harbour looked quieter than usual, with only two fishing boats tied up at the jetty.

			Liam and Angus walked into the Boab Hotel, which was deserted apart from a couple of old-timers sitting on stools beside the bar.

			“Where’s Bazza?” Liam asked Rusty McLean, the publican. He always joked that he wouldn’t miss a Saturday drinking session unless he was dead. “He hasn’t kicked the bucket, has he?”

			“And where’s Nugget,” Angus added. “He owes me a quid.”

			“You won’t see either of them for a long time, if ever,” Rusty said sombrely.

			“Why not?”

			“They joined the army. They’re in boot camp down near Fremantle. ”

			“They joined the army!” Liam was startled.

			“Yeah, most of the men under forty have gone. Every able man is needed. They’ve been coming in from the stations for the past two weeks. Business has really dropped off, but it’s the same everywhere. Are you two thinking of joining up?”

			Liam looked at Angus for a second. “We’re needed on the station,” he said.

			“If you change your minds, an army recruitment officer said he’d be calling in later this arvo.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

			“You’re quiet today, Liam,” Kitty remarked, looking at her son. They’d just eaten the Sunday barbecue and the house girls were quickly clearing the plates.

			Harry had noticed that Angus wasn’t himself, either. He assumed it was because they’d had to work especially hard after most of their stockmen had joined the army.

			“You’re probably exhausted,” Dermot said to Liam. “We’ll all be that way for awhile. Luckily the war in Europe is not predicted to last very long.”

			“No one can know how long it will last, Dad,” Liam said. “It could go on for months or years, some say. All industries will suffer, including the cattle industry. If we can’t sell cattle, we’ll have nothing to do on North Bundaloon.”

			“We’ll be okay, son. I don’t want you worrying,” Dermot replied. He turned to his daughters and Emily with a smile. “And you neither.”

			Liam glanced at Angus. “There’s no easy way to say this, so I’m just going to come out with it,” he said.

			“No, Liam!” Kitty snapped, panicking. “Don’t say it, not if it’s what I think you’re going to say. I don’t want you even thinking about joining the army. This war has nothing to do with us.”

			“I’m sorry, Mum, but I’m needed,” Liam said.

			Kitty went white. “No, Liam, I forbid it,” she said.

			“It’s too late for that. I joined the army yesterday,” Liam said.

			Kitty gasped, tears filling her eyes and rolling down her cheeks.

			Dermot banged his fist on the table and the glasses tumbled over. “What did you do that for?”

			“I told you, we’re needed, Dad. Australia has made a commitment to defend the British Empire. What would it look like if all able-bodied young men didn’t help out?”

			“I don’t care what it would look like. If you’re not conscripted, you don’t go! You have a responsibility here.”

			“You’d do the same if you were my age, Dad. Besides, the pay is pretty good at six bob a day and I’ll be back before you know it.”

			Kitty caught the hint of excitement in his voice and thought how naïve the young were. “The pay! You could lose your life, Liam,” she said choking on a sob.

			“I won’t, Mum, I promise. I’ve got to do my bit for the Commonwealth. Both of my granddads were from the British Empire.”

			“What about Glenys? You know she’ll be upset. She might even call off your engagement,” Kitty suggested.

			“She’ll understand, Mum. Many young men from the Kimberleys have volunteered. Philip Francis of Mount Hart Station is about to join as well as Glenys’ brother Daniel. Once I get back, we'll get married.”

			Kitty immediately thought of Glenys’s mother. She had two sons. Fortunately, one was too young to join the army, but she’d be broken hearted about the other going away to fight.

			“You haven’t had a medical, have you?” Dermot asked, thinking of the practicalities.

			“That’s later in the week,” Liam said. “But I won’t have any trouble passing it.”

			“I didn’t raise you up to be strong and fit so you can lose your life in a bloody war,” Kitty mumbled angrily.

			Harry was listening to this exchange, but looking at Angus. He knew he’d been in town with Liam, so his heart was racing with fear. Finally he had to ask. “Did you join, too, Angus?”

			Everyone around the table became silent. All eyes were on Angus. He glanced guiltily at Liam. “Yes, Dad.”

			“Damn!” Harry said getting to his feet with his features contorted in anguish. He stormed off towards the river.

			“How could you, Angus?” Kitty said. “Is it not bad enough that your father lost your mother? Now he has to worry about losing his only son.”

			Angus got to his feet and went after his father.

			“How do you expect your father to cope running the station without you?” Kitty demanded of Liam.

			“How do you expect your mother will cope if you get killed?” Dermot fired at his son.

			Liam looked from his mother to his father. “I don’t expect you to feel happy about this, but it was the right thing to do.” He stood up and headed for the house.

			“The right thing to do!” Kitty mumbled in pain. “The right thing to do is have a family and live a long life, not lose your life in a war that has nothing to do with us.”

			Liam’s three sisters had been listening to this exchange in shocked silence. Suddenly they collapsed in a flood of tears. Emily knew they were upset about their brother, but Brenda and Coleen were also distraught about Angus. Leaving the table, they followed Liam to the house. Sensing the McBrides would want some private time to talk, Emily excused herself.

			“I’ve prayed so hard that this day wouldn’t come, Dermot,” Kitty said tearfully. Her husband was lost for words. All he could do was put his arm around his wife’s shoulders while she cried.

			During the following days, the mood in the house seemed subdued and tense. Liam confessed to Glenys that he had volunteered and they did have a severe argument. Subsequently Liam seemed very exhausted. The medical examination testified that he was in very good health, which destroyed Kitty's last hopes that he might remain on North Bundaloon.

			Emily retreated a bit from the family, but the situation affected her as well. She would miss Liam terribly. She always enjoyed his presence and felt comfortable and secure with him. She suffered with Kitty, but she knew they had to respect Liam’s decision, even if it wasn’t easy.

			In the early evening of the farewell dinner, Emily answered a knock on her door. She’d been getting ready to join the family for dinner for Liam. Glenys was attending with her parents. “Liam!”

			“Can I talk to you, Emily?”

			She thought he sounded very serious. “Of course, come in,” she said.

			“Is something wrong?”

			“No, I’m here to ask a favour of you.”

			“Of course, anything,” Emily replied. It had been a difficult week because the mood in the house had been sombre and Liam had endured an awful time when he went to Glenys’s house to tell her he’d joined the army. They’d argued and she’d sobbed. When he came home he looked thoroughly drained.

			“Will you write to me while I’m away?” Liam asked.

			Emily was startled by the request. “Yes, of course.”

			“Thank you, Emily.”

			“You’ll get lots of letters from the family and Glenys, so I hope you’re not worried about that.”

			“No, but I trust you’ll tell me the truth about what’s going on in my sisters’ and my parents’ lives. I’m afraid they’ll gloss over the facts just so I won’t be worried if things aren’t going well. You won’t do that, will you?”

			“No,” Emily said. “I’ll tell you the truth.”

			“Thank you, Emily. I knew I could rely on you. I’m going to miss you, you know.”

			Emily was moved by his statement. “I’ll miss you, too, Liam. It won’t be the same without you in the house.”

			“It’s all starting to sink in now,” Liam admitted. “I’ll be pointing a gun at another young man, while he’s pointing a gun at me, and neither of us will really understand why. I’m not sure how I feel about that.”

			Emily didn’t know what to say. With just hours before he left home, Liam was starting to absorb the gravity of what joining the army at wartime meant.

			The following day Dermot drove Liam and Angus into Derby so that they could catch a boat down to Perth. Kitty had decided she couldn’t face a public goodbye at the wharf in Derby, so she said goodbye on the front veranda. As she hugged him she broke down.

			“Why do you have to go, Liam?” she sobbed.

			“I’ll be back before you know it, Mum,” he assured her with tears in his eyes.

			Angus stood beside the truck with his father, waving goodbye to the family. Kitty thought he looked more like a schoolboy than a soldier, and wondered how many mothers were hugging their son’s for the last time. She planned to pray every day that that the boys came home.

			October 1914

			Kitty woke suddenly, from a sleep punctuated with nightmares. It was the middle of the night and Dermot wasn’t beside her. She found him in the drawing room, gazing out of the window at the river, which was bathed in silver moonlight. He had a glass of liquor in his hand.

			“Can’t you sleep, Dermot?”

			“No, Kitty,” he said, turning to look at her. “I haven’t slept since Liam went away.”

			Kitty sighed deeply. She only slept fitfully from exhaustion.

			“Liam has gone off to fight a war that has nothing to do with Australia,” Dermot said angrily. “It isn’t right, Kitty.”

			“All we can do is pray that he comes home safe and sound,” Kitty said feeling just as helpless and ten years older than the day their son left.

			“I can’t sit by and pray, Kitty. I’m a man who takes matters into my own hands. That’s the way I am.”

			“I know, Dermot, but there’s nothing you can do.”

			“There is something I can do. I can fight beside my son and make sure he comes home.”

			Kitty gasped. “You can’t be serious,” she said.

			“I am, Kitty. I’ve thought about it. I can’t sit here while my only son gets his head blown off. I wouldn’t forgive myself. If I’m alongside him I can watch his back.”

			Kitty stared at her husband, trying to absorb what he was saying. “Alongside…You’re too old to join the army, Dermot,” she said horrified.

			“I’m fit and I can hold a gun. What more could they need?” Dermot said indignantly.

			“Regardless, the cut off age is sure to be well under forty-seven,” Kitty said angrily. She couldn’t tolerate the thought of her husband going off to fight, too.

			Dermot already knew the cut off age to enlist was forty-one, but he was sure he could lie about his age and get away with it.

			“You must’ve gone mad, Dermot. How could you even consider leaving me to run this place without you?”

			“I know that’s not ideal, Kitty, but you’ll have Harry.”

			“Not ideal! It doesn’t bear thinking about.”

			“I can’t lose my only son, Kitty. I’d trade places with him if I could, but I can’t. The next best thing is being there to protect him.”

			Kitty was outraged. “You can’t ask me to worry myself sick about the two of you. That’s unfair, Dermot. It’s too much.” She could see by the expression on her husband’s face that she wouldn’t change his mind.

			Dermot walked towards her and enfolded her in his arms. “I give you my word I’ll bring our son back alive, Kitty,” he whispered.

			Kitty couldn’t speak as blinding tears streamed down her face. They went back to bed in silence and held each other all night, without saying a word. In the morning Dermot took the truck and went into Derby, alone. Kitty was so distraught that she couldn’t get out of bed and didn’t want to be disturbed.

			The army recruitment officer had set up a desk in the town hall. Dermot asked to join up and filled in paper work, marking his age as forty. He claimed he didn’t have a birth certificate, but produced his new driver’s licence where he’d changed the date of birth.

			I recruited another McBride in this town not too long ago. Are you related?”

			“Liam McBride is my son.”

			Sergeant Robertson was startled, but immediately suspected Dermot’s motives. “Is he the reason you are joining the army, sir?”

			Dermot thought carefully about the answer. He couldn’t take the chance of being rejected. “I’m an able-bodied man, inspired by my son to do the right thing, and fight for the Commonwealth,” he claimed.

			Sergeant Robinson appeared to respect Dermot’s motives. “I should inform you that there’s no guarantee you’ll be attached to the same regiment, Mr. McBride,” he said.

			Not trusting himself to comment, Dermot clenched his teeth.

			“If my paper work is in order, can I take my physical while I’m in town?” Dermot asked instead.

			“I don’t see why not,” Sergeant Robertson said.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

			November 1914

			Emily saw Maudie in the hallway, carrying a tray. She’d just come out of Kitty’s room. “Did Mrs. McBride eat her lunch, Maudie?”

			“No, Missy Emily.” Maudie lifted the lid on the tray to reveal untouched sandwiches.

			“This can’t go on,” Emily said worriedly.

			Maudie shook her head, distressed. “The boss bin gone two weeks and the missus cryin’ all day.”

			“I’ll try speaking to her,” Emily said. She’d kept her distance, allowing the family to cope in their own way, which appeared to be retreating to their rooms for days on end. The girls rarely dined together. The mood in the house was no longer light and happy. Emily couldn’t be a bystander any longer.

			She knocked on Kitty’s door, but there was no answer, so she opened the door cautiously. The curtains had been pulled back, courtesy of Maudie, allowing a glimpse of the garden and the river, but Kitty had her back to the window, oblivious to the world beyond her sanctuary.

			“Good afternoon, Mrs. McBride,” Emily said gently. “May I speak to you?”

			“Is it important, Emily?” Kitty asked despondently.

			“I think so,” Emily said, pulling up a chair beside the bed. She hadn’t imagined Kitty would look so terrible. She had dark circles around her eyes, her features were drawn, and her hair dishevelled. “I haven’t seen you for days,” she said, forcing a small reassuring smile.

			Kitty didn’t respond.

			“Topy has told me you aren’t eating. That can’t be good for you.”

			“I’m not hungry, Emily.”

			“You’ll make yourself sick.”

			Kitty didn’t respond.

			“The girls need you to be strong, Mrs. McBride. The station needs you.”

			“I can’t be strong. I don’t feel that way. My husband and my son are fighting in a war where they could both get killed.”

			“I know. I understand how you feel.”

			“How could you possibly know how I feel? You are not married and you don’t have children. You don’t have a care in the world!”

			Emily recoiled. “You are right. I can’t imagine how distraught you are feeling, Mrs. McBride, but I’m sure Liam and your husband wouldn’t want you to mourn them while they’re still alive.”

			“Mourn them!” Kitty said in shock.

			“Yes, isn’t that what you are doing?”

			“Leave my room,” Kitty said angrily, half sitting up. “Now!” she barked, when Emily didn’t respond.

			It took a few moments for Emily to realise she had over-stepped the mark. “I’m sorry,” she stammered. “I only meant you should be…”

			“Get out, Emily,” Kitty ordered.

			Emily retreated in silence.

			Kitty was in the kitchen a few days later, when she caught site of Emily through the window. She was coming out of the stables with a bucket and a rake. Her hair was tied back and she wearing one of the house girls’ aprons, and it was filthy. She was surprised by what she was doing, but too despondent to care. She retreated to her room.

			The next day, Kitty was getting a glass of water from the kitchen, when she saw Emily feeding the dogs and refilling their water bowls. She watched as Emily then went to the shed where garden implements were kept and came out with a rake and buckets again. Vaguely curious, Kitty went outside to see what she was doing. What she discovered surprised her. Emily was raking muck in the chicken coop. Kitty watched as she filled their food trough with vegetable peelings and scraps from the kitchen that Hop-sing topped up daily, and gave them fresh water and clean straw in their laying boxes. Emily didn’t notice Kitty until she came out of the coup.

			“What are you doing, Emily?” Kitty asked.

			“Keeping busy, Mrs. McBride,” Emily said in a small voice. “I can’t sit idle in the house all day. Glenys hasn’t been over, so I have no sewing to do.”

			“I saw you coming out of the stables yesterday.”

			“Buddy and Stumpy have been helping Harry with the cattle, so I’ve been doing some of their chores to help out.”

			Kitty was surprised, but didn’t comment. Deep in thought she turned and went back to the house.

			Emily had been taking her meals in her room, rather than sit in the dining room alone. That evening she was filling her water jug in the kitchen, when she heard Hop-sing shouting at Maudie and Lizzie.

			“Why food come back? I not cook for chickens or dogs!”

			Emily went to the kitchen doorway. “Mr. Li, it’s not the girls fault that Mrs. McBride and her daughters aren’t hungry. They’re all upset because Liam and Mr. McBride have gone away to fight in the war. Can’t you imagine how worried they are?”

			“I make good food,” Hop-sing shouted angrily. “Even sandwiches come back!”

			“No one is criticizing your cooking.”

			“It lot of work in hot kitchen to make good food.”

			“I can imagine, but perhaps it would be better to prepare simple salads for the time being, until the McBrides get their appetites back.”

			The cook mumbled in Mandarin, so Emily left him to think about what she’d said.

			Lizzie knocked on Emily’s door the following afternoon. She’d just had a bath after working in the stables all day, but she was pleased that Mel had joined her after lunch and groomed her father’s horse.

			“Come in,” she called.

			Lizzie’s head popped around the door. “Missus say you come to dining room at six thirty, Missy Emily,” she said. Emily had an awkward feeling.

			“Do you know why, Lizzie?”

			“No, Missy,” Lizzie said. “She want see everyone.” She shut the door again.

			Emily’s thoughts raced. Would Kitty tell her that her services were no longer needed now that the station wasn’t doing so well? Emily could hardly imagine that Kitty wouldn’t do something like that in private. On the other hand, this meeting perhaps was a good sign that Kitty was ready to function again. Emily just didn’t know what to think so she worried until six o’clock.

			The three sisters were already in the dining room when Emily finally got there. They were talking amongst themselves, clearly mystified about the meeting. Before Emily could take a seat, Buddy, Stumpy, and Harry came in and stood alongside the wall. They were joined by the three house girls.

			“Does anyone know what this is about?” Emily asked.

			“We were hoping you’d know,” Brenda said.

			“I haven’t a clue,” Emily said.

			Kitty came through the door. “Please be seated, everyone,” she said. It was the first time she’d dressed and made herself presentable for dinner since Dermot had left almost three weeks earlier. Although she was noticeably thinner and her features were strained, she did look more like her old self again.

			“Why have you called this meeting, Mum?” Coleen asked as the staff sat down.

			“Firstly, to apologize,” Kitty said from the head of the table. “I’m sorry I haven’t been feeling myself.” She glanced at Emily.

			“We understand, Mum,” Brenda said sympathetically.

			“Even though the circumstances have been extraordinary, I should’ve been leading by example. There was nothing to be achieved by staying in bed.”

			“We’ve all been moping, Mum,” Coleen added. “But it can’t go on, can it? Daddy and Liam wouldn’t want us to continue this way.”

			“No, they wouldn’t,” Kitty said. “We’ve got a property to keep running or your father and brother won’t have anything to come back to and I won’t let them down. Keeping the property going must be the focus.”

			“I’m working as hard as I can, but without stockmen, there’s not much more I can do,” Harry said. He’d also been doing the smithy work that Angus usually did.

			“I know, Harry, that’s why we’re all going to pitch in and do what we can.”

			Harry was taken aback. “What do you mean, Mrs. McBride?”

			“What can we do?” Brenda asked.

			“Plenty,” Kitty said. “I got up the other morning to see Emily coming out of the stables with a bucket and rake. The following day she was cleaning the chook pen. Her actions opened my eyes. The world is at war, and do you know what that means?” She paused and looked at the confused faces before her. “It means there are women who’ve been left behind to run farms, factories, and shops. I doubt they’re moping in bed, feeling abandoned. They’ll be getting on with it, and taking over the roles of the men until they return. So that is what we’re going to do.”

			“Us?” Brenda said in disbelief.

			“Yes, us. We’re not helpless. Dermot and Liam worked hard so that we could have pampered lives. Now it’s our turn to work hard.”

			“What are you proposing, Mum?” Brenda asked. “We can’t move cattle and sheep around the property. Coleen and I can’t even ride a horse, and neither can you.”

			“Then we’ll learn. Mel or Harry can teach us. They taught Emily. That’s the only practical way that we can help Harry with the property.”

			“Are you serious, Mrs. McBride?” Harry asked. Try as he might, he couldn’t imagine Kitty and the girls working with cattle or sheep or on the back of a horse.

			“Yes, Harry. I’m very serious,” Kitty said determinedly.

			“You can’t expect us to do station work, Mum,” Coleen said, going pale at the thought. “I don’t like horses.”

			“And I’ve been afraid of them ever since I was bitten as a child,” Brenda insisted.

			“Brenda, it wasn't really that bad.”

			“I had an ugly red mark,” Brenda claimed indignantly.

			Kitty shook her head. “When you think about it, Brenda and Coleen, you’ve lived on a rural property your whole lives, so it’s ridiculous that you can’t ride a horse. It’s also ridiculous that I never learned, but it’s never too late to change our ways.”

			“I don’t want to learn, Mum, I won’t,” Brenda sulked. “I’ll help out anyway I can, but please don’t ask me to ride a horse.”

			“It’s the only practical way we can help out, Brenda, and we all have to do our part, like it or not,” Kitty said determinedly.

			“It’s not that hard,” Mel assured her skeptical sisters. “I’ll help out any way I can, Mum,” she promised.

			“I’ll be depending on you, Mel,” Kitty said. She looked at her manager sympathetically. “I know things are going to be hard, Harry, and we’re not the help you need, but we’re all the help you are going to get. I promise we’ll work hard and learn as fast as we can.”

			Brenda and Coleen looked at each other in disbelief.

			“Has mum gone mad?” Brenda whispered.

			“I appreciate that, Mrs. McBride. I was also going to ask you if I could train a few more local Aborigines to be stockmen,” Harry said.

			“Of course you can, if you can find any that are willing to help out.” She smiled and turned to Buddy and Stumpy. “I want you to forget about the garden and your duties around the house for the time being and concentrate on helping Harry. Don’t push yourself too hard, though. You’re not young men.”

			“Please don’t take offence, Mrs. McBride, but Buddy and Stumpy would be more help than you and the girls right now, and I don’t have the time to give you riding lessons.”

			“See, Mum, we wouldn’t be helpful on a horse,” Brenda said with relief.

			“You’re right, Harry,” Kitty said. “We might not be very helpful at first, but I hope in the long run we’ll be of some help. Now tell me, honestly, what shape are we in and what needs doing urgently?”

			“Well, the pastures along the river have been overgrazed, so the cattle need to be moved further inland where there is still some Mitchell and Spinifex grass. I don’t know how long that grass will last, though. We’ve had a particularly dry winter, so we need some rain and the beginning of the wet is not looking too promising. The boss had been drilling bores, but they’re not operating as yet, so I have to work on those.”

			“Right, well you get onto moving the cattle inland with Emily, Buddy, and Stumpy, and recruit any Aboriginals interested in becoming stockmen. While you’re doing that and working on the bores, Mel can be teaching her sisters and I to ride. After that, she can teach Lizzie, Maudie, and Topsy. Then we’ll all help out.”

			“We ride horses before, missus,” Topsy said excitedly. “So we be okay.”

			“Oh,” Kitty said surprised. “It must’ve been some time ago. Can you ride well enough to help Harry out now?”

			“Yes, missus.”

			“Good, then the three of you go with him in the morning and do whatever you’re asked.”

			“Who will clean the house and make our beds and do our washing if the girls are rounding up cattle, Mum?” Coleen asked.

			“We’ll make our own beds first thing in the morning and do our own washing in the evenings,” Kitty said.

			“What? You can’t be serious, Mum.”

			“I’m very serious. We’re not ladies of leisure any more, Coleen. Not while this war is on.” Kitty looked at Emily and her expression softened. “I’m taking you for granted, Emily. This property is not your responsibility. I know you wanted to stay here and I was happy you did, but you may be feeling differently now that there’s a war on. You have to be worried about your family and whether your brothers have joined the army.”

			Emily had given the possibility a lot of thought and she’d been worrying. But she couldn’t imagine that her father would allow them to join the army. This thought gave her comfort. “My father would need them, so I doubt they’d go unless they were called up,” she claimed.

			“Nevertheless, I don’t want you to feel you can’t go home if you wish to. I certainly don’t want you to feel that you have to help us out?”

			“If I’m not in the way, or a burden, then I want to stay and help out.”

			“Are you sure, Emily? I don’t want you to feel obligated to us.”

			“I’m sure, Mrs. McBride, and I don’t want any pay. I won’t take it.”

			Kitty almost lost her composure. “Bless you, dear girl,” she said, her eyes becoming misty. She hoped Emily was going to be an inspiration to her daughters, because she knew they needed it. “The first thing I want you to do is run up riding pants for all of us. Can you do that?”

			“Of course. What about Hop-sing, Mrs. McBride?” Emily asked. “Are you going to ask him to help out with the cattle?”

			Harry looked alarmed. “That’s where I draw the line,” he said. “I’m not working with the surly cook,” he said.

			“I can’t expect him to work on the property,” Kitty said. “But I’m also not sure how long I’ll be able to pay him as our cook. I’ll speak to him after dinner.”

			Hop-sing Li was surprised to find Kitty in the kitchen doorway. He’d barely caught sight of her since the boss went away.

			“You here make complaint, Mrs. McBride? Miss Scott say make salad all the time.”

			“I’m here to discuss your future with us,” Kitty said.

			Hop-sing became alarmed. “I go back to cooking meat and vegetables, Mrs. McBride.”

			“I’m not here to discuss menus, Mr. Li. I’ve been doing a lot of thinking and I’ve made some decisions. You will have to conserve stores where you can, so simple meals will do from now on.”

			“I not understand, Mrs. McBride.”

			“I’m sorry. I’m not explaining myself very well. With the war in Europe, and my son and my husband gone, we’ll have to tighten our belts. If we can’t sell cattle or wool, the station might begin running at a loss. If that happens, then I won’t be able to continue paying your salary.”

			“You want me go?” Hop-sing said in shock.

			“No, I didn’t say that. I’m just warning you that I might run out of money.”

			“What about Miss Scott?”

			Kitty was surprised by the question. “Miss Scott is staying.”

			“You still pay her?”

			Kitty noted his statement was more of an accusation than a question. “I’ve just given her the option of leaving, but she wants to stay and work on the station as a jillaroo.”

			“What jillaroo?”

			“An apprentice stockwoman. She’s going to help us work the cattle.”

			Hop-sing reeled. “You got money to pay her?”

			“She has insisted that she’ll work for no pay. It was a very generous offer, one I’m not in a position to refuse.”

			Hop-sing glared at Kitty.

			“I can still pay you for the time being, but I don’t know for how long,” Kitty said. “I just thought I should warn you that your position here is very much up in the air. Meanwhile, remember what I said and be conservative with the stores. We will be working hard, so we’ll need good meals but nothing fancy. And see that Buddy and Stumpy are given meals in their quarters, too. They’ll be too exhausted to make their own. As Harry is alone, I want to be sure he’s eating properly, so he’ll be joining us for meals several times a week.”

			Kitty left Hop-sing speechless in disbelief.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER NINETEEN

			It took two weeks of tears, tantrums, and a few near mishaps before Kitty, Coleen, and Brenda were able to ride a horse competently enough to keep up with Harry. Before their lessons began each morning, Kitty had the girls doing chores in the house, the stables, the chook pen, and the vegetable garden. Mel was good about it, but Brenda and Coleen complained non-stop. While Emily was not close enough to overhear the conversation, Kitty reminded her daughters that she had been doing the same chores without being asked.

			“But she’s used to working for a living,” Brenda lamented. “And you pay her a wage, Mum, so she can’t sit idle.”

			“I’m not paying her anymore, remember, and she has two arms and legs, just like you,” Kitty fired back without sympathy.

			At around ten o’clock each day, when the menial chores were done, Mel began their riding lessons. First she demonstrated the correct way to mount and horse, and from which side of the animal. It took half an hour for Coleen and Brenda to master this task, but Kitty succeeded first time. Then Mel led them around the stable yard until they felt confident enough to take the reins. Brenda squealed at every movement, spooking the horses, which tested Mel’s patience.

			“Please keep quiet, Brenda,” she insisted angrily. “Horses don’t like piercing shrieks. It frightens them.”

			“I can’t help it,” Brenda said shaking. “I’m not cut out to ride a horse.”

			“You’ll learn,” Kitty insisted.

			“And horses can sense how a rider is feeling, so relax,” Mel said.

			“I’ll never be able to relax,” Brenda pouted.

			“You will, as soon as you gain some confidence.”

			“I won’t, Mel and I shouldn’t be made to do it. I’m too afraid.”

			“I can’t believe what I am hearing, Brenda McBride,” Kitty said crossly. “I raised an intelligent young woman, capable of anything she puts her mind to. My gentle son is facing an armed enemy, intent on killing him, so I’m sure my eldest daughter can face her fear of horses!” Kitty dismounted and walked across the stable yard to lean on the far fence, trying to compose her emotions.

			“Mum is worrying herself sick about the station,” Mel said to Brenda. “She needs our help. We can’t let her down. Just look at her. She’s twice your age and twice as brave.”

			Finally it was Kitty’s bravery and determination that inspired her daughters, particularly Brenda.

			“You wanted to see me, Mrs. McBride,” Harry said when he called at her office late one afternoon.

			“Yes, Harry, but before I get down to business I have to ask you another question.” She looked at him. “I would like to know if you are falling in love with Emily.”

			Harry was startled by Kitty’s bluntness. “I…well yes, I think I am falling in love with Emily”, he uttered. “Do you object?” he added somehow anxious.

			“I didn’t know what to think at first. I feel protective of Emily, but I also think you are a good man and I’d like to see you happily in love again. I’m just concerned…”

			“Because Emily is a few years younger than I am.”

			“Yes, although it’s not so much the age difference as her lack of experience with men and life in general that concerns me. Although she’s smart and intuitive, she’s also naïve and vulnerable. She’s been a Godsend to me, and I feel responsible for her, so when it comes to matters of the heart, I don’t want to see her’s broken. Do you understand, Harry?”

			“I’ve no intention of breaking her heart,” Harry replied.

			“No, men never do,” Kitty said.

			“I think Emily is a remarkable young woman and we get along very well. If she’d even consider me as a potential husband I’d give her the world wrapped in a bow. I’d spend every waking moment thinking of her happiness.”

			Kitty sighed. She could see that Harry was sincere. “That’s good to hear, but I want you to take it slowly with her. Give her time to really get to know you and time to decide whether life on the land is really what she wants. That’s all I ask.”

			Harry nodded. “You have my word,” he said.

			“Good, now I wanted to tell you that you’ll have four more helpers tomorrow morning.”

			“Have you found some new ringers?” Harry asked hopefully. “I haven’t had any luck finding Aboriginal recruits.”

			“No, I was referring to myself and my three daughters.”

			“You can all ride! Even Brenda?”

			“Yes, we can all ride, even Brenda. She has overcome her fear, and she can ride as well as me and Coleen, which is…satisfactory, according to Mel. We’re ready to work with you.”

			Harry looked doubtful, but he couldn’t help smirking.

			“You can wipe that smug grin off you face,” Kitty said, struggling to keep a straight face. “You didn’t think we’d do it, did you?”

			“I know you’re a gutsy, determined woman, and I thought Coleen was a weak possibility, but to be honest, I never thought Brenda would master a horse.”

			“Neither did I,” Kitty whispered as she cracked a smile. “But she surprised me.” Her features sobered. “I wish we’d learned to ride years ago, Harry. We could’ve been more help to Dermot.”

			“He’d be proud of you now, Mrs. McBride.”

			Kitty was surprised by how much Harry’s words meant to her. “We’ll be saddled up at six o’clock tomorrow morning, kitted out in our new jodhpurs,” she said, trying to sound a little more confident than she actually felt. She didn’t want to let Harry down. “Jodhpurs are riding pants, by the way.”

			“I know, and they won’t look new for long,” Harry warned.

			Early the following morning, they had their horses saddled and ready to go soon after the sun had risen.

			“I wish Angus could see me now,” Brenda said, as she rode her horse out of the stable yard looking pristine in a crisp clean shirt, her new jodhpurs, and one of her Liam’s hats, to join Stumpy Cumbal, Buddy and the house girls.

			“Me, too,” Coleen added.

			“Why would he want to see you?” Brenda snapped.

			“Why wouldn’t he?” Coleen shot back.

			“Girls!” Kitty barked. Their feuding over Angus was really starting to irritate her.

			“Good morning, ladies,” Harry said, joining them. He took in their immaculate riding outfits and struggled to hide the urge to groan in despair. He ran an experienced eye over the horses’ girth straps, bridles, shoes, and stirrups, giving Emily a warm smile. They’d been too tired to meet up in the evenings, but they often exchanged secretive smiles and a few warm words. “Looks like we’re ready to go,” he said without much enthusiasm.

			Kitty manoeuvred her mare alongside his horse. “I’m sorry we’re all you’ve got, Harry,” she said. “You’ll have to be patient, but I promise we’ll do the best we can.”

			Harry nodded. The thought of trying to move thousands of sheep and cattle, or rope and brand them with a few female, novice riders, and two old men, seemed incomprehensible to the station manager, but that was reality. His one comfort was the trust he could put in the horses. They had years of experience with sheep and cattle. The dogs would also be a great help.

			“I should tell you that there’s been an outbreak of babesiosis from cattle tick on two of our neighbouring stations. I’m not saying our cattle are infected, but we’ll have to begin checking them.”

			“Treatment is very expensive, isn’t it?” Kitty said, worriedly.

			“In more ways than one. The dip is very toxic, so we could lose up to thirty percent of our stock. It also kills calves. Let’s hope our cattle are not infected, or not many of them. We can quarantine a few. One way to overcome it is to move the cattle from infested areas.”

			“Why did this have to happen when Dermot isn’t here?” Kitty complained.

			Harry had no answer. “We’ll just have to deal with it. Let’s get moving.”

			“Mum, I can hardly walk,” Brenda groaned in complaint, as they left the stable yard and headed for the house just before sunset. With the exception of a short lunch break under some shady trees, they’d been in the saddle for the whole day, with Brenda and Coleen complaining of being hot, sore, and exhausted. By late afternoon, Brenda was insisting, rather dramatically, that she was suffering from heatstroke, but she got no sympathy. Instead, Harry shouted to her to chase after a young steer that had broken away from the mob they were moving and was headed for the river. When Brenda turned her horse, the animal acted instinctively and went after the steer at a full gallop. Brenda’s hat flew off and she panicked as they were bearing down on the river at speed. The steer plowed into the water, making a break for the far side. Brenda screamed for help when her horse followed. As the horse jumped in the shallows and went into deeper water, she slipped from the wet saddle, but instead of trying to get back to the riverbank, she clung onto the stirrup strap and was dragged through the water.

			The girls laughed, but as Brenda was mostly submerged, Kitty was concerned and so was Harry, who went after her. By the time he reached the riverbank, the horse and steer had turned back and Brenda was literally being dragged from the water.

			Harry caught the horse’s bridle, while Brenda got her footing, spluttering and choking. “Why didn’t you let go?” Harry asked her.

			“I don’t know,” she coughed.

			Harry shook his head. “You don’t have heatstroke now, do you?” She looked like a drowned rat, but Harry hoisted her back into the saddle, while she protested.

			“You can’t walk back to the homestead,” he insisted.

			“Are you all right, Brenda?” Kitty called as she rode towards her.

			Harry gave Kitty a reproachful look for mollycoddling Brenda. “She’ll be fine,” he said pointedly. “She’s tough.”

			Surprisingly, Brenda laughed. “I feel terribly uncomfortable, but at least I’m cool,” she said. Buddy had retrieved her hat, and handed it to her.

			When they returned to the stables, it wasn’t a matter of handing their horses over to Buddy and Stumpy, something the girls had initially expected to do. They each had to tend their own mount, unsaddling them, brushing them, giving them feed and water, before leaving them to rest.

			Kitty was sure she was even more stiff and sore than the girls, given her age. She hobbled along groaning and rubbing her derriere with one hand, which had the house girls in fits of giggles.

			“I feel about a hundred years old,” she complained.

			“I don’t think I’ll be able to sit down to eat dinner,” Coleen complained as she followed them.

			“I just want a bath,” Brenda lamented. The sun had baked her clothing dry in no time, but she’d never felt so dirty or more uncomfortable in her life.

			“You’re quiet, Mel,” Kitty said. “Are you okay?”

			“Yes, just tired,” Mel said.

			“You look pale,” Kitty persisted.

			“I’m okay, really, Mum,” Mel insisted.

			“We’ll all feel better after a cool bath, which we’ll run ourselves, girls,” Kitty added sternly.

			At the dinner table, an hour and a half later, Harry tried to assure Kitty and the girls that they weren’t as bad at being jillaroos as they thought they were.

			“It was day one, and you had a lot to learn,” he said, trying to keep a straight face. “You’ll get better.”

			“Brenda learned how to swim with a horse,” Coleen said, laughing. “Angus should’ve seen that.”

			“Shut up, Coleen,” Brenda snapped.

			“Girls!” Kitty admonished sternly. She couldn’t help breaking into a smile. “We were terrible, admit it, Harry,” she said wearily.

			Harry then laughed. “All right. You weren’t exactly helpful, but don’t be discouraged.”

			“We can’t afford to be,” Kitty said. “We have to improve.”

			“At least the few cattle I did manage to rope didn’t have ticks. That’s something to be grateful for. ”He smirked again. “You know Dermot wanted to fence sections of the river where the cattle sometimes cross onto neighbouring stations. Now that the river is very low, due to a lack of rain, fencing might be something we’ll have to do sooner rather than later. The cattle have turned the low banks on those sections into quagmires and the sheep are getting bogged there. I’ve rescued a few in the last month. Some I’ve been too late to save.”

			“Surely the rain will come soon, Harry,” Kitty said worriedly. It should have come at the end of October. “We haven’t had a drought for ten years. I pray this year isn’t the start of another.”

			December 1914

			“What’s that awful smell?” Coleen asked Harry, as they moved some cattle. In the heat of the day, the smell was quite nauseating.

			“A carcass, I suspect,” Harry said.

			“Over here, boss,” Buddy called. He’d dismounted near the riverbed, which was now quite dry in places.

			“Stay with the cattle,” Harry said to Coleen. He rode over to where Buddy was standing. Kitty followed and dismounted.

			“What is that?” she asked Harry, as she came up behind him. She heard the unmistakable sound of death in the bush. Buzzing flies. Then she recognized the brown and white color of fur. It barely covered the bones of the stinking carcasses of dead cattle. “How many are there?” she asked in despair.

			“It looks like four,” Harry said, counting hooves. “I’m seeing this more and more. We need some rain, desperately.”

			“It’s heartbreaking to see this,” Kitty said, turning away so he wouldn’t see the tears in her eyes. She was surprised to see Mel being sick, but she felt like being sick, too. The smell was overwhelming.

			“What is it?” Emily asked as she rode over. She covered her mouth and nose with her hand because the stench of death was nauseating.

			“Nothing you want to see, Emily,” Kitty said, mounting her horse.

			A few days later, Emily and Harry were checking sections of the riverbank for animals that might be stuck in muddy sections, when she came across a cow that appeared to be suffering. It was lying down under some trees. At first she thought it was stuck, or injured. It was bellowing in distress. She called Harry who immediately assessed the situation.

			“She’s trying to give birth,” Harry said after dismounting and kneeling beside the animal. “But she’s weak with hunger and something is wrong.”

			“I just saw two dingoes,” Emily said, pointing to nearby trees. “When they saw me, they ran away.”

			“They would’ve been distressing the heifer as she’s in a vulnerable position,” Harry said, knowing the dingoes would return. With an experienced hand, Harry felt around the abdomen of the heifer. “It looks like her water sack broke some time ago and her contractions are very close, but the calf must be stuck. The kindest thing to do is put an end to her suffering. I’ll get my rifle.”

			Emily looked into the big brown eyes of the heifer. In her mind, the animal was imploring her for help. “Surely you can do something to help her, Harry. Please give her a chance.”

			Harry was torn. “I don’t know how long she’s been in labour, Emily. A normal birth is one to two hours. If the dingoes are already circling, she may have been here for hours. Perhaps the calf has died inside her. Ending her suffering would be the kindest thing to do.”

			“I won’t let you do it,” Emily said determinedly. “She doesn’t deserve to die like this.”

			Harry could see she was upset and sighed. “She doesn’t deserve the pain she’s in,” he said. He knelt beside the animal again and rolled up his shirtsleeves.

			“What are you doing?” Emily asked.

			“I’m going to see what I can find out,” Harry said. “And there’s only one way to do that. Hold her tail aside with one hand and keep her head down with your other hand.”

			Emily knelt beside the cow and did what he asked. She then watched as Harry’s arm disappeared inside the animal.

			“She’s well dilated,” Harry said as the heifer bellowed. “The calf seems to be in the right position.”

			“Then what could be wrong?” Emily asked.

			“She’s a young heifer, so her pelvic area is small. If the bull she mated was large, the calf is large, and that causes a problem with delivery. ”

			Emily looked into the heifer’s eyes, wide with fear. “You poor thing,” she said with heartfelt sympathy. “You haven’t done this before and you are frightened. But we’re here now and everything will be all right. We’ll help you and your calf.”

			Emily turned to look at Harry, who was staring at her as if seeing her for the first time.

			“I don’t think the heifer understands you, Emily.”

			“I disagree. I’m sure she’s grateful to have us here to help and reassure her,” Emily replied.

			“All the reassurance in the world might not save her, Emily. So be prepared. I’ve seen this go wrong many, many times.”

			The heifer let out a mighty groan. Her diaphragm and abdominal muscles were contracting and the calf’s front hooves and nose appeared from the vulva. They were covered in membranes that looked very strange to Emily. She was confused but Harry didn’t look shocked, so she assumed everything was normal.

			Emily couldn’t help feeling a little excited to be witnessing a birth. “The heifer is reassured and the calf is coming,” she said with optimistic confidence.

			“She’s not out of the woods yet, Emily. Far from it,” Harry said gravely.

			“What else can we do?”

			Harry took hold of the calf’s hooves and pulled with gentle pressure. The heifer began struggling and bellowing. Emily tried to soothe her.

			“If the calf is still alive, and I don’t get it out soon, it’ll die for sure,” Harry said, beginning to sweat more than usual. He really feared the big calf was stuck.

			The heifer began to really struggle and moan. It was agonizing to watch.

			“Push,” Emily said to the heifer, rubbing her back. She looked at Harry. “Pull,” she said desperately.

			“I can’t pull too hard because it will damage the heifer,” Harry said. “I have to be gentle.”

			Slowly the calf’s wet head appeared and Emily became excited. “Is he alive?”

			“I don’t know. The shoulders are the hardest part to get out,” Harry said with the experience of someone who’d done this many times before. He took hold of the calf’s shoulders and tried to manoeuvre them out. It was hard work.

			The heifer bellowed loudly and seemed to be struggling to breathe. Emily tried to comfort and encourage her. Tears streamed down her face. She felt so helpless.

			She was so busy concentrating that she didn’t see the calf slip from the heifer’s body. She was looking at the heifer’s head and she seemed to collapse as if she’d given up. Her tongue lolled to one side and her eyes rolled. Emily fell over her body and sobbed. She barely felt Harry’s hand on her shoulder.

			“Emily,” Harry said gently.

			“The heifer is dying,” Emily cried.

			“She’s been through agony, Emily. Look at her calf. He’s a big fellow.”

			Emily straightened up and wiped her eyes so she could see a wet bundle on the ground. His head was up and his tongue was out, licking. His big, dark eyes were open and gazing around in innocent wonder. “Oh, he’s alive and he’s beautiful,” Emily cried.

			“Yes, he is. It’s a miracle. I didn’t think he was going to make it. Perhaps you did give the heifer the strength she needed. It’s the only explanation.”

			Depleted of every ounce of energy, the heifer struggled to get up, but she couldn’t.

			Harry looked at her in concern. “Her instinct is to lick her calf,” he said. “But there’s every chance she’s paralysed.”

			“No,” Emily cried again. “She’s just exhausted.”

			“If she’s in pain and paralysed, I can’t let her suffer, Emily. We’ll have to hand rear the calf.”

			“We’ll do what we can for the calf, but give the heifer a few minutes to rest. She’s been through a huge ordeal. She just needs time to recover.”

			When the heifer lay still, gasping for breath and unable to get up, Harry picked up the wet, slippery calf and took it to her, laying it beside her head.

			“The calf should see his mother and she should see him,” Harry said, making Emily cry. Harry stood beside her, with his arm around her shoulder. The heifer licked her calf and he sniffed her face. It was a beautiful scene, but when the heifer tried to get up again, she couldn’t.

			Emily looked up at Harry. He was struggling to mask his pain but it was evident in the set of his jaw. He knew the poor heifer couldn’t be a mother to her calf. Harry turned and went to get his gun. Emily cried and walked a few feet away. She couldn’t watch him shoot the heifer, not after all she’d been through to deliver her beautiful calf.

			A few moments later a shot rang out and birds took flight from nearby trees. Emily covered her face, sobbing.

			Harry came to her put his arm around her. She collapsed against him, burying her face on his chest.

			“Those dingoes won’t come back,” he said.

			Emily was confused. “Dingoes! How do you know?” She heard a muffled bellow and gingerly turned, concerned for the calf. She gasped in surprise. The heifer was standing beside her calf, licking him dry, while he struggled to stand upright on wobbly legs. After a few attempts, he made it.

			Emily was overjoyed. She threw her arms around Harry’s neck, hugging him. Dropping his gun, his arms circled her, and then he kissed her.

			When their lips parted, Emily looked into Harry’s eyes. “Did you do that to make me feel better?” she couldn’t help asking.

			Harry looked surprised by the question. “No, Emily. Isn’t it obvious how I feel about you?”

			Emily looked embarrassed.

			“If I kissed you every time I wanted to, I’d never get any work done,” Harry said with a smile. He really wanted to tell her that he was falling in love with her, but Kitty had told him to take things slowly and he’d promised he would. “If you object, let me know. I won’t be offended. Broken-hearted maybe, but not offended,” he added with a cheeky grin.

			“I don’t object. In fact, it was very nice,” Emily said blushing. She wasn’t sure what was happening between them, but she was growing very fond of Harry.

			“In that case, I’m going to kiss you again,” Harry said, claiming her lips.

			Harry planned to go into Derby on a Saturday morning. He and Kitty had discussed finding out the prices that cattle were fetching and the sheep needed shearing, so he had to source some shearers. Wanting some company on the trip, he went in search of Emily and found her sitting on the front veranda of the house with Kitty. Emily had just finished writing a letter to Annie. They’d exchanged a few letters since she’d been on North Bundaloon so Emily had learned that Annie was doing well. She’d been hoping to see Emily on her return south, but she was pleased that Emily was happy enough to stay with the McBrides.

			“Yes, go, Emily,” Kitty encouraged when Harry made the suggestion she go with him to Derby. “I want some letters posted and I’m praying the post office is holding letters from Dermot or Liam. We should’ve heard something by now.”

			Kitty had given everyone instructions that their letters to Dermot and Liam were not to contain anything that might worry them. No mention of the drought they’d been enduring, or the loss of stock due to the lack of feed. Any news they passed on had to be uplifting. “I don’t want either of them distracted or worried about us. They have to concentrate on staying alive,” she’d reminded them anxiously.

			When Emily heard this instruction from Kitty she thought about the promise she’d made Liam. He’d asked for the truth. She intended to keep her promise so she worded a letter she’d written him very carefully so as not to cause him worry. Her letter contained a comical account of Kitty, Coleen, and Brenda learning to ride. She could well imagine him laughing when he read it.

			Emily knew that Kitty was torn between wanting news from Dermot and Liam and not wanting to know whether they were already in a battle zone overseas. She knew they had weeks of boot camp training in Cantonment Hill, but she didn’t know what would happen after that or the date they were to be sent overseas.

			Harry drove the truck to town, but promised to let Emily drive back to the station, so that she’d keep up her driving skills.

			“It’s nice to have time alone, isn’t it?” he said on the journey. “It doesn’t happen very often.”

			“Yes,” Emily admitted. “It’s nice.”

			Harry thought something was wrong. “Are you concerned about Kitty?”

			“Yes, Kitty and the girls. They are so worried about Mr. McBride and Liam. Glenys is surely worried too. It’s a pity we haven’t seen her for such a long time. Have you brought a letter with you to post to Angus?”

			“Not yet,” Harry said. “I haven’t really had time to write, not with all the extra work I’ve had to do. The minute I sit down in the evening, I fall asleep.”

			Emily suspected he was still cross with his son for enlisting. “We’ve all been like that. I’ve never slept so soundly in my whole life.” She laughed, which made Harry look at her quizzically. “I was just thinking about my brothers and my father,” she explained. “If someone told them I was riding a horse and droving cattle, they wouldn’t believe it.”

			“Why not write and tell them yourself?” Harry asked.

			“It’s hard to communicate with them, especially considering the way I left. But I have a letter for Uncle Freddy, Just a few lines to tell him what we’re doing. He’ll be so surprised.”

			“I bet,” Harry said, happy to see her smiling.

			“He’ll probably tell dad and my brothers what I’m doing just to see the expression on their faces.”

			Emily and Harry arrived home just in time for dinner. Emily had brought two letters for Kitty, one from Dermot, and one from Liam. Both informed her that they were just about to leave Australia on the HMAT Ascanius, a former cruise liner converted to a troop carrier, bound for Egypt to defend the Suez Canal with the Australian Imperial Force, otherwise known as the AIF. Liam reported that he’d been shocked when his father arrived at Cantonment Hill, and had wanted to inform the army that he was too old to be enlisted. Somehow his father had convinced him not to. Liam had almost completed his basic training by the time his father arrived on the base, but there’d been delays in being shipped to Egypt due to the presence of German naval vessels in the Indian Ocean. By the time it was safe to leave, Dermot and the batch of new recruits he’d enlisted with had also completed their training so they were to be shipped out at the same time.

			Dermot’s letter was full or remorse for the burden he’d left Kitty, but also anxiety for his son. He asked Kitty not to worry, but knew that request would go unheeded.

			I’d rather lose the station than our son, Kitty, he wrote. So please don’t wear yourself out trying to keep it running. If we have to start again, then so be it, as long as Liam comes home in one piece. That’s all that’s important.

			“Dermot and Liam are going to Egypt,” Kitty informed Harry, Emily and the girls after reading his letter. They were all seated at the dining table and the house girls were serving. Kitty was relieved that so far they were together, but they’d both said that they didn’t know for how long. It would depend on which company they were assigned to.

			“Why Egypt?” Brenda asked as Lizzie put a lamb cutlet on her plate.

			Kitty handed her the letters. “Apparently to defend the Suez Canal,” she said, helping herself to a dish of vegetables.

			Brenda noted her mother’s hand was shaking, even though she was outwardly composed. “They’ll be all right, Mum,” she said. “Egypt will probably be less dangerous than Europe.”

			“Of course they will,” Kitty said, determined to be strong. “It says in the newspaper that Bill O’Conner sent us that the war is not expected to last past Christmas, so they’ll be home before we know it.”

			Kitty found Emily sitting on the veranda that evening in a thoughtful repose. She’d given everyone at dinner the news that their rain water tanks were almost empty. They’d been having jug and basin washes for a while, but the situation was becoming dire. “I forgot to ask you whether you had a letter from your Uncle Freddy.”

			“I did,” Emily said, as Kitty sat down beside her on the swing seat that Dermot had built many years earlier.

			“But not one from your father?”

			“No.” Emily sighed.

			“Did your Uncle tell you how your father took the news that you weren’t coming home?”

			“He mentioned that dad wasn’t happy, but I didn’t expect he would be. Uncle Freddy thinks that he realised that I had to leave the way I did. Apparently one of my brothers asked him if he should come and get me, but my father said no. He thinks that I’d be safer here than I would be in a city because of the war.”

			Kitty thought Emily looked unsettled. “Are you surprised that you father defended your decision?”

			“Yes, very much so. As far as I know, that’s the first time he’s ever defended me. Uncle Freddy says that he knows that he and my brothers drove me away by not letting me have any life of my own, but he wouldn’t admit anything like that, not to me, anyway. It’s just sad that it had to be this way.”

			“Maybe a little space between you and your family is what was needed, Emily. That gives everyone time to see things with more perspective.”

			“I think you are right, Mrs. McBride. Perhaps Mr. McBride feels differently now that he’s away.”

			“It doesn’t sound like he regrets going,” Kitty said.

			“You must be feeling better now that you’ve heard from your husband and son?”

			“It’s a relief, but I won’t really feel better until I hear they are both coming home, unharmed,” Kitty replied.

			“Christmas won’t be the same without them, will it?” Emily said. It was only days away.

			“No, it will hold no joy this year, Emily. I wish we could flash forward to next year, when we’ll all be together again.”

			“That would be lovely. Last Christmas was the best I’ve ever had.”

			Kitty put her arm around Emily’s shoulder. “You’ve been a great gift to me, Emily,” she said emotionally.

			“And you to me,” Emily replied.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY

			January 1915

			“I think we’re finally going to see some decent rain,” Kitty said to Harry, as she gazed up at the dark sky from the veranda late one afternoon. They’d had a little, just a couple of light falls that was not enough to get the river flowing or grow any feed. She was fed up with the oppressive heat and heartbroken over her garden. All her rose bushes had died, along with the lavender and the lawn. Most of the shrubs were leafless or completely dead. Hop-sing had struggled to keep a few vegetables alive by re-cycling any water used in the house and kitchen. The Lennard River was nothing more than a few patches of mud amid crusty sand. With no water in the river there were dead birds everywhere and the kangaroos had stopped breeding. Most tragically, every day they discovered more dead stock. It was heartbreaking. The bores gave them water, but feed was too scarce for so many animals.

			“We’ll have to take some cattle to market,” Kitty added.

			Harry had joined her on the veranda to discuss what their next move would be. “We’ll have to hope they make it to Derby because they’re not in good condition,” he said.

			“I had hoped it would rain before it came to this,” Kitty said. “I never expected we’d be in such bad shape already. I feel like I’ve let Dermot down badly.”

			“You have no say over the weather, Mrs. McBride,” Harry said. “Things were pretty bad during the last drought, if you remember. That’s life on the land.”

			Kitty thought back to times when the property lost money. Dermot had always reassured her that things would get better, and they did. She could only pray that this time wouldn’t be any different.

			"Glenys! What a surprise!" Kitty called. She’d heard a knock on the door of her office and looked up from the accounts to see her son’s fiancé in the doorway. But immediately she sensed an unfamiliar feeling of insecurity. How would Glenys react to the news that the women had taken over the men’s work at North Bundaloon Station? Of course she hoped that Glenys would approve, but that wasn’t sure. "Come in!" she said delighted.

			“I hope I'm not disturbing, but I have been to town, so I thought I’d pop in on the way home.”

			Kitty took her through to the drawing room.

			“The house seems awfully quiet,” Glenys commented. “Where are the girls?”

			“They’re around…somewhere,” Kitty said evasively. She didn’t know how to tell Glenys that the girls were working with Harry.

			“To be honest, coming here makes me feel closer to Liam. I miss him so much,” Glenys said sadly.

			“I feel the same. I miss him terribly, too,” Kitty replied, letting her guard down for a minute. “This house feels so empty without him and Dermot.” She sighed. “Would you like tea?”

			“Yes, please,” Glenys said, removing her hat.

			“I’ll get it,” Kitty said without thinking.

			“You? Where are the girls?” Glenys asked, this time referring to Lizzie, Maudie, and Topsy.

			“Oh, they’re busy,” Kitty said nervously.

			A few minutes later Kitty came back to the drawing room carrying a tea tray.

			Glenys was standing by the window. “I can’t believe your beautiful garden has died,” she said.

			“Neither can I, but then look at the river. It’s little more than a dry creek bed these days. Buddy fetches us drinking water from a small, spring-fed billabong he knows of because we don’t like drinking bore water.”

			“Surely it will rain soon. Daddy says we’ve lost so many cattle and sheep,” Glenys said.

			“So have we,” Kitty said, filling Glenys’s cup.

			“Just look at your hands, Mrs. McBride,” Glenys said in shock. “What have you been doing?”

			Kitty glanced at her hands. She barely recognized them herself.

			“I know what’s going on,” Glenys said. “You’ve had to let your house staff go, haven’t you? There’s no shame in that, Mrs. McBride.” Glenys thought Kitty was covering up the truth. That was the only explanation for her hands.

			“Oh, no, Glenys. They’re all here. They’re just…”

			Voices outside the drawing room caught Glenys’s attention. Then Emily and the girls appeared in the doorway. They were all surprised to see Glenys, but not nearly as surprised as she was to see the way they were dressed.

			“We didn’t know you were coming over,” Brenda said, feeling self-conscious of her appearance, as Glenys looked so lovely in a pale-blue gown that Emily had made for her.

			Glenys gasped when they came into the drawing room. She was shocked they were wearing jodhpurs and that they were so dirty. “I wanted to surprise your mother…”

			“We’ve been helping Harry with the farm work,” Kitty explained. “The girls have been working with some sheep today.” Harry had found one old shearer willing to work, so they’d been helping him in the sheds.

			“That’s men’s work!” Glenys said in reproach.

			“There aren’t any men to do the work, Glenys, so we’ve had to pitch in. We can all ride a horse now.”

			“Surely not astride?”

			“Yes, of course. Side saddles aren’t practical for droving cattle or sheep.”

			“I’ve always ridden astride,” Mel commented proudly.

			“Is that what your house staff are doing? Working with the cattle and sheep.”

			“Yes,” Kitty nodded.

			“How long has this been going on?” Glenys asked, looking at Kitty wide-eyed. “I’ve never seen any of you dressed in…riding pants before.” Her tone did not hide her disapproval. Kitty was disappointed that Glenys frowned upon their actions, but she didn’t blame her.

			“We started helping out soon after Dermot and Liam left. That’s why my hands look like this,” Kitty said, showing Glenys the dry, cracked undersides.

			“I…I’m grateful that my father hasn’t asked me or my mother to work on the farm, despite most of our stockmen having joined the war effort,” Glenys stated with obvious relief.

			“Dermot would never have asked me to work on the farm, or the girls, Glenys, but he’s not here and Harry Edward’s son has also joined the army so we can’t expect Harry to carry the workload of many men. We had to do this, or face losing the station because we have no income. I’m sure women all over the world are doing the same, taking up men’s jobs while they’re away fighting.”

			“I’m surprised you still have a cook and house cleaners?”

			“All of my staff offered to work for free, so I’m lucky to have their loyalty and support,” Kitty said.

			“What do Dermot and Liam think of you and the girls working with the cattle and sheep?”

			Kitty looked at the girls. “They know we’ve learned to ride, but we don’t tell them anything worrying, Glenys, so I don’t want you to write to Liam and tell him about the drought or the loss of stock. I don’t want them thinking about what’s going on here instead of thinking about ways to stay alive over there.”

			“I understand,” Glenys said. She stood up and walked towards the window again. “Life as a farmer’s wife is not an easy one,” she commented wistfully.

			“Your mother would surely know that,” Kitty said.

			Glenys nodded, but she seemed troubled.

			“Liam will soon come back to you, Glenys,” Brenda added.

			“When daddy and Liam come back, we have your wedding to look forward to,” Coleen chipped in, hoping to cheer her up.

			“How long will I have to wait for that day?” Glenys asked despondently.

			The following afternoon, Kitty stopped by the outside kitchen. “Mr. Li, we’re going on a drove the day after tomorrow and we’ll be gone for a few days.”

			“Gone! Where?”

			“We’re droving a mob of cattle to Derby to be sold. We could be gone for a week. We’re all going as we’ll all be needed, so you won’t have anyone to cook for.”

			The Chinaman nodded.

			Kitty hesitated as if deciding how to word her next statement. “Remember I asked you what you’d do if I couldn’t afford to pay you?”

			The Chinese man looked alarmed and nodded again.

			“Well, that day has come. I’ve had to buy some feed for the horses and it’s costly, so I have no money left. I’m selling some of the cattle out of desperation. When we get back from Derby I’ll be able to give you what I owe you for the past month.”

			“Things get better one day,” Hop-sing said.

			“I certainly hope so,” Kitty said. “But for now, the future looks very uncertain.”

			“I stay,” Hop-sing said.

			“You want to stay?” Kitty was surprised. “Even though I can’t pay you.”

			“You pay me again one day soon,” Hop-sing said.

			“I can’t guarantee that day will come,” Kitty said, feeling terrible that she was letting her staff down.

			“I wait and see,” Hop-sing said. “For now, I stay and work.”

			Kitty had to wonder at Hop-sing’s motives. Did he like working on North Bundaloon, or did he just not want to go because Emily was staying? His often-cranky demeanour kept everyone at arm’s length making it impossible to get to know him. “Thank you, Mr. Li. I don’t know why you’re staying because you don’t appear to like anyone here, other than my husband, but I appreciate the help,” she said sincerely. Thunder rumbled overhead in a sky that was rapidly darkening. “I don’t like the wet, but I wish it would rain. Things would be better if it rained.”

			“This wind appears to be something out of the ordinary,” Kitty said to the girls as they led their horses out of the stable yard two days later. It still hadn’t rained, so dust was blowing everywhere. Even the horses were skittish. Suddenly the sky lit up with flashes of lightning. “Oh, great, just what’s needed. An electrical storm!” She remembered that Dermot claimed lightning always spooked the cattle. “Do any of you know where Buddy and Stumpy are?”

			“They went with Harry to check the newborn calves in the home paddock,” Mel said. “I heard Buddy say that two more were born early this morning.”

			Emily smiled, remembering the calf she’d seen born. According to Harry he was doing well.

			"We can’t go out in an electrical storm, so let’s take the horses back to the stables," Kitty suggested, when the thunder was rolling again.

			Buddy and Stumpy circled the home paddock, where several heifers were crowding around the newborn calves to protect them from the blanket of swirling red dust.

			“They’re all right,” Harry shouted to be heard above the wind. He had his mouth covered by a neckerchief so that he wouldn’t swallow the dust.

			The dogs were keeping the mob to be sold in a tight group, separate from the heifers with calves. They were ready for the drove, but Harry didn’t like the look of the sky, which was rapidly darkening. The cattle needed to be calm for a drove. Right now they were wild-eyed and spooked by the deteriorating weather.

			A gust of wind took Stumpy’s hat and he cussed under his breath as dust almost blinded him. Overhead, thunder rumbled and lightning crackled through the sky.

			“I think we’d better abandon the drove today,” Harry called to the men. He knew it would be too dangerous. “Let’s get back to the homestead.” He whistled the dogs.

			As Harry and Buddy turned for home, Stumpy dismounted to retrieve his hat. He couldn’t move quickly, but he had to chase after it as it tumbled and rolled, taken by the wind. Hobbling along, he cussed again as each time he got close to his hat the wind carried it further away. Buddy turned to see what was happening. He decided to go after Stumpy’s hat on horseback. He’d barely gone a few feet when a bolt of lightning crackled towards the ground in a terrifying zigzag of immense electrical energy. It struck the ground closest to Stumpy in a violent explosion. The whole area lit up in a blinding flash, turning the dust in the air iridescent. Stumpy was thrown across the ground with tremendous force, landing several feet away. Buddy’s horse reared in wild-eyed terror, and so did Harry’s. The cattle stampeded and the dogs bolted for home as fast as they could. Buddy was thrown from his frightened horse, hitting the ground hard. Harry struggled to get his horse under control. He dismounted and rushed to Buddy’s side, helping the old man get to his feet. He was shaken but otherwise unhurt. It was then they noticed that Stumpy hadn’t moved.

			“Stumpy,” Harry shouted, rushing to his lifeless body. His hands were burned and the soles of his boots were smoking. The electricity from the bolt of lightning had gone right through his body. Harry quickly removed his boots, burning his fingers in the process. Then he pressed his head to Stumpy’s chest. He wasn’t breathing.

			Opening Stumpy’s mouth and pinching his nose, Harry took a deep breath and blew into the old man’s mouth and then pushed on his chest several times. “Come on, Stumpy. Breathe!” Harry shouted. His own heart was racing and he was shaking, but he repeated the process. Miraculously it worked. Stumpy gasped for air.

			“Oh, thank God,” Harry said.

			“Will he be okay, boss?” Buddy asked from behind him. He was shaking in fear for his friend.

			“I don’t know, but I hope so. We’ll have to get him back to the homestead.”

			Kitty knew something was wrong when through the swirling dust she saw the three men slowly emerge, heading for the stable yard. Stumpy was slumped forward in the saddle, while Harry and Buddy were riding closely on either side, making sure he didn’t fall from his horse.

			“What’s happened?” Kitty called. She’d seen lightning and been worried when the dogs came tearing home and hid in the stables.

			“Lightning struck the ground very close to Stumpy. He has burns and his heart stopped,” Harry told her as he dismounted and he and Buddy lifted Stumpy out of the saddle. They carried him to his quarters and lay him on the bed. He was very dazed.

			Kitty sent Lizzie to her office to get her first-aid box, while she carefully removed Stumpy’s scorched socks. When she had her first-aid box she began treating his burns with salve before bandaging some of his fingers and toes. She was very worried for the old man. “He could have internal burns,” she told Harry when she thought Stumpy had fallen asleep.

			“Do you think we should take him to the hospital in Derby?” Harry asked.

			“I stay here,” Stumpy mumbled, opening his eyes. “Few burns won’t kill this ol’ black fella.”

			“You suffered more than a few burns, Stumpy. Are you sure you feel all right?” Kitty asked anxiously.

			“Yeah, missus. I be fine now. A mug of black tea and some damper be good,” he said with a cheeky grin.

			“There’s nothing wrong with your appetite, then,” Kitty said, relieved. “You’d better keep off those feet for a few days, though.”

			“I can still ride,” Stumpy insisted.

			“No, you can’t,” Kitty argued crossly. “You can’t wear boots until your burns have healed. If an infection sets in you’ll be in trouble.”

			“Looks like we’re gonna be two people short on the drove to Derby,” Harry said worriedly to Emily outside Stumpy and Buddy’s quarters.

			“Why two people?” Emily asked Harry.

			“Someone will have to look after the place and Stumpy. He can’t do chores like feeding the chickens and looking after the spare horses.”

			“Surely Hop-sing could do that,” Emily said.

			“He could look after the chooks, but I wouldn’t trust him with the horses. I’d suggest the trip be postponed, but Mrs. McBride needs the money to keep this place going.”

			“Then we’ll do the best we can.”

			Kitty found some crutches that Dermot had made for one of the stockmen when he broke his leg. She took them to Stumpy.

			“If you need to get up, use these crutches and try to keep the weight off your feet as much as possible. Otherwise, lie down as much as possible,” she said.

			When Kitty came out of Stumpy’s room, she approached Harry and Emily. “I’m afraid you’ll have to manage with only women on the drove, Harry,” she said. “Buddy will have to stay behind because Stumpy can’t look after the horses and chooks.”

			“I was just saying the same thing to Emily,” Harry said. “We might have to postpone the trip. Even with Buddy and Stumpy it would’ve been difficult keeping three or four hundred cattle together.”

			“We can’t postpone. The auctioneer is only in Derby once a month. I’ll need to buy more feed in the coming weeks if the drought doesn’t break.” Thunder rumbled overhead, raising Kitty’s hopes that the rains would come. “We’ll leave first thing in the morning. If we lose a few cattle, that’s a price we’ll have to pay.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

			Kitty and the girls were saddled up the following morning when Hop-sing came out of the kitchen with boxes of sandwiches. It was still windy, but the lightning and thunder had ceased.

			“Thank you,” Mr. Li,” Kitty said wearily. She stored the boxes of sandwiches in saddle bags already stuffed with spare items of clothing. “We’ll see you this time next week, all being well. If you could prepare simple meals for Buddy and Stumpy while we’re gone, I’d appreciate it.”

			“I not be here,” Hop-sing said.

			Kitty was startled but not really surprised. “So you’ve decided to leave us.”

			“I go with you.”

			Kitty’s mouth fell open. “We’re going to be droving cattle. That means we’ll be moving slowly and there’ll be lots of dust, Mr. Li. I’m sure you wouldn’t like that.”

			“Black fellas can look after themselves. I go with you. Help with cattle.”

			Kitty was further shocked. “Help! How?”

			Emily was close by and overheard what the Chinaman said. “You can’t even ride a horse, Mr. Li,” she said.

			“You ride! I ride!” Hop-sing declared indignantly.

			“This is not a competition, Mr. Li. It’s a long way by horseback to Derby, and droving is not a simple task. Emily has been riding for a good few weeks now. Even so, she’s bound to find it hard. I know I will.”

			“I ride donkeys in China. Donkey same as horse. I help,” Hop-sing insisted.

			Kitty thought about it. They needed all the help they could get. “If you are really sure, Mr. Li, then you can ride the horse that Buddy has been riding. Nugget is a fairly placid animal.”

			Emily sighed.

			Harry rode over to them from his cottage. “Are we ready to go?”

			“Yes, and Mr. Li has offered to help us,” Kitty said.

			Harry gaped at the Chinaman. “Can you ride?”

			“Mr. Li and I have just had that conversation and he is adamant he will be of some help,” Kitty said.

			Harry rolled his eyes. “As camp cook? You know I’ve got that covered.”

			“No, as a drover and we need as much help as we can get, don’t we, Harry? I said he could ride Nugget.”

			“Nugget!” Harry laughed. “He’d need a step ladder to reach the saddle.”

			Kitty hadn’t thought of that. Nugget was nearly seventeen hands high, which suited Buddy as he was a tall man. Mr. Li, on the other hand, was barely a shade over five feet tall. “Then which horse do you suggest he ride?”

			“Whiplash and Ol’ Smokey are too unpredictable for a novice,” Harry said. “No one but Mr. McBride can ride Banjo, and Chucky has a sore fetlock.”

			“He needs a mount so you’ll have to find him one,” Kitty insisted.

			Harry broke into a grin. “Can you ride a donkey?” he asked the Chinaman.

			“He was just telling us that he used to ride donkeys in China,” Emily chipped in, barely containing a smirk.

			“We haven’t got a donkey,” Kitty said.

			“We’ve still got Pedro in the home paddock somewhere.”

			“Pedro?” Kitty said, confused.

			“Yeah, Big Arnie’s donkey.”

			 

			Kitty had forgotten they still had Pedro on the property. “A donkey won’t cope with droving the cattle, will it?”

			“We’ll soon find out.” Harry looked Hop-sing over, thinking he wouldn’t last five minutes out of a kitchen, but he was determined to call his bluff. “You need to wear boots and sensible clothing. That outfit you’ve got on now is definitely not suitable.” He was wearing lightweight white trousers and a matching tunic top, as always. His shoes reminded Harry of ballet slippers.

			Kitty knew Harry well enough to know he was displeased that Mr. Li would be accompanying them and he was hoping the cook would change his mind. But Hop-sing seemed determined. “There’s some spare clothing in the tack room, Mr. Li. Boots, shirts and pants. I’m sure something will fit you,” she said.

			“Just look at him,” Mel called to Emily, gesturing in Hop-sing’s direction. They were following the mob of cattle on horseback, in a haze of dust. “He looks about as comfortable on that donkey as someone sitting on a spiky cactus. And dad’s spare hat is too big for him. It keeps falling over his eyes. I’ve never seen anything so funny.”

			“He does look rather comical,” Emily agreed watching him trot with the donkey.

			Hop-sing was holding the reins level with his chest, with his elbows extended sideways, and his feet stuck out at right angles from the stirrups. He was way out of his element. Several times the donkey took off with him in the opposite direction and one of the girls had to chase after them and turn the donkey back.

			“He’s not much help, but I suppose he’s trying,” Emily had to concede, swatting annoying flies and choking on dust. “I’m not sure what his motives are, though. I’ve never known him to do anything out of the goodness of his heart.”

			They made camp in the late afternoon beside a half-moon-shaped rocky formation, where it was easier to contain the cattle. It was terribly hot. Harry asked the girls and Hop-sing Li to ring the mob and quieten them down for the night.

			Harry built a fire and began brewing tea and making damper. When the girls and Hop-sing sat down around the campfire, Emily noted that Hop-sing couldn’t get comfortable.

			“Saddle sore, Mr. Li?” she suggested with a smirk.

			He gave her a dark look, but didn’t comment.

			When the damper was ready the Chinaman only picked at it, complaining that it was burned.

			“The outside gets a bit charred, but it adds to the flavour,” Harry told him. He noticed Mel wasn't eating much, either.

			The Chinaman continued to grumble.

			“It’s impossible to carry fresh meat in the heat and Mrs. McBride and her daughters won’t eat goanna or snake,” Harry added. He’d killed a goanna and two big snakes and cut the meat up for the hungry dogs. He knew the house girls would eat any bush tucker, but they were just as happy with damper. “Would you?”

			“No eat wild life,” Hop-sing declared adamantly.

			“Then you’ll have to settle for damper,” Harry suggested impatiently.

			Hop-sing stood up and disappeared into the surrounding bush.

			“You don’t think he’ll get lost, do you?” Harry asked Kitty with a hint of hope. “Because if he does, I’m not looking for him, and I doubt anyone else will be in any hurry to volunteer.”

			The donkey was braying annoyingly in the background.

			Kitty smiled. “You won’t be so lucky,” she joked.

			Hop-sing came back with some berries and bush plums and showed them to the house girls, asking if they were edible. They shook their heads at the berries saying they would make him sick, but nodded approval of the plums, so he sat down and began eating them. He offered the three sisters and Kitty some, but they declined. Grudgingly, he offered Emily one and she accepted out of curiosity. She found it bitter, but said it wasn’t bad.

			“You want yams?” Lizzie asked Hop-sing.

			“They good?” he asked hopefully.

			“Yeah, yams make good tucker.” Lizzie went to find some yams, accompanied by Maudie.

			Lizzie and Maudie came back with several different bush foods, including the yams, which they put in the hot ashes on the outside of the fire. Hop-sing Li was happy to try everything and had a decent conversation with the Aboriginal girls about bush tucker.

			“Will you look at the sky, Mum,” Brenda said. “Those clouds are full of rain.”

			“It will be our luck the rains will come while we’re droving,” Kitty said.

			“At least it would keep the dust down,” Emily commented.

			They all looked at her as if she’d said something unbelievable.

			“What’s wrong?” Emily asked, bewildered.

			“You know the rain will be hard and heavy, Emily,” Harry said. “The dust will become a river of mud in a matter of minutes. Droving in the wet is an unpleasant experience.”

			“Oh,” Emily said.

			“At least the cattle will have water if it rains,” Coleen said.

			They were just settling in their bedrolls when the Heavens opened and they were pelted with rain so hard that it stung their faces.

			“Oh, great. The rains have finally arrived,” Kitty said as she pulled her bedroll over her head, thinking it was a mixed blessing.

			Emily sat up. She just caught a glimpse of the dark forms of the cattle. They had their tongues out as they licked droplets from their noses. Despite being uncomfortably wet, she had to smile.

			It had rained for an hour, and then it was as if someone turned the tap off. In the morning, the sun was shining, but they were all still very damp. Harry couldn’t find any dry wood to make a fire and cook damper, so they had to settle for a drink of water before getting back into the saddle. The heat soon dried everything out so they were able to stop for tea and damper mid morning, but in the late afternoon, it poured rain again. It was relentless, like nothing Emily had ever experienced. It made the drove miserable for humans, dogs, and horses, although the cattle seemed more content because the burnt-brown landscape amazingly had tinges of green appearing. That meant the cattle had a little feed. And more water. Water literally flowed from rocky escarpments in torrents, quickly replenishing billabongs. The birds were chirping in the trees and kangaroos, emus, and wombats were more active, searching out juicy new shoots of grass.

			That night they took shelter in a cave that Buddy had shown Harry during an electrical storm. It was a blessing to escape the rain, but unfortunately the cave was the home of hundreds of fruit bats. Harry instructed the three sisters to circle the mob to settle them for the night while he lit a fire to make damper. Unexpectedly, the smoke from the fire caused the bats to take flight. The Aboriginal girls and Kitty were understandably unnerved with hundreds of flapping wings going over their heads, but it was Hop-sing who screamed like a child and fled the cave. He spent the night watching the cattle and napping beside the donkey in the rain. No amount of coaxing could get him back into the cave, but at least the donkey appreciated the company and was quiet for the first time.

			The following day the sun was shining again and Harry found some eels in a billabong that hadn’t completely dried up before the rain.

			“It’ll be a nice change to have something different to eat,” he said to Kitty, Emily and the girls. He managed to build a fire using wood he found in sheltered areas near the cave that wasn’t very wet and cooked the eels in a fry pan. Initially, Hop-sing turned his nose up, his mood more surly than usual, as he hadn’t had more than a few minutes sleep.

			“You eat fish, don’t you?” Harry asked him. “Eels aren’t any different.”

			Hop-sing had to admit the eels smelt good as they cooked. “Smell like fish,” he said, as he curiously peered into the fry pan. Like everyone else he was starving. Harry gave him a plate and he seemed to genuinely enjoy the eel flesh, even mopping up the juices with a piece of damper.

			“We’re finally getting to see a different side of Mr. Li,” Kitty whispered to Emily, while the Chinaman was chatting to Maudie, Topsy and Lizzie.

			“Yes,” Emily said still mistrustful of Hop-sing Li. “He never spoke to anyone on the boat from Fremantle to Derby, other than to insult them. I’m glad to see him having a civil conversation with anyone.”

			“When you think about it, Emily, it must be a pretty lonely life keeping to himself as much as he does,” Kitty said. “Perhaps that’s why he came along on the drove. He’s fed up with his own company.”

			“I don’t blame him,” Emily said, grinning. “I’ve been trying to work out what his motives were. Perhaps you are right.” She knew Kitty wanted to believe the best, but Emily vowed to keep an open mind.

			Finally they arrived in Derby the following afternoon, just as it began raining again. They were soaking wet, muddy, and exhausted. They delivered the cattle to the sale yards, where the tired heifers were put in a feed lot. Then they headed for the stables to turn their horses over to ‘big Arnie’ for a feed and rest.

			The smithy barely recognized Kitty when she dismounted outside the stables.

			“Mrs. McBride! Is that you?” He looked her up and down, taking in riding breeches, a wet shirt that was sticking to her like a second skin, and muddy boots. Her hat was soaked and what he could see of her hair was dishevelled. Emily dismounted alongside Kitty and removed her hat. Arnie looked her over in complete surprise, too. He’d seen her in town a few times since she first arrived in the Kimberley, and she’d always been well groomed.

			“I know I look like a drowned rat, but yes,” Kitty said. “It’s me.” Arnie glanced at Kitty’s three bedraggled girls, who’d only ever come to town dressed to impress.

			“What have you been doing?” Arnie asked.

			“We’ve just brought some cattle to the sale yards in town.”

			“You’ve…been droving cattle?” Arnie was shocked.

			“With my husband, my son, and Angus Edwards away, we’ve had to pitch in and help Harry because he hasn’t been able to hire anyone.”

			The smithy's eyes widened when he recognized his donkey. “Pedro!” He went to the braying donkey and rubbed his head affectionately as he looked him over. “Pedro hasn’t been droving cattle, has he?” He was half joking.

			“He has, and he did a fair job when he got the hang of it,” Harry said.

			Arnie’s eyes widened. “Well, I’ll be damned,” he said, scratching his head. He couldn’t see who Pedro’s bedraggled rider was as he was hiding under a hat too large for him, but assumed it was an Aboriginal. Then Hop-sing lifted the hat and Arnie gasped in surprise. “I hope you treated Pedro right,” he growled at the Chinaman.

			“Oh, he did, Arnie,” Kitty reassured the smithy. “He even slept beside him because he was missing the sheep.”

			“Missing the sheep! Since when does he like sheep?”

			“Since he’s been in a paddock with them,” Harry said. “He does a great job of chasing the dingoes away from the lambs.”

			Arnie shook his head in disbelief. It was a day for surprises!

			“I’m hearing there’s a real shortage of stockmen because of the war, but I still can’t believe you’ve been droving, Mrs. McBride.”

			“It’s not something I’d choose to do, Arnie, but I’ve got no choice if I want to keep the station running.”

			“Mr. McBride and your son would be mighty proud of you,” Arnie said. “Mighty proud!”

			Arnie was a man who gave praise very sparingly so his words meant a lot to Kitty. “Thank you, Arnie,” she said. “Let’s hope it’s all worth it and the cattle we brought to town fetch a good price.”

			“Apparently buyers are paying well for meat they can send overseas,” Arnie said.

			Lizzie, Maudie, and Topsy headed for the back of the Boab Hotel, followed by Hop-sing Li and the dogs. Aboriginals weren’t allowed in the bar or lounge, and Hop-sing had learned the hard way that Chinese men weren’t welcome, either.

			Kitty, her daughters, Emily and Harry went into the bar, which was deserted, apart from three regular old-timers they recognized.

			“Good day, Rusty,” Kitty said, removing her soaked hat. “We need to dry out so we’d like some rooms for the night, but I can’t pay you until I sell the cattle we’ve just left in the sale yards.”

			Rusty looked at Kitty, gobsmacked. “What happened to you, Mrs. McBride?”

			“It’s raining cats and dogs out there,” Kitty said indignantly.

			“I know but…”

			“But what? Have you got vacant rooms, or not? ”

			“I’ve got some cattle buyers booked in, so I’ve got two rooms available,” Rusty said flustered.

			“I don’t need a room, Mrs. McBride, just a bath,” Harry said. “I can lay my swag out anywhere. You and the girls take the rooms.”

			Kitty was in no mood to protest, so she accepted the keys to two rooms.

			When Kitty, Emily, and the girls headed to the rooms, Harry stepped up to the bar.

			“I could blow the froth off a coldie,” he said to Rusty.

			“Mrs. McBride mentioned cattle going to the sale yards,” Rusty said as he poured beer. He looked over Harry’s shoulder. “Where are the drovers?”

			“You were just looking at them,” Harry said. “We brought more than three hundred head to town to be sold at auction.”

			“You’ve been droving with…women?”

			“That’s right. They did a good job, too,” Harry said.

			“Well, that’s one for the books,” Rusty said.

			“Too right,” Harry said. “Wasn’t a great time for the wet to start, though.”

			“It’s late this year, but I reckon we’re gonna get a lot of rain, more than usual,” one of the old-timers along the bar said. “And the wind is picking up, too.”

			“I don’t think the roof on this place would take a big blow,” Rusty said frowning. “It leaks in the wet, too.”

			“You said that when it leaked in the last wet,” Bobby said. “You should’ve fixed it by now.”

			“Maybe he’s scared of heights,” another old man commented with a toothless smirk.

			“Scared of hard work more like it,” Bobby said. “I’m surprised he hasn’t had Mitsy on the roof with a hammer and nails.”

			Despite his weariness, Harry smirked. Rusty was a lazy devil, and everyone knew it.

			“That’s a great idea,” Rusty said putting a beer in front of Harry. “I’ll get her up there before dark.”

			“You can’t be serious,” Harry said. “She’d slip off in this rain.”

			“Yeah, then who’d do all the work around here?” Bobby added.

			“She’ll be right,” Rusty said quite seriously.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

			Harry knew that Kitty would not be able to rest until she knew whether there were any letters for her at the post office, so before drying his clothing he made a dash across the main street. He returned, dripping wet, with letters for all of them, including two from Angus, one addressed to him, and the other for Brenda.

			“The postmaster, Mr. Tomkins, has had a weather report from Darwin. There’s a real heavy system of rain heading for the coast,” Harry informed everyone as he handed out letters. The postmaster had stuffed them into a small canvas bag to keep them dry. “It’s expected to cross land in the next few days.”

			“Will it be heavier than we’ve already had?” Emily asked.

			“Much heavier,” Harry said.

			“Hopefully we’ll be back home before it hits this part of the Kimberley,” Kitty said. “Thank you for fetching the mail, Harry. You got soaked again.”

			“I was soaked before I went for the mail, so it doesn’t matter,” Harry said, taking the towel she offered him. Mr. Li must’ve got soaked, too. I saw him coming out of the General Store with a bag of stuff.”

			“I wonder what he bought.”

			“Probably more spices,” Emily said, thinking of all those he’d lost when she threw one of his boxes on the ground.

			“I hope not,” Kitty said.

			Clutching the letter from Angus, Harry felt overcome with guilt because he hadn’t yet been able to bring himself to write to his son. The letters were postmarked from Egypt. While Kitty and the girls chose to read their mail in their rooms, Harry went out onto the veranda, where the rain was cascading off the roof in sheets.

			Dear Dad,

			We finished our training a few weeks ago and I’ve arrived safely in Egypt as Private Angus Edwards. Egypt is just as expected. Sand for a far as the eye can see, pyramids, and suspicious looking robed men on camels. It’s as hot as a summer in the Kimberley, but we’ve had a sandstorm, something I never want to experience again. Give me the red dust of the Kimberley outback any day.

			I hope you’re not still angry with me for joining the army. I know your workload must be heavy, but I feel I’ve done the right thing. Alongside me there are men from all walks of life, including men of the land. We want to get this war over and done with as soon as we can. I promise I’ll come back unharmed, so please don’t worry. The atmosphere around me is positive and I’ve made some good mates. One is Teddy Albright from Kununurra. He’s a bit of a larrikin and a real character, but he keeps everyone laughing.

			I’ll sign off now, dad, and write when I can.

			Angus.

			Harry closed the letter and wiped a tear from the corner of his eye. It terrified him that Angus thought the war was a big adventure to be shared with new mates. He had no idea of the horrors that surely lay ahead, the horrors that were filling Harry’s mind. Harry had never been a particularly religious man, but he began praying for his son’s safe return.

			Emily went in search of a quiet spot to read her letter from Liam, while his three sisters read their letters together in the room that Kitty was sharing with Brenda and Mel. In typical big-brother fashion, Liam asked his sisters a lot of questions about how they were and what they were doing, but didn’t give them too much information about his circumstances, other than to say he’d landed in Egypt, where it was as hot as the Kimberley, but with much more sand and no trees. He did say to Coleen and Brenda that Emily had told him they could now ride and that he was looking forward to seeing them on horseback when he returned. He congratulated Mel on being able to teach them and said that he was very much looking forward to them all riding together one day, perhaps for a picnic to one of the canyons or somewhere along the river.

			“Liam can’t believe I taught you and Coleen to ride,” Mel said to Brenda. “I think he’s especially surprised about you!”

			“I can’t believe it myself,” Brenda added.

			“Liam sounds homesick in my letter,” Coleen commented.

			“I sense that, too,” Brenda said with mixed emotions as she slipped his letter back into the envelope. She was missing her brother but also bursting with excitement as she clutched the letter from Angus. She put down the letter from Liam and opened the letter from Angus carefully, trying not to appear too eager in front of her mother and sister.

			“What does Angus have to say?” Coleen couldn’t help asking, even though she was glaring at her sister.

			“I haven’t had the chance to read his letter yet,” Brenda said agitated. She turned her back, so that Coleen wouldn’t see her expression.

			Dearest Brenda,

			As you’ll see by the postmark, we’re in Egypt, the land of the pharaohs. Actually, it’s sand and more sand and when the wind blows we’re blasted with it. It gets into your eyes, nose, ears and mouth. I’ll take the red dust of the Kimberley any day. We’re camped near the Suez Canal. It appears to be a rather uninteresting man-made waterway, but apparently strategically it’s worth thousands of men guarding it. We’ve seen quite a few camels and riders. If not for them we could’ve imagined we were in an Australian desert, except for the size of the scorpions. It’s really hot, especially in army uniforms.

			I hope dad is not angry with me anymore for signing up, but I’m sure I did the right thing, even if I miss home already. I even miss dad’s cooking, but keep that between the two of us. I’m sorry I didn’t get to say a proper goodbye to you but I miss you, too, Brenda. If you have time, please drop me a few lines. A letter from home will mean so much. I’ll say goodbye for now. Yours, Angus.

			“Angus says he misses me,” Brenda gushed. She hadn’t meant to brag, but she couldn’t contain her joy. Coleen seethed, but bit her tongue as her mother was sitting close by reading a letter from Dermot.

			“He says he wants me to write to him because letters from home would mean so much,” Brenda added.

			“Then I’ll write to him as well,” Coleen said. “I’m sure the men over there can’t get enough letters from home.”

			“He didn’t say he wants you to write, Coleen,” Brenda snapped.

			“Girls!” Kitty growled.

			“Sorry, Mum,” Brenda said, noting her mother’s hands were shaking as she clutched the letter from Dermot.

			Dear Kitty,

			I’m a long way from home now, in Egypt. Thankfully our son is here with me, and Angus, too. There isn’t any fighting going on here, so please don’t worry yourself sick. Guarding the Suez is regarded as just a training exercise. Hopefully the war in Europe will be over before we’re deplored.

			We were marched through the streets in Perth before we left, cheered on by thousands of people. I have to say I felt proud to be in uniform and I know Liam and Angus did, too. I know I’m here to keep our son safe, but the march was a reminder of what we we’re going to war to protect, the Australian way of life. I hope you’ve found it in your heart to forgive me for joining up. I’ll never stop feeling guilty for leaving you to run the station but it will all be worth it when I bring Liam home, safe and sound. I love you; never doubt that. I miss you terribly, and our girls. Please give them my love. Liam tells me you can all ride a horse now. I’m so proud of you, Kitty. I’ve always admired your strength of character. It’s that strength that will get you through this. Please know I am thinking of you every moment of every day.

			Love Dermot.

			Kitty choked up as she opened a letter from Liam.

			Dear Mum,

			As you can see by the postmark, we’re in Egypt. Life in the army is pretty good. The tucker is good and they clothe us well. We have medics on hand all the time and I’ve met some great new mates from all over Australia. The comradeship between the men is something hard to describe but I believe it will be something that will stick with me forever. I’ve seen several pyramids. They are truly amazing structures. Who’d have thought I’d see some of the world with the army? Emily tells me that you can now ride, and that Coleen and Brenda can, too. I was really surprised that Mel managed to get Brenda near a horse, never mind on one. I’m looking forward to seeing that and going out riding with you. I’m hoping to hear from Glenys soon. When you see her, please give her my love and tell her I miss her terribly. I miss all of you, but I know I’ll be home soon. In the years to come, when you are bouncing one of your grandchildren on your knee, you’ll forget I ever went to war. All my love, Liam.

			Kitty left the room abruptly, alarming her daughters.

			“Should we go after her?” Mel asked, concerned.

			“No, she probably needs a few minutes alone,” Brenda said, her euphoria dissipating.

			Emily retired to the now empty ladies lounge, found a chair, sat down, and opened her envelope. In his letter to Emily, Liam lowered his guard.

			Dear Emily,

			We’ve just landed in Egypt along with thousands of men from all walks of life and different countries. Some of the Aussies left city jobs behind, while others, like me, are from the country. Our ages range from seventeen upwards, but it’s obvious that many men lied about their ages to join up. One lad with us looks no more than fifteen, while another man I met openly admits he’s sixty years old. I’m in the same regiment as Angus and dad, but I don’t see that much of them as there are two thousand of us from Australia and New Zealand.

			Initially, all of us thought going off to war was an adventure, but learning to shoot military weapons soon changed that. We’re all putting on a brave face, but the prospect of what war means is very real now and no one wants to admit to being afraid. I think of home all the time and Glenys, but I am yet to receive a letter from her. Have you seen her? Are my sister’s all right, and mum? I’m sure they are worried sick, especially mum. I got your letter about mum and the girls learning to ride. It was so nice to be able to laugh out loud when I read your descriptive words. I haven’t done that since I joined the army. God bless you for that gift.

			I know mum will try to hide the struggle of running the station without dad and I, but don’t be afraid to tell me the truth. Mum will also put on a brave face for my sister’s, so I’m glad she has you there to lean on. You have a quiet inner strength that my sisters don’t have, Emily. I admire that about you and I feel comforted knowing you are there with the family. I’m sure mum feels the same. She speaks very highly of you.

			Well, I’ll say goodbye for now as the sergeant has called lights out.

			Liam.

			Deep in thought, Emily folded her letter. Suddenly the door burst open and Kitty stormed in. She crossed the room without noticing Emily and began sobbing quietly by the window. Liam’s words went through Emily’s mind. He was right. For the most part Kitty had been hiding her emotions, trying to be strong for everyone. Obviously the dam had broken. Emily considered leaving the room quietly to give Kitty privacy, but decided to stay. She crossed the room and stood by her side. It was important for Kitty to release her emotions but she could support her so she put her arm gently around Kitty's shoulders.

			When Kitty rested her head on her shoulder, Emily felt her overwhelming pain.

			“How can I do this alone, Emily?” Kitty asked through her tears. “How can I go on without Dermot and my son?”

			“You’re not alone, Mrs. McBride,” Emily whispered. “You won’t ever be alone. You’ve got your girls, and you’ve got me, and we’ll get through this together until Liam and Mr. McBride come home again.”

			Emily hoped that her quiet, confident response was exactly what Kitty needed at this moment.

			Later that afternoon, Kitty was resting when she heard a commotion in the hotel. She glanced out of the window to note it had stopped raining, but it was still windy.

			“I wonder what’s going on?” she asked Brenda, who was still awake and lying on the other bed in the room. Mel had gone into Emily and Coleen’s room.

			“I don’t know, Mum,” Brenda said.

			Emily appeared.

			“Did you hear a commotion, Emily? Do you know what it’s about?” Kitty asked.

			“Mitsy just told me that a group of women are here to hold a meeting in the lounge,” Emily replied.

			“Women?”

			“Yes, I think Mitsy said they were called the Country Women’s Association. Are you a member?”

			“Oh, yes, but I haven’t been to a meeting in a while. Meetings are usually held on the first Tuesday of the month so I wonder why they’re holding a meeting today of all days,” Kitty said, getting up. “It must be something important or surely they wouldn’t have braved this awful weather.”

			Accompanied by Emily, Kitty stuck her head in the lounge and immediately caught the eye of Deb O’Connor from Moola Bulla Station, who gestured for her and Emily to come and sit beside her. Kitty introduced Deb to Emily, as they hadn’t met yet. Emily was pleased to finally make her acquaintance.

			“What’s going on?” Kitty asked Deb.

			“We’re here to discuss what we can do for the war effort,” Deb said.

			“What could we possibly do from out here?” Kitty asked, glancing around to see if Glenys was amongst the women. She wasn’t. “Besides, the war is not expected to go on for very long.”

			“That was the initial prediction, but I think that’s changed now,” Deb said with a hint of sadness.

			“Are you all right, Deb? You don’t look very well,” Kitty said concerned.

			“I’m not feeling the best so I’m seeing Doctor Russell while I’m in town.”

			“I hope it’s nothing serious,” Kitty said, thinking Deb was a very strange color.

			“So do I.”

			“Is Glenys all right? We haven’t seen very much of her.”

			“I’m afraid that’s my fault. I’ve been keeping her very busy, with being short staffed and not feeling well. But we want to do some work for the Patriotic Funds,” Deb said, changing the subject. “They’re a great organization, apparently.”

			“What do they do?” Kitty asked.

			Before Deb could explain, Florence Stapleton from Meda Downs Station, who was the President of the Country Women’s Association stood up and called the meeting of a dozen women to order. Florence was a rigid woman and not a popular person, but she had a knack for getting things done, so she was perfect for the role of president and spokeswoman. She went on to explain and reported that the Patriotic Funds needed handmade clothing items, including knitted socks, vests, balaclavas, and mittens.

			“My son said the army have kitted them out very well,” Kitty said. “So surely they don’t need us supplying clothing.”

			“On the contrary, Mrs. McBride, our men need these items rather urgently as they’ll be facing a northern winter, which apparently is rather brutal. With so many men enlisting, the army are struggling to outfit them all.”

			Kitty was dismayed. “Men from this part of the world won’t be used to the cold,” she remarked. She was annoyed that they hadn’t told her the truth. But then she thought Liam wouldn’t have a clue about what to expect since he’d never experienced a northern winter. And Dermot had probably forgotten how severe a winter in Ireland could be since he left there as a child.

			“Exactly! That’s why care packages will be parcelled up and sent to the troops in Europe immediately. It’s something we can do to help our men find comfort while fighting. Also help is needed by the Red Cross to pack medical supplies and roll bandages,” Florence added. “Anything any of you can do to help will be appreciated. We can also raise money by selling rabbit pelts and kangaroo skins.”

			Kitty’s mouth fell open. “I’m not shooting kangaroos or trapping rabbits,” she mumbled to Emily. “Could you see any of us skinning a kangaroo?”

			“Certainly not,” Emily said aghast.

			The women went on to discuss what each of them could do. Kitty and Emily got caught up in the enthusiasm of doing something worthwhile

			“I’ve never been a knitter but I’d be happy to sew whatever I can,” Emily suggested.

			“I’m very fond of knitting, although I haven’t done very much since I married Dermot and moved to the Kimberley,” Kitty said, filled with a sense of purpose. She was thinking knitting would keep her busy in the evenings when she did most of her fretting.

			While they waited for Harry to come back from the stock auction the following morning they all wrote letters that were to be posted before they left for North Bundaloon.

			In her letters to her son and husband, Kitty said the wet was late this year but the rain was most welcome, as feed had been getting low. She made no mention of losing hundreds of cattle or sheep, or the river running dry. She said she’d come to love riding, which wasn’t exactly the truth. She longed for her old life, playing lady of the house, but she was beginning to have doubts that life would ever be hers again. She wrote about the girls and portrayed Coleen’s and Brenda’s riding skills in a positive light. She told Liam that Glenys had visited, but that was she was busy helping her mother more since most of the employees on Moola Bulla had also joined the army.

			In Emily’s letter to Liam she told him that Glenys was missing him very much and praying the war would end quickly so that he’d come home. She told him the wet had officially begun and that she’d never seen rain like it. She told him the landscape was turning green again, the river was flowing, the birds were singing in the trees and the billabongs were filling with beautiful water cascading from rocky outcrops. She wanted him to be able to picture his home in his mind, replacing the loneliness and the vast areas of the Egyptian desert. She wrote about the drove to Derby and that Hop-sing had joined them on the donkey, making his sister’s laugh so hard they nearly fell off their horses. Emily also mentioned that she’d met Deb O’Connor, his future mother-in-law and that she seemed like a lovely lady. She told him about the meeting and that she and his mother were going to make items to be sent over to the men in Europe. She suggested that maybe Liam might be given one of the items she’d made or some socks or mittens his mother had knitted when he got to Europe. Won’t that be special,” she wrote.

			In finishing the letter, Emily told him that his mother and sisters missed him and his father very much. And I miss you, too, Liam. Please keep safe, she wrote. Emily also dashed off a quick letter to Annie and Uncle Freddy.

			Brenda wrote to her father and brother, but spent most of her time on her letter to Angus, telling him how much she missed him and that she was looking forward to going out riding with him when he returned.

			Just as Emily wanted to leave for the post office to post her letters, Harry appeared with the buyer of the cattle in order to discuss the last formalities. He gave her a short account of the business before she left.

			While Harry was settling up with the buyers of the cattle, Emily took the letters to the post office. While walking back to the hotel she noticed that the Sea Gull was tied up at the jetty. Delighted, she hurried down the jetty to find Tom on the wharf.

			“I bet I know where you are going,” she said, waving to Pat when she appeared on deck.

			Tom looked up and grinned. “And where would that be?”

			“To the pub, to blow the froth off a coldie,” Emily said with a cheeky grin.

			Tom laughed, “You sound just like a local,” he said. “Good to see you, Emily? What are you doing in town?” He noted she was wearing riding breeches.

			“You wouldn’t believe it if I told you,” Emily said.

			“Hello, Emily,” Pat said from the boat deck. “It looks like you’ve been riding.”

			“I helped bring over three hundred cattle to town to be sold at market,” Emily replied proudly.

			“You’ve been droving?” Tom said in disbelief.

			“That’s right! I can now ride a horse and I have my driver’s licence, too.”

			“Wow,” Tom said, impressed.

			“Well done, Emily,” Pat said.

			“The station manager sold the cattle to a buyer who is taking them down to Perth on a ship that’s due in port any day.”

			“The meat from the cattle will probably be sent to England on a Reefer ship,” Tom said.

			“What’s that?”

			“Reefer ships carry frozen meat and produce. There are sixteen such ships operating between Australia and the United Kingdom now,” Tom explained.

			“They also carry apples from Tasmania, cheese from Victoria, as well as beef from Queensland and Western Australia,” Pat added.

			“Are you taking any passengers from Derby down the coast?”

			Tom looked at Pat sadly. “Yes, but we won’t be making any more trips,” he said. “The Sea Gull has been requisitioned by the navy for use in the war.”

			“Requisitioned! What does that mean?”

			“It means we have to just hand our boat over to the navy,” Pat said, obviously very upset.

			“Are you saying you don’t have a choice?” Emily asked in disbelief.

			“Unfortunately, no,” Pat replied. She and Tom had thought about doing a runner to the Pacific Islands but they weren’t sure how safe they’d be.

			“And we don’t even get any compensation and no say in the matter. For all we know, she might get blown out of the water,” Tom said depressed.

			“We have to strip her of personal affects and then hand her over in Fremantle in a few weeks. Then she’ll be refitted and renamed,” Pat added.

			“What will she be used for?” Emily asked.

			“Presumably as a patrol boat, but I’m sure she’ll have guns aboard,” Tom said.

			Emily was upset for the Hendersons. “If she survives the war, will you get her back?”

			“We don’t know and no one will give us any information,” Pat said. “We just got a letter to say that we had to bring her back to Fremantle by a specific date. It will be a sad trip south, Emily.”

			“The saddest,” Tom said. “We love this boat. We’ve been through quite a few storms aboard her. I pray this is another storm she can weather.”

			“Oh, Pat and Tom, I’m so sorry,” Emily said. “I’ll pray you get her back in one piece.”

			“Thank you, Emily. Are you staying in the Kimberley for the duration of the war?” Pat asked.

			“I think so. I haven’t any plans to go home. I’m doing all I can to help Mrs. McBride because her husband and son went off to war. The women on the station learnt to ride on horseback, so now we can all help out on the property.”

			“That’s a very different life to being a seamstress,” Pat said.

			“Yes, it is, but I’ll be doing some sewing for the war effort.”

			“Have you been in touch with your family? They are probably worried about you.”

			“I’ve exchanged letters with them, and they seem to think I’ll be safer up here than I might be in Perth.”

			“Perhaps that’s right,” Tom said.

			“Have you seen Annie?” Emily asked.

			“Yes, she made another trip to Perth with us a few weeks back. Her daughter-in-law was about to give birth and she wanted to see the new baby. I don’t know how she’ll get home, now that most of the boats that sailed the coast have also been requisitioned by the navy. Of course there might be a few small fishing boats doing the trip and bringing mail up here.”

			“Oh, dear,” Emily said. “Desmond won’t be happy if she can’t get home. On the other hand, I don’t think Annie will be all that upset. She’d love to spend more time with her new grandchild.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

			“When it stops raining, the sun really has a sting in it,” Emily said as they made their way home along a winding track. It was a slightly different route to the one taken with the cattle because Harry said that route would still be like a quagmire after the rain and hundreds of cattle hooves had trampled through mud. Emily was riding in between Harry and Kitty, with the three sisters behind them. Bess, Lido, and Gus were trotting behind them, panting loudly. Hop-sing was in front of them on the donkey with Lizzie, Maudie and Topsy alongside him. It was a strategy to have the donkey in front, as the horses tended to push him along. Big Arnie hadn’t minded that Hop-sing rode Pedro back to the station, although he’d warned him sternly to take good care of him. Hop-sing and the house girls were discussing different types of bush foods and some Chinese vegetables. Kitty and Emily were surprised to overhear the Chinaman say that he’d previously worked as a market gardener in Perth.

			“Why did you leave that work to come up here to cook, Mr. Li?” Kitty called to him.

			“Chinese pushed out by Italian market gardeners,” he called over his shoulder. “Government not letting any more Chinese come to Australia,” he also revealed. His expression, after disclosing this information, was more vulnerable than they’d ever seen before. Kitty and Emily wondered if he had family he wanted to bring to Australia.

			“That doesn’t sound very fair,” Kitty said. “You’re not worried they’ll send you home, are you, Mr. Li?”

			“They not find me,” Hop-sing blurted out, and then looked instantly regretful.

			His motives for coming to work on an outback station now seemed clearer.

			“You’re a very good cook, Mr. Li, so you’d always find work in Australia,” Emily said.

			“I’m hoping it’s with us, but I don’t know what will happen in the future,” Kitty added. “In the mean time, Mr. Li, you are welcome to re-organize the vegetable garden the way you’d like it. I’ve never tried Chinese vegetables, but I’m game if you want to plant a few. Dermot is a different story. You’d have to cook him his usual meals when he gets home.”

			Hop-sing turned in the saddle. “You okay I do that?” he asked excitedly.

			“Sure. Go for it,” Kitty said.

			Hop-sing produced one of his rare smiles.

			“What did you buy at the store in town?” Kitty asked him. She was curious because he hadn’t asked for money to buy stores.

			“Beads and fishing line,” the cook told her.

			Kitty was confused. “Beads and fishing line? We use live bait to catch fish in Australia, Mr. Li.”

			The cook frowned. “I not fish. I make bead curtain. I keep flies out of kitchen. Flies not hygienic.”

			Kitty was more confused than ever.

			An hour later, the heat was almost intolerable. Emily had never perspired so much in her life.

			“The horses and dogs need a rest,” Harry said, looking for somewhere shady to stop for a break.

			Emily looked around, thinking something about the area looked familiar. “I’m sure this is the place where Buddy stopped to give the horses some water that he fetched from the most amazing billabong,” she said.

			“I can’t see a billabong,” Kitty said, removing her hat to wipe perspiration from her forehead.

			“It was well hidden by trees,” Emily added with growing excitement. “The water was the most inviting I’ve ever seen.” She looked around her, trying to gather her bearings. “Does this place look familiar, Mr. Li?” she called.

			Hop-sing dismounted from the donkey. “I think so,” he said.

			The three Aboriginal girls were pointing towards a thicket of trees and bushes. They seemed to know exactly which place Emily was talking about.

			“I still can’t see a billabong,” Kitty said, thinking they must be mistaken.

			They all dismounted and Emily led her horse towards shady eucalypt trees. Leaving the horse, she pushed through the thick bushes behind the trees.

			“Emily,” Kitty called, unhappy to lose sight of her. “Where are you going?”

			“This way,” Emily called back as she disappeared from view. The three sisters ran after her without hesitation.

			Curious and worried, Kitty and Harry followed with the three Aboriginal girls hanging behind.

			“I didn’t know this was here,” Kitty said to Emily in amazement when she came through the bushes on the other side and the most beautiful billabong came into view. It was just as Emily remembered, cool and shaded with dappled sunlight filtering through the trees. The tranquil water reflected the overhead canopy of leafy tree branches and patches of sky and clouds. Kitty gaped at the serene setting. Her daughters were already removing their boots and wading into the cool water, following by the dogs.

			“What about crocodiles?” Kitty called anxiously.

			“Buddy said there aren’t any here,” Emily said.

			“Well, I suppose he should know,” Kitty said, peering into the crystal clear water.

			“This is where Buddy got water for the horse and the donkey the day he picked me and Mr. Li up from Derby.”

			“I’ve been with him in the buggy numerous times when he’s got water for the horse, but he never showed me this billabong,” Kitty said, perplexed.

			“He wouldn’t have shown me, either, but I followed him, and Mr. Li followed the both of us.”

			Lizzie, Maudie, and Topsy came through the bushes and looked doubtfully at the billabong. “This place maybe sacred site for the Njikena people,” Lizzie suggested. The other two girls were looking around the area, examining rocks, trees, and the ground very carefully.

			“Is something wrong, girls? Are we going to be cursed?” Kitty asked them worriedly.

			“I don’t think so, missus,” Lizzie said, seeming to relax.

			“Please be sure,” Kitty insisted. “Buddy and Stumpy have told me some scary things about Aboriginal magic and too many things have already gone wrong for me lately. I don’t need any more bad luck.”

			“I don’t care if we are going to be cursed, Mum, I’m not getting out of this water,” Brenda called.

			“Buddy didn’t seem worried about me and Mr. Li being here,” Emily informed Kitty.

			“Well, I guess it must be alright then,” Kitty said relaxing.

			“It’s hidden and secluded, but isn’t it beautiful?” Emily proclaimed in wondrous delight.

			“It’s so cool under the trees,” Coleen called from the water where she and her sister’s were splashing about in delight.

			“Come in, Emily,” Brenda called. “You, too, Mum. It’s so wonderful to feel cool.” She sighed.

			Emily remembered that she’d only been game to dip her toes in the water before because at the time she hadn’t known how to swim. This time she didn’t hesitate. She slipped off her boots and waded into the heavenly, cool water, sighing appreciatively. Harry noticed there was a spot on the far side where he could get one horse at time close enough to the water to drink, so he led them around there. Mr. Li took the donkey. Pedro could smell the water and was making a racket.

			While each of the horses drank, Harry watched Emily frolicking with Kitty and the girls.

			As he swapped the horses around so each could drink, Kitty got close to Emily in the water. “I think my manager is in love with you,” she whispered.

			Emily blushed.

			“How do you feel about him?” Kitty whispered.

			“I’m fond of him,” Emily admitted shyly.

			“Do you have romantic feelings for him, Emily?” Kitty asked.

			“He’s kissed me and I liked it,” Emily admitted.

			“You swim, too, Mr. Li,” Lizzie called to Hop-sing, who was sweating profusely while the donkey drank from the billabong.

			He shook his head.

			“Can’t you swim, Mr. Li?” Mel asked.

			“No swim,” he admitted.

			“We’ll show you how?” Mel called back.

			“No,” Hop-sing said warily.

			“The water is shallow in some places, Mr. Li,” Kitty called to him. She stood up near the edge of the billabong to demonstrate that the water was only waist deep. Hop-sing looked tempted so the Aboriginal girls coaxed him. A few moments later he removed the boots he was wearing and cautiously stepped into the water. His face lit up with delight at the cool sensation. Then he splashed around like a child, although he stayed close to the water’s edge. It was the first time anyone had seen him really relax. He was like a different person.

			When all of the horses had quenched their thirst, Harry left them in the shade and joined the women and Hop-sing in the water. They frolicked around for half an hour, thoroughly enjoying the cool water until Harry noticed the sky was changing.

			“We’d better get moving,” he said. “We’ve still got a long way to go.”

			No one wanted to leave the oasis, but Harry insisted.

			“What a relief to have the homestead in sight,” Kitty said when the house came into view through the pouring rain. It was also good to see the Lennard River flowing again, but the water looked muddy. The ride home had been horrendous and interminable in the rain.

			“I wanted the rain to come, but this seems more than usual,” Kitty said.

			Kitty checked on Stumpy in his quarters as soon as she got home. His feet had healed remarkably well.

			“I’m surprised by how good your toes look,” she commented while taking a close look at them.

			“Bardi women stop by. They make bush medicine. It smell bad…”

			“Is that what I can smell?” Kitty interrupted with a grimace. “I thought you hadn’t washed while I’ve been away.”

			Stumpy shook his head, but he wasn’t offended. “The more it smell, the better it heal,” he said.

			“Right, well, good,” Kitty said. “But you stay out here and take it easy until your feet have completely healed.”

			Right before lunch, Emily and Kitty were looking out of the window of the drawing room, wearing comfortable, dry clothing. The wind was so strong that the rain was horizontal. It was fascinating to watch from behind the drawing room window, but also unnerving.

			“This is far more than the system of heavy rain Mr. Tomkins talked about. I think a cyclone must’ve hit the coast,” Kitty said to Emily as she drained her sherry glass. “That’s the only explanation for this wind and rain.”

			“It’s just as well this house was built on high ground,” Emily said, alarmed by how much the river level had risen since they got home. The grass on the riverbank where she’d sat with Harry and the dogs so many times was now covered by water.

			“Dermot said his father picked this particular spot because it was close to the river and on high ground,” Kitty said. “The views are wonderful, but the river has broken its banks a few times over the years. I remember when Brenda was a baby and a cyclone hit Derby. This whole area was flooded, but the house was safe. It was rather frightening, though.”

			“I can imagine,” Emily said. “What will happen to the cattle and sheep in the event of flood?” She was thinking of the calf again.

			“I don’t want to think about that,” Kitty said. “I can’t believe that things have gone so badly since Dermot and Liam went away, Emily. The station could be in complete ruin by the time they get back.”

			“We can’t control the weather, Mrs. McBride,” Emily said.

			“I can’t control anything,” Kitty said despairingly. “I had no idea how much I leant on my husband or how much he sheltered me from all the worry of running the station until he went away. I know I did the books, so I could see that side of things, but Dermot was always so optimistic. How did he do it, Emily?”

			Lizzie knocked on the door and said that a light meal was being served in the dining room.

			“Thank you, Lizzie,” Kitty said, taking Emily’s arm. “I thought it might be wonderful to sleep in our own beds tonight, but I have the feeling the howling wind will keep us awake,” she said.

			“I don’t think anything will keep me awake tonight, Mrs. McBride,” Emily said.

			“I think you should call me Kitty, Emily. You’re no longer in my employ, and I’ve come to think of you as a dear friend. How do you feel about that?”

			Emily smiled. “It’s more than all right with me, Kitty,” she said. “I’m honoured to be considered your friend.”

			“I hope you know how special you are to me,” Kitty said, patting her hand. “Will Mr. Li be joining us for something to eat?” she called to Lizzie as she and Emily followed her to the dining room.

			“No, missus. Mr. Li said it’s not his place to eat in the dining room.”

			“It seems Hop-sing has reverted to his old self,” Kitty said, not really surprised.

			“Being with people day and night for a whole week was probably a bit much for a man who prefers his own company most of the time,” Emily suggested.

			“You are probably right,” Kitty agreed.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

			Emily stirred. In her conscious mind she could hear rain drumming on the roof, but when she opened her eyes the subdued light, rather than sunlight streaming through the filmy curtains at the window, confused her. Yawning and stretching, she made her way to the window. She drew the curtain aside and then gasped in surprise when she came face to face with a grey kangaroo on the other side of the glass. Its fur was soaked and she could see the sweet face of a joey protruding from its pouch, but seeing her startled face, the kangaroo hopped away into the rain again.

			“Oh, don’t run away,” Emily cried unheard. She felt sorry for the kangaroo and joey. As she watched, a pair of emus strolled past the window. This time she kept perfectly still so that they were unaware of her.

			Beyond the veranda, the outline of the river was no longer distinguishable amid a body of water for as far as the eye could see. Incredibly, all she could make out was the tops of the enormous Coolabah trees that grew along the riverbank.

			She snatched her light dressing gown from the end of the bed and ran from the room in her nightdress, squealing, “Kitty!”

			Incredibly, despite the early hour, Kitty’s bedroom door was open, but she wasn’t inside.

			Mel’s room was next door and her door opened. “What’s wrong, Emily?” she asked sleepily.

			“Have you looked out of the window?” Emily asked as she slipped into her dressing gown.

			“No, yet,” Mel replied. “Why?”

			“There’s flood water everywhere,” Emily said panic stricken. “It’s surrounding the house.”

			Mel’s eyes widened in alarm and then she ran down the corridor towards her sisters’ rooms, calling them. Emily ran through the house, poking her head in rooms she passed, calling for Kitty. When she burst onto the back veranda, she caught sight of Kitty standing on the edge of the floodwater, which was no more than thirty yards away. She was helping Buddy and Stumpy drag a water-logged sheep to the safety of dry land. Harry was walking his horse towards them through knee-deep floodwater, dragging a new-born calf he’d roped, which just had its head above water. When he was close enough, Buddy removed the rope and pulled the weary calf up to the veranda, where there were already several calves taking shelter.

			Emily froze, shocked and unable to absorb the scene before her. Water was lapping at the door to Harry’s cottage. Many sheep and cattle were close to the house, seeking an escape from the floodwater. Calves were bellowing in distress because they’d become separated from their mothers. Luckily the stables were close enough to the house to be dry. She could hear chickens clucking and realised they’d been removed from their inundated pen and put in a stall in the stable. She could see the head of the station’s milking cow, Mirabelle, over a stall gate.

			Dodging animals, Emily rushed to Kitty’s side. She was wearing an oilskin raincoat. Emily could see she was already exhausted.

			“Emily, you’re getting drenched,” Kitty said.

			“I didn’t expect this,” Emily said looking out at the vast stretch of water, as droplets of rain fell off her hair. Her dressing gown and nightdress were quickly soaked, but it still amazed her that the rain was not cold.

			“I didn’t, either, but I shouldn’t be surprised. I’m beginning to accept that everything that can go wrong while Dermot is away, will go wrong,” Kitty said.

			“Some of our neighbours’ homesteads will be in trouble,” Harry called from his horse. The rain was cascading off the sides and back of his hat, but his clothes were protected by an oil-skin coat.

			“You’re right, Harry. I shouldn’t complain,” Kitty said. ,

			“I hope Moola Bulla might be okay as the homestead there is on fairly high ground,” Kitty said. “But your home too will likely be inundated by the end of the day”.

			“It’s only water,” Harry said good-naturedly. “I haven’t got anything much of value, but I put Angus’s possessions on the kitchen table so they’d stay dry.”

			“I want you to move into our house until the water subsides,” Kitty said.

			“I’ll be all right,” Harry argued.

			“I insist, Harry. I don’t want to be lying awake all night worrying about you. I should be grateful that our home is still dry, but for how long if it doesn’t stop raining. Oh, how I wish Dermot and Liam were here.” She saw Harry’s expression change and felt awful that she’d reminded him of how much danger Angus was in. “I’m sorry,” she said. “That was a thoughtless remark. It goes without saying that I wish Angus was here with us, too.”

			“Don’t be afraid to mention Mr. McBride, or Liam, Mrs. McBride,” Harry said. “It’s not like either of us will ever forget for a second that those we love are fighting in a war.”

			“For God’s sake, Harry, call me Kitty. We’ve been through too many trials and tribulations to be formal with each other, and it seems there’s more to come.”

			Harry nodded. “All right, Kitty,” he said. “But when the boss gets home I think it would be best if I address his wife as Mrs. McBride.”

			“Very well,” Kitty agreed, happy with that arrangement.

			They heard the distressed bleat of a sheep and Harry went off to find it.

			“There’s eighty miles of flood plains over there,” Kitty said pointing to the area on the far side of the river and on their side to the north of the homestead. “I can’t bear to think about how many of our stock have drowned, Emily.”

			Emily put an arm around her shoulders. “What can I do to help?”

			Kitty thought about it. In the background, the poor calves were bellowing. She turned to look at the eight of them, huddled in a frightened group under the veranda. Two more were wandering amongst the heifers looking for their mothers. “Obviously their mothers aren’t amongst the heifers here so they’ll need bottle feeding. But first put on some dry clothes. I don’t want you getting sick.”

			At that moment Kitty’s three daughters appeared on the veranda. They’d hurriedly dressed and donned oil coats.

			“What can we do, Mum?” Mel called.

			“The calves will need bottle feeding. There are bottles and powdered milk for poddy calves in the storeroom. Maudie will know where everything is kept. Mr. Li can make up the milk if Maudie tells him how to do it. Then all of you girls can begin feeding the calves.”

			Harry brought another sheep to the water’s edge.

			“How much stock have we lost?” Kitty asked Harry. She could see the body of a cow floating in the distance.

			“It’s difficult to tell, maybe a quarter of our stock, but I’m hoping that most of the mob moved to higher ground near Mount Hart and the ranges.

			“I like your optimism, but I’m not sharing it,” Kitty moaned.

			While Hop-sing made up the milk, Emily hurriedly dressed. By the time she got back to the veranda the girls were filling bottles. It didn’t take the hungry calves long to get the hang of drinking from a teat attached to a bottle once they smelt warm milk. Emily actually enjoyed feeding them, although it was a messy job. She thought the calves had sweet faces and the three sisters enjoyed it, too. Mel had done it before, but it was the first time for Coleen and Brenda.

			“We should’ve helped dad more,” Brenda said to Coleen. “Then none of what we’re doing would come as a shock and we’d be more help to Mum.”

			Coleen agreed. “It’s a pity it’s taken a war to make us see our mistakes,” she said.

			The rain kept up for a few hours, with water several centimetres in the kitchen in Harry’s cottage. Then it suddenly stopped and Harry was able to dry the kitchen floor. Emily helped him.

			“Does the Lennard River flow into the sea?” she asked as they monitored the water from the homestead veranda towards evening.

			“It splits into two rivers, the May and the Meda, before it empties into beautiful Stokes Bay,” Harry told her. “There’s going to be a full moon tonight. Did you by any chance see the Staircase to the Moon when you came along the coast on the Sea Gull?”

			“No, what’s that?”

			“When there’s a full moon, and the tide is low and the mud flats are exposed, they look like a staircase that rises up to meet the moon. It’s one of the most beautiful sights I’ve ever seen.”

			“Oh, I wish I had seen that,” Emily said regretfully.

			“Maybe we’ll see it together one day,” Harry suggested. He gazed at her with eyes that glowed with warmth and affection.

			“That would be wonderful,” Emily said, responding fondly. How friendly Harry always was to her! She smiled at him, took hold of her broom, and pushed a gush of water out of the door. “How long will it take for the flood water to subside if it stops raining?”

			Harry also came to the door and wrang out a wet towel. “If it completely stopped raining, it might only take a few days, but as it’s the wet season it’s not likely to stop raining for months.”

			Emily sighed. “Poor Kitty,” she said.

			Harry looked at her. “You’ve been a great support to her, Emily,” he said with admiration.

			Emily leaned on her broom. “I hope so,” she said. “Kitty has been so kind to me. I’d do anything I could to help her.”

			“I know she’s grateful to have you here. You’re like another daughter, but unlike her own daughters who need and depend on her support, you give her strength and comfort. I’ve seen it.”

			“Kitty makes me feel valued and respected. She’s given me so much confidence as a woman. I feel like a completely different person to the girl who lived in Perth.”

			Harry’s expression softened. “You’ve grown as a woman. I value and respect you, too. I’m grateful every day for the moment you came into my life. I didn’t think I was capable of feeling this way again. In such a remote place you don’t expect to meet the woman who can hold your heart in the palm of their hand.”

			Emily was deeply moved by his words. “That’s a lovely thing to say, Harry.”

			“I mean it, Emily. I know I’m not much of a catch, but…”

			“Miss Emily, Mr. Edwards, the missus say come in for dinner,” Lizzie called from the open doorway, interrupting.

			Emily looked at Harry, sorry the moment had been ruined.

			“We’d better go,” he said with a sad smile.

			They were all exhausted by the time it grew dark and it had begun raining again. The back area around the house was full of animals and there wasn’t any feed for them. The desperate sheep began eating the dead shrubs in the front garden.

			“Surely they won’t eat my rose bushes,” Kitty said watching the sheep from the drawing room window.

			“I wouldn’t think they’d like the thorns and there are no leaves left,” Emily said.

			“I’m afraid to go to bed, Emily,” Kitty said wearily. “I’m afraid of what we’ll find in the morning. It could well be water lapping at the door.”

			“The water might’ve receded by morning,” Emily said. “It hasn’t risen any higher, despite rain falling on and off.”

			“I hope you are right, Emily,” Kitty said, clinging to her optimism as if it was a life raft.

			Mel entered the drawing room and then just as suddenly left with her hand over her mouth.

			“Is she going to be sick again?” Coleen asked Brenda as she came in.

			“Sick?” Kitty said. “I didn’t know Mel was unwell.”

			“She’s been feeling off for a while now,” Brenda said. “But she assures us it’s nothing serious.”

			“I have noticed she’s been a bit off color sometimes, but surely she would’ve told me if it was anything serious,” Kitty said. “It would be a disaster if she became seriously ill when we can’t get to Derby.”

			Kitty went to check on her youngest daughter. She found her in the bathroom being sick. ”What’s wrong, Mel?” she asked in concern.

			“I don’t know. I’ve just been feeling very queasy for a while now. It comes and goes. Sometimes I have to vomit.”

			“That’s odd,” Kitty said. From her nursing experience she sensed it was nothing serious, but she still felt guilty for being so preoccupied with all her own troubles. “You’ve probably eaten something that is disagreeable with your stomach. I’ll give you a dose of salts and I’m sure you’ll feel better in the morning,” she said. “If you don’t, or if you experience pain, please let me know.”

			“You’ve got enough to think about, Mum,” Mel said.

			“I’ve always got time for my girls,” Kitty assured her.

			The following morning the water had receded just a little. Kitty had slept fitfully out of sheer exhaustion, and Emily had also spent half the night getting in and out of bed to look out of the window, trying to work out whether the water was any closer to the house. At five o’clock she found Kitty in the kitchen.

			“I couldn’t sleep,” Kitty said. “I kept listening to hear if it was raining, but all I could hear was sheep bleating and heifers bellowing. It felt like I was in Noah’s ark.”

			Emily smiled wearily. “The sheep and calves kept me awake, too,” she said. “I feel so sorry for the calves. They might never see their mothers again.”

			“We’ve raised a lot of poddy calves over the years, Emily. As you’ve seen for yourself young heifers can get into difficulty giving birth if the calf is large. If no one is there to help them, they don’t make it. It’s very sad.”

			Suddenly they heard a scream and jumped.

			“What was that?” Emily asked. It was light outside, but they couldn’t see anyone.

			“Do you think it was Mr. Li?” Kitty asked.

			“I don’t know,” Emily said, confused.

			Next they heard someone yelling for help and they knew it was the Chinaman. They hurried out onto the veranda and pushed through the livestock to get to the outside kitchen. At the partially open doorway they stopped to find Mr. Li on top of the table in the middle of the room. He looked terrified.

			“What are you doing up there, Mr. Li?” Kitty asked.

			“I saw a…snake!” he yelled, pointing at the floor.

			“Are you sure it wasn’t a gecko? They’re harmless and there are always plenty around, but especially now. The flood water has brought all sorts of creatures to high ground around the house, including every conceivable type of lizard.”

			“I be in Australia long time! I know lizards have legs,” he shrieked on the verge of hysteria.

			The Chinaman seemed very sure of himself so Kitty moved back cautiously and pulled Emily away from the doorway as she peered under the table.

			“I don’t see it,” Emily said, peeking over Kitty’s shoulder.

			“There!” Kitty said, pointing. “You’re right, Mr. Li. That’s a snake all right.”

			A dark-colored snake was slithering alongside the cupboards.

			“It probably came in here after a mouse,” Kitty suggested.

			“Mouse! No mouse in Hop-sing’s kitchen,” the Chinaman declared indignantly.

			“This is the country, Mr. Li. Mice are everywhere.”

			Hop-sing’s jaw dropped open and he literally swooned.

			“Are you afraid of mice, Mr. Li?” Kitty asked.

			Hop-sing looked at her blankly and then shook his head, but he wasn’t very convincing.

			“That snake is not very big,” Emily said, wondering why the cook was so frightened of a snake that was no more than nine inches long. On the drove they’d seen much bigger snakes.

			“It’s a King Brown snake, Emily. The small ones are no less harmless than the larger ones. One bite from that little snake could easily kill a man.”

			Emily reeled and Hop-sing Li literally broke out in a sweat.

			“You keep an eye on it, Emily. Don’t lose sight of it,” Kitty said.

			“What are you going to be doing?” Emily asked in a panic.

			“I’ll fetch my gun,” Kitty said.

			“Can’t we just shoo it outside?” Emily asked.

			“I’m not going anywhere near a King Brown,” Kitty said, dashing off to her office.

			Emily froze. “What will I do if it comes towards me?” she asked Hop-sing.

			“What I do if it climb onto table?” Hop-sing screeched.

			“It won’t do that, will it?” Emily didn’t know anything about the behaviour of snakes.

			“Where it now?” Hop-sing asked, cautiously peering over the side of the table.

			The snake turned and slithered across the middle of the floor.

			“It’s under the table now,” Emily said, watching it with eyes as wide as saucers.

			On the verge of fainting and shaking violently, Hop-sing dropped to his hands and knees. “It not climbing table legs,” he asked in a voice little more than a hoarse whisper.

			Emily shook her head. “Not yet,” she said, transfixed as the snake’s tongue flickered from its mouth and its lifeless eyes scanned the kitchen. “If it does, you’ll have to jump to safety.”

			Kitty returned with a rifle. “I’ve shot plenty of snakes in my time here, so don’t worry,” she said breathlessly. She pointed the gun at the floor under the table and took aim, but Emily and Hop-sing didn’t think she looked nearly as confident as she sounded.

			Emily took several steps backwards. She didn’t like guns and she feared the noise it was going to make. Before Kitty could fire the gun, the snake disappeared behind a box on the floor on the far side of the kitchen.

			“Damn!” Kitty muttered. “I can’t see it now.” She went into the kitchen and cautiously moved around the table.

			Hop-sing watched her every move.

			“Look out, Kitty,” Emily cried in alarm as she peered around the door.

			Kitty jumped with fright and took two steps backwards. “Do you see it?” She scanned the floor in alarm. “Where did it go?”

			“I don’t know,” Emily confessed.

			Kitty grumbled crossly. “If you don’t see it, then keep quiet, Emily,” she ordered. “You’re making me nervous.” She extended her leg and pointed the toe of her shoe to move the box on the floor.

			Emily was shaking from head to toe and could see Hop-sing Li was rigid and white with terror.

			The Chinaman was peering over the side of the table when Kitty’s shadow crossed the floor. He thought he saw the snake and jumped backwards in alarm, losing his balance and almost falling off the table. Scrambling to save himself, his arm knocked Kitty who had her finger poised on the trigger. The gun went off!

			The blast was deafening in the confines of the kitchen. They all jumped with fright but this time Mr. Li did fall off the table, landing a few feet from the door. While the animals on the back veranda scattered, Emily was aware that a blur of black fur flashed past her. She heard a growl as Bess literally jumped over Hop-sing’s legs, and in an instant seized the snake in her mouth, shaking it violently and throwing it. The snake landed between Emily and Hop-sing. The cook froze while Emily screamed hysterically; jumping up and down and waving her arms like a mad woman, further alarming the animals on the veranda.

			“Emily! Stop that,” Kitty shouted.

			“There’s…the snake,” Emily screamed, pointing at the floor in front of her. The snake appeared to still be moving.

			Kitty came around the table and looked at the snake. “It’s dead.”

			“I saw it move,” Emily screamed, backing away.

			“It’s dead, Emily. That’s just nerves twitching. Bess killed it. She’s always been a good snake dog. Not many get past her.” She unloaded her gun, so Emily began to relax.

			“The snake could’ve killed Bess,” Emily said, patting the dog. It was sitting beside her, looking up at her, with its tail wagging, as if it knew it had done something heroic.

			“I know. She’s as quick as lightning but so are snakes, so one day she won’t be lucky.” She looked down at Hop-sing, who was staring at the dog in amazement. How many times had he shooed the dog out of the kitchen and it had just saved his life. “Are you all right, Mr. Li? I thought you were a goner when you fell off the table.”

			The Chinaman only managed to shake his head.

			Kitty went to a cupboard and opened it, pushing things aside without care until she found the brown bottle she was looking for. She poured herself a brandy, swallowing it in one gulp. Then she poured another glass and gave it to Mr. Li.

			The Chinaman swallowed the brandy. Then he tried to get up, but his legs were shaking so violently that he had to hold the table so he wouldn’t fall over while he was moving toward the box. He looked down at it on the floor and then opened it, carefully lifting out what had once been a hand painted, ornate Chinese teapot. The spout was missing, blown clean off by the bullet from Kitty’s gun.

			Holding the teapot in front of him, Hop-sing looked at Kitty in shock.

			“Please don’t tell me that was a treasured family heirloom,” she said, disbelieving of what she’d done.

			Hop-sing nodded. “It was my grandmothers,” he said slowly. “Her mother gave it to her and she give it to me because my mother dead and no granddaughters in family.”

			Emily was observing the tension between Hop-sing and Kitty. She held her breath, waiting for the Chinaman to explode in his customary fashion.

			Unexpectedly he burst into hysterical laughter. Kitty looked shocked at first, but then she began laughing, too. Emily couldn’t believe what she was witnessing. Her mouth literally dropped open.

			Kitty and Hop-sing laughed so hard that tears streamed down their faces and they had to hold onto the table. After a minute Emily could hardly tell whether they were crying or laughing. It appeared to be both.

			When Kitty finally got control of her emotions, she gasped to catch her breath while mopping tears on her face with a handkerchief. She poured two more glasses of brandy, which she and Mr. Li sculled in one gulp. Then Kitty remembered Emily and offered her a glass of brandy.

			“It’s probably not six o’clock in the morning,” Emily commented in bewilderment.

			Kitty took several deep breaths. “You’ve just had your first encounter with one of Australia’s deadliest snakes, Emily. Does it really matter what time it is?”

			“No,” Emily admitted, pouring herself a large shot of brandy.

			“I’m really sorry about the teapot, Mr. Li,” Kitty said to the Chinaman. “I’ll glue the spout back on and it will be as good as new.”

			“I not like it anyway,” Hop-sing said with distaste. “Also not like my grandmother.”

			Kitty and Emily gaped at him.

			“She cranky old lady,” Hop-sing said. “I not see her happy one time in her life. She make me bring teapot to Australia. Say if I break it, I get bad luck. But I not break it. You break it.” He grinned with delight.

			Kitty was momentarily stunned. “Oh, great,” she groaned. “That’s all I need! More bad luck!” She had a quick thought for Mel and her sickness, but she shook the idea off. Determined, she delved into the box and found the spout, or what was left of it. “I’m going to glue this back on,” she said. She put it against the pot, but a piece was missing so it was ridiculously short.

			“It not work,” Hop-sing insisted. “Throw teapot away.”

			“Certainly not! I don’t need any more bad luck,” Kitty said adamantly.

			“I know why Mr. Li was laughing,” Emily said, as she and Kitty walked back to the house. She was thinking of the cook’s selfish motives. “But why were you laughing?” Kitty was carrying the teapot and spout with the greatest of care.

			“It was probably just a release of emotions, all the anger, frustration and worry of the past weeks coming to a head. It seemed so ridiculous that I’d shot the spout off a family heirloom when I could’ve hurt you or Mr. Li. I just became hysterical. Thankfully, you’re safe and Mr. Li wasn’t angry with me about the teapot.”

			“Of course he wasn’t. He hated the teapot but he couldn’t break it because he didn’t want the curse of bad luck his grandmother had put on him.”

			“So you believe I’m cursed,” Kitty said in horror.

			“I most certainly do not,” Emily assured her.

			“I’m not taking any chances,” Kitty insisted. “Do you think he’s afraid of mice?”

			Emily nodded. “I’m sure of it.”

			“Wait till a mouse plague comes through,” Kitty said laughing. Thinking of the cook’s reaction to the snake, she shook her head. “For a few minutes there I thought he was going to soil his pants.”

			This time it was Emily who burst out laughing and couldn’t stop.

			It was a miracle, but only very light rain fell in the evenings for the next week. This allowed the floodwater to quickly recede, although there was still far too much water in the river and the whole area was awash in rapidly-drying, brown mud. Most of the animals moved away. The only exception was the calves. They were penned because otherwise they’d starve to death or become stuck in soft mud down near the river.

			Kitty and Emily were standing on the back veranda when Harry, Buddy, and Stumpy returned from checking on the stock.

			“Give it to me straight,” Kitty said, anxiously waiting for Harry’s report.

			“We lost a few heifers and sheep, but the majority have survived by heading for the higher ground near the Leopold Ranges.”

			Kitty exhaled the breath she’d been holding. “That’s a relief,” she said.

			“I told you that teapot wouldn’t bring you bad luck,” Emily said, putting an arm around her shoulder. “And as we’re talking about good news: Is Mel all right?”

			“She says she feels much better, although she’s become fussy about food and that is not like Mel at all.”

			“I had noticed that, but that’s far from bad luck due to a teapot,” Emily laughed.

			“Teapot?” Harry queried while dismounting.

			Kitty had stuck the ridiculously short spout back on the teapot and put it on a shelf in the kitchen. Hop-sing said he didn’t want to look at it because he’d thought it was ugly even before it had the spout blown off, but she insisted he didn’t move it.

			“That’s a bit of a story that I might share at a later date,” Kitty said to Harry. “Buddy, we’ve run out of milk powder for the calves and a few other necessities, so you’ll have to make a trip to town first thing tomorrow morning,” she said. “I’d have Harry drive the truck, but the track will be like a bog after the flood. The wagon would likely get stuck, too, so you’ll have to go by horse back and take a pack horse.”

			“Yes, Missus,” Buddy said.

			“And Buddy could you…?”

			“Check the post office for mail,” Buddy said, finishing her sentence. His gaze was full of empathy. He knew she was hoping for mail from Dermot.

			“Yes, please, Buddy,” Kitty said. “We’ve got letters that need to be posted as well.”

			“Is all the milk powder gone?” Harry asked.

			“Just about,” Kitty said. “The calves are hungry all the time and Mirabelle can’t supply us and all of them with milk. As it is, she doesn’t produce very much these days. ”

			“We’ll have to try milking one of the heifers that’s lost a calf,” Harry suggested.

			“Is that possible?” Kitty asked.

			“It won’t be easy but we’ll give it a go.”

			“Why not let the calves feed directly from a heifer with milk?” Emily asked.

			“The heifer wouldn’t allow it,” Harry said. “They can pick their own calf out of a herd of hundreds but it’s rare they’d ever accept an orphan.”

			“What a shame,” Emily said.

			“Yes, it is. We saw a few heifers wandering, looking for their calves. It’s very sad.”

			“They could be looking for one of the calves that are here,” Emily suggested.

			“That’s right. If they come this way there’s always the possibility that they’d find their calf. We’ll round up a few heifers with milk and no calves and bring them in first thing in the morning. Then we’ll get one in a horse stall and see how we go at milking it.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

			Harry, Stumpy, and the dogs herded eight heifers towards the house. Emily and Kitty were standing on the back veranda, observing the hungry calves, still held in a makeshift pen. Emily found it heartbreaking to listen to the calves calling for their mothers.

			“Wouldn’t it be a miracle if the calves’ mothers were amongst those heifers?” Emily said, as she watched Harry bring them closer to the house.

			“As we have thousands of cattle, it’s unlikely, but you never know,” Kitty agreed.

			As soon as the heifers got quite close they began bellowing loudly with their heads up, sniffing the air. Harry and Stumpy tried to hold them in a group, but it was impossible as they were determined to get to the calves. The calves also reacted very excitedly and pushed against the makeshift pen until they broke it down. In the mayhem that followed, it was obvious that two of the calves had found their mothers. It was a miracle!

			Their reunion brought a delighted Emily to tears. The heifers bellowed as if rejoicing. They sniffed their calves and then allowed them to suckle. Emily had to smile as the calves’ tails wagged furiously and dollops of frothy milk dripped from their mouths as they suckled.

			Harry and Stumpy herded the remaining six heifers into the barn, separating one by guiding it into a single stall, while the others were put in two stalls, three in one, and two in the other. The heifers that had been reunited with their calves were allowed to wander away with them.

			“How do the heifers know which calf is theirs?” Emily asked Harry as she dried tears on her cheeks. “They all look the same to me.”

			“Just the same as any mother would know her own child,” Harry replied.

			Harry had no success milking any of the heifers. After being kicked in the shins he retreated to the stall alongside the one holding the heifer he was trying to milk and attempted to do it from there. Kitty and Emily watched from the stable door after being told to keep a safe distance. Time and again the bucket went flying. Harry had Stumpy bring the calves into the stables and put them in a stall. They were still bellowing in hunger but the heifers wouldn’t let them get close enough to suckle.

			“It’s no use,” Harry said, giving up. “We’ll just have to hope that Buddy gets back with powdered milk soon.”

			“You did all you could, Harry. Thanks for trying,” Kitty said disheartened.

			Upset with being defeated, Harry went home to check on the damage floodwater had done to the inside of his cottage while Kitty retreated to her drawing room. Emily remained in the stables, trapped by the pitiable sound of the hungry calves, still in a stall near the heifers. As she approached the stall and put her hand out to the calves, their rubbery wet noses sniffed her through the railings, thinking she’d brought them milk. Emily thought they had the sweetest faces. Their big brown eyes were so innocent and vulnerable. The last heifer they’d tried to milk was in a stall alongside the calves. Her udder was so full that it was leaking and the calves were tortured by the smell of warm milk.

			“You must be uncomfortable with so much milk in your udder,” Emily said to the heifer from the safety of a stall alongside. The animal bellowed softly as if it understood her.

			“I know you’re missing your calf, but these poor calves are missing their mothers just as much. You’re all suffering, but you can help each other.” Emily slipped a bucket through the railing and cautiously moved it beneath her udder. Then she gently touched the heifer’s side. The animal flinched and swung its head around to look at her. “It’s all right,” Emily whispered in a soothing voice, wary that she’d lash out with a well-placed kick. “I won’t hurt you.” She knew she’d have about as much chance of milking a heifer as Harry. It was frustrating and she felt on the verge of tears, but she didn’t want to give in to her emotions. She knew there had to be a way to get milk for the calves.

			Emily watched the heifer with the hungry calves bellowing behind her. She noticed the heifer was picking at scattered Lucerne hay on the floor. “That’s it,” she said excitedly. “What better distraction than food!”

			Emily got another bucket and filled it with horse feed, a mixture of oats and bran. Then she slipped it through the railing in front of the heifer. The heifer sniffed it, but didn’t touch it, so she collected some Lucerne from one of the horse stalls and added it to the bucket. This looked more like feed to the heifer so her interest was piqued.

			While the heifer was eating, Emily tentatively touched her teats. She flinched, but she was very hungry so she didn’t kick out as she’d done before. Very cautiously, Emily then tried milking her. Harry had explained how it was done and had demonstrated on Mirabelle. At first nothing happened, and Emily was disheartened. She persevered and gradually got the hang of it as milk began to squirt into the bucket. While the heifer was chewing, she swung her head around to look at Emily and shuffled restlessly. Afraid she could end up with one of her arms broken, Emily withdrew them and the bucket from the stall. When the heifer began eating again, she slipped the bucket beneath her and resumed milking her.

			Pretty soon the bucket was half full with frothy, warm milk. Emily removed it carefully and filled three bottles, which she shared amongst the hungry calves. The calves without a teat pushed her all around the stall until it was their turn. They loved the warm milk and suckled noisily. When the milk was gone and they were still hungry, Emily refilled the bucket of food for the heifer and repeated the process again, getting another half bucket of milk. She was really pleased with herself and knew she’d sleep well that night, knowing the calves weren’t so hungry.

			Excited, Emily went to Harry’s cottage and called out from the open back door. Harry was inside, drying the floor again. He was very surprised to see her. “Emily! Is everything all right?”

			“I did it, Harry,” she declared, overjoyed and full of a sense of achievement she’d never known before.

			“Did what?”

			“I milked the heifer and fed the calves. I got two half buckets of milk.”

			Harry couldn’t believe it. “Emily, that could’ve been dangerous,” he said, lifting one trouser leg to show off a massive purple bruise on his shin.

			“I did it through the stall railing. I put some feed in front of the heifer and then gently milked her.”

			“Why didn’t I think of that?” Harry said. “Congratulations, Emily,” he said. “You’re amazing.” He hugged her tightly.

			“I wanted to tell you first, but I can’t wait to tell Kitty. She won’t believe it,” Emily said. “I’m more excited than I was when I got my driver’s licence. Do you think it’s because I did something that could’ve been dangerous?”

			“I…guess so,” Harry said.

			Emily laughed with pure glee and then rushed off to see Kitty.

			Harry watched her run back to the big house and smiled with pride. He felt an overwhelming warm rush of emotion seep through him. He recognized the feeling, but he hadn’t felt it for a very long time. “I love you, Emily Scott,” he said out loud.

			Emily found Kitty in the drawing room at a small desk where she was writing a letter to Dermot. She excitedly told her what she’d done, barely taking a breath.

			“Calm down, Emily,” Kitty said. “You’re rambling like a mad woman. Do I understand that you milked a heifer…and fed the calves with the milk?”

			“Yes, that’s exactly what I did,” Emily declared proudly.

			“That’s amazing, Emily, but you could’ve been hurt,” Kitty said worriedly.

			“But I wasn’t,” Emily boasted. “Isn’t it wonderful? I’m so impressed with myself.”

			“I can see that,” Kitty said, amused. “I’m also very impressed. Wait till I tell Dermot what you did,” she added excitedly.

			“When will Buddy get back?” Emily asked, taking a deep breath to calm down.

			“Some time tomorrow,” Kitty said.

			“We haven’t seen much of Glenys lately,” Emily said, thinking of Liam.

			“No, I wonder if Deb is alright? Maybe when the ground dries out we should pay them a visit.”

			“That’s a good idea,” Emily agreed.

			Buddy returned the following afternoon. Harry, Emily, and Kitty met him on the back veranda. He had letters for everyone, including one for Emily from Annie. Kitty called Lizzie and gave her letters to take to Mel, Coleen, and Brenda.

			“Come back with Maudie and Topsy to feed the calves,” she added.

			When Buddy handed Harry a letter from Angus he told him he had a message for him from the postmaster’s assistant.

			Harry knew who he was referring to, and flushed, glancing self-consciously at Emily.

			“Miss McKenzie tell me say hello to Harry,” Buddy said with a grin.

			“Did she?” Harry said, looking at the letter in his hand to avoid eye contact with anyone. “How was the trip to town?”

			“Damn hard,” Buddy said and then glanced at Kitty. “Sorry missus, but the horses kept sinking in mud all the time. Miss McKenzie said a cyclone hit the coast near Broome. It was a category one, she said. Guess that means it was just a big blow.”

			“That’s exactly what it means, Buddy, and it explains the wind and rain we’ve had,” Kitty said.

			“Miss McKenzie said there bin floods everywhere and the pub in town lost part of the roof.”

			“Rusty said the roof wouldn’t hold in a big wind,” Harry said. “He had planned to send Mitsy up with a hammer and nails to fix it.”

			“You’ve got to be joking,” Kitty said, outraged but not all that surprised.

			“I saw Mr. McLean tryin’ to get his wife on the roof,” Buddy said. “She got real mad and hit him with a broom.”

			“I wish I’d seen that,” Kitty said with a laugh. “It’s about time she stood up to his laziness, although I’m surprised she did. She usually does whatever he asks of her with no argument.”

			“A couple of the ol’ white fellas were cheering her on and tellin’ her to hit Mr. McLean harder with the broom,” Buddy said with a chuckle. “Maybe she hit him cos she’s havin’ a baby.”

			“What?” Kitty exclaimed. “How do you know that, Buddy?”

			“Big Arnie told me.”

			Kitty shook her head, thinking men could be worse gossips than women. “That’s wonderful news, Buddy. Mitsy has wanted a baby for years, but we all gathered that Rusty was too lazy to get her in the family way.”

			Buddy chuckled heartily.

			“What a terrible man, expecting his wife to get up on the roof and fix it, especially when she’s expecting a baby.” Emily was aghast.

			“If you knew him, you wouldn’t be surprised, Emily,” Kitty claimed.

			They all retreated to quiet places to read their letters.

			Kitty headed for the sanctuary of the drawing room with her letters so Emily took her letter from Annie to her room to read it

			Dear Emily,

			I hope this letter finds you well. I’m back in civilization. After my daughter in-law endured a very difficult pregnancy, I wanted to be there for the birth of the baby and luckily I was. Camille Rose-Ann, my fourth grandchild and first granddaughter, finally came into the world in such a hurry that I helped deliver her on the kitchen floor while my son was fetching the doctor. Imagine the surprise when John and Doctor Fletcher walked in to find Sarah nursing Camille, who is absolutely so adorable that I could eat her.

			Of course this proud grandmother is spoiling her rotten. I’ve already bought her frilly dresses, three dolls, and tiny black-patent shoes and she’s only five days old. It’s twice the fun shopping for granddaughters than it is for grandsons.

			I can’t bear the thought of leaving Camille and going back to Broome and the smell of fish, so I’ve decided to extend my stay, perhaps until after my granddaughter’s first birthday. I’m just kidding. My fisherman husband would send out a search party, especially if the fish weren’t biting.

			I hope you are still enjoying life in rural Australia, but I read in the West Australian newspaper that lots of men off the land have gone to war, so things are probably harder for you. If you should come back to Perth in the next few months, please look me up as I’d love to see you again and introduce you to my granddaughter. My son’s address is 4 Cabot Street, Northbridge.

			Take care for now,

			Love Annie.

			Emily already knew that Annie was stranded in Perth because the Henderson’s had told her, so she smiled broadly because she wouldn’t be in the least upset.

			When Emily saw Kitty a little later, she had something on her mind.

			“Can I ask you something, Kitty?” Emily finally enquired.

			“Of course, anything.”

			“Why did Harry look embarrassed when Buddy mentioned Miss McKenzie from the post office?” Emily had met her. She’d found her to be an attractive woman in her mid thirties.

			“Clara has always had a soft spot for Harry,” Kitty admitted. “She never fails to ask after him when someone else collects the mail.”

			“Have they ever been out together?”

			“No, he’s never asked her.”

			“Why not? She’s attractive.”

			“I’m not sure. Clara lost her husband about three years ago now. Literally! He was a fisherman and was lost at sea. His body was never recovered and his boat was never found. It was a bit of a mystery really, and a terrible tragedy because Clara has two sons who are now fatherless and still at a tender age. Ernest is around eight now, so Jeffrey would be about four. They’re lovely boys but a bit of a handful for a young mother. In a small town, people talk and gossip. Stories got around that perhaps Clara’s husband had faked his disappearance because he wanted to leave her and the children.”

			“Surely not,” Emily said in disbelief.

			“People can be cruel. I’m sure Harry didn’t believe the stories, but just the same I’ve often wondered whether he was afraid to become involved with her just in case her husband suddenly returned.”

			“But you said he’s been gone for three years now,” Emily said. “So that’s unlikely, isn’t it?”

			“Yes, it was always unlikely. The weather had been bad when he disappeared so his boat could’ve easily capsized. He likely drowned and well…it’s awful to imagine but there are plenty of sharks in the bay. Not knowing what happened was the hardest thing for poor Clara. I don’t know how she explained his disappearance to her sons.”

			“That would be so hard,” Emily said.

			“Clara is lonely and has made no secret that she’d like more children. To be honest, I always thought Harry would be perfect for her. I can’t tell you how many times Dermot has told me to stop playing match-maker and let Harry find love again himself. I guess he has now.”

			Two weeks later, Emily had a letter from Liam in the mail delivery. Kitty had a letter from Dermot and her son, too.

			Emily then opened her letter from Liam in the privacy of her room, where she wouldn’t be disturbed.

			Dear Emily,

			Once again your letter brought a smile to my face. For just a few minutes I could forget about this war and imagine I was sitting under a Coolabah tree on North Bundaloon, watching sheep and cattle grazing. I could almost feel the warmth of the sun on my skin and hear the kookaburras in the gum trees growing alongside the river. What a wonderful daydream. I guess I sound like a homesick fool, but everyone feels the same.

			When next you hear from me I’ll likely be in Europe, probably France, or maybe Turkey. We can’t really find out because it’s standard procedure not to be notified of specific troop movements until almost the last minute, but I’m hoping that dad and Angus will be sent to the same place as me.

			I’ve finally had a letter from Glenys. She said things have been tough on Moola Bulla because of the drought and her mother has not been well. The doctor in Derby wants her to go down to Perth to have some tests on her heart so it could be serious. Glenys will go with her, of course. It’s an unfortunate time to be leaving the station when they have a shortage of workers, but that can’t be helped. I wish I could be there to support Glenys, but luckily my future wife is a strong woman. I miss her terribly. Before I go to sleep at night I think of our future. I let my mind wander to the passing years and our children growing up on North Bundaloon. Those thoughts are a great incentive to stay alive.

			I laughed out loud when I read about Mr. Li droving on Big Arnie’s donkey. Imagining Mum and my sisters also doing that kind of work is enough to make me believe in miracles. But you all got the cattle to market so I can’t help but admire you. You’ve been very good for my family, Emily. I’m sure the fact that you’ll have a go at anything is inspirational to my sisters. You’re what I call a woman of substance.

			I’ll sign off now as we’ve been marching in the desert heat and I can hardly keep my eyes open. Keep the letters coming, Emily. I really look forward to them.

			Warmest wishes, Liam.

			Emily held the letter close to her heart and looked out of the window with a smile on her face. “He called me a woman of substance,” she said out loud with a smile. His words made her feel so good about herself. She tried to imagine Liam reading her letter and was pleased she could bring him a few minutes of happiness, reliving memories of home. She thought about Glenys and how lucky she was to have the love of such a wonderful man. She imagined herself at the wedding, part of a special family, and what a happy occasion it would be. The news about Deb however sounded kind of worrying.

			There was a knock on the door and then Kitty popped her head in. “Can I come in?”

			“Of course. I’ve just finished reading Liam’s letter. He’s heard from Glenys. Did he tell you?”

			“Yes, he said Deb O’Connor needs to go down to Perth for more tests on her heart. I hope she’ll be all right.”

			“Do you think they have already gone south?” Emily asked.

			“I don’t know. But I hope they will stop by before they go if they haven’t,” Kitty said, worried for Deb. “I thought we had troubles, but at least on the whole we’re all healthy. Bill has enough to worry about with the station and a son away in the war, without having to worry about his wife’s health. It’s probably all the worry that’s brought on Deb’s heart complaint.”

			“I hope she’ll be okay,” Emily said thoughtfully.

			“My husband is missing the station,” Kitty added contemplatively. “It won’t be the same when he gets home though, Emily, and that worries me.”

			“I’m sure he won’t expect it to be and how could he?”

			“I know you are right,” Kitty said. “Dermot said that the troops in Egypt will soon be deployed to Europe. I had been praying the war would end quickly and that they wouldn’t have to go and fight in Europe. It’ll be far more dangerous than where they are now.”

			Emily put her arm around Kitty’s shoulders. “They’ll come home safely,” she reassured her. “Liam is really looking forward to his future life with Glenys. He’s even thinking about their future children growing up on North Bundaloon. He’ll do all he can to come home safe and marry Glenys and have the future he’s dreaming about. And you know Mr. McBride is longing for the day he’ll get home to you and his girls.”

			Kitty smiled and squeezed Emily’s hand. For a while they both clung to their thoughts.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

			March 1915

			“What’s wrong, Kitty?” Emily asked when she found her in the drawing room with a cup of tea. She thought she looked very despondent. “Did you sleep badly last night?”

			“I was just wondering how much more can go wrong while my husband is away.”

			“Has something happened?”

			“You mean other than the usual catastrophes?”

			A few days ago the water pipe from the main tank to the house had become blocked, so it took hours to run enough water to wash. What few vegetables they had left in the garden after the flood had rotted in the boggy soil. Then a sheet of iron on the veranda roof lifted in the wind. It banged all the time, driving Kitty crazy when she was in the office, and when it rained, the veranda got soaked.

			Poor Stumpy spent most days chasing hungry mice and snakes out of the stables. The mice were looking for feed and the snakes were looking for the mice. He was particularly worried about one of the dogs being bitten as they slept in the stables. Maudie had been complaining that the red back spiders they usually found on the back veranda were now invading the house.

			Kitty had started to believe that the house would fall down around her ears before her husband and son came home, and she didn’t have the money or the time to re-establish the gardens. She complained to Emily all the time about what Dermot and Liam would think when they saw the house and garden looking so terrible.

			“Buddy has just told me that Dermot’s horse is still off his food. He’s been like that for a few days now. What if Banjo dies while Dermot is away, Emily?”

			“It’s not that serious, is it?”

			“It could be. Dermot would never forgive me if something happened to Banjo. It’s all getting too much, Emily. I’m ashamed to admit that I’ve started adding liquor to my morning tea because I can’t cope with the stress.”

			“Surely Harry can handle fixing a blocked pipe and the veranda roof,” Emily suggested.

			“Harry is doing the work of at least three men so I can’t expect him to fix things around the house as well. In the evening, when he’s so tired he could sleep standing up, he takes care of all the horse shoeing that Angus used to do. I’ve seen him working by lantern light well into the night.”

			Emily had noticed how exhausted Harry had become. “What about Buddy or Stumpy?”

			“They might be able to handle unblocking a pipe, but they’re too old to climb up onto the roof. My husband should be here. He should be doing the house repairs and I shouldn’t have the responsibility of looking after his horse. He should never have joined the army, putting his life in danger and leaving me with so much responsibility. It just isn’t fair. I don’t know that I’ll ever forgive him.”

			Emily was surprised by Kitty’s outburst. It was the first time she’d really heard her vent her frustration with her husband. She knew Kitty did not seriously query their relationship but she could understand her disappointment. She tried to calm things down.

			“What do you think is wrong with Banjo?”

			“Harry can’t find anything physically wrong with him, so it’s my guess he’s pining for Dermot. It’s understandable, isn’t it? Banjo was born in our stable. He’s been with Dermot every day of his life. That’s more than ten years, so of course he can’t understand why Dermot’s not here anymore. I can’t understand it myself!”

			Emily could tell that Kitty was really fed up. “Some time ago, my neighbour, Mabel Douglas, had to go to hospital for an operation. She asked me to feed her cat, Simba. Mabel had lived alone for many years so the cat was her friend and companion as well as a much-loved pet. A week after Mabel left, Simba stopped eating and began howling around the house. I tried giving him every conceivable treat, but he wouldn’t touch food. I was beside myself. My uncle pointed out that Simba was pining. He said he’d known of a cat whose owner died and the cat curled up on the grave and grieved to death. You can imagine how alarmed I was to hear this. How could I possibly tell Mabel that her cat had died while in my care?”

			Kitty looked dismayed. “So…Simba pined away for Mabel,” she said, thinking the worst.

			“No, thankfully, this story has a happy ending.”

			Kitty exhaled in relief. “So what did you do?”

			“Mabel had a favourite old comfy cardigan that she wore most days at home, the kind with big pockets stuffed with handkerchiefs and sweets. Naturally she didn’t wear it to hospital so I put it in Simba’s basket so he could smell Mabel and feel close to her. He got into the basket immediately and started purring, so I left him a big dish of food and went home. When I returned that evening all the food had gone, so I refilled the dish. Mabel came home two weeks later to find a fat and healthy cat waiting for her. The cardigan wasn’t redeemable, though.”

			Kitty looked amazed. “Do you think if we put something of Dermot’s in Banjo’s stable that he’d stop pining?”

			“There’s no harm in trying.”

			Kitty dashed off to find an article of clothing that would have Dermot’s scent on it. She returned to the drawing room defeated. “Just my luck,” she complained. “Everything of Dermot’s has been washed.” She slumped into a chair.

			“Perhaps there’s something of his in the tack room, something that doesn’t get washed often,” Emily suggested.

			Kitty thought about it and then her eyes widened. “He has a leather waistcoat that he wears when he’s branding bush bulls. He claims the leather is some protection from the bulls’ horns, although I’m not convinced. It should be hanging up in the tack room. I don’t think it has ever been washed.”

			“Then that might do the trick,” Emily said hopefully.

			Emily went with Kitty to the tack room, where they found Dermot’s waistcoat.

			Kitty looked at it sadly and then held it to her face, breathing deeply. Tears filled her eyes. “I can smell Dermot,” she said. “I should keep it close to me and then I could pretend he hasn’t gone away to fight a war.”

			The women took the waistcoat to the yard where Banjo was standing in the shade of the stables with his head hanging. He was a very large, chestnut horse with four white socks and a diamond shaped white blaze.

			“Just look at him,” Kitty said. “He’s not the horse he was a few months ago. It breaks my heart to see him like this.”

			“Have you considered that he might be bored, Kitty? He’s used to being ridden every day and for months he’s been standing around doing nothing.”

			“I hadn’t thought of that, but no one has ever ridden Banjo except Dermot.”

			“Then perhaps someone should. Why not you?”

			Kitty’s eyes widened. “Me? I’m not experienced enough.”

			“He doesn’t look hard to handle. Is he?”

			“I don’t think so,” Kitty said. “But he hasn’t had anyone else on his back. I’m not sure how he’d react.”

			“There’s only one way to find out and some exercise and a change of scenery won’t do him any harm. If you don’t want to ride him, ask Buddy or Mel to ride him.”

			“I don’t know, Emily. I’ll think about it. Meanwhile I’ll leave Dermot’s waistcoat here.” She called for Banjo, but the horse would not come. So she hung the waistcoat on a post in the yard.

			Kitty felt more depressed than ever that evening. At dinner, she barely touched her food and was unusually quiet.

			“I think I’ll have an early night,” she said to the girls and Emily.

			“It’s only seven thirty, Mum,” Coleen said. “I was going to play the piano for you.”

			“Perhaps another evening. I’m not in the mood tonight, but thank you,” Kitty said and went to her room.

			Alone in her dark room, Kitty stared out of her bedroom window for a long time. It wasn’t raining so she could see the moon was full. Something about the huge silver orb in the sky made her feel lonelier than she ever had in her life.

			“Oh, Dermot,” she whispered. “Are you looking at the moon, too, and thinking of me?” She prayed, as she did every night, that her husband and son would come home safely.

			Kitty wasn’t tired enough to sleep so she slipped out of the house and went to the stables. Banjo was still standing in his yard with his head over the railing. He was close to the post where she’d left Dermot’s waistcoat.

			“I know you’re missing Dermot as much as I am,” she said to the horse as she rubbed his velvety nose.

			“Kitty? What are you doing out here?” Emily asked, as she came up behind her.

			“I came to see how Banjo was feeling,” Kitty replied despondently. “It seems we’re both in the doldrums.”

			“We had the same idea,” Emily said. “I managed to find the only carrot in the vegetable garden that isn’t rotten. I thought it might cheer Banjo up, but don’t tell Mr. Li.” She offered the horse the carrot. He sniffed it but then put his head over the railing again. Emily was disappointed.

			“He seems to be looking toward the river,” Kitty said. “Maybe he does want to go out. Will you help me saddle him, Emily?”

			“Now?”

			“Yes, why not? I don’t think it will rain tonight and I can’t sleep thinking about him, so I may as well ride him.”

			“But its dark,” Emily said in disbelief.

			“There’s enough moonlight to see everything. If I’m not back in two hours, you’ll know that Banjo didn’t like someone other than my husband on his back and you’ll need to send out a search party.”

			“I’ll do no such thing,” Emily said. “I’m not going to let you go out riding alone in the dark.”

			“Then you’d better saddle a horse for yourself,” Kitty said with a smile.

			Emily looked at her blankly for a moment, wondering whether riding in the dark was madness. She decided that perhaps they both needed some spontaneity. “Should I tell someone in the house we’re going?” Kitty and Harry had drummed it into her that you never leave the homestead without telling someone.

			Kitty knew there’d be a big fuss made and that was the last thing she wanted. “You’ve told me, so that’ll do,” she said with a wicked grin.

			“This is fun,” Emily called to Kitty, as they rode side by side. She had never felt so invigorated and she could tell that Kitty felt the same. Her cheeks were flushed and she couldn’t stop smiling. She was also wearing Dermot’s waistcoat. They were cantering across open country with a cool breeze in their faces. Bathed in candescent light, the landscape appeared completely different. The ghost gums along the river looked like giants with their long limbs beckoning to the stars. The sparkling river snaked through the landscape like a wide path leading to a magical kingdom. After all the rain, the soft ground that stretched out before them looked like a soft, multi-colored carpet.

			Banjo felt powerful beneath Kitty. His head was up, and he was snorting, but she could tell he was enjoying the exercise and freedom. Kitty and Emily were enjoying themselves, too. It was such a novelty to be riding at night, an unexpected pleasurable experience. Even the grazing kangaroos looked bewildered to see riders. At one point several that were startled hopped alongside them, making Emily laugh with delight.

			When they slowed to a walk, the women were breathless with exhilaration.

			“We should do this more often,” Emily sighed.

			“I agree, Emily. This is just what Banjo needed and just what I needed, too. I feel so close to Dermot out here on Banjo. I should have done this weeks ago.” She reached for Emily’s hand and squeezed it. She didn’t need to say what she was feeling. Emily understood.

			The women entered a magnificent gorge with a steep rock face on either side of them. Up ahead, a waterfall tumbled over ancient rocks. They dismounted and went close to the rock pool, where the horses drank.

			“What an amazing place,” Emily sighed. “Why haven’t I seen it before now?”

			“It’s not on the cattle route, but I’ve been here with Dermot in the buggy.” The falling water shone white in the moonlight, while the pool was dark and mysterious.

			“The water looks so inviting,” Emily said. “Let’s swim, Kitty.”

			Kitty’s first thought was that they didn’t have bathing costumes, but that thought disappeared as quickly as it came into her head. “All right,” she said, continuing the theme of spontaneity.

			They stripped down to their underwear and waded into the rock pool, sighing with pleasure when the cool water enveloped their warm skin. Then they swam out into the deeper water and floated on their backs, looking up at the stars and the moon. Also in their line of vision were the high rock walls that surrounded the pool. Some parts were jagged, while other parts were smooth. Emily didn’t have to be told that she was in an ancient landscape, moulded over thousands of years by wind and rain. It was something she felt instinctively.

			“It feels like we’re the only two people in the world,” she said floating. She’d never felt more relaxed.

			“Except we’re not the only people here,” Kitty replied.

			“I know that,” Emily said. “It just feels like it.”

			“No, Emily, we’re really not alone,” Kitty said, pointing over her right shoulder to where two Aboriginal men were standing on top of the rocks, watching them. Their dark forms were silhouetted by the moon.

			Suddenly, bathing in their underwear didn’t seem like the best idea.

			“Where did they come from?” Emily asked, treading water. In the moonlight she could see they were carrying spears.

			“I have no idea, but we’d better get out of here,” Kitty said.

			They swam as fast as they could to the edge of the rock pool, slipping into their clothes and boots in a fit of giggles. Then they mounted their horses and galloped away.

			The women laughed all the way back to the station. The next day Buddy reported that Banjo had eaten all his food. “I don’t know what made him feel better,” he said.

			“I have no idea,” Kitty said. She’d slept better than she had in weeks, waking to wonder if the previous night had been a lovely dream.

			“Mel, that gown doesn’t appear to fit you very well anymore,” Emily said diplomatically. They were in the dining room, waiting for the others to join them. Emily had noted that Mel didn’t look comfortable with the material of the gown pulled tight around her usually tiny waistline. It was the first time that Emily had noticed her clothing was getting tighter because she’d been wearing jodhpurs and loose shirts quite a lot, and she hadn’t complained. “Would you like me to let the seams out on your gowns and perhaps your jodhpurs as well?”

			“I’d prefer it if you made me some new gowns,” Mel suggested. “I’d like them to be loose and cool.”

			“Sure,” Emily said, surprised, because Mel’s taste had been more towards figure flattering styles than loose gowns. “That’s a good idea and you will probably lose weight again and then these gowns will fit you again.”

			“Just make me some new gowns,” Mel snapped before she stormed out of the dining room, leaving Emily surprised and perplexed.

			Kitty came in a few moments later. “Where’s Mel going?” She’d witnessed her hurrying away from the dining room.

			“I don’t know,” Emily said. “We were just discussing making her some new gowns as the ones she has have become tight on her, and she snapped at me. I don’t know what I might have said that upset her.”

			“I’ve noticed she’s been testy lately,” Kitty said. “I’ve also noticed her weight gain. I thought it was odd, given that she was sick for a while and now she’s picky with her food. But gaining a little weight is better than losing it. Mel has such a tiny frame.”

			Emily suddenly had a thought, but just as quickly dismissed it as impossible and inconceivable.

			That thought stayed with Emily all day. She couldn’t get it out of her mind and watched Mel as they worked with Harry, Buddy, and Stumpy, repairing the stockyard fences. Her arms were still very slim, Emily noted. The only place she’d gained weight was around her waistline.

			At the dinner table that evening, Mel declined the jug of gravy when Kitty tried to pass it to her.

			“But you love gravy on roast beef,” Kitty said.

			“I used to, but not anymore,” Mel said. “Actually, I’m not so fond of beef anymore, either. Perhaps we just have it too often.”

			Kitty frowned. “How can you love gravy and roast beef one moment and not the next?”

			“I don’t know, Mum. It’s not a big deal, is it?”

			“No, it’s just peculiar.”

			“I’ll have Mel’s share of the gravy,” Coleen suggested, pouring extra on her dinner.

			Later, Emily knocked on Mel’s bedroom door.

			Mel was surprised to see her when she opened the door.

			“I’m sorry to disturb you,” Emily said. “I’m also sorry if I said something that upset you yesterday evening.”

			Mel beckoned Emily into her room. “There’s no need to apologize. I’m just a bit sensitive lately, Emily,” she said.

			“I know you are terribly worried about your father and brother and some days are no doubt worse than others.”

			“It’s getting to all of us,” Mel said, flopping on the bed before gazing out of the window at the moonlight on the river.

			Emily sensed that Mel was distracted about something else. “How are you feeling, physically?”

			Mel looked up. “Fine, why?”

			“You were sick for awhile and your taste in food has changed. If you were married, I’d think you were expecting a baby, but of course that’s impossible.”

			Unexpectedly, Mel burst into tears.

			“I’m so sorry, Mel,” Emily said, dismayed. “I shouldn’t have said something like that. I know it can’t be true. I’ll go…”

			“No, stay, Emily,” Mel pleaded before burying her face in her pillow, sobbing. “I have to confide in someone,” she added, her voice muffled by the pillow.

			Emily approached the bed and sat down beside Mel. “Are you ill? Is it something…serious?”

			Mel lifted her tear stained face. “I think…it may be true.”

			“True?”

			“Yes, Emily. I think…I’m having a baby. My tummy is growing and I haven’t had my monthly for months.” Tears streamed down Mel’s face again while Emily gaped at her in shock.

			“But…how is that possible? You haven’t seen a young man since I’ve been here.” Emily’s eyes widened. “Not…Angus?”

			Mel shook her head and Emily exhaled in relief.

			“There aren’t any other possible candidates,” Emily said, confused. “Only Harry…”

			Mel shook her head vigorously.

			“Then…who?”

			“I won’t talk about him,” Mel said adamantly.

			“But he’ll do the right thing and marry you, won’t he?”

			Mel shook her head.

			“He won’t!” Emily gasped. “Your father will tear him limb from limb.”

			“I don’t want to get married,” Mel declared. “Don’t ask me anymore questions, Emily. I just want you to tell me how I’m going to tell my mother about the baby.”

			“The same way you just told me, Mel. There’s no way to soften the blow. She’s going to be even more shocked than I am.”

			Mel sat up and dried her tears. “I can’t do it yet, Emily. I just can’t. Please keep my secret until I’m ready to break the news.”

			Emily looked doubtful. She didn’t like the idea of keeping a secret from Kitty.

			“Promise me, Emily,” Mel pleaded. “I need just a little longer to gather my courage.”

			“All right. But you can’t put it off for much longer.”

			“I know.”

			Harry found Emily sitting alone on the veranda one evening. Several days had passed and Mel hadn’t told her mother about the baby. Emily was worried sick about how Kitty would react.

			“May I join you?” Harry asked Emily.

			She gestured for him to sit beside her. “I thought you’d gone to bed,” she said, thinking how exhausted he looked.

			“What’s the point? I don’t sleep when I do go to bed, no matter how tired I am.”

			“I suppose that’s when you worry about Angus the most.”

			Harry nodded. “I’m all right when I’m busy, but as soon as I’m still…”

			Emily felt powerless to take away his pain. All she could do was place a comforting hand over his. “I wish there was something I could do or say that would make you feel better.”

			“Just being here is an enormous comfort, Emily. I’m sure Kitty is grateful that she has you to lean on, too.”

			Emily sighed. “She’s not coping very well. Every little thing that goes wrong seems like something insurmountable. You’d think that a blocked pipe and a loose sheet of iron on the roof were major catastrophes.”

			“She hasn’t mentioned these things to me.”

			“And she won’t because you do the work of several men as it is. Is there a ladder in one of the sheds?”

			“Yes, why?”

			“And a hammer and nails?”

			“Yes.”

			“Good because I’m going to fix the veranda roof tomorrow.”

			“You?”

			“Why not me? I’m not afraid of heights that I know of. It can’t be that hard to put a few nails in the roof.”

			“Well, no, it isn’t,” Harry said.

			Emily had been expecting Harry to say she couldn’t do it because she was a woman. That he hadn’t delighted her. “Thank you for having confidence in me,” she said happily.

			“You’re a very capable woman, so why wouldn’t I? Just promise me one thing.”

			“That I’ll be careful? Of course I will!.”

			“It goes without saying that I want you to be careful, but I had been going to suggest that you wear your riding jodhpurs to climb the ladder. You will be much safer than if you were wearing a skirt.” He put his arm around her and pulled her close. “I want you in my life for a very, very long time,” he added.

			“Do you, Harry?”

			“Yes, I do. I’ve fallen in love with you, Emily.”

			Emily’s eyes widened. She didn’t know what to say. She was very fond of Harry, but she didn’t know if she was in love with him. Having never experienced it, she didn’t know what to expect or how she should feel.

			“You don’t have to say anything, but I’m glad you know how I feel,” Harry said, kissing her forehead.

			Emily put her head on his chest and smiled, enjoying the comfort of being close to him. Harry made her feel secure and accepted for who she was. She’d always be grateful to him for that.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

			“Ah, there you are,” Emily said as she entered the living room where Brenda was enjoying a second cup of tea following breakfast. Harry had given them the day off, as they weren’t needed. Brenda had been knitting for the war effort. They all did something whenever they had some spare time, usually in the evenings. “I’d like you and Coleen to help me this morning.”

			“I can’t speak for Coleen, but I’ll gladly assist you any way I can,” Brenda replied. “What will we be doing?” She noted Emily was wearing jodhpurs and assumed they’d be doing something on the property that involved riding.

			“Fixing the veranda roof,” Emily said.

			Brenda laughed but then noted that Emily wasn’t laughing. “You’re serious?”

			“Indeed.”

			“I’m scared of heights and you should be, too.”

			“I’ve never tested that theory, but all I want you to do is hold the ladder steady while I climb.”

			“Emily, you can’t fix the roof.”

			“Why not? I learnt to ride and I now have my driver’s licence. What can be so hard about putting a few nails in the roof?”

			Brenda thought it. “Well, nothing, I suppose,” she said.

			“We can do anything we put our minds to, Brenda, and why shouldn’t we?”

			Coleen entered the living room just in time to overhear her remark. “You’re a modern woman and I like the way you think, Emily,” she said. “Do you have something in mind?”

			“Emily plans to fix the roof and I’m going to help,” Brenda informed her.

			Coleen blinked in surprise. “Fix the roof!”

			“That’s right,” Emily said.

			“Brenda is scared of heights. We found that out when we were children and she climbed a tree and became paralysed with fear. Dad thought he’d have to cut the tree down to get her out.”

			“I’ve disclosed my fear of heights, thank you, Coleen, but I can hold the ladder steady for Emily,” Brenda sniped.

			“I’d like you to climb to the top of the ladder and pass me the hammer and nails, Coleen. Can you handle it?”

			“Count me in,” Coleen said without hesitation.

			“That’s the spirit,” Emily said delighted.

			“Shall we get Mel to help, too?” Brenda asked.

			“No,” Emily said quickly. “We should let her rest today.” She was becoming increasingly uncomfortable with avoiding the truth about Mel. “Let’s fetch the ladder and tools,” she said.

			Kitty was sitting in a chair in the corner of her bedroom, knitting like a demon for the war effort, when she was alerted by banging. It took her a few moments to realise the sound was coming from up on the roof, but it was too loud to be possums. As Harry, Buddy, and Stumpy were out working on the station, she didn’t know what to think.

			Panicking, she rushed outside to see what was going on. There was nothing untoward on the back veranda, but she heard banging overhead again. Then she heard voices coming from around the side of the house.

			Emily and the girls had decided that the wall around the side was the safest place to lean a ladder. From that part of the house roof, Emily could get to the veranda roof easily.

			Kitty got the surprise of her life when she came upon Brenda standing at the bottom of a ladder, holding it steady, with Coleen most of the way up the ladder.

			“What is going on here? What are you doing up there, Coleen?” Kitty called, but Coleen was distracted by something above her and didn’t reply. Kitty looked to her eldest daughter for an explanation. “Will someone tell me what’s going on?”

			“Coleen is passing Emily nails to put into the sheet of loose iron on the veranda roof.”

			“Emily!” Kitty’s mouth dropped open. “Who is up there with her?”

			“No one. She’s fixing the roof by herself,” Brenda boasted.

			Kitty tried to object, but her voice was drowned out by banging.

			“It can’t be harder than learning to ride or droving cattle, can it, Mum?” Brenda said when there was an interval in the hammering while Coleen passed Emily more nails. “And we managed that with no dramas.”

			“The roof is much higher than the back of a horse,” Kitty scolded. “If she should fall…” She couldn’t bear to think about the consequences.

			Hop-sing had been coming out of the storeroom, when he caught a glimpse of Emily and the girls coming out of the nearby tool shed with the ladder, and started observing what they were doing.

			Kitty spotted the cook. “She’ll be all right, won’t she, Mr. Li?” she asked worriedly.

			He shook his head. “She crazy woman!” he said, and went back to the kitchen.

			Kitty paled. “Emily! I want you to come down immediately,” she shouted.

			“She won’t be able to hear you properly, Mum, but she’s nearly finished,” Coleen said looking down.

			Emily thought she heard Kitty’s voice and looked over the side of the roof, which proved to be a mistake. Her head swooned when she saw how far it was to the ground. “Oh,” she cried, leaning back and taking a few deep breaths.

			“Are you all right, Emily?” Coleen asked Emily.

			“Yes, I shouldn’t have looked over the side of the roof,” Emily said, getting back to work.

			“What’s wrong?” Kitty shouted up.

			“Nothing,” Coleen called down.

			“First she milks a wild heifer, now this,” Kitty mumbled worriedly. “She’s determined to put her life in mortal danger.”

			“She’ll be all right, Mum,” Brenda insisted.

			“Emily said we’re quite capable of doing everything that dad and Liam used to do,” Coleen called down to her worried mother. This point was strongly made by Emily when she began to waver at the last minute.

			“I don’t know about that,” Kitty argued.

			“I think she’s right,” Coleen insisted, wanting to believe it was true. “We’re going to unblock the water pipe next.”

			Those were words that Kitty never expected to come out of her daughter’s mouth.

			“All done,” Emily called a few moments later. “Look out below. I’m coming down.”

			“Be careful, Emily,” Kitty warned when she saw her jodhpur clad leg come over the side of the roof as her foot searched for the top rung of the ladder. She helped Brenda hold the ladder steady.

			Coleen reached ground level holding the hammer and a few moments later Emily was also safely on the terra firma.

			Kitty exhaled the breath she’d been holding.

			“You won’t hear anymore banging in the wind, Kitty,” Emily said happily. “The roof is fixed and it wasn’t hard at all.”

			“That’s a relief, but I’m not at all happy that you put yourself in danger,” Kitty snapped. “You should’ve discussed your intentions with me. I would’ve discouraged you, of course.”

			“Then it’s just as well she didn’t,” Brenda contributed.

			“I…” Emily hadn’t been expecting Kitty to be cross with her. “Climbing a ladder isn’t hard and the veranda roof is very wide.”

			Kitty tried to relax. “Well, I don’t mean to sound ungrateful, but all I need is you falling off the roof.”

			“Mum!” Brenda blurted. “Things won’t get done if we don’t do them and Emily was spirited enough to have a go at fixing the roof. You should be thanking her.”

			Kitty looked mortified. “You’re right. Thank you, Emily. I’m sorry I snapped. My nerves are on edge most of the time but I shouldn’t take it out on you. I’m sure we’re in for more rain so it will be good not to have to deal with a wet veranda,” she added.

			“I think you’re a marvel, Emily,” Brenda said in admiration.

			“I agree,” Coleen said. “You are just as capable as any man and we can be, too, if we put our minds to it.”

			Kitty looked at her daughters in amazement, thinking Dermot would be shocked by the change in them. They’d grown into confident young women and it was mostly because of Emily’s ‘can do’ attitude. “I hear you plan to unblock the pipe from the rain water tank,” she said to Emily.

			“Yes, that’s the next job,” Emily said. “I’ve been thinking about how we can do it. Firstly, we’ll have to figure out exactly where the pipe is likely blocked. It shouldn’t be too hard.”

			The main tank supplied the bathrooms and the inside kitchen with water, while another tank fed the outside kitchen, and the men’s quarters. There was also a water tank near the stables to supply water for the horse troughs and also the vegetable garden. A fourth tank supplied water to the manager’s cottage. The problem was with the main tank. Emily discovered the pipe protruded from the tank about a foot off the ground.

			“I know the silt sinks to the bottom so clear water comes out at this level,” Kitty explained. “But we’ve had a lot of rain, so perhaps the silt level has risen and that is what has blocked the pipe.”

			“Has it happened before?”

			“Yes, about five years ago. The ‘wet’ was horrendous that year. Dermot disconnected the pipe closer to the house and removed the blockage. I’m not sure exactly where, though, as I kept out of the way. I gather it’s a dirty job.”

			“I don’t mind getting dirty as long as we find the blockage and remove it,” Emily said thoughtfully.

			“Emily, that sounds easy to do, but if you disconnect the pipe and can’t reconnect it, we’d lose all the water. The tank is full after all the rain we’ve had, and it holds a lot of water. Unfortunately we have no flow protection. Can you imagine what a disaster it would be if all the water escaped?” Kitty said worriedly. “Not only would we have no water inside the house and have to cart water up from the river every time we needed to wash, but this area around the house would be flooded and each time it rained there’d be more water on the ground.”

			“The water running in the house is down to a trickle now, Mum, so we need to do something,” Brenda said desperately. “Maudie said it takes half an hour to get enough water to make a pot of tea and I haven’t been able to wash my hair for days.”

			“Neither have I,” Coleen complained.

			“You’re right,” Kitty said. “We’ll have to trust that we can reconnect the pipe.”

			Emily realised she had an enormous responsibility. “Something in the tank must’ve moved into the pipe and got stuck,” she said. “We just have to find where it is.”

			“How?” Brenda asked.

			“I’ve got an idea. Come on, girls.”

			Emily took the hammer from Coleen and began gently tapping the pipe. She started near the tank and then moved along the pipe towards the house, a few yards away. She was listening for a different sound. At one point, three feet from the tank, she stopped and tapped several times, then moved backwards. “Did you notice a duller sound at this point,” she asked. It was very close to a join in the pipe.

			“Yes,” the girls echoed.

			“There must be something in the pipe right here. That’s very fortunate.”

			“Is it?” Kitty asked dubiously.

			“Yes, we just have to pull the pipe apart at this point and clear the blockage.” Emily was a little worried as the pipe looked rusty at the join. Using the hammer, she gently tapped around the join, hoping to loosen the pipe enough to pull the two sections apart. She then put the hammer down and threw one leg over the pipe. “Brenda, will you hold the pipe on the other side of the join and when I say go, we’ll each pull backwards? That should separate the two pieces.”

			Brenda did as Emily asked. She threw her leg over the pipe and took hold of the pipe on one side of the join, while Emily took hold of the other piece. Kitty and Coleen stood alongside with anxious expressions.

			“Okay, pull,” Emily instructed, straining to separate the two sections of pipe.

			“It won’t budge,” Brenda complained after a few seconds of effort.

			Emily was straining hard. “It’s really stuck,” she said gasping. She tapped all around the join again with the hammer. Then they tried again, but it still wouldn’t budge.

			“Can we help?” Kitty asked.

			“Yes, that might work,” Emily said.

			Kitty instructed Coleen to go behind Emily, while she went behind Brenda. When Emily said go, they all pulled hard, but still nothing happened.

			“We need the strength of a man,” Kitty said frustrated.

			“That rules out Stumpy and Mr. Li,” Coleen said with a smirk.

			“We can do this,” Emily insisted. “Stand back!” She picked up the hammer again.

			“Please be careful, Emily,” Kitty said.

			Emily nodded. When they all retreated, she whacked the pipe quite hard. “I think I loosened it this time,” she said, noting that Hop-sing Li had appeared and was watching her.

			“What you do?” the Chinaman asked.

			“We are trying to pull the pipe apart to remove the blockage,” Kitty informed him.

			The cook turned to go.

			“Instead of running away, perhaps you could help,” Emily suggested hopefully.

			“Yes, Mr. Li, I’m sure you are stronger than I am,” Brenda said.

			“I doubt it,” Emily mumbled, which incensed the Chinaman.

			“That’s a good idea,” Kitty said. “Mr. Li, you take hold of the pipe on this side.”

			The Chinaman looked worriedly at his white tunic.

			“Are you afraid to get dirty?” Emily asked sarcastically.

			Hop-sing clenched his jaw. He felt he’d been challenged and he couldn’t back down. He faced Emily and took hold of the pipe.

			“Pull hard, now.”

			She strained and so did Hop-sing Li. Emily felt the pipe budge and smiled, and then suddenly it broke apart. Hop-sing lost his balance and fell backwards, landing flat on his back.

			Emily’s eyes widened and she laughed. Then suddenly a big blob of green, slimy matter shot out of the pipe like a ball from a canon, hitting her square in the face. She was sent sprawling backwards. Lying flat on her back she spluttered and tried to wipe the gooey, smelly, slime from her face. It was disgusting!

			Hop-sing Li quickly regained his feet. When he saw Emily’s face, he doubled over with laughter. He could barely breathe because he was laughing so hard. Emily struggled into a sitting position.

			The area around the pipe quickly began flooding and Kitty panicked. “Oh, no,” she exclaimed. “We’ll lose the water. Do something girls,” she cried hysterically. “Help them, Mr. Li!”

			Brenda and Coleen rushed forwards, took hold of the two pipe ends, but try as they might, they couldn’t get them together.

			Hop-sing was still laughing uncontrollably and made no move to help until Kitty literally shoved him towards the pipe and ordered him to help. All of them struggled to reconnect the pipe with water spraying up into their faces. Emily jumped up to help, causing the cook to recoil in repugnance when she got close to him. Ignoring him, she pushed in alongside him as they struggled to get the pipe back together. It took a minute, but eventually they succeeded. Exhausted and relieved they sat on the ground. The efforts of the past few minutes showed obviously in their faces.

			The girls and Hop-sing Li were only wet, but Emily was in a terrible state with slime on her clothes, face, and strewn through her hair.

			“Ugh,” she said. The smell was horrible. All she could do was laugh. It was that or cry. “There’s no doubt we unblocked the pipe. I’m wearing the evidence.”

			“I’m sorry you’re in such a state, Emily, but we couldn’t have done this without you,” Kitty said.

			“Or you, Mr. Li. Thank you. We’re very grateful, aren’t we, girls?”

			“Oh, yes,” Coleen and Brenda mumbled in agreement.

			“It will be wonderful to have a good bath again,” Brenda said.

			“I can’t wait to wash my hair,” Coleen added.

			“I go now,” the Chinaman said, looking mildly uncomfortable. He shuffled away.

			When he was out of earshot, they all laughed.

			“He doesn’t handle praise very well, does he?” Kitty said.

			“That might be the first time in his life he’s been dirty,” Coleen said.

			The second, Emily thought. “This is the first time in my life I’ve been this dirty,” she said. “If you don’t mind, Kitty, I’d like to be the first to take a bath.”

			“I don’t know…what do you think girls? Shall we let Emily go first?”

			“If you don’t, I’ll hug you all,” Emily threatened.

			“Don’t dare. Go take a bath. You look like you just crawled out of stagnant lagoon.” Kitty laughed.

			Later in her room, Emily wrote a letter to Liam. Lively and with colorful words she described the mending of the roof and the blocked water pipe. In her mind she could almost see him smile while reading it. She ended with a saucy line,

			Keep safe. All the best from North Bundaloon’s handy woman, Emily.

			Then she turned the light off and went to bed, feeling quite satisfied.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

			Mel had hardly slept a wink for days and her insatiable appetite had been replaced by fussy picking. Worrying about her mother’s reaction to the news that she was pregnant was literally making her sick. It couldn’t go on. Even the house staff had noticed the dark circles under her eyes, and it was getting harder and harder to hide her expanding waistline.

			It was dawn one morning in mid-March, when Mel decided it was time to speak to her mother. She’d had another sleepless night and knew it couldn’t go on. Having made up her mind, it couldn’t wait a moment longer. She knew Kitty would be awake because she hadn’t slept soundly since Dermot and Liam had left for Europe.

			Standing outside her mother’s bedroom door in a robe, Mel knocked, and then quietly opened the door. To her surprise, the bed was unmade but the room was vacant. Mel called her mother in case she was in the bathroom, but there was no reply.

			Walking quietly through the silent house, Mel searching the rooms, but her mother was nowhere to be found. She even searched her office, thinking she might be doing paperwork. Puzzled, Mel was heading back to her room when she suddenly had a thought. She opened the front door and peered onto the veranda.

			With half a cup of cold tea in her hands, Kitty presented a sad and lonely figure, gazing in the direction of the river. For the first time Mel realised how much her mother’s face had aged from worry and strain since her father and brother had gone away – and despaired that she was about to add to that worry. She suddenly lost the courage. On the spur of the moment she decided it would be better for everyone if she left the station. She turned to go back inside, but Kitty spotted her.

			“Mel! Were you looking for me?”

			Mel’s heart sank. “I had been going to join you, but you looked miles away so I thought you might prefer to be alone,” she said.

			“Nonsense, come and sit with me. I couldn’t sleep, but that’s nothing unusual lately. I don’t think I’ll get a good night’s sleep again until your father and brother come home.”

			Mel perched on the seat beside Kitty.

			“I’ve been thinking about Deb O’Connor and Glenys. We haven’t seen either of them in a long time. I wonder if everything is all right on Moola Bulla? I must ask Harry to take me over there to see Deb and Glenys. Perhaps Deb’s heart problems are much worse than we know. What do you think?”

			“I don’t know, Mum. Maybe you should visit them, and then you’ll stop worrying.”

			“You’re right. Kitty could feel the tension within her daughter. “You’ve always been a great sleeper, Mel, so what has you awake at this hour? Are you feeling ill again?” She touched Mel’s forehead, which made her feel even guiltier.

			“I’m fine,” Mel said nervously. She looked straight ahead at the river, outwardly calm, while her stomach churned with anxiety.

			Kitty knew her daughter well. “You have something on your mind. I can tell. Do you want to talk about it?”

			“I don’t want to, but I have to,” Mel admitted, looking down at her hands, wringing in her lap.

			“That sounds serious but you know you can discuss anything with me, Mel, anything at all.”

			“You might be sorry you said those words, Mum,” Mel said, turning to look into her mother’s trusting eyes.

			“I doubt that,” Kitty said, her expression compassionate. Her daughter looked so troubled that she started to worry. “What is it?” She took Mel’s hand and held it.

			“I…haven’t had my period for months,” Mel said. Her mouth had gone as dry as a dusty track.

			“Oh,” Kitty said. “That’s odd, but it’s not unusual for women to be irregular.”

			Mel’s head dropped. “You’ve got enough to worry about without me making things worse,” she said.

			“Nonsense, Mel. Are you worrying that there’s something physically wrong with you, because we can visit Doctor Russell if you want to? It might put your mind at rest.”

			“I’m…not…a virgin anymore, Mum,” Mel said in a voice that was little more than a strangled whisper.

			“You’re not a virgin…but Mel, you’re only eighteen…and you don’t have a boyfriend. How is that possible?” Kitty’s eyes widened. “Are you trying to tell me…you’re pregnant?”

			Mel nodded. She opened her dressing gown and pulled her nightgown tight to reveal her swollen belly.

			Kitty gasped and leapt to her feet. “Your father will kill the young man responsible. Who is it?”

			Tears sprang to Mel’s eyes. She had expected Kitty to be angry, and disappointed, but she had hoped they’d discuss her pregnancy calmly.

			“Were you…raped?” Kitty asked.

			Mel shook her head. “No, Mum, it was nothing like that.”

			“I don’t believe you. Are you protecting someone?”

			“No, I swear.”

			“Then who did this?”

			“I’m not telling you,” Mel said, tears streaming down her face.

			Kitty’s eyes widened. “You will tell me, young lady. I want to know who violated my daughter.”

			Mel jumped to her feet and fled into the house.

			Kitty chased after her. “Tell me who it was?” she yelled.

			As Mel ran through the house, she shouted over her shoulder. “Nobody violated me. I fell in love. And I will not tell you his name.” She went into her room, slammed the door closed, and locked it.

			When Kitty reached her door, she was breathless with anger. She tried the doorknob. “Open this door, Mel. We have to talk about this.”

			“No,” Mel shouted from within.

			Kitty heard her sobbing. She was so angry and shocked that she wanted rip the door from its hinges.

			Brenda’s door opened and so did Emily’s.

			“Is everything all right, Mum?” Brenda asked sleepily.

			The three house girls were standing further down the corridor, their eyes wide in alarm. They’d rarely heard expressions of anger in the McBride household.

			“No, Brenda. Your sister has just told me she’s having a baby” Kitty declared. “Did you know about this?”

			Brenda’s shocked expression was all the answer she needed. Emily stood back, relieved that Kitty didn’t ask her the same question.

			Coleen came out of her room, yawning. “What’s all the shouting about?”

			“Mum said Mel is pregnant,” Brenda said, wide-eyed in disbelief.

			“Mel! That’s impossible,” Coleen said coming instantly fully awake. “She doesn’t have a boyfriend.”

			“Boyfriend or not, someone has violated my baby girl,” Kitty said, fighting angry tears. “Your father will tear him limb from limb when he gets home.” She banged on the door again. “Open this door and tell me who this scoundrel is, Melissa McBride, or so help me…”

			“No, never!” Mel shouted, wailing again.

			Brenda approached her mother. “Mum, let Mel calm down. I’m sure this upset is not good for her…or the…” She couldn’t bring herself to say ‘baby’ as it hadn’t sunk in yet that her baby sister was expecting. “It’s not good for you, either.” She led her mother down the passageway, towards the drawing room, with Coleen and Emily trailing behind. As they passed the wide-eyed house girls Brenda asked them to bring a tray of tea to the drawing room.

			“Who could’ve done this, Brenda? Do you have any ideas?” Kitty asked as she tipped a shot of liquor into the cup that Maudie had just filled with tea.

			Brenda shook her head.

			“The only time Mel has left the property alone in the last few months was when she went out riding by herself. She never told us she was meeting anyone, though.”

			“She’s been doing more than meeting someone,” Kitty snapped. “Has she mentioned a young man to any of you?” She looked at Coleen and Emily.

			They both shook their heads.

			“You don’t think it was…Angus…do you?” Coleen asked Brenda with eyes as wide as saucers.

			Brenda’s mouth dropped open. “Of course not! He treats her like a kid sister,” she said, outraged at the thought.

			“You’re right,” Coleen said, relaxing. But the sisters looked at each other. If Mel didn’t have a boyfriend it had to be someone on the property. The only candidate was Angus.

			Mel refused to come out of her room for lunch and would only accept a tray through the door at dinnertime.

			“This can’t go on,” Kitty said at the dinner table. She’d tried to get Mel to open her door and talk, but she refused.

			“She’ll speak to us in her own time, Mum,” Brenda said.

			“Would you like me to try and talk to her?” Emily offered.

			“Yes, Emily, if you would. Meanwhile, I’ve got the station books to do,” Kitty said. “Life goes on, doesn’t it?”

			“Poor mum,” Coleen said to Emily and Brenda. “I don’t know how much more she can take.”

			Emily had no success with Mel and neither did her sisters. Finally she came out of her room, but she either went out riding alone or helped Harry with chores. If anyone mentioned the baby, she changed the subject. In the end, Kitty suggested she’d know who the baby’s father was as soon as she saw the baby.

			“Don’t all newborns look the same?” Coleen suggested.

			“No, not at all. I’ll know,” Kitty vowed.

			A week later, Harry returned from town with mail for everyone and some stores and two more bags of beads for Mr. Li. Emily took the letter from Liam to her room to read.

			Dear Emily,

			Just a few lines as we’re about to be shipped out to Gallipoli. My world has been turned upside down. Glenys has broken off our engagement. She’s fallen in love with a doctor working in the hospital where her mother is being treated for her heart condition. I cannot express how devastated I am. Suddenly life is not worth living.

			Yours, Liam

			Emily went into shock. Her hands were shaking as she held the paper that Liam had written on. She re-read his words several times, but she was unable to believe that Glenys had broken their engagement while Liam was overseas, fighting a war. It was cruel and incomprehensible.

			Emily was so stunned and so afraid for Liam that she couldn’t do more than stare off into space. She was still sitting like that when there was a knock on her door. Suspecting it was Kitty, she panicked. She didn’t want to add to her worry, but she knew if she told her that Glenys had broken her son’s heart, then that was exactly what she’d be doing. Impulsively, she put his letter under her pillow and opened a drawer and retrieved a letter from Annie.

			“Emily,” Kitty called. The door opened a crack and her head appeared around it. “Dermot is being sent to Gallipoli and he thinks Liam is, too.”

			“Oh,” Emily said.

			Kitty came into the room and sat beside Emily on the bed. “There wasn’t a letter from Liam, though.” She glanced at the letter in Emily’s hand. “I thought you had a letter from Liam,” she said.

			“No, it was from Annie.” Emily said a little breathlessly. She put the letter back in the drawer. “She’s enjoying her new granddaughter.”

			“I’m so worried about Dermot and Liam. I wonder if Gallipoli is a dangerous place. I suppose it is. I do wish this war would end.”

			“So do I,” Emily said. She felt sick at heart and angry with Glenys. But she had to pull herself together for Kitty’s sake. She couldn’t let her see her true feelings. “What else did Dermot have to say?” she asked.

			“He said he was fed up with being constantly blasted with blowing sand. Egypt must be a terrible place. I can tell he misses Australia. Apparently the Australians and New Zealanders have banded together and they going to carry out an amphibious landing on the Gallipoli peninsula with the goal of opening up a second front and securing the passage of Dardanelles. He said the British, French, and other allies will be fighting alongside them. He said they’re all just boys, Emily, like Liam and Angus. Their lives are just beginning. I can tell it breaks Dermot’s heart to see such young men putting their lives on the line, and for what? If they don’t make it home, they’ll never have families of their own. If only Liam hadn’t joined the army. He’d be married to Glenys by now and they might’ve even had their first baby on the way.”

			Emily didn’t know what to say, so she placed her hand over Kitty’s.

			“Harry brought back another big bag of beads for Mr. Li. I was so curious that I asked Harry to give them to me and I took them to Mr. Li. I insisted he show me what he’s doing with them. He produced strings of beads that he’s going to attach to a piece of wood and hang in the kitchen doorway. He says the flies won’t pass the beads, so the kitchen will be fly free. He has to sit for hours threading the beads on the fishing line. You know how particular he is. Each line of beads has to be exactly the same length. It’s such a fiddly task but the colored beads are pretty. He’s quite clever, isn’t he?”

			“Yes, it’s a good idea if it works,” Emily said absently.

			“I caught him feeding Bess a treat this afternoon. Ever since she saved him from the King Brown he’s been very kind to her. I noticed he moved the dogs water bowl closer to the door of the kitchen again. He must think the dogs will protect him from snakes now.” Kitty looked thoughtfully at Emily. “Are you upset that you didn’t get a letter from your uncle?”

			“What? No, not at all. I’m just a little distracted.”

			“I’ve been trying to work out when Mel might have her baby,” Kitty admitted. “But it’s hard as she won’t talk about how many periods she’s missed. I think she must be at least six months along. I wasn’t very big when I was having Brenda. Emily, the only candidate to be the baby’s father is Angus. He and Liam left in September, which was six months ago, so the timing is right.”

			“But Mel insists it isn’t Angus,” Emily said. “I know you aren’t going to like hearing this, but I’m sure Angus was very fond of Brenda and he writes to her, not Mel.”

			“Let’s be honest, Emily, he flirted with all my girls, and he’s a handsome young man with charms that are quite irresistible. It was obvious that Brenda and Coleen were smitten, but Mel… We foolishly trusted that Angus wouldn’t do the wrong thing, and now my youngest girl is pregnant! Dermot will string him up from the nearest gum tree.”

			Brenda was standing outside Emily’s door, which was ajar. She heard her mother’s words and sagged against the wall. “It can’t be true,” she whispered, her heart breaking into tiny pieces.

			“Harry, I need to talk to you,” Emily said when he answered her knock on his door.

			“Of course, come in,” Harry said. He could see she was upset about something. “Is everything all right, Emily?”

			“I need your advice, Harry,” Emily said sombrely.

			Harry gestured for her to sit on one of the two easy chairs in his small, sparsely furnished living room.

			“What are you worried about, Emily?” Harry asked.

			Emily felt comforted that he already knew her well enough to know she was concerned about something. “The letter you brought from Liam contained some bad news.”

			Harry’s eyes widened. “About Angus?”

			“No, sorry. I didn’t mean to alarm you. Liam told me that Glenys sent him a letter, breaking off their engagement.”

			Harry was clearly shocked. “Her timing isn’t the best, is it?” he said.

			“No, it’s terrible. I didn’t tell Kitty about it, though. She has so much to deal with and I knew she’d be distraught over Liam’s state of mind and what that could mean for his safety. I thought I did the right thing, but I don’t feel right about keeping something so important from her.”

			“She isn’t handling all the worry very well, especially just lately,” Harry said.

			“Should I tell her about Glenys, Harry?”

			Harry sat down in the other chair, facing her. “I think you should,” he said. “She’ll be angry and upset, but it is too important not to tell her, isn’t it?”

			“So I did the wrong thing in keeping it from her?”

			“I understand it was a tough call. I guess you just have to pick the right moment, if there is one.”

			“You’re right. I knew it was wise to discuss it with you.”

			“My door is open anytime,” Harry said with a flirtatious smile that made Emily laugh.

			Emily didn’t think there’d ever be a right time to tell Kitty what Liam had told her, so she headed for the house with the intention of breaking the news to her as gently as she could. She was in the corridor outside the drawing room when she heard voices. She recognized Kitty, but not the other voice. Lizzie was passing with a tray she was taking to Mel.

			“Does Mrs. McBride have a visitor, Lizzie?”

			“Yes, Mrs. O’Connor,” Lizzie said, before continuing on.

			Emily’s heart sank. She stood outside the drawing room door, which was ajar.

			“I can’t believe Glenys would do that to Liam,” Kitty said angrily. “How could she break his heart like that when he so desperately needs a clear head?”

			Emily peered into the drawing room and saw Deb O’Connor sitting on the sofa with her head bowed. “Oh, no,” she whispered. Mrs. O’Connor had told Kitty the bad news before she had the chance.

			“I don’t know what to say, Kitty,” Deb said. “Glenys feels awful about it, but she couldn’t let Liam go through the war believing they’d marry when he got home.”

			“That might seem like an awful thing to do, but at least he would’ve tried his best to stay alive. Now who knows what risks he’ll take?” Kitty collapsed, sobbing.

			Emily felt compelled to enter the drawing room. “Hello, Mrs. O’Connor,” she said softly, going to Kitty’s side to comfort her.

			“Hello, Emily,” Deb said.

			“Glenys has broken off her engagement to Liam,” Kitty said to Emily, dabbing her tears.

			Emily looked at her blankly, but Kitty was too upset to notice she wasn’t shocked.

			“I don’t blame you for being angry, Kitty,” Deb said. “I have a son in the war, too, so I know how worried you are. I just thought I should show my face and tell you I’m sorry. I expected you’d know already.” She stood up to leave.

			Kitty blew her nose on a handkerchief. “I’m not blaming you, Deb. I know you must be worried sick about your Daniel. But how would you feel if he had a bride-to-be and she jilted him while he was away fighting?”

			“Just the same as you, I suppose, Kitty.” Deb stood up.

			Kitty stood up, too. “I’m sorry I didn’t ask how you are, Deb,” she said. “You’ve had some health problems with your heart. All the worry you’ve had can’t be helping.”

			“The doctor in Perth gave me some tablets to take. Nothing more can be done, but you’re right, worrying doesn’t help.” Deb went to the door and let herself out.

			Kitty sat down again and thought about what Glenys had done. She became upset again. “How could Glenys do that to Liam?” she growled angrily.

			“What did Glenys do?” Coleen asked from the doorway. She’d heard her mother’s angry voice.

			“She broke off her engagement to Liam,” Kitty said.

			Coleen gasped. “Why?”

			“Apparently she fell in love with a doctor at the hospital where Mrs. O’Connor was being treated,” Emily explained.

			Kitty looked at Emily in surprise. “How do you know that?”

			Emily looked back at her blankly for a moment, realizing what she’d done. “Liam told me in a letter.”

			“What letter?”

			“One that Harry brought the other day. I kept it from you,” Emily admitted. “I was about to tell you when I heard Mrs. O’Connor’s voice.”

			“I can’t believe you kept that from me, Emily,” Kitty snapped.

			“I thought I was doing the right thing because you were so upset about Mel. Everything has been getting on top of you…I’m sorry.”

			“I thought I could at least rely on you to be honest with me,” Kitty shouted, and left the drawing room.

			Emily’s eyes glassed with unshed tears.

			Coleen sat down beside her. “Mum didn’t mean it, Emily. She’ll realise you were only trying to spare her feelings. She’ll understand when she calms down. She’s had too many shocks lately.”

			“Even so, Liam is her son and she had a right to know. I should’ve told her straight away.”

			“Mum is really angry with Glenys, not you. And she should be. How could she do that to Liam?”

			“I don’t know. He’s such a wonderful man,” Emily said, blowing her nose in a handkerchief.

			“How did he sound in his letter to you?”

			“Like he had nothing to live for,” Emily admitted. “But perhaps that was just the shock. I’m going to write to him and try my hardest to lift his spirits.”

			“Thank you, Emily. I will, too,” Coleen said.

			Emily wrote to Liam that evening. She had thought she would tell him about Mel, remembering that he’d said he could trust her to be honest with him about the situation at home. So far, she’d kept her word, but she’d taken a light-hearted approach to everything, hoping to put a smile on his face. That would be much harder now. But she knew she couldn’t tell him about Mel’s baby because Kitty didn’t want Dermot to know about it and worry and it wasn’t something she could ask Liam to keep to himself.

			Dear Liam,

			I’m sure there are no words I can say that will take away the pain you feel over losing Glenys. But I have to be honest and say that if Glenys could fall in love with another man so easily, then she wasn’t the right woman for you. Wasn’t it best you found that out before you married her?

			I know you can’t see a happy future for yourself right now, Liam, but please trust me, there is one. There was a point in my life when I saw nothing but misery in my future, with no escape, but then I took the position of seamstress on North Bundaloon. I cannot tell you how much my whole world changed and how wonderful I think you and your family are.

			Glenys’s mother was just here and she broke the news to your mother. I should’ve told her, so I’m angry with myself for not doing so, but she had so many worries that I didn’t want to upset her further. Of course your mother was very angry and Mrs. O’Connor was also upset.

			Your mother and your sisters need you to come home more than you will ever know. So please be careful and don’t take unnecessary risks. I’ve grown so fond of your mother and your sisters. I didn’t grow up with a mother or sisters, so I think of yours like the family I never had. I know you love them very much, so please believe me when I say that their future happiness depends on you and your father coming home.

			Take care and please write again when you can,

			Emily.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

			June 1915

			Kitty looked out of the drawing room window to see a haze of dust as the truck went by. “Harry is back from town,” she said. Emily and Coleen had been keeping her company while she waited anxiously for Harry’s return. She’d sent him to town to fetch newspapers, and hopefully letters. “Brenda and Mel should be here,” Kitty added.

			Maudie came through the door carrying a tray of tea, so Kitty asked her to fetch them. “I don’t know what’s wrong with the two of them,” she said to Coleen and Emily. “They spend far too much time alone in their rooms.”

			Over the course of a few weeks Kitty noticed that Brenda had retreated into herself, coincidently at the same time that Mel had revealed her pregnancy. Kitty and Emily were of the opinion that Brenda suspected the truth about Angus and Mel, especially as she’d hardly spoken a word to her sister.

			Emily had made Mel several loose dresses to hide her expanding waistline. She couldn’t wear jodhpurs anymore, but she’d still been out riding several times in a gown before Kitty confronted her at the stables one morning and told her it was too dangerous.

			“I used to ride in gowns all the time until Emily made us jodhpurs,” Mel retaliated defensively while saddling her horse.

			“You weren’t in the advanced stages of a pregnancy,” Kitty pointed out, trying to be patient.

			“I should think it would be a relief to you if something happened to the baby,” Mel snapped uncharacteristically.

			Kitty looked at her sadly. “Why would you say something so terrible, Mel?”

			Mel suddenly burst into tears and fled to the house. Kitty put her reaction down to pregnancy emotions and tried not to take it personally, but she couldn’t help feeling hurt. She absolutely could not stand the thought that two of her girls were withdrawing from her, now that Dermot and Liam had already gone. The lack of news of them did not make the situation any better. Initially she had felt relieved after.

			Bill O’Connor stopped bringing newspapers to them. She thought if she didn’t know what was happening in Europe, she’d worry less. But as the weeks passed with no word from Dermot or Liam she began to doubt.

			Harry entered the drawing at the same time as Mel and Brenda. He handed Kitty two folded newspapers. They’d come up from Perth, so they were nearly two months old.

			“There was only two letters at the post office for us. One was for me and the other for Emily.” He handed it to Emily.

			“It’s from Uncle Freddy,” Emily said, recognizing his handwriting.

			“I’m sorry, Kitty. I know you must be disappointed not to receive mail,” Harry said.

			“I can’t believe there was nothing from Liam or Dermot,” Kitty said upset. “But I’m happy for you that you got mail from Angus. What did he have to say?”

			“It was just a few lines dashed off before they boarded the ship for Gallipoli.” At this point, Harry’s emotions almost got the better of him, so he handed Kitty the letter to read while he walked over to the window and looked out at the river.

			Kitty took the one sheet of paper out of the envelope and unfolded it, noting the writing was shaky. She imagined him leaning on his knee as he wrote it, cleared her throat and read his words out loud.

			Dear Dad,

			We’re just about to board the ship bound for Turkey. No one feels prepared for what we are about to face, but we’ll do the best we can. Most of us are scared, but we make jokes to cover it up. In case I don’t see you again I want you to know that I love you and that you’ve been much more than a father to me.

			Kitty glanced at Harry’s profile, and swallowed the lump in her throat. Harry’s head dropped and she saw him wipe away a tear while trying to compose himself. She went on.

			You’ve been my best mate, too. I’ve never told you this before, but I don’t know what I would’ve done without you when mum died. You stepped up to take her place and I never felt alone, or more loved. If I don’t return from the war, please don’t grieve for me for long. It will give me comfort to know that you will still go on and make the best of your life and be happy.

			All my love,

			Angus.

			Kitty folded the piece of paper and looked up at Harry again with tear filled eyes. All the girls were emotional, too. Brenda broke down and rushed out of the room.

			“He’s right, Harry,” Kitty said, drying her cheeks with a handkerchief. “You’ve been a good dad.”

			Harry turned around. “Those words might be the last I’ll ever have from my son,” he whispered, his voice choked with emotion. “I just can’t imagine it.”

			“He’ll come home to us and so will Dermot and Liam. They’ll all come back to us,” Kitty insisted.

			Harry glanced at the West Australian newspaper that he’d given Kitty, so she opened it to look at the headlines on the front page.

			Hundreds of Aussie diggers die on a beach at Gallipoli.

			“Oh, God,” Kitty groaned. “Oh, God, no!” The paper dropped from her fingers to the floor.

			Coleen picked it up and her eyes widened when she saw the headlines.

			“Read what it says out loud,” Emily asked her.

			On April 25th, at 4.30 am, the 3rd Brigade of the Australian 1st Division stormed an unnamed cove on the Gallipoli peninsula. The intended landing zone was Brighton Beach, a broad front centred about a mile north of Gaba Tepe, but either a navigational error or unexpected currents, had the troops landing about a mile and a half further north, in a shallow cove between Ari Burnu and Hell Spit. The first ashore were the 11th Battalion, mostly west Australian troops.

			“Oh, God,” Kitty said again.

			Coleen went on.

			They were confronted by a ridge that led to a plateau. The first to fall was Captain William Annear of Subiaco. He was shot as he came up onto Plugge’s Plateau after the hard climb from the beach. Heavy fire met the Australians appearing over the rim of the plateau and the troops were forced to take what cover they could on the seaward edge. The men of the 11th Battalion met strong Turkish opposition around the slopes of a hill. Another officer was killed there. Unsubstantiated reports claim six hundred and twenty Australians died on April 25th, fifty-seven of them from the 11th Battalion.

			“Stop, Coleen, I can’t take any more,” Kitty said in agony. She burst into tears and fled the drawing room.

			The others sat in sombre silence for a few minutes. Emily was thinking about her brothers. She’d quickly read Uncle Freddy’s letter and he’d said they hadn’t joined the army yet, but Charlie had confided in him that he was seriously considering it.

			“Mum!” Mel called. “Mum! Something is wrong.”

			Kitty looked up from her desk, where she’d been agonizing over the station’s books and despairing at how quickly they were losing money. Mel was bent forward in the doorway, holding her stomach.

			Kitty jumped up and went towards her daughter. “What’s wrong? Are you in pain?”

			Mel nodded. “I’ve had pains for hours.”

			“Why didn’t you tell me sooner?”

			“I didn’t think it was anything because it started in my lower back.”

			“Back labour is common, Mel. I had it with you. Has it moved to the front?”

			Mel nodded. “Are you telling me the baby is coming now?”

			“Yes, it looks like it.”

			Mel’s eyes widened.

			“This day was always going to come, Mel. I just didn’t know when because you have refused to see Doctor Russell and you wouldn’t tell me how many periods you’d missed. Let’s get you back to your room and prepare for the birth of your baby.”

			“I’m scared, Mum,” Mel said as Kitty helped her walk towards her room. Kitty immediately had a flash back to when she was a little girl, which seemed not so long ago, and it saddened her.

			Mel cried out again and stopped in her tracks, doubled over as another pain gripped her abdomen.

			“Take a deep breath and try not to worry. When I was nursing I helped with the delivery of a few babies, so I know what to do,” Kitty said.

			The pain passed and Mel straightened up again, taking a deep breath. “That was a long time ago, Mum,” she said as she stumbled on.

			“I’ve also had four babies of my own, Mel, and you were all born out here,” Kitty said. “I gave birth to you without any help from a doctor because you were very impatient to come into the world. Your grandmother was a great support to me, though, just as I will be to you.”

			Maudie appeared from the drawing room with a duster in her hand. She looked worriedly at Mel.

			“Mel is in labour, Maudie,” Kitty explained. “Please bring lots of towels to her room and extra sheets and put a big pot of water on the stove to boil.”

			“Yes, missus,” Maudie said wide-eyed. She glanced anxiously at Mel again.

			“Oh,” Mel groaned, looking down at the floor in disbelief as a warm sensation went down her legs. “I think I’ve wet myself,” she cried in dismay. A pool of fluid formed around her feet.

			Kitty looked down. “Fetch a mop, Maudie,” she said. “Her waters have just broken.”

			“What’s happening?” Mel asked, alarmed.

			“It’s all right. The amniotic sack has burst. It’s all part of the process,” Kitty said.

			Maudie hurried down the hall to fetch the mop and Kitty got Mel moving towards her room again.

			They’d just reached the door when Brenda appeared from her room. She noted that her mother was supporting Mel. “Is something wrong?”

			“The baby is coming,” Kitty said.

			Brenda looked at Mel and fought the resentment she felt. “What can I do to help?”

			“Nothing at the moment, Brenda,” Kitty said. “I’ll call you if I need you.”

			“Stay with me, Brenda,” Mel pleaded in the ‘little sister voice’ she’d heard so many times in her life.

			Brenda knew it would kill her to see Angus’s child born, but she followed her mother and Mel into her room.

			While Kitty got Mel undressed and into a nightgown she couldn’t help noticing how worried she looked. “I’ll be right by your side, Mel. There’s no need to be afraid. What you are about to experience is perfectly natural.”

			Mel’s features crumpled and she looked about to burst into tears, but her anguish was suddenly replaced by another agonizing contraction. This time it was longer and more intense.

			“This baby is anxious to be born,” Kitty said, after placing her hand on Mel’s abdomen and feeling the strength of the contraction.

			After two of the longest, most painful hours in Mel’s life, the baby’s head presented. Mel was screaming her lungs out with Brenda holding her hand and Coleen sponging her face, neck, and arms to cool her down.

			“Your baby has lots of black hair,” Kitty said when the head crowned. She was trying to distract Mel and keep her from wasting the energy she’d need for the final pushes.

			“When I get married my husband had better not expect me to go through this,” Coleen told her mother, while Mel took a breath, ready for the next contraction.

			Kitty rolled her eyes. “He will, several times most likely,” she said, knowing full well that when Coleen saw Mel’s baby her heart would melt.

			“I just want this over,” Mel shrieked wearily. “When…will it…be over?”

			“Very soon, Mel, you just need to give me one more big push,’ Kitty said encouragingly. “Then we’ll get the head and shoulders out. Are you ready?”

			Mel groaned. “I’m too tired,” she wailed.

			“You can do it, Mel,” Coleen encouraged.

			“If you want the pain to end then you have to push hard, Mel,” Kitty prompted.

			Mel propped herself up on her elbows, bent her knees, and pushed with all the strength she could muster. The baby’s shoulder appeared and Kitty’s eyes widened. She looked at Mel’s face in a state of shock. Mel screamed and strained and Kitty’s instinct took over. She turned the baby’s shoulder so that the other shoulder appeared and the baby slid out.

			Holding the slippery, wriggling wet infant in her hands, Kitty’s mouth dropped open. Her three daughters were watching her reaction and didn’t know what to think.

			“What’s wrong, Mum?” Brenda asked anxiously. She couldn’t see the baby because of the sheet over Mel’s bent legs.

			“Is the baby all right?” Coleen dared to enquire.

			Mel could only see her mother’s face, which she stared at anxiously.

			“Mum, what’s wrong?” Brenda asked becoming really alarmed.

			“It’s…” Kitty couldn’t get the words out. She held the slippery baby up so they could all see it. “It’s…” The words stuck in her throat.

			Brenda and Coleen gasped in shock when they saw that the baby was a black child.

			Mel looked from each of the faces of those she loved and covered her face with her hands and sobbed.

			The baby gasped and cried out, which forced Kitty to gather herself. She took a warm, wet flannel and wiped the baby clean and then wrapped it in a towel. Her hands were shaking as she placed the baby beside Mel. “Meet your daughter,” she said in a tone flat with shock.

			Mel uncovered her-tear stained face and stared at the infant’s face. Dark eyes looked back at her. All her anguish and pain was forgotten. “She’s beautiful,” she whispered.

			Emily had been in the stables with Harry, feeding the calves and mucking out stables. She thought the house was unusually quiet when she came in. When she found Lizzie, Maudie, and Topsy hovering outside Mel’s door, wearing anxious expressions, she became worried.

			“What’s wrong?” she asked them.

			“Missy Mel’s baby comin’,” Lizzie informed her.

			“Oh! Is everything all right?” Emily didn’t understand why the house girls looked so afraid.

			“We think so, but she bin screamin’ loud,” Topsy said.

			“I guess that’s normal, isn’t it?” Emily said.

			Just then they heard the baby cry and Emily smiled with joy.

			She knocked on the door and then opened it wide enough to pop her head in. “May we come in?” she asked. When no one answered, she thought she hadn’t been heard, so she tip-toed in, followed by Maudie, Lizzie, and Topsy.

			The four of them were smiling happily as they crowded around the bed. And then they saw the baby’s face and their smiles disappeared.

			“Will you all leave the room, please,” Kitty said after a minute of stunned silence. “I want to speak to Mel alone.”

			The girls filed out of the room sombrely.

			“I said I’d know who the baby’s father was when it was born and to be honest, I was expecting a little Angus,” Kitty said when they were alone.

			“I told you it wasn’t Angus,” Mel said.

			Kitty was relieved for Harry’s sake, but she never imagined Mel would give birth to an Aboriginal child.

			“Never in a thousand years did I expect this. Now I know why you wouldn’t tell me who the baby’s father was, Mel. You don’t know, do you?”

			“Mum!”

			“You were raped by tribal Aborigines, weren’t you? You were out riding alone and something terrible happened. That’s it, isn’t it? You don’t have to be ashamed for something that wasn’t your fault.”

			Mel’s disbelief went to new heights. “That’s not what happened,” she declared.

			“Were you threatened? Are you afraid of them?”

			“No, Mum,” Mel insisted agitatedly. “I fell in love with a man who happens to be Aboriginal and I don’t want to talk about this anymore.”

			“You fell in love…Mel, we have to talk about this. When your father gets home you are going to have to explain why he has a half-caste granddaughter,” Kitty despaired. “You can imagine this is going to come as a huge shock for him.” She could imagine him getting his gun and hunting the man responsible.

			“He’ll get used to it and so will you,” Mel said defiantly, as she looked into the angelic face of her baby girl.

			“I don’t think so, Mel. That you got pregnant while unmarried, at the age of eighteen years old is bad enough. Even though this isn’t your fault, you just doubled the shame you will bring on this family.”

			“Mum, don’t say that.”

			“It’s true. Your father holds his girls in high esteem in the farming community. You know he wanted you all to marry well.”

			“Marrying well is not important to me, Mum.”

			“Well, that’s good, because there’s no chance it will happen now. Be realistic, Mel. What will your life be like with a native child? We don’t look down on Aboriginals. You know that. But the wider community are different. No one will believe you weren’t raped by tribal aborigines and when word gets out to the local tribal elders, they’ll feel shamed and do something about it. There are going to be consequences and I need to figure out how to handle things. In the mean time, you and this baby will not show yourselves outdoors. Now I have to speak to the house girls and Buddy and Stumpy and swear them to secrecy.” Kitty left the room.

			Coleen, Emily, and Brenda were waiting in the hallway. Brenda was as upset as anyone, but part of her was also relieved that Angus hadn’t fathered Mel’s baby.

			“I need to speak to the staff,” Kitty said distressed. “It goes without saying that not a word of this can leave this house.”

			“We can’t hide Mel and the baby forever, Mum,” Brenda said.

			“We can’t let the farming community know about the baby, or the Aboriginals,” Kitty replied. Her mind was racing.

			“Maybe we could say the baby belongs to one of the house girls,” Coleen suggested.

			“Perhaps, but anyone could see it’s half white,” Kitty said. “People would start talking and spreading rumours about Angus and Harry, or God forbid, Dermot and Liam.”

			“What about an orphanage and an adoption?” Brenda dared to suggest.

			Kitty was ashamed to admit that she’d already thought of that possibility. “I haven’t suggested anything to Mel yet, but I will. I can’t have your father coming home to find his youngest daughter with a half-caste baby. The shock and disgrace would be too much.”

			Kitty called her staff together. Much to her surprise, Buddy and Stumpy weren’t as shocked as she thought they might be, when she told them that Mel had given birth to an Aboriginal baby.

			“Did you know something about this?” Kitty asked them.

			“There bin talk about a blackfella and Missy Mel,” Buddy admitted. He sometimes met tribal Aborigines on the property and had a chat. “But the elders tell the blackfella to keep away and not cause trouble.”

			“Well he caused trouble all right,” Kitty snapped crossly. “Has there been talk that Mel was having this man’s child?”

			“No, missus,” Buddy said.

			“Good. I don’t want it getting out to the white or black community.” They all agreed it would not be a good idea. Lizzie even suggested that the white authorities would come and take the baby away if they knew about it.

			“White fellas put the baby in an orphanage like they did to us,” Topsy added, shaking her head. She hadn’t forgotten how badly they were treated and she didn’t want the same thing happening to Mel’s baby.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTY

			As the days passed and became weeks, Kitty became increasingly anxious about Mel bonding with the baby she’d named Ruby. She’d noticed that Ruby had the sweetest disposition, reminding her of Mel as a baby, but she didn’t mention it. Ruby barely uttered a murmur, unless she was hungry. After a feed she’d just look around for a while and then sleep soundly for at least four hours.

			Kitty could accept that the child was an innocent in the situation, but she still believed, for Mel’s sake, that the baby should be put up for adoption. As she was hoping for this outcome she didn’t allow herself to become attached. She checked the baby over and assisted Mel if she asked, but she remained aloof. Each time she tried to broach the subject of adoption Mel would become almost hysterical, so she was forced to back off.

			“I don’t know what to do about Mel and the baby,” she told Emily one day in desperation. “I worry all night about what Dermot’s reaction is going to be. I fret that he’ll blame me for Mel getting pregnant. He’ll say I should’ve been keeping a close eye on her, and he’d be right. This is just another disaster that I allowed to happen in his absence.”

			“It’s not your fault, Kitty,” Emily said. “And I’m sure your husband would agree.”

			“No, he’ll be disappointed in me, I know it. If only Mel would see sense and put the baby up for adoption. Then Dermot need never know and her reputation might be salvaged. I know I sound like a terrible snob, but our family have…had…such a good name in the Kimberley’s.”

			“I understand,” Emily said. “But it’s plain to see that Mel absolutely adores the baby, so I can’t imagine her giving Ruby up.” They’d all witnessed the love that Mel felt for her baby. “She is rather cute, with her mop of curly hair, sweet little mouth, and brown eyes fringed in dark lashes.”

			Kitty looked uncomfortable. She’d be trying her hardest not to lose her heart to the baby that was her first grandchild. She didn’t pick her up and cuddle her and she believed she was succeeding at remaining impartial. “Even though Mel is my youngest, she’s surprising me with how good she is with the baby, but still it’s not right that she keeps it.”

			“I gather you didn’t tell Mr. McBride about the pregnancy,” Emily said gently.

			“Of course not! Even if he wasn’t fighting a war, I’d find it hard to tell him his baby girl has ruined her life and reputation. Explaining her pregnancy would be hard enough. But how would I explain the birth of a baby that’s part Aboriginal?”

			“Is she still refusing to name the father?”

			“Yes, and for the life of me I can’t imagine her falling in love with a tribesman after the way she was brought up, but that must’ve happened if she wasn’t raped. I just don’t know what to think, Emily.”

			Kitty went into Mel’s room the following morning before breakfast, as she’d done every morning since the baby’s birth. She worried how Mel was coping with a lack of sleep and night feeds. Kitty had offered to have one of the house girls assist during the night, but Mel had flatly refused. So far she’d been doing remarkably well on her own.

			“Ruby won’t suckle,” Mel complained, “and her skin feels strange this morning.” She had the baby in her arms and she looked limp.

			Kitty became concerned. “How long has she been like this?” she asked, studying the baby closely. She picked up one of Ruby’s tiny arms and dropped it, noting with deep concern that she was as floppy as a rag doll. Her skin also felt clammy and her color wasn’t good.

			“Since just after midnight. Is she ill, Mum?” Mel asked in alarm.

			“She does appear to have a temperature,” Kitty said feeling her forehead. “We need to cool her down as quickly as possible. I’ll fetch a tub and some cool water.” She hurried from the room.

			Mel could see that her mother was worried and felt panicked.

			Kitty had Mel sponge bathe the baby for half an hour, while she fanned her, but she still didn’t cool down.

			“I don’t know what’s wrong with her, Mel,” Kitty said, feeling helpless.

			“You must have some idea,” Mel suggested on the verge of hysteria.

			“It could be pneumonia,” Kitty said. She tried to listen to her breathing. “She is a little bit snuffy.” She noticed mucous around her nostrils.

			Hours later there was no improvement and the baby began to convulse. Kitty did the best she could while Mel became hysterical and had to be consoled by Lizzie, Maudie, and Topsy.

			Kitty had Maudie call Buddy.

			“Do you know of any tribal medicine women nearby?” Kitty asked him. She hadn’t wanted the local clans to know about the baby, but she had to do something. She feared the baby wouldn’t survive the long journey to town to see Doctor Russell.

			“Yes, missus,” Buddy said. “Some Bardi women not far ‘way.”

			“Then fetch someone who knows about babies and medicine. Mel’s baby is very unwell. Please hurry.”

			Brenda was standing in the doorway to Mel’s room and overheard her mother. “Shouldn’t we have Harry fetch Doctor Russell?”

			“The Bardi women are closer and they should be able to help.” She didn’t want to frighten Mel by telling her that the baby was too sick to wait for Doctor Russell.

			“Are you sure, Mum?”

			“Buddy and Stumpy have great faith in their medicine.”

			Mel was startled when a tribal woman appeared in the doorway to her bedroom, especially as she looked very strange. She had dried birds’ feet and feathers hanging around her neck and small twigs and bones poked in her grey streaked hair that looked like they were deliberately put there. Mel had just come out of the bathroom with Ruby in her arms. She’d been trying to cool her down again, so she was naked and wet. The woman, who had deep lines on her face, especially around eyes that were wise and alert, didn’t say anything. She came towards Mel and regarded Ruby very closely. She then looked into Mel’s face, and then at the baby again. Mel knew she was surprised the baby was part Aboriginal, but she didn’t say anything. She picked up Ruby’s hand and held it for a minute. Then, just as suddenly as she’d appeared, she disappeared.

			“Where is she going?” Kitty asked Mel when she came into the room. She’d been speaking to Buddy in the hallway and hadn’t expected the woman would leave so quickly.

			“She just looked at Ruby and left,” Mel said worriedly. “Perhaps she can’t help Ruby, Mum. I should take her to Derby to see Doctor Russell.”

			“No, don’t do that. I’ll see what’s going on,” Kitty said. She went out onto the back veranda to see the woman talking with two other women around a fire they’d built near the stables. She watched as they all walked away from the fire, going in three different directions. “Where are they going, Buddy?” Kitty called as he suspended a billy over the fire.

			“They collectin’ what they need to make medicine,” Buddy explained, adding more wood to the fire to build it up.

			An hour later, the women had steeped carefully selected leaves, pieces of bark from three different types of trees, and a variety of roots in the pot of boiling water over the fire. When it was ready, they strained it through a sieve that Buddy had got from Hop-sing, who’d strongly objected about what it might be used for. Then the liquid was left to cool, while the women sat in the shade provided by the stables. Kitty went to the kitchen and instructed an unhappy Hop-sing to give them something to eat and drink.

			“I not cook lizards. I not cook kangaroos,” Hop-sing insisted adamantly.

			“I didn’t ask you to cook the wildlife,” Kitty said exasperated with his inflexibility.

			“Then what food I give?” The vegetable garden had been far less than abundant since the floods and their meat supplies were low.

			“Do you have any bread or cheese? Anything will do. I’m sure they’re not fussy,” Kitty said. “They won’t expect money, which is just as well as I don’t have any, but we have to repay their kindness somehow.”

			“Cheese all gone and I cannot make bread as sieve gone,” Hop-sing said, shaking his head.

			Kitty looked around the kitchen. She noticed a pot on the stove. “Have you got some leftover food you cooked for yourself?” He usually made himself something, as he wasn’t partial to English food.

			Hop-sing looked startled but then his eyes glinted with mischief. “Yes,” he said. “You want I give them some?”

			“It’s nothing strange, is it?”

			“No, very good,” Hop-sing declared.

			“Good, then please take a plate to the women.”

			When Kitty had gone, Hop-sing dished up a plate of food and called Buddy to take it to the women.

			“You frighten of women,” Buddy asked, fed up with being given orders by the cook. “They not eat Chinaman.”

			“You go,” Hop-sing scolded. When Buddy was out of earshot, he mumbled, “We see if they eat Chinese food.”

			A short while later Buddy was bringing the empty plate back and Kitty stopped him.

			“So what did Mr. Li give the women to eat?” she asked, hoping it was something edible.

			“Something from the river,” Buddy said.

			“Fish or eel?” Kitty asked, hopeful.

			“No,” Buddy said. “Yabbies!”

			Kitty groaned. “I’m sorry. He should’ve given them something else.”

			“Why, missus? They said it was good tucker. They eat yabbies before but said that Hop-sing make them real good.”

			Kitty was startled. “So…they liked the Chinese food!”

			“Yes, missus. I tried it and it tasted very good. You should try it.”

			“Me! I don’t think so.”

			“Maybe he cook me and Stumpy some Chinese food.”

			“No offence, but you’re used to eating things that white fellas consider strange, Buddy.”

			“You’re missing some good tucker, missus.” Buddy walked on with the empty plate.

			“I’m not sure I’ll ever be desperate enough to eat yabbies, but it might come to that one day,” Kitty mumbled, thinking of how dire their financial situation was becoming.

			When the liquid that the medicine woman had made was cool enough she brought some to Mel and tried to communicate that she had to give some of the liquid to the baby as frequently as she would take it. Lizzie helped translate.

			“What is it made from?” Mel asked, not sure she could trust the brown liquid, which smelt absolutely foul.

			“I not know secret recipe but it will help the baby,” Lizzie said.

			“Are you sure it will make her better and not poison her?” Mel asked.

			Lizzie shrugged. “It good medicine, Missy Mel,” she said. “It make baby better.”

			Using the smallest teaspoon in the house Mel tipped tiny amounts of the liquid into Ruby’s rosebud mouth. Most of it ran out again, but she thought she might’ve swallowed a little.

			Kitty stayed up all night with Mel to give Ruby tiny amounts of the liquid. Miraculously Ruby’s condition stabilized and she didn’t have any more convulsions.

			“She’s getting better, isn’t she, Mum?” Mel suggested hopefully in the middle of the night.

			“She’s not getting any worse, so that’s a good sign,” Kitty replied. “Perhaps by the morning she’ll have turned a corner.”

			“Did I ever get this sick when I was a baby?” Mel asked.

			“You had a few mild fevers when you were teething, but nothing serious, thankfully.”

			“You think Ruby’s fever is serious, don’t you?”

			Kitty chose her words carefully. “Convulsions are quite serious, Mel, but they’ve stopped, so I think she’s going to be all right.”

			“I had thought we should’ve taken her to town,” Mel said.

			Kitty couldn’t tell Mel that she was sure Ruby wouldn’t have made it. “That journey would’ve been too risky for such a sick baby,” she said, hoping Mel accepted that explanation.

			“Harry could have fetched Doctor Russell.”

			Kitty didn’t want to tell Mel that by the time Harry got to town, and the doctor got out to the station, it would likely have been too late, so she said nothing.

			At some point, just before dawn, Kitty and Mel fell into an exhausted sleep. Kitty was in a chair and Mel was lying on the bed with her arm around tiny Ruby, snuggled beside her.

			Kitty woke up with a start to see daylight just creeping through the gap in the curtains. She’d had just over an hour’s sleep. The soft light fell across Mel and Ruby, as they slept soundly. Kitty went close to the bed and looked at Ruby. Her features were peaceful, but she felt something wasn’t right. She touched her skin. It was cold. Alarmed, Kitty gasped.

			At that point Mel opened her eyes. She looked at her daughter’s sweet face and love swelled within her heart. Then she looked at her mother’s anxious features.

			“What’s wrong, Mum?”

			Kitty placed her hand over the baby’s heart. It was still.

			Mel looked down at Ruby and then up at her mother again, noting the disbelief in her features.

			“What’s wrong?” Mel asked again, this time more urgently. She sat up.

			Kitty picked the baby up. Her little head lolled to one side. She was completely limp and cold. “She’s not breathing, Mel,” she said, devastated for her daughter. She stared at Ruby’s lifeless face, as peaceful as an angel sleeping, and then looked into Mel’s stricken features. “Oh, Mel. I’m so sorry,” she whispered huskily. As the baby was cold she knew it was no use trying to revive her.

			“What do you mean you’re sorry? Ruby can’t be…dead?”

			Mel snatched her baby’s lifeless body from her mother. She hugged her tightly to her and stroked her hair. “Ruby,” she sobbed pitifully. “Ruby, please wake up!”

			Kitty let Mel cry for a few minutes and then tried to pry Ruby from her arms, but Mel wouldn’t let her go.

			“That woman killed Ruby,” she shrieked.

			“No, Mel,” Kitty argued.

			“She’d still be alive if you’d had Harry fetch Doctor Russell.”

			Kitty shook her head.

			“You’re glad she died,” Mel said angrily. “Now you’ll never have to be embarrassed by her.”

			Kitty looked at her daughter in disbelief. “Of course I didn’t want her to die, Mel. I know you loved her.” She knew it was useless to argue. Mel was lashing out because she was in pain and mentally exhausted.

			“Leave us alone,” Mel screamed at her mother.

			Kitty left the room. Out in the hallway, she allowed the tears to come. She felt broken-hearted for Mel and for poor Ruby. She’d had no chance at life.

			Emily entered the kitchen just in time to see Kitty adding a splash of liquor to the cup of tea she’d just made. She noted her shaky hand and worried that she was becoming dependant.

			“How’s the baby?” she asked, thinking it must’ve been a rough night.

			“She didn’t make it,” Kitty said, sagging under the weight of pain.

			“Didn’t make it…are you saying Ruby…died?”

			Kitty nodded.

			“Oh, Kitty,” Emily said, putting her arms around her as she sobbed.

			Kitty instructed everyone to leave Mel alone with her baby for a few hours, but they needed to bury her that day because of the heat. She instructed Buddy to dig a grave in a pretty spot overlooking the river. Harry made a simple marker with the name Ruby on it, and the date. Kitty knew that Dermot would see the grave one day, but they couldn’t let the baby lie in an unmarked grave. She deserved better than that.

			When the Bardi women called by, Buddy told them the baby had died. They were very sorry but Mereki said it wasn’t unexpected because she was very, very sick. They asked about the baby’s body and Buddy told them it would be buried later that day. They asked to see the burial spot and then disappeared.

			Kitty knocked on Mel’s door a few times in the afternoon, but the door was locked and Mel didn’t answer. Her curtains were also drawn. Maudie left trays of food by her door, but she didn’t touch anything.

			“What shall we do?” Brenda asked her mother, worried for Mel.

			“Nothing. Mel has to grieve. She’ll open the door in her own time,” Kitty said.

			Emily and the girls were in the dining room that evening when Kitty came in. As she walked to her chair at the head of the table she happened to glance through the window at the river, and caught sight of Mel. She was still cradling Ruby in her arms and standing beside the tiny grave with Buddy just behind her.

			“Mel is ready to bury her baby,” Kitty said sadly. The girls joined her at the window.

			“Oh, poor Mel,” Brenda said. She was heartbroken for her sister.

			“Shouldn’t we be with her, Mum?” Coleen asked.

			“I’m not sure she wants us there,” Kitty said. “Not me, anyway. She blames me for the death of the baby because I didn’t call Doctor Russell.”

			“If Ruby was as ill as you said she was, then he probably wouldn’t have gotten here on time, Mum,” Brenda suggested.

			“I’m certain he wouldn’t have, but in her grief Mel doesn’t see it that way. She actually suggested that I’m pleased her baby died because I can avoid embarrassment.”

			“Oh, Mum, I’m sure she doesn’t really believe that,” Coleen said.

			“Perhaps there’s an element of truth in her words. I couldn’t imagine Mel’s future life with no husband and a half-caste child but I never wanted an innocent baby to die.”

			“Of course you didn’t,” Brenda said.

			“We can’t let her go through this alone,’ Kitty said, heading for the door with the girls in tow. She collected her bible and went down to the river.

			As it turned out, while Mel didn’t acknowledge her family when they joined her, or the house girls and Buddy and Stumpy, they felt she appreciated their support, even her mother’s.

			“What’s going on over there?” Brenda asked her mother, pointing to the opposite side of the river.

			A group of Aboriginals had appeared. Kitty noticed the three Bardi women were among them. They built three fires. The men and women had white ochre on their faces and bodies and they began chanting and dancing around the fires to music provided by didgeridoos and hollow sticks being tapped together.

			“Are they holding some kind of ceremony, Buddy?” Kitty asked.

			“It’s a grieving ceremony for the baby, missus. They are sending the baby’s spirit to its birth place so that it can be reborn again.”

			Kitty wasn’t sure how Mel would handle that knowledge but it seemed to give her comfort.

			“Does that mean my baby will be re-born one day?” Mel asked Buddy.

			“Yes, Missy Mel. She will come back.”

			Mel sighed. “I like that,” she said, wiping tears from her cheeks.

			Kitty had brought out a bible, she read a verse, and then Mel placed Ruby’s tiny body in the grave, wrapped in a blanket that had been her favourite as a child. Buddy then covered her over and put the marker there. He and Stumpy would later cover the mound with rocks to prevent wild animals digging there.

			As the Aboriginals danced and chanted, Coleen and Emily put an arm around Mel and supported her, while Brenda placed a few wildflowers beside Ruby’s marker. They all dabbed tears of sadness, but Mel had found a little peace in knowing that her baby’s spirit might one day return in another baby and get a second chance at life.

			Mel asked to be left alone by her baby’s grave. She sat down and watched the Aboriginal ‘sorry’ ceremony. Darkness fell and their fires glowed. Mel watched the silhouettes of the dancers as they moved around the fire. She found their movements and their music very comforting.

			“I wonder if the baby’s father is amongst that lot,” Kitty asked Buddy from the veranda, where she’d been keeping an eye on Mel.

			“I doubt it, missus,” he replied. “He be hidin’ out cos he’s in big trouble with the elders.”

			Later that evening, Coleen stopped by Mel’s room to see how she was. To Coleen’s surprise, she admitted that she intended to run away.

			“You can’t be serious, Mel,” Coleen said alarmed. “Where would you go?”

			“I’ll go bush,” Mel said.

			“You couldn’t survive out there alone for long,” Coleen said, thinking Mel was talking nonsense in her grief.

			“Who said I’d be alone,” Mel replied defiantly.

			Coleen realised she was hinting that she’d be with the man who had made her pregnant. “You’re not thinking straight, Mel. You’re upset about Ruby. Give yourself time to take in what’s happened.”

			Mel turned her back on Coleen.

			“I know you blame mum for what happened but it’s not her fault that Ruby became ill. Going to live in the bush wouldn’t bring Ruby back and besides, Mel, you couldn’t live like that. Neither could I.”

			“I’m different to you, Coleen. I don’t want a wealthy husband or the life of a farmer’s wife. The simple life with my little girl would’ve made me happier than anything.” Her eyes filled with fresh tears and her bottom lip wobbled.

			“Oh, Mel,” Coleen said, her heart breaking for her sister.

			“Leave me alone, Coleen,” Mel snapped, flopping onto her bed.

			“I’m worried about Mel, Mum,” Coleen said, entering the drawing room where Kitty was taking tea with Emily and Brenda. Mel had asked that she keep her secret, but Coleen was too worried.

			“Why? What did she say to you?” Kitty asked in alarm. She was really worried about Mel’s state of mind.

			“I’m not supposed to say anything but she suggested she might run away to live in the bush.”

			“That’s crazy,” Brenda said. “She wouldn’t last a few nights without her comfortable bed and a bath tub.”

			“I’m not so sure,” Coleen said, having thought about it. “Mel’s a bit different to you and me.”

			“Not that different. I certainly won’t let her go native,” Kitty said further upset. “We must keep a close eye on her. She’s grief stricken and not thinking straight.”

			“I agree,” Coleen said.

			Later Buddy came to Kitty and told her that he’d heard the tribal elders had punished a young buck for becoming involved with Mel and banished him.

			“What did they do to him?” Kitty asked.

			“Only elders know that, missus, but he gone now.”

			“Thanks for letting me know, Buddy,” Kitty said. She wanted Mel to know, so that she’d be discouraged from doing something silly, but rather than tell her herself, she had Lizzie do it. She thought Mel would believe Lizzie, whereas she might not believe her.

			“How did she react?” Kitty asked Lizzie, when she returned from Mel’s room.

			“She upset, not want to believe it, but I tell her young man gone now and he won’t be comin’ back.”

			“I hope she believes you, Lizzie,” Kitty said. “I don’t want her going bush.”

			Two days after Ruby’s passing, Mel appeared in the drawing room. It was nearly midnight and Kitty was sitting alone, knitting for the Comfort Fund. Brenda and Coleen had gone to bed at around ten o’clock. Emily had retired half an hour earlier.

			“Mum, I need to talk to you,” Mel said. She hadn’t dined with the family and barely touched food delivered to her on a tray. She also hadn’t allowed anyone in her room. The only time she came out of the room was to spend time by Ruby’s grave.

			“Come and sit beside me,” Kitty said, gesturing to the space next to her on the couch and dropping her knitting in a bag beside her.

			“I’d rather stand,” Mel said, appearing agitated. “I’m sorry I said you were happy that Ruby died. I know you wouldn’t feel that way, despite wishing I’d never had her.”

			“Ruby was an innocent baby but don’t forget you are my baby, Mel. I was afraid of what your life would’ve been like in the future. I can’t deny that.”

			“It’s my future I want to talk about, Mum.”

			“What about it?”

			“I want to leave the farm.”

			“Leave! Mel, where do you want to go? In the bush? You can’t live in the bush. You might identify with the Aborigines, but you aren’t aboriginal. Please trust me that their way of life is not for you,” Kitty said adamantly.

			“That’s not what I meant,” Mel said, having thought about it rationally.

			“Then what do you mean?”

			“I want to start a new life in a big town or a city. I’d like to be a nurse and help people.”

			Kitty was startled. “Are you suggesting you want to go to Perth?”

			“Yes, I just need to get away from here and the memories. I don’t want to feel sad every time I look at Ruby’s grave. I can’t live that way.” She knew there were lots of young women in hospitals that had been through the same thing and she wanted to help them any way she could. “I think I’d like to work with young children. I think it’s called the paediatric ward.”

			“You just need time to heal, Mel.”

			“No, I need to get away, Mum, I thought you’d understand.” Mel became emotional and rushed from the drawing room, leaving Kitty feeling numb.

			Emily was on her way to the kitchen to get a glass of water, when she saw Mel dash out of the drawing room in tears. She suspected Kitty would need consoling. When she got to the drawing room doorway she heard her knitting needles clacking away furiously.

			“Are you trying to start a fire?” Emily asked with a sad smile.

			Kitty looked up, confused, but she didn’t drop a stitch. “A fire!”

			“Yes, if you go any faster your knitting needles will catch fire.”

			“Oh, I was…just releasing some tension,” Kitty said, putting the knitting aside again. “I thought you’d gone to bed.”

			“I was on my way to the kitchen, when I saw Mel dash out of here and she looked upset.”

			“She wants to leave North Bundaloon and live in the city. She says there are too many memories here of Ruby.”

			“It might do her good to get away for awhile,” Emily said casually, as she sat beside Kitty.

			“How can you say that? Mel is my baby. I can’t let her go to the city alone.”

			“I was the baby in my family, too,” Emily said gently. “And I’ve done all right, haven’t I?”

			Kitty saw her point, but she didn’t feel any better about letting Mel go.

			“Mel’s just been through a terrible tragedy and handled her loss with so much maturity,” Emily added.

			Kitty knew Emily was right. “She said she’d like to be a nurse and work with children. I guess she can’t do that in the Kimberley, but…I can’t imagine letting her go.” She sighed heavily.

			“I know,” Emily said. She knew it was particularly hard for Kitty because she’d already lost Dermot and Liam. “Mel would make a wonderful nurse. She’s far more grown up and capable than I was at her age. There’s a teaching hospital in Perth, so it would be the right place to train as a nurse.”

			“I thought my girls would marry local boys, or as local as you can get in the vast Kimberley. I thought they’d have babies and we’d still see each other all the time. I never thought of them having a job in the city.”

			Emily understood how Kitty felt. Letting one of her daughters go off into the world would be a wrench. “Under the circumstances letting her go might be easier than watching her grieve every day,” Emily suggested.

			“I don’t know that Dermot would approve,” Kitty worried.

			“If he was here, he might disagree. But he’s not here, and you’ll do what is right for Mel.”

			Kitty patted Emily’s hand. “When did you become so wise,” she asked with a sad smile. “You think I should give her my blessing to go. Don’t you?”

			“If you don’t, she’ll probably do what I did, and go anyway,” Emily said.

			“But where would she go and what would she do? She doesn’t know a soul in the city.”

			“I wouldn’t suggest she go to my family, but…my friend Annie would happily look out for her. She’s still in Perth and staying there for a few months. She took me under her wing and she was wonderful, just like a mother figure. I could go to Derby and send her a telegram to let her know that Mel was coming.”

			“I’ll go to bed and sleep on the idea, Emily,” Kitty said.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

			Late September 1915

			“Missus, the postmaster’s son is here,” Topsy said from the office doorway.

			Kitty had been agonizing over the account ledgers and had to agree with Harry’s suggestion earlier in the day. They needed to sell wool to keep afloat for a few more months, which meant they had to round up as many of their sheep as they could and shear them because she couldn’t afford to pay shearers, even if any were available, which was unlikely. As Harry was the only one who had a clue about shearing, the idea was rather daunting.

			“Terry Tomkins…is here.” Kitty stood up and her face lit up. Then just as quickly her smile turned to a frown. “Surely he’s not delivering a letter. Do you think something is wrong with Mel?” Mel had been gone for three weeks and they were yet to hear from her.

			“He said he had a telegram,” Topsy said.

			“A telegram! Why didn’t you say that in the first place?”

			Kitty hurried through the house to find young Terry Tomkins sitting on the front veranda drinking a glass of water provided by Maudie, who appeared to be flirting with him. Buddy had already taken his horse to the trough by the stables for a drink.

			“Terry, how wonderful to see you,” Kitty said, shooing Maudie into the house. “Topsy tells me you’ve brought a telegram.” She had realised a telegram was most likely not good news and her heart was hammering wildly.

			“Yes, Mrs. McBride. But it’s not for you,” Terry said.

			“Not for me? Then who is it for?”

			“Mr. Edwards. My father said his cottage is nearby. Could you direct me to it?”

			“Yes, of course.” Kitty said, gripped by fear again. She walked to the end of the veranda, where she meant to point the cottage out to Terry, but Harry came into her line of sight. “There’s Harry now,” she said to Terry.

			“Harry,” Kitty called.

			“Yes,” he said straightening up.

			“Terry has a telegram for you.”

			Harry’s heart began to pump so that he could feel the blood pounding in his eardrums. He swallowed, but a lump had formed in his throat.

			“Mr. Edwards,” Terry said, stretching out the hand holding the telegram.

			Harry hesitated before taking it in his shaking hand. “Who is it from?”

			“I’m not at liberty to say, sir,” Terry said. “I’ll go and see if my horse has had his fill of water,” he said, heading for the water trough by the stables.

			“Oh, God, Kitty, I can’t open this,” Harry said. “It can only be from the army about Angus. They send telegrams to notify families if they’ve lost loved ones.” Harry felt on the verge of throwing up.

			“Do you want me to do it?” Kitty volunteered. She was terrified, too, but she understood how Harry felt.

			Harry nodded and handed her the telegram. He turned away as tears blinded him.

			He heard Kitty rip open the envelope containing the telegram. His heart was hammering so hard that he felt light headed and his vision blurred.

			Kitty read the telegram out loud.

			COMMONWEALTH OF AUSTRALIA

			POST MASTER GENERALS DEPARTMENT

			This Message has been received subject to the Post and Telegraph Act and Regulations. All Complaints to be addressed in writing to the Deputy Postmaster-General

			“What does it say about Angus?” Harry asked impatiently.

			Mr. H. Edwards, please be advised that Private Angus Edwards has been wounded in action. Stop

			Harry spun around. “Wounded! Does it say how badly?”

			Kitty scanned the telegram. “No,” she said.

			Private Edwards is to be sent back to Perth, Australia and discharged from service at the earliest convenience. Stop. A letter containing more detail will follow. Stop.

			Colonel William Sanders.

			11th Battalion.

			Australian Armed Forces.

			“That’s all is says, Harry,” Kitty said. “I’m so sorry. The letter will give you more information.”

			Harry didn’t know what to think. He began pacing. On the one hand he was worried about how badly Angus was wounded. On the other hand, he was grateful he was alive and coming home.

			Brenda had heard from Topsy that a telegram had arrived for Harry and panicked. She came running towards them from the house. She was close when she noticed how upset Harry looked.

			“Is Angus all right?” she asked breathlessly. “He’s not …dead, is he?”

			“No,” Kitty said. “He’s been wounded and he’s being sent back to Australia.”

			“Oh, thank God,” Brenda said, and exhaled a big breath.

			“Brenda!” Kitty said.

			“Oh, I’m sorry, I’m just glad he’s not…How badly is he wounded?”

			“We don’t know.”

			Terry mounted his horse outside the stables.

			“Terry,” Harry called. “It says in the telegram that a letter is coming. Do you have any idea how long that will take?”

			“Not really,” Terry said.

			“You must have some idea. I’m sure you’ve delivered a few of these telegrams.”

			“Yes, at least twenty,” Terry said. “A few men from this region have been killed in action. Angus is one of the lucky ones.”

			“We can’t say that until we know how serious his injures are,” Harry said in frustration. “But I won’t know when to come into town for the letter because I have no idea how long it will take to get here.”

			“Give it at least two weeks, Mr. Edwards,” Terry said.

			“They’ll be the longest two weeks of my life,” Harry said.

			“Won’t you stay and have something to eat and a rest before you head back, Terry?” Kitty asked.

			“No, thank you, Mrs. McBride. I’ve got another telegram to deliver.”

			His expression conveyed the worst for someone.

			“You’re not headed to Moola Bulla, are you?”

			“No, to Mount Hart Station.”

			Kitty gasped. “Don’t tell me Philip Francis has been killed,” she said.

			“I can’t say, Mrs. McBride,” Terry said before rode away.

			“Oh, poor Connie,” Kitty said, tears running down her cheeks. “Her only son…why did he have to join the army? To hell with this bloody war!”

			A week dragged by, but Harry couldn’t tolerate the waiting. It was literally driving him crazy.

			Kitty could see how much the waiting was killing him. “For goodness sake, Harry, go to town and wait for the letter. You’re not much use to me in the state you are in. We’ll put off the shearing until you’re back from town.”

			“I’m sorry, Kitty,” he said.

			“No need to apologize. Just get going. We’ll be fine. Maybe you’ll bring back a letter from Mel, Dermot, or Liam; or all three of them if I’m lucky.”

			“I hope so,” Harry said. “I won’t take the truck, that way Emily can drive you to town if you need her to.”

			“Thank you, but I can ride a horse, you know,” Kitty said with a wistful smirk. “You take the truck. The journey will be quicker for you as you won’t have to stop to rest the horse.”

			“Thank you,” Harry said appreciatively.

			Emily saw him off when he left. “Good luck,” she said.

			“Thanks for being so supportive this week, Emily,” he said, kissing her lips tenderly before he drove away.

			Harry returned a week later with a letter from the army. As soon as he pulled up in the truck, Kitty was there to meet him. He handed her two letters, one from Dermot and one from Mel. Kitty didn’t know where to start. She was dying to hear what her husband and daughter had to say, but she also wanted to be supportive of Harry and find out about Angus.

			Harry made the choice for her. “Angus was shot in the hip. Some bone was shattered.”

			“Does that mean…he will walk again, won’t he?” Kitty asked worriedly.

			“I think so. The letter said he was expected to make a reasonable recovery. I took that to mean that he might walk with a limp. He’s in the hospital in Darwin because it was nearer to us. He should be home in a few weeks. Coincidently, I had a letter from Angus. He wrote it on the Red Cross ship on the way to Darwin. At that stage he didn’t know too much about his condition. I gather he was on an opiate as some parts of the letter didn’t make much sense. The parts that did were harrowing to read.”

			“What did it say?”

			“That can wait. You read your letter from Dermot first.”

			“Okay,” Kitty said. “Come into the drawing room. Emily, Coleen, and Brenda are there, and Maudie’s made tea.” As they walked towards the house, Kitty asked, “Did you stay with the McLeans at the Boab?”

			“Yes, I did.”

			“How’s Mitsy?”

			“Good, but Rusty is still bossing her around as if she’s not just had her baby.”

			“She’s had the baby?”

			“Yes, it’s a cute little girl named Bonnie.“

			“That’s wonderful. But how does she put up with Rusty?”

			“I think her patience is wearing thin because I saw her dump a bowl of dish water over him when he asked her to muck out the stables because his back was aching. He looked most surprised but the old locals laughed so hard they nearly fell off their stools.”

			“Good for Mitsy. It’s about time she stood up to that lazy lump of a useless man.”

			Harry managed a smile. “Not a fan, Kitty?”

			“Not of lazy men,” Kitty said.

			In the drawing room, the girls immediately wanted to know about Angus. Harry told them he’d been shot in the hip and that he’s being treated in the Darwin hospital after being evacuated on a Red Cross ship.

			“He’ll be home in a few weeks, all being well. I don’t know any more than that, but I gather he’s lucky to be alive. We’ll just have to wait now. At least he’s on Australian soil. I’m so relieved about that,” Harry added.

			Kitty opened Mel’s letter first and read it out loud.

			Dear Mum,

			The boat trip down the coast was exhausting and hard work. As you know, the Octavia is a working fishing trawler. We were nearly a day from Port Hedland when we encountered a storm and one of the three crewmen on board slipped on deck and broke his leg. We had to leave him in Port Hedland and the owner of the Trawler couldn’t find anyone to take his place, which meant me and the other passenger, Mr. Stevens, had to help with the fish for the rest of the trip. Slippery, smelly fish are certainly different to cattle and sheep but Mr. Stevens and I had to sort what came up in the nets and throw back what wasn’t wanted, which included creatures I never knew existed. At the end of the day nothing would wash the smell from our skin and clothes. Weeks have passed and I think I can still smell fish.

			I apologized for smelling fishy when I met Annie Williams at the wharf in Fremantle, but she laughed it off and said she was used to the smell, as her husband was a fisherman.

			At this Emily smiled. “Desmond Williams is a keen fisherman,” she told everyone.

			Annie is as lovely as Emily described her. I had been prepared to stay at the YWCA while doing my application for nursing school, but she insisted I stay with her son and his family. Quite honestly I didn’t know how I’d cope being in a house with a young baby, but Annie’s new granddaughter melted my heart with just one smile. Camille had caught a slight cold from her three-year-old sibling, Benjamin, and she was fussy all the time, which exhausted her mother. I offered to help and Sarah was astonished to find I was good at settling her. That convinced me I’m following the right path.

			Annie took me shopping and showed me around the city. We took Camille in her pram. Annie also helped with my application for nursing school. I had to sit a test with five other girls around my age. Three were from the country so we got along well and have since become friends. There is a shortage of nurses because of the war, so I’m sure our tests were marked leniently. I’m proud to say that four days ago I was accepted into nursing school. The Williams had a little celebratory party for me, which was lovely. Yesterday I moved into the nurse’s quarters at the hospital. All of the girls I did the test with have also moved into the nursing quarters, so I’m not going to be lonely. We each have our own room. Mine is small, but has a good view of the city and a glimpse of the Swan River. I bought some lavender flowers and a vase to brighten the room. The scent is a lovely reminder of home.

			I start the nursing course on Monday morning. Apparently a lot of the training is hands on work, so I’m happy about that. I’m hoping to work with the newborns. Today I had lunch with Annie and thanked her sincerely for all her help. She made me promise to keep in touch. Please thank Emily again for putting me in contact with Annie. Settling in to my new life would’ve been harder without her.

			I’m glad I came to the city, Mum! It was the best thing for me. On the trip down to Perth I had second thoughts. I was leaving the only life I’d ever known and I missed everyone so much. But after touring the hospital and seeing all the sick children, I feel confident I’ve made the right move. I promise I’ll keep in touch regularly. You’ll probably be sick of hearing from me. Please put some flowers on Ruby’s grave now and again.

			Love to all, xx

			Mel.

			“She seems to be doing quite well,” Kitty said, putting the letter back in its envelope while trying not to cry because she missed her youngest daughter so much that it hurt.

			“She does, doesn’t she?” Brenda said.

			Emily was sitting beside Kitty so she put a comforting arm around her shoulders.

			“Who’d have thought our little sister would be a nurse in the city,” Coleen said, beaming with pride.

			“Thank you again for asking Mrs. Williams to look out for her, Emily,” Kitty said emotionally.

			“I knew she’d like Annie and I knew Annie would take good care of her,” Emily said. “She will keep in touch with her, too.”

			“That she has someone looking out for her is a load off my mind.” She kept silent for a while. “I do wish Liam had written, so that I knew what state of mind he was in,” Kitty said, opening her letter from Dermot.

			“Can you read dad’s letter out loud?” Brenda asked.

			Kitty nodded and took a steadying breath.

			Dear Kitty,

			I’m sorry for not writing for so long but here in the trenches in Gallipoli, a pen, ink, and paper are as rare as gold. I can only see to write this evening because of the moonlight, but nevertheless, I hope my scribble is legible.

			It’s reasonably quiet tonight, if you don’t count the occasional bullet whizzing overhead.

			Kitty paused, gathering the courage she needed to hear what her husband was about to tell her.

			We landed here on April 25th and Kitty, I swear I thought we’d been dropped into hell. After storming the beach in a small cove, under the cover of darkness, we scrambled up cliffs to be confronted by a treacherous, confusing tangle of ravines and spurs. At first, we were only lightly opposed by scattered units of Turks, but that soon changed when reinforcements arrived and it became a battle for high ground. The contest was decided on the second ridge and the Turks had the advantage and eventually took possession. They tried their best to push us back to the beach, but Aussies and New Zealanders are a tough lot and we held our position, while digging trenches for cover. There were casualties on both sides but Kitty I saw far too many young men die that day. I thank God that our son was not one of them. He’s further along the trench from where I am but we can get word to one another.

			The Turks have also taken shelter in trenches. They are so close that we can hear their voices if the wind is coming our way. I haven’t seen Angus but I’m praying hard that he hasn’t been wounded or killed.

			Right now there is only the odd sniper fire, but during the day the shooting is constant and relentless. We are battling over the piece of ground between us and the Turks, which is littered with dead bodies and the wounded. Absurdly, that piece of ground, for which so many are losing their lives, is known as no man’s land. The young men around me don’t question why they’re dying for it, but to me, a farmer with a property the size of a European country, it’s so utterly ridiculous and I struggle to get my head around it.

			In April, May, and June, it was searing hot in Turkey, especially down a trench. I don’t know where to begin in describing the stench. There are no facilities to wash and dead bodies and shallow graves are all around us. I don’t think I’ll ever leave behind the lingering smell of creosol or chloride of lime, used to stave off the threat of disease because of overflowing cesspits. The three other constant odours, that do not belong together, are poison gas, cigarette smoke, and cooking food. I can’t really smell the body odour of my comrades anymore because I smell as bad as everyone else.

			“Oh, poor dad and Liam,” Coleen whispered emotionally.

			Emily and Brenda had tears in their eyes.

			Kitty squeezed her eyes shut for a moment and tried to block out the horrific mental picture in her mind, but it didn’t work.

			When it rains the trenches turn to mud. They are lined with sandbags that are going rotten. When I can snatch a few minutes of sleep, I dream of home and soaking in our big bath full of clean water. I’ll never take that for granted again. It would be Heaven compared to this Hell but I have to wonder if I’ll ever get this stench off my skin.

			I thought I was used to flies, but there are hordes of them everywhere. Like a black cloud, they move between dead bodies and anything edible. Consequently, dysentery is rife. So are lice and nits. And rats. Rats are our constant companions. They gorge on dead bodies, grotesquely disfiguring them by eating eyes and livers. We try to kill them by shooting them or hitting them with shovels, but we’ve been told that a pair of rats can produce nine hundred offspring in a year, so it seems we’re fighting a losing battle.

			“Ugh,” the girls said, cringing.

			Trench fever if rife and so is foot rot because we can’t take our boots off to dry socks. The medics do what they can so that men with foot rot won’t need to have their feet amputated. They’re not always successful. Sometimes we get a delivery of knitted socks, vests and gloves and it feels like Christmas. I pretend what I get was made by you.

			Strangely, the young Turks are quite friendly, when they’re not trying to kill us. Cigarettes are thrown between the trenches and there’s been a truce so that bodies in no man’s land can be buried.

			Food is plentiful, although there’s no variety and nothing fresh. We live on tinned meat and beans and biscuits so hard they could break your teeth. Now and again something fresh comes in with reinforcements. All rubbish ends up in no man’s land.

			Unfortunately, we’re at a stale mate with the Turks, so this war isn’t going to end any time soon. I dream of the day that Liam and I return to North Bundaloon. In my mind I see you and our girls waiting for us on the veranda. That dream keeps me going.

			I hope life isn’t too hard for you, Kitty but I’m sure it isn’t easy. You know I wouldn’t be here if not for Liam. I promised I’d bring him home safe, and I intend to keep that promise. Cloud is about to cover the moon, so I’ll sign off my love but I’ll write again as soon as I can.

			All my love,

			Dermot.

			Kitty swallowed hard. “It’s far worse than I imagined it would be,” she said folding the pages of his letter. For a long time neither of them spoke.

			“What did Angus have to say, Harry?”, Kitty asked finally.

			“You’ve had a letter from Angus!” Brenda said excitedly. She was wondering why she hadn’t had one.

			“I’m not going to go into detail,” Harry said. “I don’t want to upset you or the girls further and Angus was on a heavy opiate for his pain when he wrote it.”

			“Could it be any worse than what Dermot has said?” Kitty found it hard to believe.

			“He described the scene when they stormed the beach, in horrific detail. I read his letter in town and it took me the entire journey home to recover. I won’t subject any of you to that.”

			“Oh, Harry, I’m so sorry,” Kitty said.

			“I’ll go home now,” Harry said, standing up.

			“Would you like some company?” Emily asked.

			Harry nodded, feeling grateful.

			As they walked down the hallway, Harry said, “You’re just what I need right now,” and put his arm around her shoulders.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

			November 1915

			“Kitty, Angus will be home for Christmas,” Harry yelled excitedly as he got out of the truck. He’d just returned from town and was waving a letter in his hand.

			“That’s wonderful,” Kitty said, her heart breaking because she’d been praying hard that she’d have her son and husband home for Christmas, too. “Do you have any letters for me?”

			“I’m sorry, there’s only one from Mel. I haven’t got anything for Emily, either.”

			Kitty nodded, taking Mel’s letter from him. “We haven’t heard from Liam in months. I’m really worried about him. I haven’t heard from Dermot for quite awhile, either.

			I’m really happy for you, though, Harry. Having Angus home is the best news. When are you expecting him?”

			“I have to pick him up in Derby on November 30th.”

			“That’s next week!”

			“Eight days from today, to be exact,” Harry said with a broad smile. “He’ll be dropped off by a navy boat, apparently.”

			Kitty opened Mel’s letter and scanned the contents.

			“Mel’s doing well,” she told Harry, “But she can’t come home for Christmas because she’s only got a short break before the course begins again in the New Year.” Kitty looked at Harry. “I didn’t expect her because it’s such a long way. She’s really enjoying working with the tiny babies, though. And she’s had lunch with Mrs. Williams, her daughter-in-law, and baby Camille twice. I’m so pleased Mrs. Williams is keeping a close eye on her.” She went into the house to share the news with Emily, Brenda, and Coleen.

			November 30th, 1915

			Harry left for town before daybreak. The navy boat was supposed to arrive around mid morning in Derby.

			Soon after breakfast, Kitty stopped by the outside kitchen to speak to Hop-sing. It had rained hard all night, but it had stopped at dawn and the sun was trying to break through the cloud, sending the humidity soaring.

			“What’s for lunch today?”

			“Leftover rabbit stew, missus.”

			“Oh,” Kitty frowned. “I wanted to ask if we could have something nice to welcome Mr. Edward’s son home from the war.”

			“What I cook? Store nearly empty, Mrs. McBride,” Hop-sing said. “I pick some vegetables this morning, but meat all gone.” Harry had shot a pair of rabbits that he’d cooked in a stew two days earlier. They had enough left for just one meal.

			“I’m sorry about that,” Kitty said. “I haven’t had the heart to ask Harry to kill one of our livestock because we need to build up our stock and I haven’t had the money to buy stores. You’ve done a wonderful job of stretching the stores as far as you have. I don’t know how to thank you. I feel just terrible that I haven’t had the money to pay you for your services.”

			“I have roof over head and food, and nowhere to spend wages.”

			“Bless you, Mr. Li. I’ll make sure the boss rewards you when he gets home,” Kitty said. She smelt something cooking and had seen Hop-sing by the river earlier in the day. “Are you cooking yabbies again?”

			“No, Mrs. McBride.” Hop-sing looked guilty. “I cook one small fish with Chinese spice and little bit vegetables. I went for yabbies but had good fortune. Small fish got caught in net.”

			“Oh, that was lucky…can I see what you’ve done with it?” Kitty glanced towards the pan on the stove.

			“Yes, missus.” Hop-sing lifted the lid on the pan. A wonderful aroma assailed Kitty’s senses. “You not like fish cooked with Chinese spices, missus.”

			Kitty peered at the fish, which wasn’t very large. “Well, no, not usually, but I have to admit this smells good and what you’ve done with it doesn’t look strange. Can I taste a tiny piece?”

			Hop-sing was surprised but he got a serving spoon and scooped a piece of fish and vegetables onto a plate.

			Kitty tasted it while Hop-sing watched, fully expecting a negative comment. Much to his surprise she took a tiny bite and ate it then licked her lips appreciatively. Then she finished what was on the plate.

			“I can’t believe I am saying this, but this is delicious, Mr. Li,” she said in amazement.

			“Hop-sing good cook,” he said with no false modesty. “You can have it, missus.” He offered her the pan.

			“No, I wouldn’t dream of taking your food, Mr. Li. You are a very good cook, but I didn’t like the look of those yabbies you served us the first day you were here. However, this meal looks familiar and the flavours are subtle, but wonderful. What are they?”

			“Recipe secret, missus,” the Chinaman declared, folding his arms defiantly.

			“There’s a hint of cinnamon, I think,” Kitty said.

			The cook looked surprised.

			“And something like aniseed,” Kitty added.

			“Star anise,” Hop-sing said cautiously.

			“And a hint of pepper,” Kitty added.

			“Sichuan pepper and cloves, and a little fennel seed,” Hop-sing said, getting carried away in the discussion. Then he looked alarmed, as he’d given away all the secret ingredients.

			“You’re secret is safe with me, Mr. Li,” Kitty said. “I’m sure the rest of the family would like this dish as much as I do. Would you mind making more for lunch?”

			“Not mind, missus, but Hop-sing not good at fishing and no fishing pole.”

			“You catch yabbies,” Kitty said.

			“I make net and catch yabbies in water not deep. This fish make mistake and go in net. It not happen again.”

			“Buddy and Stumpy have fishing poles. They’re busy mucking out the stables while Harry is away, but Coleen used to love to go fishing with them, so I’m sure she wouldn’t mind going fishing with you this morning.”

			“All right, missus,” Hop-sing said.

			“I want you to show Mr. Li how to fish, Coleen,” Kitty said, when she went back in the house.

			“When?”

			“Now. He’s going to make a delicious fish lunch for Angus’s home coming but he can’t fish.”

			“I wanted to wash my hair this morning so I look nice when Angus gets home,” Coleen lamented. “And what if it starts raining again?”

			“If it starts raining you can take shelter under a tree.”

			Brenda was already doing her best to look pretty, and Kitty could see that Coleen wanted to compete.

			“I don’t want you and Brenda fighting over Angus when he gets back, Coleen. He’s my manager’s son and not who your father had in mind as a son-in-law, but all signs indicate that Brenda is the one he’s interested in, so stop causing trouble and leave them be. One day you’ll find your own young man and I sincerely hope he has better prospects than Angus. Do you understand?”

			Coleen pouted. She wasn’t yet ready to give up on Angus but she didn’t tell her mother that.

			Coleen borrowed Buddy and Stumpy’s fishing poles. Buddy had carved them from tree branches and Harry had made the hooks. The line was string wound on a reel, also made from wood.

			“Do you have any stale bread?” Coleen asked Hop-sing from the kitchen door. “Crusts will do.”

			“What use bread for?” Hop-sing asked, handing her two crusts.

			“Bait. We have nothing else,” Coleen told the Chinaman. She moistened the bread and rolled small pieces into balls, which she planned to put on the hooks. After collecting a bucket, they headed down to the river.

			“I haven’t done this for a long time,” Coleen said. “But let’s hope the fish are biting.”

			Hop-sing gave her a skeptical look.

			“There’s not much to it,” Coleen reassured Hop-sing when they found a nice sheltered spot. The sun had burst through the cloud so it was stinking hot. “You put the bait on the hook and then cast the line and wait for a nibble. When you feel the fish nibble, yank the line and hopefully you’ve hooked it,” she added. “We’re most likely to catch some kind of catfish, but if we’re really lucky we’ll get a big Barra.”

			After casting their lines, they enjoyed the shade provided by a giant Coolabah tree. An hour dragged by without a nibble. Hop-sing might’ve been pleasant company if he’d been talkative, but he sat in sullen silence, leaving Coleen to daydream about Angus while feeling annoyed that she couldn’t make herself pretty for his return.

			“This is ridiculous,” she finally snapped. “I could’ve washed my hair this morning and it would be dry by now.” She looked at Hop-sing. “Will you be all right here by yourself for awhile?”

			“What I do if fish take hook?”

			“That’s simple. Reel it in and put it in the bucket. You could manage that, couldn’t you?”

			The Chinaman nodded resentfully and Coleen headed for the house with the plan of washing her hair without her mother knowing and heading back to the river where she planned to sit in the sun to dry it.

			After a few minutes of nothing eventuating, Hop-sing lay back on the grass and closed his eyes with the fishing pole firmly clasped in his hands. The faint breeze off the water was pleasantly cool, making him feel relaxed and drowsy. He could hear birds in the trees and was lulled by the sound of the river flowing over rocks and logs.

			Hop-sing soon lost track of time but roughly fifteen minutes after Coleen left he felt a gentle tug on his fishing line. He sat bolt upright in a panic and glanced towards the house but Coleen was nowhere in sight. Then his reel started to run. He tried winding the reel in, but whatever was on the line resisted. The line began moving downstream so he got to his feet and tried to pull it in.

			A couple of the oldest giant Coolabahs along the river had fallen during the flood. The nearest was twenty feet away. Its enormous root base was sadly exposed, providing a new home for borers. Its limbs stretched far across the river with many branches submerged. The fishing line had been taken towards the fallen tree. Hop-sing pulled on the line but he couldn’t make any headway. It had stopped running out, but he couldn’t pull it in. Moving towards the fallen tree, he tried again. It didn’t take him long to realise the line had been caught on one of the submerged branches. He knew if he kept pulling it was likely to snap and he’d lose his fish and the hook.

			Rolling up his trousers, he stepped into the water while holding onto an overhanging tree branch. The water was crystal clear in the area around the tree branches. Following his fishing line he saw that it had become tangled around a smaller branch that was out of his reach and submerged. Then he saw the fish that was hooked on the line and his eyes widened in delight. It was enormous. Possibly one of the big Barramundi’s that Coleen had told him about. He became really excited as he imagined himself placing a big platter on the dining table, bearing the cooked fish that he’d caught himself. It would be a moment to savour, a moment of triumph!

			Hop-sing took another step forward and literally sunk chest deep in a hole. As he couldn’t swim, he panicked and retreated. Frustrated, and with the giant fish within his grasp, he pondered on what he could do. He decided he’d have to climb onto the overhanging tree branch and try and unhook the line from there.

			From the riverbank, Hop-sing gingerly crawled along the overhanging tree branch, still clinging to the fishing pole. As he got further out over the river, his nerve nearly deserted him and he considered retreating in defeat but felt his honour was at stake. He looked into the clear water just up ahead and could see the big fish moving around, trying desperately to free itself. He knew it would only be a matter of time before it snapped the string and was free again.

			Inching further along, he was soon over the spot where his fishing line was tangled. He looked down into the clear water and could see the big fish was still attached. Tucking the fishing pole under his arm near his armpit, he wrapped that arm around the tree branch and used his free hand to giggle the string line, hoping to free it. He tried and tried, being cautious not to break it. Nothing worked. He became really frustrated, wishing he’d learned to swim because then it would’ve been so easy.

			The loud bark of a dog on the riverbank startled Mr. Li, causing him to loosen his grip on the tree branch. At the same time the fishing pole slipped from under his arm. He tried to grab it before it fell in the water and that further unbalanced him and he slipped from the overhanging tree branch.

			With a splash, Hop-sing landed in the water and sunk below the surface, coming face to face with the fish on the line. In shock, he flailed and kicked, managing to get to the surface, spluttering for air, before sinking again. He kicked out again with his feet. One foot found a submerged tree branch, allowing him to get his head partially above the surface of the water, but only just. His other foot jammed between two snags and he couldn’t pull it free. He reached upwards, trying to grab the overhanging branch but he was just short of being able to reach it. Spluttering, he cried out.

			Emily had been walking the dogs along the riverbank when she heard Lido bark. She knew the dogs well enough to know it wasn’t a playful bark, and then she heard the splash. Thinking Lido had chased a kangaroo into the water, she ran to see if it was all right. She was shocked to see part of Hop-sing’s head and face barely above the water.

			“Mr. Li! Mr. Li,” she called. She could see he was in trouble and remembered that he couldn’t swim. Slipping her shoes off, she waded into the water and swam towards him. Taking his hand, she tried to pull him to the bank, but she couldn’t budge him.

			“What’s wrong?” she asked frantically, but he couldn’t speak as he kept swallowing water and was spluttering and choking. Emily worried he was on the verge of drowning. She had to act quickly. Taking a deep breath, she went below the water where she could see his foot was caught. She grabbed hold of his leg just above the ankle and yanked as hard as she could, but his foot remained stuck. She struggled and struggled but ran out of breath, so she had to surface. Taking another deep breath, she went under water again. She took hold of the smaller of the two branches that his foot was wedged between and pulled on it. She managed to move it just enough that his foot slipped free. Before surfacing again she pushed him towards the riverbank.

			Thrashing in terror, Hop-sing kicked out and one of his feet struck Emily in the stomach, knocking the wind out of her. Barely realizing what he’d done, he reached for the overhanging branch, and gasped for air, coughing up water. It took a few moments to catch his breath and then he found the strength to pull himself to the shallows before clambering onto the riverbank. When he turned to help Emily from the water, she was gone. Panicked he tried to see if she was below the surface and then looked up river and down river. She was nowhere to be seen. Then he heard Lido barking again as he ran along the bank, heading down river on the other side of the fallen tree.

			Hop-sing chased after the dog and caught a glimpse of Emily being swept down river. He called out to her and ran along the riverbank behind the dog. He noticed Emily was having difficulty keeping her head above water, but he didn’t understand why as he’d seen her swim. Then he realised she was hurt, and it was his fault.

			Lido, the strongest swimmer of the three dogs, leapt into the water and swam after Emily. Bess waded into the shallows, and Gus, the eldest dog, barked furiously from the riverbank. Lido soon caught up with Emily and grabbed the material of her gown in his mouth. Then he turned and tried to drag her towards the riverbank. Hop-sing stayed with Gus on the riverbank and watched as Lido struggled to tow Emily. He didn’t know what to do or how to help. At one point, Lido appeared to go underwater, too, and Hop-sing worried they’d both drown. But the dog’s head surfaced, still clutching Emily’s gown in his mouth while his front legs furiously paddled.

			“Swim, Miss Scott,” Hop-sing called out in a panic. He waded into the shallows, willing Lido to get close enough that he could help drag Emily to safety. She appeared unable to swim or keep her head afloat.

			By the time Lido was close enough for Hop-sing to help, Emily was gasping and choking. Hop-sing managed to drag her to the riverbank where she coughed up water while Lido affectionately licked her face. Emily managed to sit up, holding her stomach as she struggled for air. Hop-sing held the dogs away from her face so she could recover.

			“You be okay, Miss Scott?” Hop-sing asked anxiously.

			Emily nodded because she couldn’t speak.

			“It my fault you nearly drown,” Hop-sing said contritely. He realised he’d kicked her.

			Emily shook her head. “It was…a…accident,” she said breathlessly.

			“You saved my life again,” Hop-sing said. “And because of me you nearly lost your life.”

			Emily had never seen Hop-sing like this before, so humble and remorseful. It was unsettling. She pushed her wet hair out of her eyes and studied him while taking deep breaths. “It was an accident, Mr. Li.”

			“I drown if you not save me,” Mr. Li said. “You save me on ship, too. In China we have custom. If someone save your life you must serve them for the rest of your life. I now your humble servant.” He dropped his head.

			Emily was horrified. She tried to imagine Hop-sing following her everywhere for the rest of her life to do her bidding. It was unthinkable! An intolerable life sentence for her! She’d sooner have the Chinaman rudely ignore her but she knew that now he’d come to accept his fate there would no swaying him from that path.

			“Mr. Li, I should be thanking you. You just dragged me to safety. Lido was tiring so without you I might’ve drowned. I owe you my life. So now we’re even. I saved you and you saved me. No one’s honour is at stake.”

			The Chinaman looked at her sceptically. Emily could see he couldn’t live with his conscience.

			“What about what happen before, on ship?” he asked.

			“You said before that I didn’t save you, and you were right. The ship’s railing would’ve stopped you from being washed overboard.”

			Hop-sing thought about it. “Maybe.”

			“Oh, definitely,” Emily said.

			Hop-sing still appeared perplexed. “So…I not owe you a great debt?”

			“No, not at all,” Emily assured him. She got to her feet and patted the dogs, giving Lido plenty of extra attention. Then they heard Coleen screaming excitedly.

			“Hey, look at the fish we hooked,” she yelled, holding up a big Barramundi near the overhanging tree branch that Mr. Li had fallen from.

			Emily and Hop-sing went towards her. The Chinaman was delighted to see the big fish.

			“While you were having a leisurely swim this fish nearly got away,” she scolded. “Luckily the rod had caught on a fallen branch and I was able to reel him in.”

			“I think I can hear the truck,” Brenda said excitedly.

			Emily, Coleen, and Kitty had been waiting with her in the drawing room for Harry’s return from Derby. They were all anxious and excited, but Brenda was positively jumping out of her skin.

			“You’ve said that at least five times,” Coleen said sullenly. “And it’s been your over-active imagination.”

			“Brenda’s right this time. I can hear it, too,” Emily said.

			Brenda ran to the front veranda just as the truck passed by. She caught a glimpse of Angus, sitting beside his father in the truck, and waved eagerly. His head turned and he saw her, but his expression was completely emotionless. He didn’t wave or smile before the truck disappeared around the side of the house.

			Brenda was paralysed with shock for a full minute, not sure what to think. Why had Angus virtually ignored her? He’d definitely seen her.

			Kitty glanced at the grandfather clock in the drawing room as it chimed. They should’ve had lunch two hours ago but they’d been waiting to eat with Angus and Harry, so they were all starving. She called Maudie and told her to go and tell Hop-sing that lunch could be served as Harry and Angus had arrived home.

			When Brenda came back to the drawing room they all made their way to the dining room where the table was set. Kitty poured a glass of wine for everyone so they could toast Angus’s homecoming. She was happy to have something to celebrate and couldn’t wait for the day when her husband and son returned. They waited a few minutes for Harry and Angus to join them, but only Harry came through the door. They could see by his expression that something was wrong.

			“Where’s Angus?” Brenda asked anxiously, glancing at the open doorway behind him.

			“He’s in pain, so he’s gone to the cottage to lie down,” Harry said.

			“Isn’t he going to join us for lunch?” Kitty asked in dismay.

			“No, he won’t be coming here for lunch. He asked me to thank you for any trouble you may have gone to,” Harry said. He was in fact not telling the truth. Angus had only shaken his head when his father had told him that they were expected to join Kitty and the girls for a celebratory lunch.

			“Surely he’s hungry, Harry,” Kitty said.

			Harry shook his head.

			Mr. Li came into the dining room carrying the big platter with the barramundi on it. It was surrounded by roasted vegetables fresh from the garden. He was beaming with pride as he put it on the table. It looked and smelt amazing.

			“Thank you, Mr. Li,” Kitty said. “That looks delicious.” She smiled stiffly.

			Hop-sing sensed something was wrong. He looked at Harry, and noted he was alone, but retreated tactfully.

			Harry glanced at the fish and the glasses of wine. “I’m so sorry,” he said. “You’ve gone to a lot of trouble and it looks wonderful.”

			“Is… Angus all right, Harry?” Emily asked.

			“I hope he will be, eventually,” Harry said. “He’s on crutches and he’s lost so much weight that he’s quite frail, but I’m hoping he’ll pick up now he’s home. The pain must be quite bad and I don’t suppose the ride along the bumpy track home helped.”

			“That’s understandable,” Emily said. She turned to look at Kitty. “Maybe we could keep the fish for dinner tonight. Angus might feel hungry after a few hours rest.”

			“I don’t know when Angus might feel like company, so please go ahead and enjoy lunch,” Harry said. He couldn’t find the words to say his son had retreated into himself and had barely communicated all the way home.

			“You’ll stay and have some lunch with us, won’t you, Harry, and perhaps take some with you for Angus? He might feel like it later,” Kitty suggested.

			“I won’t stay if you don’t mind,” Harry said. “I want to make sure Angus is all right.”

			“We understand, Harry,” Kitty said, telling Lizzie to fetch a bowl so that Harry could take some food to his cottage.

			“I want to see Angus,” Brenda said, getting to her feet.

			“He’s not up to it yet, Brenda,” Harry replied protectively. “Would you mind waiting a while?”

			Brenda’s spirits plummeted as she sank onto her chair. Kitty scooped some of the fish and vegetables into a bowl that Lizzie gave her and handed it to Harry.

			“Thank you, I’d better go,” Harry said and left the dining room.

			“Well, that was unexpected,” Kitty said when he was gone. “Obviously Angus needs some time and space and we can give him that. The fish certainly looks good. We shouldn’t let it go to waste.”

			“Please don’t,” Emily said. “That fish almost cost Mr. Li and me our lives,” she added.

			Kitty and the girls looked at her in astonishment.

			“Is that why you were both soaking wet?” Coleen asked. “I thought you’d taken a swim.”

			“Mr. Li can’t swim, remember?” Emily said.

			Coleen’s eyes widened. “That’s right,” she said. “I’d forgotten.”

			Kitty could see that Coleen’s hair had been washed and she realised she’d left Hop-sing alone by the river. “I think you’d better tell us what happened, Emily,” she said.

			Later that evening, Kitty caught a glimpse of Harry going to the stables to check on the horses and decided to take the opportunity to see Angus alone for a few minutes. It was raining heavily, so she took an umbrella. When she approached the cottage, the door was open. She knocked softly. Angus was sitting in a chair by the window, staring straight ahead. A pair of crutches lay beside him on the floor. Even side on, his features were so gaunt that his cheeks were hollow.

			“Angus,” she said softly, as she approached him. “How are you?”

			Startled, Angus jumped, his hand covering his thumping heart, his expression haunted.

			“I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to frighten you. I just wanted to see how you were and whether you needed anything to make you more comfortable.”

			Angus’s expression was solemn and his eyes lacked the sparkle she’d always known.

			“No, thank you, Mrs. McBride,” he said, exhaling a deep breath.

			Kitty was taken aback by the change in his personality. He was like a different person and she had to think about the boy who’d left to join the army, the boy who was always light-hearted with a mischievous, flirtatious twinkle in his eyes. “Did you have some of the fish that Mr. Li cooked? It was delicious.”

			“A little, but I haven’t got much appetite.” Angus looked away again and stared out of the window.

			“You need to eat to get your strength back, Angus. Are you in a lot of pain?” Kitty asked gently.

			“I’m learning to live with it,” Angus said without looking at her.

			Kitty could see the strain in his features and she didn’t want to remind him of the war, but a question was burning in her mind. “Did you by any chance see Liam before you were sent home? I haven’t heard from him in months and I’m really worried about his state of mind because Glenys broke off their engagement and told him she’d fallen in love with a doctor in Perth.”

			A flicker of surprise crossed Angus’s features. “I’m sorry to hear that, but I was shot soon after we landed at Gallipoli. I don’t remember much about what happened after that. If you haven’t heard anything from the army, then Liam survived the invasion of Turkey.”

			“I hope you are right, Angus. In my last letter from Dermot he described life in the trenches in Gallipoli. I haven’t been able to get the horrible images out of my mind.” Her voice cracked on a sob.

			Angus didn’t comment, but he didn’t seem surprised.

			“Kitty!” Harry growled from behind her.

			Startled, Kitty turned to find Harry scowling at her.

			“Angus needs to be left alone to rest,” he said a little more harshly than he intended.

			Kitty could tell he’d overheard what she’d said about Dermot and the hell of living in the trenches and suspected he disapproved of her reminding Angus of the war. “I’m sorry I disturbed Angus, I just wanted to see how he is. And you know how worried I am about Liam and Dermot. I was hoping for news…anything to confirm they were all right,” she said.

			Harry understood but he was terribly worried about Angus. “Angus is not quite himself. He needs time to recover from all he’s been through.”

			“Yes, all right,” Kitty said. She looked at Angus again. “If there’s anything I can do, you only have to ask.”

			“I just need to be left alone for awhile,” Angus said.

			“Of course.” Kitty dashed off through the rain.

			“I don’t care what Harry says, I need to see Angus and I know he’d want to see me,’ Brenda cried.

			Emily had been trying to talk her out of going to the cottage, but she wasn’t succeeding. Kitty appeared in the drawing room doorway in time to overhear her words.

			“I’ve just seen Angus, Brenda, and he’s in no shape for visitors. You’ll have to wait at least a few days.”

			“A few days! Why?”

			“I went to the cottage while Harry wasn’t there and he wasn’t very happy with me. I understand why, though. Angus is in a bad way.”

			Brenda gasped. “Are his injuries more severe than what the army told Harry?”

			“Physically, I don’t think so, but his features are gaunt and strained so I’m sure he’s in pain. It’s his mental state that’s more of a concern. He said he needs to be left alone and I think we should respect his wishes. I know you’d like to see him, but you must stay away for a little while. We don’t know what he went through psychologically, Brenda. We’re in no position to understand the trauma he may have suffered.”

			Brenda was terribly disappointed and worried, but she nodded.

			“A horrible twist of fate brought him back to us, but he’s not really here, is he?” she said.

			Kitty could only wonder about Dermot and Liam and what their state of minds would be when they finally came home.

			It was very difficult for Brenda, but she didn’t go to the cottage to see Angus. Instead, she decided she’d wait for him to ask for her. As the days passed, she became more hurt when he didn’t.

			A week dragged by and there was no sign of Angus and no word that he wanted to see anyone, let alone Brenda. She was sitting in the shelter on the front veranda one afternoon, with the dogs at her feet, when she caught sight of Angus between the trees on the far side of the cottage. He was making his way down to the river, taking advantage of a break in the rain, hobbling along on his crutches. His progress was slow and awkward. Brenda was shocked by his appearance. Physically, he appeared to be half the man who’d gone off to war full of optimism. But he was still the man she loved.

			Angus was standing at the water’s edge, gazing at the peaceful flow of the river, when Brenda approached him from behind.

			“Hello, Angus,” she said gently.

			“Hello, Brenda,” Angus said, barely glancing at her.

			Brenda could see him tense up. “It must be good to be home,” she said softly.

			“I can’t quite take it in to be honest.”

			Brenda didn’t know what he meant, but she didn’t press him. “Are you feeling any better, physically?”

			“The doctors said the pain will lessen in time, but I’ll never be the same, Brenda. I’ll probably never ride a horse again, and I don’t know if I’ll ever be fit enough to work iron and shoe horses. I’ll be useless around here,” he added in frustration.

			“Don’t say that, Angus,” Brenda said touching his arm and noting that he flinched. “You just need time to get better.”

			Angus whirled around, almost losing his balance. “Don’t you see, Brenda, I’m not going to get better. Forget any ideas you have about a future with me. That faint hope was taken away by a bullet.”

			“Faint hope? I didn’t see it that way.”

			“Let’s be honest, your father wanted you to marry a wealthy landowner’s son, not a lowly smithy. I had hoped to convince him that one day I’d have my own farm. It wouldn’t have been anything grand like North Bundaloon, but that dream has gone, Brenda. I’ll be lucky if I can do any kind of work with these,” he held up the crutches.

			“I don’t care about any of that, Angus. I love you, not what you can do or provide for me.”

			“You’re not thinking straight, Brenda. Forget about me, because I’m going to forget about you.”

			“You don’t mean that, Angus,” Brenda said with tears streaming down her face.

			Angus looked at her coldly. “Yes, I do, Brenda.” He hobbled away.

			Brenda sat down in the grass and buried her face in her hands, sobbing. She was still sitting like that when she heard the clip-clop of a horse approaching. She turned to see Terry Tomkins dismounting outside the house and her heart plummeted. Then her mother appeared on the veranda and Terry handed her something.

			Brenda knew it had to be a telegram. She got up and started running towards the house. In the meantime, Kitty opened the envelope. A few seconds passed before she began screaming. Then she collapsed.

			By the time Brenda reached the veranda, Emily and Coleen had appeared and were trying to get Kitty onto a seat. Terry was staring at her in dismay.

			“What’s happened?” Brenda screeched.

			Emily picked up the telegram that had fallen from Kitty’s fingers. She scanned the contents.

			Brenda and Coleen were supporting their mother, who appeared to be in terrible shock. They were looking at Emily with terrified expressions.

			“It’s your father,” Emily said softly.

			The girls went white before tears flowed down their cheeks.

			“Is he…? Coleen asked, dreading the answer.

			“He’s missing in action,” Emily said.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

			December 24th, 1915

			“This is the worst Christmas our family has ever known,” Coleen said to Emily, as they waited in the drawing room to be called for Christmas lunch. “In fact, 1915 must surely be the worst year in the history of the McBrides of North Bundaloon.

			How can we possibly be expected to celebrate when dad is missing and there’s no word from Liam?” Coleen added.

			“Despite everything, we must do our best because we know Mum is going through the motions for our benefit,” Brenda said, draining her third glass of sherry. “We have to go along with it for her sake.” She was barely coping with a broken heart but planned to drink several more glasses of sherry to get through Christmas lunch with Angus at the table. He’d stayed close to the cottage and hadn’t spoken to her since telling her they had no future.

			As it turned out, Brenda needn’t have worried. At the last minute, Angus changed his mind about attending Christmas lunch. Harry didn’t even try and make an excuse for him and Kitty didn’t ask for one. Brenda concluded that he couldn’t bear to be at the same table with her and her heart broke just a little more.

			Hop-sing did his best to make dinner as nice as possible, but the delicious roast lamb and vegetables he served weren’t appreciated by the sombre guests at the table. Even the house girls were unusually subdued. Harry made an effort to lighten the mood by telling funny stories about things that had happened on the property. It had become a tradition that Dermot started, and they usually had everyone in fits of laughter. Unfortunately, the opposite effect was achieved, upsetting everyone, and the meal was concluded in silence.

			It was also customary for Dermot to make a toast on Christmas day. He always thanked Kitty and the girls for their love and support throughout the year, and the staff for their hard work, so Kitty decided she’d do it in his honour. She stood up to speak, but burst into tears and fled the dining room. Brenda had been going to run after her, but Coleen stopped her, suggesting their mother needed solitude to gather her composure. A few minutes later Kitty returned to the table and apologized.

			“May I say something, Kitty?” Emily asked.

			Kitty nodded and sniffed into a handkerchief.

			Emily stood up and picked up her glass of wine. She looked at the faces around the table. They’d all become so dear to her. “This will be my third Christmas on North Bundaloon, but I will never forget the first.” Her gaze came to rest on Kitty. “I’d only been in your home a few weeks but you made me feel as welcome as a family member. You’ve no idea how much that meant to me. Sitting at the table with a big happy family was so special.”

			“You are family to us, Emily,” Kitty said emotionally.

			“Thank you. I felt really privileged to witness the love and support between the members of your family. I knew straight away that I wouldn’t want to leave when my term was up, and thankfully, I was permitted to stay. Kitty, you opened your heart to me, and you made me realise how special it would’ve been to grow up with a mother and sisters. I love you all like family,” Emily said, fighting tears.

			Kitty’s eyes welled with tears, and she reached for Emily’s hand and squeezed it.

			“This past year has really tested your strength as a family and as individuals,” Emily said. “You’ve suffered drought, flood, and the loss of stock. Three family members have gone away. Angus has returned wounded, and now Mr. McBride is missing. That’s a lot to endure, even for the strongest of families. In just over a week we’ll be seeing a new year and hopefully the return of happy times again for this family, when Mr. McBride and Liam come home – and they will. This time next year all the family will be seated around this table with smiling faces and the dark times will fade away to a distant memory.”

			“You’ll be here, too, won’t you, Emily?” Kitty said, reaching for Emily’s hand again.

			“I don’t know, but what matters is that all of your family will be here, together again.” Emily raised her glass. “Here’s to happy times ahead, and next Christmas, when every member of the family will be seated around this table, and Mr. McBride will be doing the traditional toast,” she said with a smile.

			“Here, here,” those at the table said in united voice.

			“Thank you, Emily,” Kitty said when she sat down again. “You’ve given me hope for the future when I was struggling to see any.”

			“Have faith that everything will be all right, and it will,” Emily promised.

			“There you are, Brenda,” Emily said, when she found her sitting alone on the veranda.

			Brenda quickly dabbed her tears and forced a pleasant smile.

			“You’re upset about Angus not attending lunch, aren’t you?” Emily asked, sitting beside her.

			Brenda dropped the façade. “He can’t even stand being near me, Emily,” she said, fighting a sob.

			“It’s not you, Brenda. Angus is angry with the world right now, and who can blame him. He doesn’t see that he’s going to get any better, but he will, in time. You just have to be patient.”

			“He says he’ll never ride a horse again and he doesn’t believe he’ll have the strength to do smithy work. What if that’s true, Emily?”

			Emily sighed. “I don’t think it’s true. Angus can’t see past the physical pain he’s in right now, but when he does, he’ll probably start working on building up his strength and it will return.”

			“Harry said that a physical therapy nurse is going to come out here and show Angus exercises he must do.”

			“Oh, that’s good. When is she coming?”

			“As soon as possible. Harry said Angus’s pain must settle first and the wound must heal.”

			“That makes sense. Once he gets into physical therapy and sees that he’s making progress, his mental state will improve, too, you’ll see. I know it’s hard, because you’re heartbroken, but you just have to be patient, Brenda.”

			“I keep telling myself that, but I’m finding it harder and harder to believe that Angus will ever see a future with me again.”

			“He will, one day,” Emily said confidently.

			“You sound so sure,” Brenda said.

			“I am. Love doesn’t just go away, Brenda. It’s just not that simple.”

			“Thank you, Emily.”

			“For what?”

			“For knowing what to say to make me feel better. You are just like another sister, one that doesn’t borrow my clothes.”

			“No, I make them for you,” Emily said with a smile.

			“I hope you never go home.”

			“I feel like this is home, but I think about my family in Perth a lot these days.”

			“Are you worried that your brothers have joined the army?”

			“I know one of them was seriously thinking about it, but I haven’t heard from Uncle Freddy for awhile, so I am a bit worried. I think I should write him another letter. I don’t want to have to travel to Perth to find it out. I cannot leave you here while you’re all going through such a hard time.”

			“That’s so thoughtful of you, Emily, and we’d miss you terribly if you weren’t here, especially Harry. I’m sure he’s in love with you, but your family should come first.”

			Emily knew Brenda was right. Her own family should come first. It was just going to be so hard to leave her new family behind.

			“Where are we going?” Emily called to Harry, as they cantered across the countryside in the moonlight. Harry had assured her it wouldn’t rain. He was riding Banjo because he needed exercise.

			“I told you, it’s a surprise,” Harry called to Emily with a smile.

			Emily felt exhilarated to have the cool night air in her face, but she was curious about what Harry was up to. He’d been very secretive about it.

			Finally they slowed to a walk as they passed through a narrow passage. The moonlight was temporarily blocked by towering rock on both sides, so it was very dark in the passage and a little frightening for Emily.

			Harry led the way. “Are you all right?” he called over his shoulder.

			“My horse is following Banjo,” she said, “which is just as well, because I can’t see very much.”

			Harry smiled. He was nervous, but hopeful that Emily would love the surprise he had planned for her.

			After a few minutes, they entered the gorge where towering ferns and Pandanus trees surrounded a rock pool. A waterfall tumbled into the rock pool and the moonlight set the whole area aglow, particularly the white, cascading water.

			Emily stopped and gasped in wonder. “Oh, Harry, what an amazing place,” she sighed in awe.

			“It is, isn’t it?” Harry said proudly.

			“Why haven’t you brought me here before?” Emily asked, as she dismounted.

			“I was waiting for the perfect occasion,” Harry said.

			“And Christmas night is the perfect occasion,” Emily queried.

			“I hope so. I have planned a special evening in a very special place,” Harry said with a twinkle in his eye.

			Emily smiled, not for the first time thinking Harry was a very special man.

			Harry took a blanket out of one saddlebag and a paper bag of picnic food and a bottle of wine and glasses out of the other.

			Emily’s eyes lit up as he spread the blanket on the ground. “Are we going to have a picnic…here?”

			“Yes, we are,” Harry said, opening the paper bag of sandwiches. He also opened the wine and handed Emily one of the glasses that had been carefully wrapped in a tea towel. As he poured the wine Emily noted his hand was shaking ever so slightly.

			“You’ve thought of everything,” she said, impressed.

			“The wine is a gift from Kitty,” Harry advised her.

			“Oh,” Emily said. “Are we going to be celebrating something?”

			“Perhaps,” Harry said furtively.

			They sat down and shared the sandwiches. With the waterfall nearby, the air was pleasantly cool and the sound of splashing water was soothing.

			“This is such a wonderful setting,” Emily said. “It’s like another world. I’m not dreaming, am I?”

			“No,” Harry said, pinching her arm.

			“Ouch,” Emily said, rubbing the sore spot.

			Harry laughed. “See, you’re not dreaming.”

			Emily looked up at the sky and gasped. “Is it my imagination, or are there more stars out tonight than usual?” The sky literally sparkled like a black velvet jewel box full of diamonds.

			“I could say that it’s a very clear night, so more stars are visible, or I could say that the heaven’s are putting on a special display just for you,” Harry said with a little chuckle.

			Emily laughed. “I like that explanation. Whatever the reason, the sky is truly magnificent tonight.”

			Harry looked at her face, bathed in moonlight and his heart swelled with love. “It is beautiful,” he said, not just talking about the sky. Just then a falling star shot right over them and they both gasped. Then Harry became serious. “You can almost forget that the world is at war.”

			“Yes…almost, but it’s hard to ignore when you see the pain that Kitty is in and how much Angus has been affected emotionally and physically,” Emily said. “It’s so hard to watch the suffering of those you care about, especially when you can’t do anything to help.”

			“Yes, it is,” Harry said. “It makes you realise that life can be so uncertain and that every drop of happiness is precious.”

			“You’re right.” Emily hadn’t had many moments of true happiness in her life, so she knew just how precious those moments could be.

			Harry studied Emily with a very serious expression and then reached for her hand. “You know I love you deeply, Emily,” he said.

			Emily noted his hand still was shaking again and his voice had become hoarse. She blushed, not sure what to say in return.

			Harry cleared his throat “Will you allow me to dedicate my life to making you happy, Emily?”

			Emily was lost for words, and Harry could see it.

			“You may not be in love with me but you care about me, don’t you?”

			“Yes, of course I do, Harry,” Emily declared. “But…”

			“And we have fun together and a mutual respect for one another and that’s important in a relationship, isn’t it?”

			“Yes…I suppose so.”

			“I know we could be very happy together, Emily, if you just give us a chance.”

			“What are you saying, Harry?”

			Harry became flustered. “In my round-about clumsy way I’m trying to propose marriage.”

			Emily’s mouth dropped open. “Propose!”

			“You seem surprised that I want you to be my wife.”

			“I just hadn’t thought you were serious about me.”

			Harry became insecure. “Is that because I’m a few years older than you?”

			“No, I just didn’t know that you were seriously thinking of me as a future wife!”

			“I love you very much, Emily. I’ve always imagined a future with you, but when Angus went off to war I stopped planning ahead because the future seemed so uncertain and it didn’t feel right to be thinking of my own happiness when my son might lose his life. But now he’s home and I feel free to plan again. I promise I’ll do all in my power to make your life as happy as it possibly can be. You said in your toast that you didn’t know whether you’d be here next year, but I want you here by my side, forever.”

			Emily stared at Harry, literally lost for words.

			He didn’t know what to think. His heart was racing and his mouth was dry. “I know I’m just a farm manager…”

			“There’s nothing wrong with being a farm manager, Harry,” Emily interrupted. “You put your heart and soul into this property. That’s why you are so important to the McBrides.”

			Harry’s expression softened and his hopes lifted. “Then will you do me the honour of marrying me, Emily?”

			Emily imagined a permanent life on North Bundaloon with all the people she loved and her heart swelled with happiness. She imagined life with a man who loved her, doing all he could to make her happy. For the first time she allowed herself to believe that her feelings for Harry would grow to become a deep, abiding love. “Yes, I’ll marry you,” she said.

			“Really?” Harry had to be sure he’d heard correctly.

			“Yes, really.” Emily smiled. “I’ll be your wife,” she said. The words sounded strange to her ears, but she was very happy.

			Harry pulled her into his arms and kissed her passionately. “You’ve made me the happiest man alive, Emily,” he said. “I promise you won’t ever regret your decision.” He kissed her again. “Let’s make this official,” he said, digging into the pocket on his shirt and producing a ring. “I bought this in Derby, so it’s probably not very flash by city standards,” he said, lifting her hand to place it on her ring finger.

			Emily studied the ring in the moonlight. “It’s perfect,” she said emotionally.

			“Do you really like it?” Harry asked, wondering whether she was just being polite. “We can always get another one if you don’t.”

			“No, this is lovely.” The setting sparkled in the moonlight. “Does Kitty know you planned to propose?”

			“I didn’t tell her, but she knows how I feel about you so I don’t think she’s going to be very surprised,” Harry said. “We should set a wedding date.”

			Emily thought about it. “Where would we get married?”

			“Wherever you want. I could call a minister to the station and have the ceremony here, perhaps in Kitty’s ballroom.”

			“Or in Saint Peters, in Derby. I love that quaint little church with windows that overlook the bay. Anyway, I’m sure Kitty wouldn’t mind, but it doesn’t seem the right time for a celebration. I’d want all the McBrides to be here,” Emily said.

			“I would, too. I’d want Dermot to be my best man,’ Harry said. “So we’ll wait until he comes home, and Liam, too. I don’t mind a long engagement, just as long as I know you’ll one day be my wife.”

			Emily smiled, happy with that decision.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

			“Kitty, Kitty!” Emily squealed as she ran down the hallway.

			Kitty’s bedroom door opened. She was in her nightgown. “What’s wrong, Emily?” she asked worriedly.

			“I’m engaged!” Emily shouted, holding out her hand to show off her ring.

			“Engaged! To who?” Kitty teased.

			“Stumpy!” Emily laughed.

			“Congratulations,” Kitty said. “Does he know?”

			“Stop it,” Emily said. “Harry proposed to me in the most romantic place I’ve ever seen. The stars were twinkling and there was a beautiful waterfall…what a magical night this is. I don’t want to go to sleep because I might wake up and find I was dreaming.”

			“We should have a celebratory drink,” Kitty said. “Where’s the groom to be?” She could see that Emily was floating on a cloud.

			“He’s gone to check on Angus,” Emily said.

			Coleen’s door opened. “What’s going on?”

			“Emily and Harry are engaged,” Kitty said.

			Emily proudly extended the hand with the ring on it.

			“Oh, how exciting,” Coleen said, rushing towards Emily to hug her.

			Brenda’s door opened. “What’s all the noise about?”

			“Emily and Harry are engaged,” Coleen said. “Isn’t that wonderful?”

			A myriad of emotions crossed Brenda’s features. “Congratulations,” she murmured.

			Emily knew she was wishing it were she and Angus who were engaged.

			Brenda closed her door again.

			“I’m sorry she’s being rude,” Kitty said.

			“It’s all right,” Emily said. “It’s hard to be happy for someone else when you’re hurting.”

			“Has anyone seen Hop-sing?” Kitty asked on Sunday afternoon. Buddy and Stumpy had been fishing and caught a big Barra so she’d been going to ask him to cook it Chinese Style for a celebratory lunch for Harry and Emily’s engagement.

			“I haven’t seen him,” Emily said.

			“I saw him this morning, but it was early,” Coleen said. “He was heading in the direction of the vegetable garden carrying a shovel.”

			“Well he’s not in the vegetable garden,” Kitty said. “Nor in the chook pen, or the stables.”

			“Maybe he went for a walk,” Emily suggested.

			“Possibly, but would he take a shovel?” Kitty asked.

			“You wouldn’t think so, unless he was planning to do some digging,” Emily said.

			“Perhaps he’s gone to dig for some native foods. I’ll ask the girls whether he said anything to them.”

			Kitty had a quick discussion with the girls and then with Buddy and Stumpy. Nobody knew the whereabouts of the cook.

			“I’m starting to get worried. Surely he wouldn’t have fallen in the river again.”

			“I’m fairly certain he learned his lesson last time. Besides, he wouldn’t take a shovel to the river,” Emily said. “And Coleen said he was heading in the other direction when she saw him.”

			Kitty thought about it. “You don’t think…no, surely he wouldn’t be…”

			“Wouldn’t be what, Kitty?” Emily asked.

			“You don’t think he’s gone bush to do some mining, do you?”

			“Mining? Why would you think he’d be mining?”

			“The Chinese are always mining without permits. Dermot warned Mr. Li not to go mining on our property, but he knows Dermot is missing so maybe he thought he’d try his luck while the boss is away.”

			“I suppose anything is possible and we never know what Mr. Li is thinking,” Emily said.

			“Even though I haven’t been able to pay him for working for us, I still wouldn’t approve of him mining on the property without permission,” Kitty said crossly.

			“It’ll be dark in an hour and Mr. Li still hasn’t returned to his quarters,” Kitty said. She was becoming really worried.

			“You don’t suppose he’s lost, do you?” Emily asked.

			“That is a possibility, but we can’t search for him in the dark and a storm is brewing. If he doesn’t get home by himself today, we’ll have to search tomorrow. I just hope he’s got the sense to stay put after dark and not wander aimlessly. Meanwhile I’m going to try and cook the fish. Are there any volunteers to help me?”

			“Sorry, Mum, but I don’t like the smell of raw fish,” Brenda said.

			“I told Buddy I’d feed the dogs and horses today, Mum,” Coleen added.

			“That leaves you, Emily,” Kitty said. “Are you game?”

			“Sure, as long as you don’t ask me to gut the fish,” Emily said. She crinkled her nose at the thought.

			“I was going to ask Buddy to do that part,” Kitty said.

			It was well after dark by the time Kitty and Emily had cooked the fish. Kitty had found the spices that Hop-sing used, and added a sprinkle of each to the frying fish. It looked good and the taste was acceptable but it wasn’t as delicious as Mr. Li’s version. The family sat around the dinner table with Harry, discussing what misfortune may have befallen the Chinaman. There were countless possibilities that included a fall, a broken limb, snakebite, dehydration, or he was just plain lost. Harry said that it was unlikely but still a possibility that he’d been speared by tribal aborigines. The more they discussed it, the more worried they became. They decided they’d mount a search first thing in the morning.

			Soon after light, Harry had six horses saddled for the search party. It had rained heavily during the night, but had stopped just before dawn. They had discussed the idea of three pairs riding in different directions so they could cover more ground. Buddy and Stumpy would ride in an easterly direction. Harry and Emily planned to go in a north-westerly direction. Kitty said she’d stay behind in case Angus needed someone, but then Brenda volunteered for that job so Kitty and Coleen rode out together. They agreed to meet back at the homestead no later than four o’clock, whether they’d found him or not.

			“Surely he can’t have gone too far on foot,” Emily said to Harry as they set off. Just after dawn was the coolest part of the day, but she knew it would soon heat up and she felt Hop-sing wouldn’t be carrying much food or water, if any. She was also sure that he wouldn’t know how to survive in the bush alone.

			“You’d be surprised the distances lost people can cover,” Harry said. “We once found a young station hand fifteen miles from the homestead. He’d made it that far because he was young and fit. I don’t think Mr. Li would make it that far.”

			“I certainly hope he hasn’t gone that far,” Emily said.

			“They mostly go around in circles. Let’s hope that’s what he’s done and he’s only a couple of miles away.”

			Emily was alarmed to hear his words. “You don’t think he’ll…perish, do you, Harry?”

			“I don’t give him much hope if we haven’t found him by the end of the day,” Harry said.

			Emily was shocked. She had never had an amiable relationship with Mr. Li, even after pulling him out of the river, but she’d grown used to having him around.

			By afternoon it was extremely humid because of the overnight rain. They’d been going around in circles in their search, so they were only a few miles from the homestead, but there was a lot of ground to cover.

			Emily kept drinking water from the canteens that Harry had brought, but she still felt on the verge of collapse. “If Mr. Li is out here with no water,” she gasped. “He’ll be dead by now.”

			“He definitely won’t be in good shape,” Harry said, wiping perspiration from his brow. There were rocky outcrops in the distance and dry bushland all around them, with a few scattered trees that didn’t provide much shade. In some places, native animals were sheltering from the sun in the small amount of shade provided by the trees. They included kangaroos, emus, and dingoes. The cattle and sheep were smart enough to stay closer to the river where the trees were larger and there was plenty of water.

			“Why do you think Mr. Li would come to this area?” Emily asked. It was a long walk and it didn’t make sense.

			“If he had any maps, he’d see that this area has been mined in the past. Do you see those mounds of earth over there?” he asked, pointing.

			“Yes,” Emily said. “Aren’t they natural?” They had vegetation growing on them.

			“No, they were tailings, but of course nature has reclaimed the earth. There will be a mine nearby.”

			“Do you mind if we rest for a few minutes, Harry?” Emily asked. “I need to get out of the saddle just for a little while.”

			“You dismount and rest, while I search between here and that rocky outcrop. Then we must head back to the station to be there by four o’clock.”

			Emily dismounted and walked her horse towards the nearest large tree, which provided a little shade. Two emus had been taking shelter there, but they moved away. Leaving her horse, Emily strolled towards the tailing mounds, looking for the mine. She found an opening in a small hill behind one of the mounds. The opening had obviously once been larger, but had partially collapsed. She decided it might be dangerous to go into the opening so she turned back towards her horse. Then she heard a faint noise and thought it must be coming from the mine. Crouching, she peered into the interior. There was no way to know how deep into the hill the mine went, but as her eyes adjusted to the dimness she caught a glimpse of something white on the ground. At first she couldn’t make out what it was, and thought perhaps it was a sheep lying down. Then she saw a foot, a very sunburned foot, and realised it was the Chinaman.

			“Mr. Li,” she called, crawling into the small space and crouching beside him. Angry red blisters covered any exposed skin. His lips were also cracked. He was lying on his back and ants had begun to attack him, but he didn’t appear to have the strength to fight them off.

			Emily crawled backwards until she was outside and then stood up and called for Harry.

			It was growing dark by the time Emily, Harry, and Mr. Li got back to the homestead. Rain clouds were building and in the distance thunder rumbled. They’d given Hop-sing water, but he was still so weak that Harry had to hold him upright on his horse all the way home so their progress was very slow.

			When Kitty heard the horses she ran towards the stables. “You found him!” She’d been worried when Harry and Emily hadn’t come back to the station by four o’clock, as they’d planned.

			Buddy helped Harry carry Mr. Li to his quarters

			When they got Hop-sing to his bed, Emily encouraged him to drink, while Kitty fetched her first aid kit and found some salve for his sunburn. When she returned to Hop-sing’s room she asked Emily and Harry where they found him.

			“Emily spotted him in an old mine about two miles from here.”

			“A mine!” Kitty glared at Hop-sing. “Didn’t my husband tell you that you weren’t to mine while you’re on our property, Mr. Li?”

			“Yes, missus,” Hop-sing said. He couldn’t look Kitty in the eyes.

			“If you hadn’t been found by Emily and Harry you might’ve died. I hope that was a lesson to you,” Kitty said crossly. “Is it worth dying over finding a speck of gold?”

			“No, missus,” Hop-sing said.

			Kitty was almost crying when she turned and fled his room.

			Emily looked at Hop-sing. “She’s very disappointed in you, Mr. Li,” she said. “She has enough worry without this sort of thing happening.”

			“I know, she good woman,” Hop-sing said hoarsely.

			“Then why did you go mining?”

			“I want find gold to help her, not for me,” Hop-sing said. “She need money.”

			Emily was taken aback. “Are you telling the truth?”

			“Yes, I not need money, but I not good miner, not good bush man.”

			Emily believed his motives were sincere. “Excuse me,” she said.

			Emily found Kitty crying in her office. She apologized when Emily came through the door.

			“I don’t know what the matter is with me these days,” she said. “I never used to crumble so easily.”

			“You always had Mr. McBride to lean on,” Emily said.

			“He always sheltered me from worry,” Kitty said.

			“Apparently Mr. Li went mining to help you out,” Emily said.

			Kitty looked surprised. “Is that what he said?”

			“Yes, he said you’re a good woman and he wanted to help you by finding gold. Fortunately he’s come to the realization that he’s not good at finding gold and he’s certainly not a good bush man.”

			Kitty shook her head. “He’s right about that. You know, people don’t often surprise me, but Mr. Li is doing that.”

			“Yes, he might have a heart after all, but I’m still not sure,” Emily said with a smile.

			Hop-sing Li’s feet were so badly burned that he couldn’t walk. He lay on his bed, while painful blisters filled with fluid covered the tops and soles of his feet, and chunks of skin peeled off. His face was just as bad. It looked like a tomato. Even his eyelids were burned. Kitty and Harry had planned a trip to town, so they left Emily, Coleen, and Brenda to take care of things at home. Emily felt obligated to take care of Hop-sing, although he didn’t make it easy.

			“You need to put salve on your feet, Mr. Li, so they don’t become infected,” she said, when she noted he wasn’t doing it.

			“It not work,” he said dismissively. She felt he was despondent because he wasn’t used to being inactive. He also seemed embarrassed by the state of his face.

			Emily took the lid off the jar of salve and applied a dollop to the bottom of his feet. He jumped. “Keep still,” she ordered. “What happened to your shoes, anyway? They would have protected your feet.”

			“They not made for long bush walk,” he said.

			“That’s why the people who live out here wear boots,” Emily said, smearing his feet with the salve. “Now stay off your feet until that soaks in. I’ll get you something to eat.”

			“You not cook,” Hop-sing said with a frown.

			“I can manage to cook an egg,’ Emily said, and headed for the kitchen.

			When she returned she was carrying a tray and the Chinaman was wearing a resentful expression. She’d made an omelette and a cup of tea for him. “You need to eat something to get your strength back,” she said and deposited the tray on the bed. When she reached the door she turned to look at Hop-sing. He was regarding the tray with suspicion. “We may not get along, Mr. Li. In fact we may never like each other, but I’m glad you didn’t die in the bush.” She left him to his meal.

			Emily returned half an hour later to collect the tray. Hop-sing had eaten the omelette, which pleased her.

			“Can I get you anything else?” she asked when she picked up the tray.

			“No,” Hop-sing said sullenly.

			“I’ll call back later to see if you need anything,” Emily said picking up the tray and turning to leave.

			“You a good woman, too, Miss Scott,” Hop-sing suddenly said.

			Emily was so surprised that she was lost for words for a moment and gaped at him.

			“I like one sugar in my tea, Miss Scott,” Hop-sing said in his usual gruff fashion.

			“Right, I’ll remember that,” Emily said, heading for the door.

			When she got outside, Emily stood still for a moment and thought about what had just happened. “Did he really say I was a good woman?” she asked herself, wondering if her mind was playing tricks on her. “It must’ve been my imagination,” she said shaking her head.

			Kitty and Harry returned from town with a letter for Emily from Uncle Freddy. Kitty handed it to her.

			“Did you get a letter from Liam or Dermot?”

			“No, nothing,” Kitty said despondently. “I’m certain I’ve lost them both, Emily,” she added, before she went to her room and locked the door.

			“Every time there isn’t a letter from either of them it kills her,” Harry said to Emily. “She’s so hopeful on the trip to town, and so distraught on the way home. This war is breaking her spirit.”

			“If it’s this hard on the loved ones left behind, imagine what it’s like for those fighting,” Emily said. She looked at the letter in her hand, praying it didn’t contain news that one or more of her brothers were fighting, too.

			Emily was sitting on the front veranda with her letter in her hand, when Kitty came out and sat beside her. She didn’t say anything. She clasped Emily’s hand and looked at the river flowing by so peacefully.

			After a few minutes of silence, Kitty said. “I wish I could turn back the clock to November, 1913. You’d just come to live with us and everything was wonderful,” she said.

			“That would be nice, wouldn’t it,” Emily said, remembering the happy months before Liam, Dermot and Angus went off to fight in the war.

			Kitty looked at Emily. “What news did you get from home?”

			“Charlie is still working with my father, so that’s good news and none of my other brothers have ideas about joining the army. Uncle Freddy said business is slower since the war started because people don’t have the money they used to. He has suggested that dad and my brothers start making womens’ and childrens’ coats. Dad is thinking about it. Wouldn’t that be ironic?”

			“Are you going to write back and tell them you’re engaged to Harry?”

			“No, they might get the silly idea of coming up here to meet him and we don’t need that. I’ll go home and tell them about Harry one day, most likely after Mr. McBride and Liam come home.”

			“Do you sincerely believe my husband and son will come home, Emily?”

			“I do,” Emily said. “Mr. McBride could be hiding out with a Turkish family, or perhaps he’s made it to another country and that’s why he’s not accounted for. Until someone has proof that he’s been killed, I wouldn’t believe it, and you mustn’t, either.”

			Kitty squeezed her hand again. “It’s hard to keep the faith,” she said.

			“I know,” Emily said.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

			January 1916

			Emily returned from a ride with Harry to find Kitty in her office, pacing and dabbing tears. “What’s wrong?” she asked, fearful of the answer.

			“Another telegram came,” Kitty said in a hoarse whisper.

			Emily gasped in utter dismay. “Not Liam!” she whispered.

			Kitty shook her head. “Apparently our troops were evacuated from the Gallipoli peninsula on December 18th. Of course Dermot wasn’t amongst them. The army believe he has been taken as a prisoner of war and he’s being held somewhere in Turkey. You know what that means don’t you, Emily?” Kitty asked with fresh tears rolling down her cheeks.

			Emily didn’t know what to think, so she shook her head.

			“It means he’s going to be mistreated, beaten, starved, and tortured…I can’t bear to think about it. The girls are distraught. It’s all too much.” Kitty collapsed onto her office chair, sobbing. Emily didn’t know what to do, or what to say. Feeling completely helpless, she went to Kitty and placed her arm around her shoulder.

			Emily was awake all night, thinking about Kitty and the pain she was in.

			By morning she’d decided she couldn’t sit idle and watch Kitty’s suffering. Something had to be done. She asked Harry if she could take the truck to town.

			“Do you want me to come with you?” he asked.

			“No, I just need to buy some things, womens’ things,” she explained evasively. Harry knew about the telegram because they’d discussed it the previous evening, but Emily still didn’t want to tell him why she wanted to go to town. “Kitty has retired to her room, so she doesn’t need to know I’m going. I’ll be back in a few hours.”

			When she reached town Emily went straight to the post office. Clara McKenzie was behind the counter. The fact that Emily and Harry were engaged had been made easier to swallow by the fact that she was also soon to be married.

			“Hello, Emily,” she said brightly. “I’m sorry we don’t have any mail for North Bundaloon today.”

			“I’m here to send a telegram, Clara,” Emily said.

			“Mr. Tomkins will be able to help you with that,” Clara said. “He’s gone to the store next door, but he’ll be back in a minute.”

			“Thank you,” Emily said, praying her plan worked.

			“How’s Mrs. McBride?” Clara asked politely.

			“She’s not doing very well, actually,” Emily said. “She needs to have Liam at home.”

			Clara was sympathetic. “The war is taking a terrible toll on so many families. How’s Angus? He hasn’t been to town for a long time.”

			“He gets stronger every day…He has already done some lighter smithy work again and he rides a horse from time to time, although he suffers pain afterwards, so he drives the truck more these days.”

			“He’s one of the lucky ones, although he probably doesn’t see it that way,” Clara said. “You don’t know my husband-to-be, Jim Selfridge, but he lost his only son in the war in 1914.”

			“I’m very sorry to hear that,” Emily said. “Harry did mention your fiancé was a local station owner.”

			“Yes, he is,” Clara said. “When Jim lost his son his wife was so heartbroken that she left him and went to live in the city with her family. We’d known each other a long time, so he turned to me for comfort and we fell in love. He’s wonderful with my boys.”

			“I’m happy for you, Clara,” Emily said. “When are you getting married?”

			“Not until Jim is formally divorced from his wife.”

			“Of course, and you’re right about Angus. He didn’t see himself as lucky until his nurse for the physical therapy told him there were more than twenty-six thousand casualties in Gallipoli with more than eight thousand Australians killed. One of those was a good mate he’d made in the army, Teddy Albright. Although he now appreciates that he’s lucky to be alive, he’s still not the same man who went away to war, and I doubt he ever will be.”

			“It surely must change them forever,” Clara said.

			Mr. Tomkins came through the door.

			“Miss Scott wishes to send a telegram, sir,” Clara informed him.

			“Good morning, Miss Scott,” Mr. Tomkins said. “Come this way.”

			He took her to the privacy of a little annexe room, where the telegraph machine was set up. “Whom do you wish the telegram to go to, Miss Scott?” he asked

			“The Australian army,” Emily declared. “I want them to send Liam McBride home on compassionate grounds. Mrs. McBride…Kitty…is at her wits end since receiving the telegram informing her that her husband is thought to be a prisoner of war.”

			“I’m not surprised,” Mr. Tomkins said sadly.

			“Well the army can’t expect Kitty to cope alone any longer. Liam needs to be sent home.”

			Mr. Tomkins looked concerned. “Okay, we’ll send the telegram,” he said carefully.

			“Do you think they will allow Liam to come home?” Emily asked hopeful.

			“I have no idea, but there’s no harm in asking, is there?” he said.

			Mr. Tomkins helped Emily word the telegram and then sent it.

			“How long will I have to wait for a reply?” Emily asked as she paid him sixpence.

			“It could be a couple of hours or it could be days, weeks, or even months. I have no idea,” Mr. Tomkins said.

			“I’ll stay in town for a couple of hours,” Emily said. “I’ll be down by the jetty.”

			“Miss Scott,” Terry Tomkins called, startling Emily. After visiting Mitsy and baby Bonnie at the Boab Hotel and drinking cold lemonade in the ladies lounge, she sat under a shady tree near the jetty and closed her eyes, so she didn’t see him coming. “Dad said to give you this,” Terry said, handing her a telegram.

			“Thank you,” she said, hastily ripping open the telegram.

			Emily parked the truck by the stables and sat in the driver’s seat for a few minutes. She didn’t hear Harry approach.

			“You’re back,” he said before he noted how distressed she looked. “What’s wrong, Emily?”

			Emily climbed out of the truck. “Can we go to your cottage?” she asked.

			Angus was seated at the kitchen table. As soon as Emily walked in, he could see she was very upset about something. Harry poured her a glass of water and she sat down.

			“Is something wrong, Emily?” Angus asked. “Is Brenda all right?”

			First, Emily nodded her head, and then she shook her head. “Brenda is upset about her father, but she’s yet to hear the bad news about Liam…” Emily felt sick.

			“What about Liam?” Harry asked, as he sat down beside her, worried.

			“After Gallipoli he volunteered for a very dangerous mission in France.”

			“How do you know that, Emily?” Angus asked.

			“I went to Derby to send a telegram to the army to ask if they’d release Liam on compassionate grounds because Kitty needs him.” She looked at Harry. “I didn’t tell you or anyone else my plans because I wanted to wait until I had a positive answer. The reply mentioned the dangerous mission in France and that they’ll be sending a telegram to Kitty. I’m so worried about what it will say. What if he’s been killed, Harry? Devastating news like that will push Kitty over the edge.”

			Harry had no words of comfort, so he pulled Emily into his arms and held her.

			“Emily! Where’ve you been all day?” Coleen asked.

			Emily had been quietly making her way to her room in the hope that no one would see her and ask questions.

			“I…went into town, Coleen. How’s your mum?”

			“I think she’s finally trying to resign to the fact that dad will never come home.”

			Emily was surprised. “Really!”

			“Yes, she’s given up hope. I think we all have,” Coleen added sadly. “Living in hope is agony. It’s best to accept the sad inevitable and try and get on with life. It won’t be easy, but there’s nothing else we can do.”

			“Perhaps you’re right,” Emily said sympathetically. A decision like this was terribly difficult, even if there was a chance for a new start. She admired the courage of the McBrides.

			“Buddy caught some fish today, so Hop-sing is cooking them. See you at dinner.”

			Kitty and the girls were in the dining room when Emily came in.

			“There you are, Emily,” Kitty said wearily as she poured everyone a glass of sherry. “You’ve been to town,” she added.

			Emily thought she looked drained, but she was also surprised that Kitty knew she’d been to town and it showed in her features.

			“Lizzie saw you drive away,” Kitty explained. “Was there any mail for us? I was hoping I’d get a letter from Liam.” Her face showed that she was thinking of Dermot, but she made an effort to mask her pain.

			“No,” Emily said. “There wasn’t any mail.” She took her seat. Her heart was racing, but she knew she had to tell Kitty the truth. “I went to town for a specific purpose,” she admitted.

			“What was that?” Kitty asked curiously. “You weren’t booking a boat to take you home, were you?”

			Emily caught the dread in her voice. “No, I wanted to send a telegram to the army.”

			“The army! Please don’t tell me you’re thinking about joining the Women’s Army Corps?”

			“No, I asked the army if they’d send Liam home…on compassionate grounds. I told them you need him here.”

			Kitty blinked in surprise. “Oh, Emily, would they consider doing that?” Kitty asked with renewed hope.

			Emily’s heart sank again. She knew she was going to quash Kitty’s hope. “Possibly, but as it turns out Liam volunteered for a special mission, in France.”

			Kitty stared at Emily, rampant thoughts running through her head. “He’s put his life in danger, hasn’t he? He wouldn’t have done that if Glenys hadn’t broken his heart.” She burst into tears and fled the dining room.

			Emily’s head dropped. The three girls sat in silence for a minute.

			“It might’ve been better if mum hadn’t known about the special mission,” Coleen said.

			“I agree with you, Coleen. I wouldn’t have said anything but the army are going to send her a telegram.”

			“Surely Liam wouldn’t deliberately put his life on the line,” Brenda said. “Not because of Glenys. He wouldn’t do that, would he?” She looked at Coleen and then Emily, hoping they’d agree with her.

			“I think when the army calls for volunteers for a mission it’s because it’s especially risky,” Coleen said quietly. “So that answers your question, doesn’t it?”

			Brenda paled. “I wonder what will be in the telegram.”

			“We’ll have to wait and see,” Coleen replied solemnly.

			“We can’t lose Liam and dad,” Brenda said, jumping to her feet and leaving the dining room.

			The telegram arrived the following afternoon. Kitty was lying down in her room when Terry arrived. Emily was sitting on the veranda, so she accepted the telegram with a heavy heart. She rounded up the girls and the three of them took it to Kitty’s room.

			Kitty paled when she saw that Emily had the telegram in her hand.

			“I don’t want to know what’s in that telegram,” she said emotionally, turning her back on the girls.

			Brenda went to her mother’s side. “None of us want to know, Mum, but we have to know.”

			Kitty’s eyes welled with tears, but she turned over and extended her hand to Emily, who handed her the telegram. As she ripped it open, her hands were shaking.

			She scanned the contents.

			Mrs. McBride, it is with great regret that we inform you that your son, Corporal Liam McBride has been deemed missing in action while undertaking a classified mission in France. Stop. We will notify you immediately if we get word that he is alive or if his remains are recovered. Stop.

			Colonel William Sanders,

			11th Battalion

			Australian Armed Forces

			Kitty dropped the telegram. “Liam is missing in action, just like your father. I’ve lost them both,” she added with sob. “Damn this war!”

			A few days later Kitty was sitting on the veranda when Brenda joined her.

			“The mosquitoes are bad tonight,” Kitty said, slapping her arm. It was raining again.

			“Then why are you out here when you could be inside?” Brenda asked.

			“Because this where I feel the closest to your father.”

			“Here! Why?”

			“When the house was quiet at night, and you children were in bed, we’d sit out here with a glass of sherry, listening to the crickets in the grass and the breeze rustling in the leaves of the trees. It was a special time for us.”

			“I never knew that,” Brenda said.

			Kitty didn’t say that she often imagined that Dermot was still sitting beside her and it comforted her. Sometimes, she even talked to him.

			“If dad doesn’t come back, will you sell this place, Mum?”

			“I wouldn’t sell if I didn’t have to, but that choice is likely to be taken away from me,” Kitty said. “The property's income has seriously decreased since your father left. It’s too big for Harry and two old Aborigines to run, even with our help, and I can’t afford to hire extra stockmen even if they were available.”

			“You must be really angry that dad left you with so much worry.”

			“I’ve been angry, I’ve been sad, and I’ve been every emotion in between. Now I’m numb.”

			“It’s the same with me. But most of all I am very sad.” Brenda went quiet for a while. “I don’t want to stay here anymore, Mum”, she finally murmured.

			Kitty blinked in surprise. “What do you mean?”

			“I need to leave the station and live somewhere else. I feel like I’m being swallowed by sadness.”

			Kitty was dumbfounded.

			“I want to go to the city and find work and start a fresh life.”

			“Work! What kind of work would you do, Brenda?”

			“I don’t know, but I’m not useless. I‘m sure I could find some work.”

			Kitty took a deep breath. “Don’t take this the wrong way, Brenda, but I can’t imagine you waiting on tables or working in a factory. I couldn’t see you working as a nurse, either.”

			“You didn’t say that to Mel, did you?”

			“Mel was always different. She was more like your father than me. You were born to be the lady of the house.”

			“I can’t sit around here and wait for a prospective husband to knock on the door, Mum. All the eligible men are off fighting a war. I want to get on with my life and I can’t do it here.”

			“You’re really serious, aren’t you?” Kitty began to get worried.

			“Yes, I’m serious. I’m going to the city and nothing is going to stop me. I had hoped you’d understand and support me.”

			“I would if you’d thought this through properly. But Brenda, you’re not equipped to support yourself in the city. You must realise that.”

			“I’m not staying here, Mum. I’m going to the city and I’ll find a job and show you I can take care of myself.” Brenda went back into the house.

			Kitty was still shaking her head in disbelief when Emily joined her on the veranda.

			“What’s wrong, Kitty?” Emily asked as she sat down beside her.

			“Brenda wants to leave North Bundaloon and live in the city,” Kitty said

			“Brenda!” Emily was surprised. “I know she’s been unhappy lately, but I had no idea she was thinking of moving to the city.”

			“The idea is ridiculous. Brenda would never cope in the city alone. She’s not like Mel.”

			“She can’t live with Mel in the nurses’ quarters,” Emily said, just as concerned.

			Kitty burst into tears. “I don’t want her to go,” she cried.

			Emily put her arm around her. “She’d stay if Angus admitted he was still in love with her,” she said.

			“I’d rather have her in love with Angus than living in the city. I really don’t need to be worrying about her, too.” Kitty sniffed into a handkerchief. “I’m not so sure Angus does love her, Emily. He’s certainly kept his distance since he came home.”

			“I suspect that’s because he feels unworthy of Brenda,” Emily said.

			“I’m sure he got that idea from Dermot,” Kitty said. “No man was good enough for his girls.”

			“From what Brenda has told me, Angus had hopes of one day owning a farm and receiving Mr. McBride’s approval, but when he was injured those dreams went up in smoke.”

			“He’s much better now. He’s doing smithy work again and riding a horse.”

			“Yes, but he’s lost faith he’ll ever have his own place, so he’s pushed Brenda away. But I know he loves her. He’ll be devastated if she leaves for the city.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

			At dusk, Kitty stepped out onto the veranda and caught sight of Angus walking beside the river. He was staring at the water, lost in thought when she came up behind him, startling him.

			“I love this time of evening by the river,” she said. “The birds are busy finding a roost and then suddenly everything becomes still and all you hear are the frogs and crickets.”

			“Hello, Mrs. McBride,” Angus said. “What are you doing out here?”

			“The same as you, I guess. Thinking about what my life has become.”

			Angus nodded and turned his attention back to the peaceful river flowing by.

			“I’m probably going to lose the station, Angus,” Kitty said emotionally.

			Angus looked shocked. “Has it really come to that?”

			“I don’t want to face it, but I’m afraid it has. It’s hard to imagine living anywhere else, but I must start thinking about it. Dermot had hopes that the girls would one day marry landowner’s sons and we’d merge properties, but I always thought that was a grandiose plan. What we really needed was for the girls to marry young men who’d help work this property. Now Mel’s gone and another of my girls wants to go, too, so that’s not going to happen. You and your dad are wonderful workers, but you can’t run a property this size with two old aborigines for helpers. If the war was to end, and we could build up our herd again and hire stockmen to help out, it might be different, but who knows when this war will end. I can’t see me being able to keep the property for much longer.”

			Angus appeared to be lost for words.

			“In one way, it might be a blessing,” Kitty said sadly. “It’s difficult to be confronted with memories every day, but then again I’d be leaving the place where my husband and our children were born, and that would break my heart. I had hopes that my grandchildren would also be born here, but that’s not going to happen now. I just want you to know that I wouldn’t have been able to keep the property for as long as I have without your help and your fathers. If I can get something for the land I’ll pay you all I owe you.”

			“It’s Brenda who’s leaving, isn’t it?”

			“Yes. And I’m very worried about her.”

			“Why?”

			“What could she possibly do in the city? She’s beautiful and intelligent, but I know my daughter well. She wasn’t meant for the life of a waitress or a nurse and she hasn’t got my head for figures, so what is she possibly going to do? I haven’t been able to talk her out of leaving, though. Do you think you could make her see sense?”

			Angus looked uncomfortable. “Why would she listen to me?”

			Kitty chose her words carefully. “She’s always held you in high regard.”

			Angus’s dropped his head. “I doubt I could talk her into staying, Mrs. McBride.”

			“Well, if you get the chance, please try. Thanks for listening to me.”

			Angus nodded and Kitty walked back to the house.

			Two days later, Harry took a trip into town and Brenda insisted on going with him. When they returned she told her mother that she’d booked a boat to take her down the coast. It was a fishing boat and due to leave in three days.

			“You know Mel had to help out on the fishing boat she travelled on. That means sorting slimy fish all day,” Kitty said.

			“I know. I’ll handle it if I have to.”

			Kitty rolled her eyes. She had been hoping that Angus would convince Brenda to stay, but so far he hadn’t spoken to her and Emily and Coleen hadn’t been able to talk her into staying, either.

			Harry had been to the post office. The only letter there was for Emily. She was very surprised to see it was from her father. She sat in the drawing room with Kitty and the girls to read it out loud. It was only half a page, so it didn’t take long.

			Dear Emily,

			I hope this letter finds you well. Uncle Freddy asked me not to worry you, but I feel I should tell you that he’s ill in hospital. It’s his heart. As the doctors can’t predict an outcome and his fate could go either way. I knew you would want to be informed. Freddy is putting up a brave front, but I can see he’s worried. I’m worried, too, because for the first time in his life he’s uncaring about his appearance. You know that can’t be a good sign.

			Business at the shop has slowed, due to the war, so I’m able to spend long hours with Freddy at the hospital.

			I’ll keep you informed of his progress,

			Take care,

			Love Dad.

			Emily choked back a sob. “Most of all I am alarmed that he stopped being concerned with his appearance”, she uttered. “Maybe he has already given up on himself.”

			Kitty could see the pain in her eyes.

			“This might be the right time to visit your family, Emily,” she said softly. She knew that Emily had thought about it over the years, but kept putting it off.

			“Thank you, Kitty, I really would like to go, but feel like I cannot leave you alone when Brenda is also leaving. No, it’s impossible” she said.

			“Bless you dear girl, but yes, you can. You wouldn’t forgive yourself if you didn’t see your uncle and the worst happened. You must go. I insist.”

			“I’d need to organize a way to get home and there aren’t many boats travelling down the coast since the war began,” Emily said.

			“The next boat going south is the Nellie fishing trawler I’m booked on,” Brenda said.

			“Is there room for me on the boat?” Emily asked hopefully.

			“I’m sorry, Emily, but no, they’re only taking two passengers and I know the other passage is booked.”

			Emily was terribly disappointed.

			“When will another boat be going south, Brenda?” Kitty asked.

			“Not for three weeks,” Brenda said.

			“Then I’ll have to wait,” Emily said dispiritedly. “I have no choice.”

			“No, you won’t have to wait. You take my fare, Emily, and I’ll book the next boat. You need to get to your uncle as soon as possible.”

			“Are you sure, Brenda?”

			“Of course. Your uncle needs you.”

			“Oh, thank you, Brenda,” Emily said, noting Kitty was relieved that her daughter wouldn’t be leaving. “I’ll come back as soon as I can.”

			“We’ll miss you, but you must spend some time with your uncle and family, Emily,” Kitty said.

			On the morning that Emily was due to leave, the family and staff gathered on the veranda. Angus stood behind everyone else and was joined by Hop-sing Li. The women were all emotional. The three house girls were crying, and Emily was sure that Buddy had a tear in his eye.

			“Now stop crying everyone before there’s another flood on North Bundaloon,” Kitty said gruffly, dabbing her own tears as she pulled Emily into a warm embrace.

			“I can’t help it,” Emily cried. “I don’t want to go. I feel like this is home and you are my family.”

			“We all love you,” Kitty said, her voice hoarse with emotion. “And we will miss you, but promise you will write and tell us how you’re doing and how your uncle is. And that you will return as soon as possible.”

			“I will, I promise,” Emily said, giving everyone a hug while Harry stood patiently beside the truck with the motor running. When she got to Mr. Li, he tried to mask his feelings by looking stern but she thought she detected a hint of sadness in his eyes. “You got your wish, Mr. Li. I’m leaving first,” she said.

			“That right, Miss Scott,” he said, his mask almost cracking.

			“I thought you’d look happier about it,” Emily said, teasing him.

			He shook his head. “Why happy? You be back, so I not win,” he said. He held out his hand, something she’d never seen him do before. “Take care, Miss Scott,” he said stiffly, and then he disappeared inside the house.

			“I thought I saw a hint of moisture in his eye, but perhaps I’m mistaken,” Emily said with a smile as she embraced Angus.

			“Come on, Emily,” Harry called kindly. “We’ll run out of petrol before we get to town.”

			“All right,” Emily called back as she headed down the veranda steps and climbed into the truck. Harry closed the door and Emily waved to everyone, while having a flash back to the day she arrived on the wagon. The house looked different now, not quite so grand, but it had become a home she loved.

			When they got to Derby, Harry carried Emily’s suitcase down the jetty to the Nellie, which was half the size of the Sea Gull. There was a navy patrol boat tied at the jetty, a confronting reminder that the war was still going on. Emily wasn’t looking forward to the trip.

			“I’m going to miss you,” she said looking up at Harry.

			“Not half as much as I’m going to miss you,” Harry said, fighting his emotions. “Is there a chance you’ll renew your love for the city and not ever come back?” He said the words lightly, but Emily sensed he was scared.

			“Not a chance,” she said. “Promise me you’ll look after Kitty while I’m away. I’m so worried about her. Everyone is leaving her and it’s tearing her apart.”

			“I’ll spend as much time with her as I can,” Harry vowed. “I wish I was coming with you to meet my future in-laws,” he added.

			“Kitty needs you here,” Emily said. “But you’ll meet my family one day. If they want to see me married, they’ll have to come up to the Kimberley, because I can’t imagine getting married anywhere else but Saint Peters, in Derby.”

			Harry smiled and kissed her, and then Emily climbed aboard the fishing boat.

			Thankfully, the weather was kind for the trip south, but Emily was constantly overwhelmed with the smell of fish and there was no way of getting away from it. In an effort to escape she stood on the bow for the first two days, keeping the fish downwind, but she suffered terrible sunburn that forced her to take shelter in the shade of the wheelhouse and put up with the sight and smell of fish. Her cabin wasn’t an option because it was far too stuffy, the size of a hatbox, and there was no porthole.

			There were three crew members aboard. Only one had a fair command of the English language. He told Emily that they were Chinese and they’d tried mining but had only been successful enough to afford a fishing boat. They were all hard workers and happy all the time, until they played cards at night after throwing the nets. Then they’d argue, loudly.

			The other passenger aboard was a Mr. Tony Pollard, a man in his mid fifties who’d been visiting his sister, Katharine, who happened to be Doctor Russell’s nurse. He didn’t seem to mind the smell of fish, but he hated the heat of the Kimberley almost as much as he hated being confined on a small boat, and couldn’t wait to get back to the southern part of the country.

			After five endless days on board, Emily insisted they stop in Carnarvon so she could visit Brian and Gloria Foster at the Gascoyne Hotel and have a nice meal. She took Mr. Pollard with her.

			“I hope Gloria Foster is roasting meat for lunch because I couldn’t look at a fish,” she told him.

			As soon as she opened the hotel door, she was wafted with the delicious aroma of roast lamb and she sighed with pleasure. They walked down the passageway, but couldn’t see Brian or Gloria. As they stood by the bar they saw a plaque that Brian was half way through painting. He’d done the “Spar” and was part way through painting the “ky”.

			“It looks like they lost poor Sparky, the dog,” Emily said to Tony.

			Just then Brian and Gloria came out of a storeroom. They were delighted to see Emily.

			“Welcome back, Emily,” Gloria gushed warmly.

			Emily introduced Tony and he shook hands with Brian.

			“I was just telling Tony about Sparky and how he saved you when the hotel set on fire.”

			“We owe him our lives for sure,” Brian said. “I’m painting a plaque for him.”

			“That’s a nice way to commemorate him.”

			“Gloria and I were just discussing whether we should wait until he’s gone before we put it up,” Brian said. “What do you think?”

			Emily looked at Brian blankly. “Wait…until he’s gone. Is he still alive?”

			“Yes, he’s around here somewhere. He’s deaf as well as blind now, and spends most of his time sleeping, but he’s still with us.”

			“We believe he’s the oldest dog in Australia,” Gloria said.

			“I’m going to put this plaque above the bar when it’s done. We’ll be famous as the pub with the oldest guard dog in Australia!”

			“Calling him a guard dog is a bit of a stretch, but he’s certainly the bravest dog,” Gloria said.

			“You have to meet Sparky,” Emily said to Tony Pollard.

			“I can’t wait,” Tony said.

			After another two days at sea, the Nellie docked in Fremantle and Emily was happy to see dry land. It was also much cooler. She immediately caught the train to Perth. It was a Wednesday afternoon, so she knew her father and brothers would either be at the shop or the hospital. When she reached the city, she took her suitcase home, where she bathed and changed in the quiet house. She thought that she could still detect the odour of fish on her skin, so she splashed herself with plenty of rose water. Then she wandered around the house, which felt as tiny as a chocolate box after living in the sprawling homestead on North Bundaloon. It looked the same, although not quite as tidy as Uncle Freddy kept it. But Emily felt strange being there. It didn’t feel like home anymore. Her memories were not happy ones.

			“Hello, Uncle Freddy,” Emily whispered as she pulled a chair to the side of his bed and picked up his hand. She felt like crying because she hadn’t immediately recognized him amongst the other patients in the ward. He looked so frail and he’d lost a lot of weight. She had to force a smile.

			Freddy’s eyes lit up for just a second. “Emily! Where did you come from?”

			“I’ve just been home, but you weren’t there,” she said.

			“If I’d known you were coming home I would’ve made sure I was there,” Freddy said. “And I would’ve baked a cake.”

			“Chocolate with whipped cream?” Emily asked, her smile broadening.

			“Your favourite. It’s so good to see you. And just look at the color of your skin. You could pass for a native.”

			Emily laughed. “I’ve just spent several days at sea on a fishing boat,” she explained.

			“Is that what I can smell?” Freddy asked with his cheeky grin.

			“You can’t,” Emily said pretending to be cross. “I’ve practically bathed in rose water.” She realised Freddy was teasing her and smiled. She’d missed his cheeky humor.

			“I didn’t know you liked fishing,” he said.

			“I hate it, but only fishing boats are moving up and down the coast now, so it was the only way I could get home to see you. How are you, Uncle Freddy?”

			“I’ve been better, but now I’ve got the best medicine. My sweet Emily is home.”

			“Hello, Emily?” a stern voice said from behind her.

			Emily’s heart thumped. She turned to find her father standing behind her chair. His eyes were burning into her.

			“Hello, Dad,” she said, getting to her feet. Her mouth had gone as dry as the desert.

			“Sit down,” he said, pulling another chair up beside the bed. “When did you get home?”

			“A couple of hours ago. I went to the house and got changed and then came here,” Emily said. Her heart was racing as she expected her father to tell her how disappointed he was about the way she left home.

			William nodded. “How are you feeling today, Freddy?” he asked.

			“Much better now our Emily is home,” Freddy said.

			William glanced at his daughter. “You look well, Emily,” he said without a smile.

			“Thank you,” Emily suddenly remembered her engagement ring and covered her hand. She’d meant to take it off. “I’m a bit tired after the trip down the coast but I’m sure a good night’s sleep will fix that. How’s business?”

			“It slowed down a lot when the war started, because people just didn’t have the money to spend on suits. I thought I might have to close the shop, but then I got a contract from the army to sew and mend uniforms. They pay quite well so that’s keeping us going.”

			“And my brothers? How are they?”

			Jimmy has just become engaged to Suzanna Marshall.”

			“The estate agent’s daughter?”

			“That’s right, and Charlie is seeing a young lady on a steady basis. I believe you know her from school. Marjorie Phelps.”

			“I remember Marjorie. She was Silvia Phelps’s young sister.”

			“I don’t know her sister,” William said. “Joe isn’t seeing anyone as far as I know.”

			“They’ll soon all get married and then it will be just us two old bachelors rattling around the house,” Freddy said with a weak laugh, followed by a cough that left him gasping.

			“And don’t forget Emily,” William insisted without looking at her.

			Emily was suddenly overwhelmed with old feelings of being trapped. She wanted to scream that she wouldn’t be staying, but she bit her tongue, she didn’t want to argue in front of Uncle Freddy.

			When Freddy began to tire, William and Emily left him to rest and went home. Emily hardly spoke to her father on the tram journey. She was so angry that she didn’t trust herself. Within minutes of getting home, her brother’s came through the door. They were shocked to see her.

			“You’re home,” Jimmy said by way of a greeting. He looked her over, noting her tan and that her hair hadn’t been cut in quite some time. She hadn’t bothered applying make-up on the boat and had only put lipstick on before she rushed to the hospital, but clearly he spotted it and disapproved.

			“Yes, I came to see Uncle Freddy,” Emily said, hinting that she wasn’t home for good.

			She was wearing one of her old gowns that she’d left at home because it didn’t smell like fish. Charlie looked at it with approval. “Do you spend a lot of time in the sun, Emily?” he asked. “You know it’s not good for your complexion.”

			“I’ve just been on a boat at sea for several days, Charlie,” she replied impatiently. She wanted to add that she’d been living in a very hot climate and riding horses, but she refrained.

			“Why didn’t you tell us you were leaving?” Joe asked directly.

			“I would think that would be obvious,” Emily said growing tenser. “And I can see nothing has changed.”

			“What does that mean?”

			“Leave Emily alone,” William intervened. “She’s here to see your Uncle, not to get grilled by her family.”

			Emily was shocked that her father was supporting her. Even so, she predicted a stressful evening ahead. She planned to claim weariness and retire as early as possible.

			The following day, the three brothers went to the shop, but William stayed behind and travelled to the hospital with Emily.

			“Is Uncle Freddy expected to make a full recovery?” Emily asked her father on the tram ride.

			“The doctors cannot predict what will happen. I guess it’s up to Freddy. But I’m sure seeing you will lift his spirits. I know he’s missed you very much. You and he were always close.”

			Emily thought her father looked pained. “We were close. I knew I could talk to him about anything and he’d try and understand.”

			William nodded but he didn’t comment. Emily felt like there was so much unsaid between them, but she couldn’t break the ice.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

			February 1916

			“Brenda, I’m begging you. Please reconsider leaving.” Coleen was watching Brenda pack to leave the following afternoon. She planned to stay at the Boab Hotel for the night, as the fishing boat she’d booked a passage on was sailing the next day at first light.

			“We’ve discussed this several times already, Coleen. I can’t stay here and I’ve delayed leaving long enough. My life is passing me by. I thought I had a future with Angus, but that wasn’t to be, and it’s too painful living so close to him when I know he can’t bear being close to me. Initially, I told myself he was pushing me away because he was in so much pain, but I was fooling myself.”

			“You don’t know that.”

			“He’s much better now, and nothing has changed, so what other explanation can there be?”

			Coleen didn’t have an answer. She was just as perplexed by Angus’s behaviour.

			“I have to get out of here, Coleen, so you’ll just have to understand my reasons.”

			“Don’t you know how much mum needs us, Brenda?”

			“She’ll still have you, so she won’t be alone. Besides, it’s only a matter of time before she’ll have to leave the station.”

			“She won’t go,” Coleen said. “Her heart is in this place. It’s where she feels close to dad.”

			“She won’t have a choice, Coleen. The station isn’t making any money. I’ll get a place to live in the city and you and mum can join me.” She slammed her suitcase shut and turned to face Coleen. “I know you mean well, Coleen, but I’ve made up my mind and nothing will change it.”

			Coleen left Brenda’s room and headed for the cottage. Forgoing manners, she didn’t knock on the cottage door. She marched in to find Angus having a cup of tea. When he looked up he was startled to see her.

			“Is something wrong, Coleen?”

			“Yes, something is wrong. You know Brenda is leaving tomorrow,” Coleen said crossly. “Are you just going to let her go?”

			“I can’t stop her,” Angus said.

			“You are the only person who can stop her.”

			Angus stood up to put his cup in the sink.

			“You know you are the reason she’s leaving,” Coleen said to his rigid back.

			“You are giving me too much credit,” Angus argued. “I’m sure Brenda wants a different life, a better life than she’d have married to a man with a…physical handicap.”

			“I never imagined you’d be full of self pity, Angus Edwards. All that my sister ever wanted from you was your heart, and you’ve held that back and broken her heart. All she needs to hear is that you love her and she’d be the happiest woman alive. There was a time I wished you loved me, but I saw how you felt about Brenda. I know you are in love with her, but you’re too damned stubborn to admit it. Well, if she goes and you never see her again, it’s your loss.” Coleen turned on her heel and left Angus.

			The following afternoon Harry entered the cottage to change his clothes.

			Angus was sitting at the table, and appeared to be lost in thought.

			“I’m driving Brenda to town in a few minutes,” Harry informed him. He saw a flicker of emotion, but it was quickly masked.

			“Are you sure you really want to give up the chance of a life with a wonderful girl, Angus? Girls like Brenda don’t grow on trees, especially out here.”

			“She deserves better than me, Dad,” Angus said softly.

			“Don’t sell yourself short, Angus.”

			“She’s a McBride. She was brought up in a big house, with only the best. What would she want with a man like me?”

			Harry was shocked. Angus had always had a healthy self-esteem. Sometimes he’d even come off as cocky, in a rascal kind of way that was endearing. Everybody loved him and Harry had always admired his self-confidence. Even after losing his mother he’d never had a chip on his shoulder. “I know you’ve been through a lot, but I never thought your opinion of yourself had sunk so low that you’d think you were unworthy of a girl who’d openly given you her heart.”

			“Just leave it, Dad. Brenda deserves better than me, and that’s what she should have.” Angus left the cottage.

			When Harry brought the truck around the front of the house, Kitty, Coleen, and the house girls were on the veranda with Brenda, ready to see her off.

			Kitty tried to hold her composure, but she was distraught. “If things don’t work out, come home again, Brenda,” she said clutching her hands. “Promise me you will.”

			“I promise, Mum,” Brenda said, tears welling. She glanced wistfully towards the cottage, but there was no sign of Angus.

			Trying hard not to break down, Brenda kissed everyone goodbye and got into the truck, telling Harry she was eager to get underway. She waved and they set off.

			Harry could see that Brenda’s emotions were in turmoil and she didn’t want to make conversation, so he concentrated on the driving. They’d gone about three miles when the engine spluttered and the truck rolled to a halt.

			“What’s wrong?” Brenda asked.

			“I don’t know. I’m sure we had enough fuel.” Harry got out and opened the hood, but nothing appeared to be obviously wrong. He tried to start the engine again, but it coughed and died. “I don’t know what’s wrong,” Harry said, “but it doesn’t look like we’re going anywhere.”

			“I can’t miss the boat, Harry,” Brenda complained. “And it’s too far to walk to town.”

			“I know, but I can’t push the truck to Derby,” Harry said. “The only thing I can do is walk back to the homestead and fetch a couple of horses. You don’t have much luggage, so we’ll manage.”

			“It will be dark by the time you get back,” Brenda said feeling slightly panicked.

			“That’s all right. I’ll get you to town. You won’t miss the boat, I promise,” Harry said.

			Harry set off and Brenda sat in the truck waiting. She watched as the late afternoon shadows crossed the ground, and the sun disappeared behind a hill. She thought of her father who used to say the sun dropped like a stone in the outback. How she missed him.

			“Please hurry, Harry,” she said aloud.

			As Brenda sat alone in the darkness, the shadows around the trees took on sinister shapes. Noises that might have always seemed harmless from the sanctuary of the homestead veranda now seemed irrationally frightening. Minutes dragged by. At one point she got out of the truck and thought about walking home, but the blackness around her terrified her, so she got back into the truck. She considered what it might be like living in the city alone and realised she hadn’t thought her plan through very carefully and perhaps her mother had been right. “Damn you, Angus,” she whispered. “Why couldn’t you love me?”

			Harry reached the homestead and went straight to the cottage. He was weary and out of breath.

			“What’s wrong, Dad?” Angus asked worriedly, when he came through the door. He got to his feet. “Did you have an accident? Is Brenda all right?”

			“I left her…on the track…” Harry gasped. “The truck broke down. Can you saddle two horses, while I tell Kitty what happened?”

			“Yeah, you go,” Angus said.

			Harry went over to the homestead. He found Kitty in the drawing room, knitting. She was shocked to see him.

			“Harry! What are you going here? Did Brenda change her mind?”

			Harry caught the hope in her voice. “No, the truck broke down a few miles up the road. I had to walk back.”

			“Where’s Brenda?”

			“She stayed with the truck. I came back to get two horses, so that I can get her to Derby on time. She’s pretty worried about missing the boat.”

			“I wish she would miss the boat,” Kitty said, putting her knitting aside. “I’m already worrying myself sick about how she will handle life in the city.”

			Just then they heard horses at the front of the house. Kitty looked at Harry and frowned.

			“I asked Angus to saddle the horses for me,” Harry said. “They must be ready so I had better go.”

			Kitty shook her head. “Brenda’s adventure is not starting very well, is it?”

			Brenda heard something and strained to see back along the track. The moon was a waxing crescent so she could distinguish the outline of Harry on a horse, leading another.

			“It’s about time,” she called as he approached, so relieved to not be alone anymore. She wasn’t looking forward to riding more than twenty miles on a horse in the dark, but at least Harry would be with her. She had to be there before dawn, which was high tide and the time the boat planned to leave. She’d been told it wouldn’t wait if she was late.

			Brenda lifted her suitcase out of the truck just as the horses reached her. “It will take us all night to reach Derby,” she complained.

			“Then don’t go, Brenda.”

			“What are you…talking about?” Brenda’s jaw dropped and she strained to see the face of the man before her. “Angus!”

			He dismounted and came towards her. “Please don’t go, Brenda,” he pleaded.

			“Isn’t it a bit late to say that? I’m on the way to Derby from where I’ll be sailing for Perth first thing in the morning.”

			“You’re not there yet and I don’t want you to go.”

			“One word from you and I would have stayed, but you let your father drive away with me in the truck. You didn’t try to stop me!”

			“I know I’ve been a fool, Brenda. I believed I was doing the right thing for you. I thought you deserved more for a husband than an injured man who is practically penniless.”

			Brenda was afraid to give her heart again. “So what has changed?”

			“I heard the truck drive away and I allowed myself to see my future without you. I felt overwhelming pain in my heart. I know I don’t have anything to offer you, but if you love me I must be the luckiest man alive. I’d rather get shot again than lose you. Do you love me enough to give me a second chance, Brenda?”

			Brenda looked at Angus; almost unable to believe she was hearing the words she’d longed to hear. “I do love you, but I must be dreaming,” she whispered.

			Angus pulled her into his arms and kissed her passionately. When their lips parted he asked breathlessly, “Did that feel like a dream?”

			“The best dream I’ve ever had,” Brenda said with a smile. She saw the flash of Angus’s teeth in the dark, as he smiled happily before kissing her again.

			An hour later, Kitty was sitting with Coleen in the drawing room when Brenda walked in holding Angus’s hand. Kitty noted the sparkle in her eyes and was overjoyed.

			Coleen had a grin from ear to ear.

			“Instead of losing a daughter, you’ve gained a son-in-law-to-be,” Brenda announced proudly.

			“Is that all right with you, Mrs. McBride?” Angus asked nervously. “I didn’t ask for her hand in marriage.”

			“It’s more than all right. I practically told you as much some days ago,” Kitty said. She jumped to her feet and rushed at the happy couple, kissing them both. Then she frowned. “You left it a bit late didn’t you?” she scolded Angus.

			“It took me a while to come to my senses, but I got there,” he said.

			“What would you have done if the truck hadn’t broken down?” Coleen asked.

			“I would have ridden all the way to Derby,” Angus said.

			“We should have a sherry to celebrate, but we’ve run out,” Kitty said. “Hop-sing started making some wine a week ago and he says it’s a good drop.”

			“Is it nice?’ Brenda asked skeptically.

			“I don’t know. The girls went to taste test it about an hour ago. Lizzie promised to bring some for Coleen and I, but she didn’t come back. I’m not sure whether that’s a good sign or a bad sign.”

			“I thought I heard laughter from the kitchen when we came in,” Brenda said.

			“Let’s go and see what’s going on,” Kitty said.

			The four of them went to the outside kitchen. Even before they reached the kitchen they heard Hop-sing singing at the top of his voice in Mandarin. The three dogs were howling in protest.

			When they reached the door, they gaped at what greeted them. Maudie and Topsy were prostrate on the floor with their house dresses up to their thighs. Kitty pulled their dresses down and tut-tutted at the state of them. Lizzie was sitting at the table amid several empty bottles. She was laughing and trying her best to sing along with Hop-sing but getting the words all muddled. The Chinaman was leaning against the cupboards with a partially empty bottle in his hand. Along the counter there were several bottles that were still full.

			Kitty took a bottle. “Obviously they’ve made a good drop, so let’s try it,” she said to her daughters and Angus.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

			Kitty found her daughters in the library. “Would you believe that Mr. Li has drunk two bottles of his homemade wine this week?” she complained to Brenda, as she and Coleen selected books to read in bed.

			“Only two?” Brenda asked sarcastically.

			“At this rate there will be none left for your engagement celebration on the weekend.”

			“It’s a pity that Emily will miss the party,” Coleen said. She knew it was impossible for Mel to get home while she was still training.

			“We can’t count on Emily returning any time soon, if ever,” Kitty sighed. “Her brothers might try and stop her coming back.”

			“She’ll find a way to come back,” Brenda said confidently. “She’s engaged to Harry and he told me she wants to get married at St. Peters in Derby. That reminds me, I need to see my fiancé and discuss our wedding.” She left the library with a dreamy expression on her face.

			Kitty looked at Coleen. “By the way, Harry found the problem with the truck’s engine.”

			“Did he?” Coleen put a book back on the shelf and selected another. “What was it? A loose wire?”

			Kitty’s eyes widened. “How did you know that?”

			“A lucky guess,” Coleen said with a twinkle in her eye.

			“Once he tightened the wire the engine ran smoothly and he was able to bring the truck home.”

			“That’s good,” Coleen said, feigning interest in another book she’d already read several times.

			Kitty was suddenly suspicious. “Do you have any idea how the wire in the engine came to be loose, Coleen McBride?”

			“What do I know about engines, Mum?” Coleen smiled furtively as she walked towards the door with her book.

			“I thought as much as I did, which is nothing,” Kitty said.

			“There’s your answer,” Coleen smirked and left the room.

			Kitty frowned at the open doorway. “Surely she didn’t…No, that’s impossible,” she said. “Or…is it?”

			On Saturday evening everyone was to gather in the music room for Brenda and Angus’s party, where Coleen planned to entertain them by playing the piano. Hop-sing had been instructed to make some light food. As supplies were short he intended to make different flavoured mini quiches. The cook was also invited to attend the party and to bring a few bottles of wine. Kitty was worried that he’d grown too fond of his wine but he’d proven to be far more sociable after a tipple.

			Kitty went out onto the veranda before the party. It was dark and pleasantly cool. She sat in the seat where she felt the closest to Dermot and closed her eyes, listening to the crickets, frogs and the flow of water over rocks at the edge of the river.

			If Kitty really tried, she could imagine her husband was sitting beside her. Sometimes she could almost feel his presence. It was an experience that gave her comfort.

			“Oh, Dermot,” she whispered with a heavy heart. “You should be here with us for Brenda’s party. Liam, too.” She extended her hand to the seat beside her and imagined her husband taking her hand. She wasn’t surprised when she felt the warmth of a hand placed in hers because she’d felt it before.

			“Mum!”

			Kitty’s eyes opened and she turned white as a ghost…She was looking into the familiar eyes of her son. “Liam!” she squealed.

			“I didn’t mean to startle you, Mum.”

			Kitty jumped to her feet and he stood up, too.

			“You can’t be here,” Kitty said, her eyes filling with tears. She reached out to touch Liam’s face with a shaking hand. He was much thinner than the young man who’d gone away to war, but he was real, not a ghost.

			“I am here, Mum. I’ve been released from duty.”

			“Why didn’t you tell us you were coming? How did you get here?”

			“I was brought to Derby on a Red Cross ship yesterday evening. I stayed at the Boab Hotel overnight and Big Arnie leant me a horse to get home this morning. He’s tied up by a tree over there.”

			“Why didn’t you ride around to the stables?”

			“I wanted to take in the view of the house and walk up the veranda steps, and then I saw you here.”

			“The house must look terrible,” Kitty said in dismay. She was glad it was dark and he couldn’t see the deterioration clearly. “So much needs fixing.”

			“It’s the house I grew up in and it looks absolutely wonderful to me. I can’t tell you how good it is to be home.”

			“I had a telegram to say you were missing in action,” Kitty said, dabbing her tears. “And Liam, your father is missing, too.”

			“Dad is missing? The last time I saw him was Gallipoli.”

			“The army said the Turks might’ve taken him as a prisoner of war.”

			“That’s terrible news,” Liam said, sinking to the seat again. He knew what that meant and it was just too agonizing to think about. He also knew his father had only joined the army to keep an eye on him, so he was washed with guilt. “Have you any word of Angus?”

			Kitty sat beside him. “Angus was shot as the Australians invaded the beach at Gallipoli,” she said.

			Liam gasped. “Angus was…killed?’

			“No, thank God. He was wounded and sent home. Where’ve you been, Liam?”

			“France.”

			“Why did you volunteer to carry out a secret mission?”

			“How do you know that? It was classified.”

			“Emily sent a telegram to the army asking if they’d send you home on compassionate grounds because I needed you.”

			“That was good of her,” Liam said.

			“They told her you’d volunteered for a classified mission and then they sent me a telegram telling me you were missing in action. I thought the worst, Liam. Why would you put your life on the line like that? Was it because Glenys broke off your engagement?”

			“I was terribly distraught and not thinking straight there for a while, Mum. It was such a shock to get that letter from Glenys because I truly believed our love was special and she’d wait for me. I guess that was too much to ask.”

			Kitty saw the torment in his features and anger with Glenys boiled inside her. “It certainly wasn’t,” she hissed.

			“If I’m being honest, I always doubted she was meant for a life on the land,” Liam said.

			“I think you’re right, son,” Kitty said. “I had my doubts about that, too.”

			“I know I didn’t write home often, but letters from home meant so much to me.” Liam smiled sadly. “Emily’s funny stories about everyday life here really lifted my spirits. She often made me laugh, which wasn’t easy with bullets whizzing past my ears or over my head.”

			“Emily has been a godsend to me, too, Liam. Somehow she’s managed to keep my spirits up, which at times was very difficult,” Kitty said.

			“I’m sure it was. Her letters reminded me of how precious you all are to me. I knew I’d made a mistake in putting my life on the line by joining the army when perhaps I could’ve done something else to help here at home. Everyone overseas gets homesick, but I was determined to get home any way I could. When the army asked for volunteers for a mission with the reward being an early discharge, I jumped at the chance. I knew it was dangerous but I was willing to take that chance. Once the mission was carried out, I discovered getting out of France alive wasn’t easy. I virtually had to go underground so that’s probably why I was deemed missing in action. In the end a French family in Versailles took me in for a while and kept me hidden until I could get to an Australian unit. ”

			“Bless them for helping you. Do you think your father may have gone underground?” Kitty asked with a spark of hope.

			“Not in Turkey,” Liam said. “I’ll try and get some more information,” he said.

			“What if he doesn’t come home, Liam?”

			Liam had no answer.

			In the house, Kitty had to hush Lizzie, Maudie, and Topsy when they saw Liam, so that she could surprise the family.

			She walked into the music room where everyone was gathered. “I have a big surprise,” she announced, and then stepped aside as Liam appeared in the doorway. There were gasps of disbelief, following by squeals of delight from Coleen and Brenda.

			The girls rushed him and hugged him, and then Liam shook hands with Harry and Angus.

			“I’m so glad you made it back alive,” Liam said to Angus. “Mum tells me you were wounded.”

			“I took a bullet to the hip while storming the beach, but I’m okay now,” Angus said sombrely.

			“He still suffers a lot of pain,” Harry confided.

			“Many men weren’t as lucky as me,” Angus said. He was thinking of Dermot.

			Liam looked solemn for a moment. He knew exactly what Angus was referring to. They’d never forget the nightmare.

			Angus looked down at Brenda who was standing beside him. Her eyes were glowing with warmth and happiness. He knew if he could look into her eyes everyday, he’d be able to cope with all the bad memories. “I’m soon to become your brother-in-law,” he said to Liam, putting an affectionate arm around his fiancé.

			“Well done,” Liam said happily. “You do know that when you’re family you have to work for nothing,” he added with a cheeky grin. He then looked around the room, noting there were two significant absentees. “So where’s my baby sister?”

			“Mel is a nurse in the city,” Kitty said, handing him a glass of Hop-sing’s wine.

			Liam couldn’t believe it. “Mel’s in Perth?” He took a sip of the wine and then reeled. “Whoa, this has a kick to it,” he commented.

			“Don’t we know it,” Kitty said, thinking of the headache she’d had for days after her first tasting. “Mel wanted to do something to help people. We’re all very proud of her.” She thought she might tell him the story behind Mel’s decision another time.

			“That’s wonderful,” Liam said, surprised, but also proud. “And Emily…I expected to see her here?”

			“She received a letter from her father to say her uncle is very ill in hospital, so she went home for a visit. But she promised to come back.”

			Liam looked thoughtful. He had been looking forward to seeing Emily, so he was disappointed. He had a lot he wanted to say to her.

			“Dad is getting married, too, Liam,” Angus said, interrupting his thoughts. “But I think me and Brenda will beat him to it.” He looked at his dad with a beaming smile.

			Harry was eternally grateful to Brenda for putting a smile back on his son’s face.

			“Don’t tell me Clara finally collared you,” Liam remarked with a laugh. He liked Clara and everyone knew she’d been carrying a torch for Harry for years.

			“No,” Harry said. “I’m engaged to Emily.”

			Liam was stunned. “You don’t mean our Emily?”

			“Yes, I do. She’s a wonderful young woman, so I’m a lucky man,” Harry said.

			Liam was literally lost for words. That was the last thing he’d been expecting.

			Over the following weeks Liam threw himself into work. He did minor repairs on the house, and with the help of Buddy and Stumpy he began work on the gardens, which lifted his mother’s spirits. The rose bushes were pruned; the lawns cut, the bushes and the lower limbs of trees were trimmed. The sheep were sheared in small manageable groups and then crutched and dredged. He intended to sell the wool to raise some much-needed capital. Coleen, Brenda, and Kitty helped out in the shearing sheds, which amused and delighted Liam, as he’d never seen them do manual work before. He teased them mercilessly but he was as proud as could be. He also spent time out riding with Harry, checking on the cattle, and trying to gauge the size of the herd.

			Harry told him about the devastating effects of the flood on their livestock.

			“Emily mentioned the flood, so I knew there’d be stock losses,” Liam said as they stopped for a break from riding under shady trees by the river.

			“I played down the losses to your mother because she was struggling to hold it together sometimes,” Harry said. “She really did the best she could. You would’ve been proud of her grit and determination. But I feared her spirit might break. Worrying about you and your father and the lack of income on the station was very hard on her and seeing the property deteriorating after all your hard work was tearing her apart.”

			“You know me and dad always hid the losses from her as best we could. I guess she saw it first hand when we weren’t here. I can’t thank you enough, Harry, for your loyalty and hard work. It can’t have been easy for you to get through each day when you were worried about Angus.”

			“I threw myself into work to distract myself from worrying about Angus, but it didn’t always work and I was frustrated because without stockmen there was only so much I could do in regards to the cattle. I still feel like I’ve let you down, though, Liam.”

			“Oh, Harry, don’t think that for a minute. I know how much work it takes to keep this place going. I didn’t expect you to do it on your own.”

			“It was great to have your mum and the girls help out on a drove, but cattle can be dangerous beasts so I had to draw the line at droving.”

			“You did the right thing, Harry. I guess a lot happened while I was away.”

			Harry knew he wasn’t referring to drought and the flood. “I’m sure you were surprised to find out I was engaged to Emily,” he said.

			“I was, Harry. I didn’t see that coming.”

			“I know I’m older than Emily, but she’s wise beyond her years and it’s not uncommon for a husband to be a few years older than his wife.”

			“Sixteen years is quite a lot,” Liam said.

			“I thought it might be a problem for Emily, but it’s not.”

			“Obviously not, if she fell in love with you,” Liam said.

			Harry looked momentarily uncomfortable.

			“She is in love with you, isn’t she?” Liam asked.

			“She’s very fond of me so I hope love will grow in her heart.”

			Liam didn’t comment, but he became worried about Emily.

			“Lizzie, have you done the washing?” Kitty asked as she breezed through the house with a new lease on life. “And Maudie, make sure Liam’s room is clean.”

			“Just look at mum,” Coleen said to Brenda as they followed her up the passageway to the dining room for lunch. “She’s back to her old self again, almost. If dad was here the picture would be complete.”

			“Do you think we’ll ever be sent his remains so we can give him a proper burial on the station?” Brenda asked.

			“Remains!” Coleen was shocked to think of her father in those terms.

			“I overheard Angus and Liam talking the other evening. Liam thinks dad has likely been buried at Gallipoli. Apparently lots of soldiers were hastily buried wearing their identification tags. Liam told Angus that they sometimes had a ceasefire in the trenches so the dead could be quickly buried because of the rats and flies. He thinks the remains might be dug up after the war and repatriated.”

			“I guess it would bring closure for mum,” Coleen said sadly.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

			May 1916

			“What are you doing, Uncle Freddy?” Emily asked, when she discovered Freddy slaving over a tub of dirty clothes. “I was going to do the washing after I’d done the shopping.” She’d been doing all the chores, including the shopping for the family, without any interference from her brothers.

			“I’ve been out of the hospital for weeks, Emily, so there’s no need to fuss. I’m well now and I need to feel useful again.”

			“You certainly look better than you did a couple of months ago,” Emily said with a smile. “You needed to gain a few pounds…”

			Freddy pretended to be alarmed while he tried to check out his derriere in the hall mirror, making Emily laugh.

			“And you are no longer the color of sour dough,” she added.

			Freddy grimaced. “Thank you very much,” he said, feigning offence.

			He’d had his final examination two weeks earlier and the doctors had assured the family that he was well on the road to recovery. But his renewed keen interest in his appearance was all the reassurance that Emily needed. It was the best sign of all that he was feeling like his old self.

			“Having you home has been good for me, Emily,” Freddy said on a serious note. He’d missed their little banters and laughs, but not for the first time he caught the flicker of pain in her eyes. She was torn between wanting to be there for him and wanting to return to the Kimberley. “I think it’s about time you got on with your own life now. I don’t need a nursemaid. I need to know my favourite niece is doing something productive with her life.”

			“I’m your only niece,” Emily said with a loving smile.

			“But still my favourite,” Freddy said, winking. One side of his handlebar moustache tilted at an angle as he smirked.

			Emily became quiet. Many times she had wanted to tell her uncle that she was engaged, but something held her back. It wasn’t a secret he could keep from her father and she couldn’t face the idea that her father or her brothers might interrogate her about Harry. She imagined their reaction to her marrying a man with a son her age. She wasn’t ashamed of Harry because he was a wonderful man, but when she tried to see him through her father and brother’s eyes, and imagined their snide comments, she felt uneasy.

			“I promised Kitty McBride that I’d return to North Bundaloon,” she said. “But I didn’t give her a date.”

			“Then you should go, sooner rather than later,” Freddy said, frightened she’d lose the courage to walk away again. He’d met Mel a few times while in hospital. She’d been very excited to see Emily again and she’d been introduced to her brothers and father, too. Freddy found Mel to be a fine young woman, and thought if she was an example of the McBride family then Emily was in good hands. William seemed to approve of her as well. When the three brothers met her they were cautiously reserved, but Freddy was of the opinion that they couldn’t find fault with her.

			“Would you come up for a holiday, Uncle Freddy?”

			Freddy was surprised by the request. “A holiday! I don’t think I’ve had one of those since…I can’t remember when.”

			“Dad and the boys are quite capable of looking after themselves for awhile,” Emily said, excited by the idea.

			Freddy looked as if he was giving the suggestion serious thought. “Although nothing would make me happier than travelling up the coast with you, Emily, if my ticker was to go on the blink again I’d be in real trouble. It’s probably best I stay near a big hospital.”

			“You’re right,” Emily said, disappointed. “I was probably being selfish.”

			“You don’t have a selfish bone in your body, Emily,” Freddy kindly rebuked.

			“I don’t think my brothers would agree with you. They haven’t actually said so, but they’ve made me feel like going away was a very selfish thing to do.”

			“I think they’re envious that you had the courage to go and they didn’t.”

			“I’m not aware that they ever wanted to.”

			“I’ve often had the feeling that Joe would like his own business, where he was completely in charge, and Charlie has expressed desires to take the business in a completely different direction. I doubt Jimmy would even be a tailor if your father didn’t have a shop. William didn’t give any of you a choice about what you’d like to do for a living, did he?”

			“No, but I’m still grateful that my brothers haven’t left dad, because he needs them. He worked hard to build up the business and one day it will go to the boys.”

			“Yes, and that day might not be too far away. Your father is getting tired. I suppose then the boys can either keep things as they are, or branch out in a different direction. In the far future they might pass the business onto their own children if they choose to be tailors. I won’t be around to see that,” Freddy laughed. “What will your children be? Jackeroos or jillaroos?”

			Emily’s eyes widened. “How do you know about jackeroos and jillaroos, Uncle Freddy?”

			“You piqued my interest in the Kimberley when you told me you were mustering cattle on horseback, so I went to the library and did some reading on the subject. I could just see you on a stock horse, cracking the whip.” His eyes lit up with excitement.

			Emily laughed. “I can’t crack a whip, Uncle Freddy, but maybe one day I’ll learn.”

			“That’s the spirit. You’re certainly not the meek girl who left here two and a half years ago. You’ve grown into a confident young lady.”

			“The minute I walked through the door of this house I felt like I’d stepped back in time and I was the girl I was before I left, Uncle Freddy.” Emily didn’t tell him the house no longer felt like home because she didn’t want to hurt his feelings.

			“Well that wasn’t obvious to us. I loved the look on the boy’s faces when they were discussing buying a motorised delivery van for the business and you showed them your driver’s licence and offered to teach them how to drive. It was priceless.”

			Emily smiled. “It was, wasn’t it? And what about their expressions when I told them I often swim in the local river? I thought Charlie was going to choke on the apple he was eating.”

			“And I know they were listening with interest when you and I were discussing the gowns you’d designed and sewed for the McBrides.”

			“Do you think so?”

			“Absolutely! You’re an accomplished young woman, Emily. I’m so proud of you. You hold your head up high and show those brother’s of yours that you’re not afraid of them. I’ll back you up all the way and I’m sure your father will, too.”

			“I’m going back to the Kimberley, Dad,” Emily said at the breakfast table on the following Sunday morning. The boys hadn’t yet joined them because they were getting ready to attend church.

			William looked at Emily sadly, but he didn’t say anything.

			“Uncle Freddy assures me he’s well now, so I’m not needed. I’ve booked a passage on a boat going north. I leave the day after tomorrow.”

			Joe was coming down the hallway. He overheard what Emily said and stopped in his tracks.

			“It’s been nice having you home again, but if you want to go back to the Kimberley then I won’t stand in your way,” William said.

			“It is what I want, Dad,” Emily said gratefully. Her heart was thudding wildly, but she tried to remain outwardly calm. Although she’d seen a change in her father, she was still relieved that he was taking the news so well.

			Uncle Freddy was standing beside the stove, cooking eggs, but he was ready to defend Emily if she needed him.

			“Are you just going to let Emily go?” Joe asked as he burst into the kitchen.

			“Do you suggest I hold her prisoner?” William replied tersely.

			“No, but Emily should be here with us, where we can look out for her,” Joe said.

			Overhearing the conversation, Charlie and Jimmy entered the kitchen.

			Faced with her three brothers, Emily was flooded with memories of constantly being intimidated. She glanced at her uncle who nodded to give her the courage to stand up for herself. “I don’t want or need you looking out for me,” she said defiantly.

			Joe was about to challenge her, when their father intervened.

			“You hold your tongue, Joe,” William warned him. “Emily is a grown woman. She can make up her own mind about her future.” William then looked at his other two sons. “You will give her the respect she deserves as a young woman or you will answer to me. Do you understand?”

			The three boys looked at their father in silence. Emily could tell they were contemplating whether to argue the point.

			“You owe Emily an apology,” William added.

			“What for, Dad?” Joe asked.

			“For bringing Herman Wiseman to the shop and arranging for your sister to go out with him. I know I’m at fault too, because I agreed with it, but I thought you knew the man well enough to vouch for his character.”

			Jimmy and Joe looked at each other in confusion.

			“Herman would have made a good husband for Emily,” Jimmy claimed.

			“The man was a cad. He put his hands on your sister that night. Fortunately Emily stood up for herself and dumped a bowl of hot soup in his lap.”

			“How do you know I did that, Dad?” Emily enquired curiously.

			“Because Sylvester Johansen was dining in the hotel and witnessed what happened.”

			“Why didn’t you tell us what happened, Emily?” Joe asked. “We would’ve belted him for what he did.”

			“There was no point,” Emily said. “You’d made up your minds and I’d made up mine. I intended to choose my own husband whether you liked it or not.”

			“Don’t worry I gave him the belting he deserved for putting his hands on my daughter,” William said. “His nose is no longer in the centre of his face.”

			“That won’t have spoiled his looks because he didn’t have any to start with,” Emily said delighted.

			William smiled but then his expression because serious again. “I was very proud of you for standing up for yourself, Emily, but you shouldn’t have been made to go out with a man just to please us. I can assure you that won’t happen again.” He looked at his sons. “Now what have you got to say for yourselves?”

			“We owe you an apology for the way we treated you, Emily,” Jimmy said. “Now that Charlie and I have girlfriends, we can see a young woman’s point of view and we know how unfair we were to you. We want you to be happy and if that means you have to be somewhere else then we’ll accept that. But please keep in touch so that we know you are all right. You’re still our little sister and we’ll always worry about you.”

			Emily’s eyes welled with tears. “I’d like to meet the girls who changed my brothers,” she said.

			“We’d like that. They’ll be at church this morning so perhaps Uncle Freddy wouldn’t mind if we invited them to Sunday lunch today, if that’s all right with you, Dad?” Jimmy said.

			“It’s fine with me,” William said happily.

			“And me,” Freddy said, delighted to see the boys treat Emily respectfully.

			“Maybe you could give us a couple of driving lessons before you leave,” Joe said, taking his seat at the table.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FORTY

			June 1916

			It was dusk when Emily walked into the Boab Hotel after a horrendous trip up the coast. Rusty McLean was behind the bar chatting to a couple of regular old timers. He was surprised to see her.

			“Pour me something strong and fortifying, please, Rusty,” she said forgoing pleasantries. She was more exhausted than she’d ever been and the heat had also come as a shock because it had been cold and wet in Perth when she left. Fortunately, she’d had a very warm send off from her family. Everyone had come to the station to bid her farewell, including her brother’s girlfriends. It had been a far different situation from the first time when she’d run away from home in the wee hours of the morning; petrified she’d get caught.

			“It’s good to see you back, Emily,” Rusty said. “But you look like you’ve been through hell.”

			Emily stifled a yawn. “I was overjoyed to see the port of Derby.”

			“Had a rough trip up?”

			“That is putting it mildly.”

			“It wasn’t blowie up here.”

			“The wind wasn’t the problem. I was the only passenger on another Chinese fishing vessel and only one of them spoke a bit of English. After we left Broome, the boat began leaking, so I’ve spent the last stage bailing water. Two massive sharks followed us all the way up King Sound. I’ve never been so terrified. With a bit of luck the boat will sink in shallow water at the jetty and no one else will have to go through what I’ve just been through. One thing is certain. It will be a very long time before I face another sea journey.” The stopover in Carnarvon had also been very sad because Sparky had passed away while Emily was in Perth and the whole town was in mourning.

			“I haven’t seen anyone from North Bundaloon in town to pick you up,” Rusty said, putting a whiskey and water in front of her.

			Emily swallowed the drink, coughed, and then took a deep breath. “The McBrides didn’t know when I was coming back,” she wheezed. “I didn’t know myself.”

			“Big Arnie will lend you a horse to get out to the station,” Rusty said just as Mitsy came into the bar carrying baby Bonnie.

			“Hello, Emily,” she called cheerily. “Welcome back to the Kimberley.”

			“I can’t believe how much Bonnie has grown,’ Emily said in amazement, immediately noticing her ears had grown more than the rest of her and she had Rusty’s red hair

			“The poor kid looks like her dad, but ya can’t help bad luck,” Bobby, the old timer chuckled from along the bar. “Fortunately, she’s got just enough of her mother’s features to give her half a chance of trapping a husband when she grows up.”

			Emily’s eyes widened in disbelief at his lack of tact and she struggled not to laugh. She realised she’d missed country folk. They spoke their minds.

			“A few beers and you lose what few manners you have, Bobby,” Mitsy growled.

			Rusty began pulling silly faces that coaxed a dribbling smile from Bonnie, showing off two new teeth.

			“Did I hear you say something about loaning a horse from Big Arnie?” Mitsy asked her husband.

			“Emily needs to get out to North Bundaloon,” Rusty said, taking Bonnie out her mother’s arms.

			“I couldn’t face a long ride on horseback today, so I’ll have to stay here overnight,” Emily said wearily as she slipped onto a stool.

			“The O’Connor’s are in the dining room and their posh car is parked around the back in the shade,” Mitsy said. “I’m sure they’d give you a lift out to North Bundaloon.”

			Emily was suddenly hopeful that she’d be sleeping in her lovely bedroom in the homestead and looking forward to seeing the O’Connors again. “Are they staying here overnight or going home?”

			“They came in to arrange the sale of Moola Bulla and have dinner,” Mitsy said. “So I’m sure they’re going home.”

			“I didn’t know they were selling the station,” Rusty said.

			“I only just found out. Lots of people are selling, but they’re not getting much for their land,” Mitsy said.

			“Kitty isn’t selling, is she?” Emily asked in alarm.

			“Not that I know of,” Mitsy said.

			Emily waited until Deb and Bill O’Connor had finished their meal before she asked them for a lift to North Bundaloon. They were only too happy to oblige.

			As they set off on the trip home Deb said they hadn’t spoken to Kitty for quite some time.

			“Is there any news about Liam?” she asked.

			Emily could tell they still felt badly about Glenys breaking her engagement to him.

			“I haven’t heard anything since I’ve been away, but before I left we found out he was on a classified mission in Europe and was missing. I suppose you know that Mr. McBride is also missing in action.”

			“Oh, dear, no, we didn’t know. That’s terrible news,” Deb said upset.

			“What about your son?” Emily asked. She was sitting in the back seat of the plush car, fascinated as the headlights picked up the eyes of kangaroos and other creatures on the side of the track. Now and again kangaroos bounded across the track in front of the vehicle and Bill had to brake so he didn’t hit them.

			“Daniel was sent home with shrapnel wounds,” Deb said. “He would have been sent back into the action after treatment, but they discovered he’d lost sight in one eye so they had to discharge him. We’re selling up and moving to the city. I want to be closer to a city hospital with my heart problems. Bill’s not that well and Glenys won’t be coming back. Our youngest son doesn’t want to be a farmer, so what else can we do? But how about Kitty? Surely she’ll be selling up, too.

			“I don’t know what Kitty will do in the future,” Emily said. “The station hasn’t been doing well since Liam and Mr. McBride went away and she’s been very depressed. But North Bundaloon is more than a property to her. Mr. McBride was born there and so were Liam and the girls. It will be very hard on Kitty if she is forced to sell.”

			“The flood nearly wiped us out. It’s all too much. I love the land, too, but farming can break your heart,” Bill commented.

			The distance from town was quickly covered in the car and the ride was far more comfortable than the truck.

			“You can drop me at the top of the rise in the track,” Emily said. “The moon is shining bright tonight so I’d be happy to walk the last two hundred meters.”

			“But won’t you be afraid in the dark?” Deb asked.

			“Not at all.” Emily said. “It will be pleasant and it’s not far. Besides, I don’t want Kitty to hear the car.”

			When they reached the top of the rise in the track, Bill turned the car around to head back to the turn-off for Moola Bulla, and Emily set off in the darkness. The moonlight lit up the track enough for her to see, but she was still startled by rustling in the trees and bushes alongside the track and the occasional roo jumping in front of her. Pretty soon she saw the lights of the house and she became excited.

			As Emily neared the house, she saw the outline of someone sitting on the veranda. She assumed it was Kitty so she approached quietly, wanting to surprise her. As she climbed the steps she realised it was a man.

			“Harry!” she called.

			He stood up and approached her. “Emily! I can’t believe you’re here.”

			“Liam!” Emily said excitedly, dropping her suitcase. “You’re home!” A bubble of joyous laughter tumbled from her and she spontaneously threw her arms around his neck.

			Impulsively Liam picked her up and swirled her around. “Where did you come from?” he asked, setting her down in front of him. “You can’t have walked all the way from Derby.”

			“I…” Emily stopped herself, realizing if she mentioned the O’Connors she might upset Liam. “One of the neighbours drove me most of the way from Derby and then I walked because I wanted to surprise your mother.”

			“Drove you? You must be referring to the O’Connors. They’re the only neighbours with a car.”

			“Yes, that’s right,” Emily said. His voice didn’t sound upset. “When did you get home?”

			“A couple of months ago.”

			Emily realised that must have been soon after she left. “Your mother is surely over the moon,” she said, happy for Kitty.

			“I think she’s glad to have me home,” he said understating how elated she was.

			Emily looked him over. “You look well considering all you’ve been through,” she said.

			“I’ve got a bit more meat on my bones than I had when I got home.”

			Emily smiled and glanced around. In the moonlight she could see an abundance of white roses and the freshly painted veranda railing and fretwork. “You’ve been busy, too. The place looks good again.”

			“Mum is happy to see her garden thriving once more, but it was hard work to bring it back.” He admired the roses and then turned to her. “I was disappointed to find you weren’t here when I got home,” he said seriously.

			Emily was surprised. “Were you?”

			“Yes, you look wonderful, so I guess a stint in the city did you good.”

			“I’ve had a terrible trip up the coast so I must surely look a fright,” Emily said self-consciously, trying to smooth her hair.

			“Not to me.” He fell silent and Emily sensed his gaze on her. Surpised she noticed, that it didn’t feel uncomfortable at all. A pleasant warmth spread in her body. “How is your uncle? Mum said he’d been unwell”, he finally said. Emily nodded.

			“He was pretty crook when I got to Perth, but he’s back to his old self.”

			“Having you home probably made the difference,” Liam said.

			Emily smiled. “It was wonderful spend time with him. We always enjoyed each other’s company.”

			“And your brothers. How were they?”

			“Good. Actually, we came to a new understanding so the visit turned out quite well.”

			“I’m glad…” He cleared his throat. ‘I was surprised to discover you’re betrothed.” He regarded her closely.

			“Betrothed!” Emily was confused.

			“You’re engaged to Harry, aren’t you?”

			“Oh, yes, Harry asked me to marry him while you were away,” Emily said flustered.

			“Had you forgotten?”

			“No, of course not,” she replied awkwardly. “I’m still in shock that you are standing here in front of me, Liam,” she added. “It’s wonderful.”

			“I wanted to thank you for writing to me, Emily. Your letters got me through some tough times.” Liam wanted to say so much more about how much her letters had helped him, but he couldn’t find the right words on the spur of the moment.

			“I’m sure you’re exaggerating but I was happy to write to you.”

			Just at that moment Kitty and the girls burst out the door.

			“I thought I heard voices,” Kitty said excitedly. “You’re back, Emily.” She threw her arms around her and squeezed her tight.

			“Mum, poor Emily can’t breathe,” Brenda said.

			They all laughed and hugged Emily.

			Liam watched with a smile on his face. Emily was clearly part of the family and loved by everyone.

			“Was there anything left over from dinner?” Kitty asked at the outside kitchen doorway.

			“No, missus,” Hop-sing said, wondering why she was still hungry.

			Emily popped her head around the door. “That’s a pity because I’m starving.”

			For a fleeting second Hop-sing smiled, but then he quickly masked his feelings and tried to look stern. “You back?”

			“It’s nice to see you, too, Mr. Li,” Emily said. “Did you miss me?” she teased.

			“I not miss you,” the cook grumbled.

			“Your disposition is as sweet as ever,” Emily commented with a touch of sarcasm.

			Kitty laughed. “He was always asking when you were coming back,” she whispered.

			Hop-sing overheard her. “I not ask,” he insisted, flushing with embarrassment.

			Emily laughed. “I knew you’d miss me,” she said. “But I think my fiancé might’ve missed me, too, so I’ll quickly get cleaned up before I say hello to him. Then I’ll have something to eat.” She looked at Hop-sing. “If you can find something for me, Mr. Li.”

			“Kitchen closed, but I find something,” he said, pretending it was an imposition.

			The family and staff gathered around a big table under the shady Karri gum tree on Sunday afternoon. Hop-sing had made salads while Harry barbecued lamb chops. The sun was shining in a vast, blue sky, the leaves on the trees were rustling in a pleasant breeze, the birds were singing, the furry wildlife was resting in shady places and the river water was sparkling as it flowed peacefully by.

			Kitty quietly observed the people she loved. She knew that Harry was thrilled to have Emily home, although he hadn’t been able to spend much time with her because he’d been busy working with Liam, slowly turning the fortunes of the station around. They’d just sold a small mob of cattle to the army.

			“We are so lucky to be living in Australia,” Liam said as he sat down alongside Emily. “This is the lucky country and this little patch of the Kimberley is paradise. I’ll never take it for granted again. I just wish dad was here,” he added sadly.

			“Don’t we all,” Brenda said.

			“We will never take our lives for granted again, either,” Angus added, smiling lovingly at Brenda. He couldn’t imagine how stupid he’d been to put his life and future with Brenda in jeopardy, but he’d vowed to spend a lifetime making it up to her.

			Kitty thought of Dermot, who would never again attend a family barbecue. In the newspapers Kitty had read an article about Gallipoli and the terrible losses of soldiers from Australia and New Zealand. She sobbed for days, but finally accepted that Dermot had been killed and buried as an unknown soldier. She felt his remains should’ve been buried on the land where he and his children were born, not somewhere in a foreign land. But there was nothing she could do about it. It broke her heart to think he’d lost his life for no reason because Liam had returned safely without his help, for which she knew he was suffering terrible guilt.

			They all sat down at the table to eat. The three house girls were sitting at the far end of the table with Hop-sing. He often used bush herbs in his cooking since running out of the Chinese spices he’d brought with him. He and the girls were animatedly discussing how to achieve different flavours with different bush herbs. Hop-sing was really interested to learn from the girls, which pleased Kitty. She could still vividly recall his first few days on the station. She had been sure he wouldn’t last a week. She could also remember not so long ago when he wouldn’t join them for Sunday barbecues, claiming he preferred to spend his free day alone. But since Emily and Harry had rescued him from the gold mine, he’d changed.

			Brenda and Angus were lost in a world of young love, where everything was rosy. Kitty was grateful that Brenda hadn’t gone away and happy to see her daughter so in love. Coleen was talking to Harry, while Liam was sitting alongside Emily and engaging her in conversation. Kitty became intrigued by how engrossed in each other Liam and Emily were. It was as if they were the only two people at the table. She noticed that Harry kept glancing at them, and he looked troubled. Things started to fall into place in her mind. Liam had mentioned Emily countless times since he’d been home, unable to say enough nice things about her. They’d laughed and joked with each other at dinner. Kitty hadn’t thought anything of it at the time, but now…she wondered.

			“Emily,” Brenda called from across the table.

			Kitty noticed that Emily didn’t hear her because Liam was telling her something that made her laugh.

			“Emily!” Brenda said again.

			This time she caught Emily’s attention. Emily blushed, almost with a sense of guilt.

			“Sorry to interrupt, but you haven’t told us how your father and brothers reacted to the news that you are engaged,” Brenda said.

			Emily opened her mouth to speak, and then glanced at Harry, who was waiting to hear what she said. “I…didn’t tell them,” she admitted, this time the guilt was very evident.

			“Why not?” Brenda asked.

			Emily glanced at Harry again. She could see that he was hurt and didn’t understand. “I was worried about their reaction. They were understandably angry about the way I left and we had things to sort out. The timing didn’t seem right to tell them I was engaged.”

			“But didn’t you say you left on very good terms with them?”

			“Yes, and I didn’t want to spoil that.”

			Harry got up from the table abruptly and went to the barbecue, where he began tidying up the utensils he’d used for cooking. Emily could see she’d hurt him badly and she felt numb with grief. Coleen began a discussion on another subject while Hop-sing and the girls began clearing the table.

			“Emily, can I speak to you?” Kitty asked later in the drawing room. She could tell that Emily was still upset about hurting Harry.

			“Yes, of course,” Emily said. She’d been trying to work out how she could explain herself to Harry, but he hadn’t given her the chance. After lunch he went out riding by himself and he hadn’t yet returned.

			Kitty sat down beside her. “I’m going to be frank, because that’s the best way to be. I’m not convinced you’re in love with Harry. Before you protest I want you to look into your heart.”

			“I…I’m very fond of Harry, Kitty,” Emily said.

			“That’s okay if he’s just a friend, but it’s not a good way to start a marriage,” Kitty said. “Sharing your life with someone is hard work so you need a solid foundation built on love. Look at my life with Dermot. We had three children and tried to make a life on this property. We had some good years and some really tough years. Our love for one another got us through those tough years. If a marriage is loveless, you’re in trouble.”

			“I have no memories of my parents together, and I’ve never been in love, so I’m not sure what it should feel like,” Emily confessed.

			“If you were in love, you’d know it, Emily. Your heart would flutter or race when Harry walked into the room. You’d think about him every waking moment. Being in love is not something you can keep to yourself. Is that how you feel about Harry?”

			Emily was silent. That was all the proof that Kitty needed that Emily didn’t love Harry.

			“Today I watched you talking to Liam at lunch. I saw the way you looked at each other and how engrossed in each other you were. I’ve never seen you look at Harry that way.”

			“What are you suggesting, Kitty?”

			“I’m not suggesting anything. I just want you to look into your heart and work out who you are really in love with, Emily. Someone is going to get hurt if you don’t do that and it’s likely to be Harry.”

			“The last thing I want to do it is hurt Harry. He’s a wonderful man.”

			“I know you wouldn’t intentionally hurt him, Emily. So please search your heart before you go through with marrying him.”

			Emily nodded.

			Kitty hoped that Emily didn’t sacrifice her own happiness to avoid hurting Harry. She knew he wouldn’t want that, either.

			Kitty found Liam sitting on the veranda late that evening. “I thought you were in bed, son,” she said.

			“I just wanted to sit here for a few minutes. While I was in the stinking trenches, with the smell of death and dysentery all around me, I used to close my eyes and imagine sitting here, but nothing really compares with the reality of how beautiful and peaceful it is,” Liam said, gazing at the stream of moonlight on the river.

			“I sit here myself most evenings for that reason, listening to the crickets and frogs and thinking about your father. Sometimes I swear I can feel him sitting beside me.”

			Liam understood. “I know what you mean. His presence is everywhere,” he said.

			“Do you find it hard to sleep?”

			“Yes, I have a lot of nightmares, but I guess Angus does, too.”

			“I can’t even imagine what you went through over there,” Kitty said.

			“I’m glad, Mum. I wouldn’t want you to know about such horrors.”

			“I know you appreciated letters from all of us, but Emily’s letters were particularly important to you, weren’t they?”

			“Yes, I really got to know her through her letters. Her words drew me back here, often from a very dark place in my mind. She reminded me of the little things that are important in life. She’s very special.”

			“I suppose you’re very grateful to her,” Kitty said.

			“Yes, I am.”

			“Is it just gratitude you feel for her?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Are you fond of her?”

			“Of course I am,” Liam said, confused.

			“Are your feelings towards her sisterly or romantic?” Kitty asked. Even in the darkness she could see that Liam was flushing. “What I’m asking is did you fall in love with the young woman writing those letters to you, Liam?”

			“Emily is engaged to Harry, Mum,” Liam said. He abruptly stood up and went inside.

			“Oh, dear,” Kitty said to herself. She could see trouble ahead.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

			“You’re back, Harry,” Emily called as he rode towards the stables. It was late on Tuesday afternoon and she hadn’t seen him since Sunday, when he went out riding. She knew she had disappointed him and wanted to talk about it.

			Harry glanced at her shortly and said hello.

			“I’ve missed you,” Emily said. She knew he’d been upset when he left and felt they needed to talk about it.

			“I wanted some time alone to think, Emily,” Harry said as he dismounted and began unsaddling his horse.

			“What were you thinking about? Our wedding plans?”

			“I was thinking about the future,” Harry said calmly. “I have to feed and rub down the horse and then we should talk. Can you meet me at the cottage in an hour?”

			Emily had an uneasy feeling. Harry didn’t seem himself. He seemed distant. “Yes, of course”, she said irritated.

			An hour later, Emily knocked on Harry’s door. To her surprise he still smelt like sweat, horse, and leather. Usually he'd bathe when they were going to spend time together. He launched straight into what he wanted to say, even before she’d sat down.

			“I had the chance to do a lot of thinking while you were away visiting your family, Emily,” he said.

			Emily interrupted him. “May I?” she asked, gesturing to a chair.

			He nodded and she sat down. “Were you thinking about our future?” she asked.

			“Yes,” Harry said. “I hadn’t thought our age difference would matter but I’m used to living as a single man and I’m very much set in my ways now. I really can’t imagine having a young woman moving into my cottage and changing things.” He cleared his throat. “And I certainly can’t imagine myself adapting to having a young family.”

			Emily was momentarily stunned. “What exactly are you trying to tell me, Harry?”

			“I don’t want to get married and start raising children again. I’ve done that and I don’t want to do it again,” Harry’s voice was clear, but his eyes showed sadness.

			“Oh,” Emily said, shocked. This could not be true! She looked at him, but he avoided her eyes.

			“Angus is grown up. Why would I want to have a baby in the house again, crying all the time? I’m sorry if this hurts you but it’s better I end things now.”

			Emily was sure Harry wasn’t telling the truth. She was sure that he was longing for a little family. Maybe he was worried about the difference in their ages? “It’s not uncommon for men your age to get married and start a family, Harry,” she tried to convince him.

			“I’m trying to tell you that’s not what I want, Emily.”

			Emily didn’t believe him. “We’ve been engaged for a long time. How is it you’ve only now come to this realization?”

			“I’ve been thinking this way for a while. It’s just taken me this long to get the courage up to tell you.”

			“So that’s it. We’re no longer engaged to be married?” Emily said in disbelief.

			“That’s right.”

			“You’re angry because I didn’t tell my father and brothers we were engaged. That’s it, isn’t it?”

			“No, I’m relieved,” Harry said.

			Emily didn’t believe him. “I didn’t tell them because I didn’t want them at our wedding, spoiling it. I would’ve liked Uncle Freddy to attend, but he said he couldn’t travel up the coast because he’d feel safer near a hospital.”

			“It’s just as well you didn’t say anything because now you won’t have any explaining to do, and neither will I. Now if you’ll excuse me, I want to bathe.”

			Harry ushered Emily to the door and then shut it behind her. She was left standing outside the cottage in shock.

			Emily went into the house and poured herself one of Hop-sing’s homemade wines. She swallowed it in one gulp.

			“Is something wrong, Emily?” Liam asked as he entered the drawing room.

			Emily didn’t know what to say. “I’m just a bit upset,” she replied vaguely.

			“Is there anything I can help you with?” Liam asked walking towards her. When he reached her he looked down at her with warm eyes and she realised her heart was fluttering. She put it down to being upset and nothing more.

			“No, thank you, Liam. I have to figure this out myself.”

			He nodded and put his hand gently on her shoulder. “If you change your mind, let me know. There isn’t anything I wouldn’t do for you, Emily.”

			Liam walked towards the door and Emily watched him. Her heart was racing madly. She poured herself another wine and then sat down.

			A few minutes later Emily went back to Harry’s cottage and thumped on the door determinedly.

			He was surprised to see her when he opened the door.

			“I need to talk to you, Harry,” Emily insisted. She pushed past him, giving him no chance to refuse.

			“There isn’t anything more to say,” Harry insisted, catching the smell of wine on her breath.

			“Yes, there is. I want the real reason you are breaking off our engagement, not a feeble nonsensical excuse about age and being set in your ways.”

			“All right,” Harry said, respecting Emily for not being easily fooled. “I’m setting you free.”

			“Free to do what?”

			“Free to be with the man you really love,” Harry said.

			Emily’s mouth dropped open.

			“I’ve been in love before, Emily. I know what it feels like to be looked at by a woman who loves me. You don’t look at me like that. You look at Liam like that.”

			“Liam!” Emily couldn’t believe jealousy had driven him to break off their engagement. “Harry…”

			“You may deny it verbally and mentally, but your heart knows better, Emily. And it’s okay. Liam is a wonderful man and he’s far more suited to you than I am. If you have a chance of happiness with him, and I think you do, then take it. I want you to be free to follow your heart.”

			Emily looked at Harry, trying to comprehend all he was saying. She wanted to completely deny what he was saying was true, but her racing heart wouldn’t allow it. She looked in his warm eyes and saw the tenderness. No, this man didn’t want to hurt her! “You will always own a piece of my heart,” she finally said, tears rolling down her cheeks.

			“And you, mine,” Harry said almost breaking down. “Now go, please.” He looked at the floor. Emily felt leaving was the kindest thing to do, but first she planted a gentle kiss on his cheek.

			She walked across the space between the house and the cottage almost blinded by tears. Harry was a good man. But Kitty was right. She wasn’t in love with him.

			The house was in darkness when Emily went inside but she knew she wouldn’t be able to sleep, so she slipped out of the front door, onto the veranda. She walked to the railing and looked out over the river.

			“It’s a lovely evening, isn’t it?” Liam said.

			Emily jumped with fright. She turned to find him sitting on the seat at the end of the veranda and hastily brushed her tears away. “I didn’t know you were there,” she said breathlessly.

			“Sorry I frightened you. I didn’t feel sleepy enough to retire yet.”

			“Me too.” Emily felt kind of restless. Maybe she should walk a while to free her mind. “Are you up for a walk?” she asked with a racing heart.

			“Yes,” Liam said, coming towards her. Together they went down the steps in the dark. He took her hand and squeezed it. It felt warm and comforting.

			For a few minutes they walked without talking. The only sounds were their footsteps and the crickets and frogs.

			“I love the sounds here at night,” Emily whispered.

			“So do I,” Liam agreed. “I keep trying to absorb the peace, although I sometimes still keep expecting to hear sniper fire. I wonder when that will stop.”

			“That must be hard to forget, but it will stop in time, I’m sure,” Emily reassured him.

			He turned to her. “You’ll never know how much comfort your wonderful letters gave me, if only for a few minutes, Emily. As I read your words I could imagine I was back here. I can’t put into words what a precious gift that was.”

			“I’m so glad I could do that for you,” Emily said, looking into his eyes that were soft in the moonlight.

			“It wasn’t easy to forget I was in a muddy trench full of rats with death and suffering all around me. But I’d read one of your letters by moonlight and I could see the coolabah trees and the kangaroos and smell the grass near the river’s edge. Sometimes your letters kept me from going insane with homesickness. I used to imagine I was right here, with you, and here we are.” Liam laughed nervously. “You must think I’m soft,” he said.

			“Not at all,” Emily said. She thought it was no big surprise that he dreamt he was in a better world given the circumstances of war and his broken engagement. “Are you over Glenys, Liam?” she asked and found much to her surprise that her heart was racing madly.

			He shrugged. “I think so. She was never really suited to life on the land; so breaking off our engagement was the right thing to do. It was very upsetting back then, but I can accept it easily now.” He looked at her. “That’s just how it is. Some people like the city, others feel better in the country.”

			Emily nodded and suddenly felt relieved. “Yes, like me. I feel much more comfortable here and with your family than in Perth.” Her heart throbbed. “Do you mind if I stay on North Bundaloon indefinitely?”

			Liam seemed confused. “I imagined you would…since you are to be Harry’s wife,” he said.

			Emily saw a flicker of pain in his eyes. She realised in that moment that he had feelings for her. She thought about the many hours they’d spent together during these last days, his friendly words, his caring nature. And all of sudden she became aware of something else. She saw him standing there in the moonlight, she smelled his pleasant scent, she felt his hand warm and comforting in hers and her only desire was to be here with him. Harry had been right: she was truly in love with Liam McBride. “We’re no longer engaged,” she whispered, watching him closely.

			Liam’s mouth dropped open. “You broke it off,” he said flatly. “Poor Harry. I wouldn’t have thought that you were able to break Harry’s heart.” Emily sighed. “No, Liam, it was the other way around. Harry broke it off. He knew I wasn’t in love with him. I didn’t think I knew what it felt like to be in love, but Harry could see I was in love with another man.” Emily’s heart was racing so fast she thought she might faint as she waited for Liam’s reaction.

			“Another man! How could Harry see that?”

			“He noticed that I was looking at this man the way I’m looking at you now. Your mother noticed it, too. I just couldn’t see it. And I didn’t want to hurt Harry. But it wouldn’t be fair to marry him if I loved someone else, would it?”

			She paused for a few moments and Liam also went quiet. Then Liam’s lips parted in a smile. “No, it wouldn’t. Harry’s very wise, and so is my mother. She knew I’d fallen in love with the young woman who wrote me beautiful letters. Now I can admit that I was broken hearted to find she wasn’t here when I returned home and that she was going to marry another man.”

			“She’s free now, and her heart is all yours, if you want it,” Emily said boldly.

			“I want it,” Liam said, scooping her in his arms and kissing her passionately.

			Kitty had come out onto the veranda to get a breath of fresh air before retiring. She sat on the seat and looked across to the river. Then she spotted a couple in a passionate embrace. There was just enough moonlight to recognize them. She sighed and smiled.

			“Well, my love,” she said as if speaking to Dermot. “Your son has fallen in love with Emily. I hope you approve as much as I do because I couldn’t hope for a better daughter-in-law.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

			December 15th, 1918

			Kitty put her empty sherry glass down on the coffee table and turned out the lamp. The drawing room fell into darkness with just a stream of moonlight lighting her way to the door. She heard the clock chime eleven o’clock. The rest of the household had retired, but she wanted to avoid her lonely bed just a little longer, so she decided to sit outside for a few minutes, as she did most nights.

			She stepped onto the veranda and was immediately assailed with a beautiful scent. It had rained earlier, so everything smelt fresh. She admired her roses in the moonlight. The new dark red variety was flowering beautifully amongst her white roses, their intoxicating perfume mingling in the warm night air. She sighed, wishing Dermot was here with her to enjoy the roses. A little smile played on her lips because she suspected he’d always pretended to be more interested than he felt, for her sake. But that was something people in love did for each other.

			Kitty sat down and gazed at the Lennard River. A familiar sadness and loneliness crept over her. Europe was finally at peace since November 11th, but her heart would never really be at peace. Someone was missing in her life and his loss meant she had a gaping hole in her heart. Memories flashed through her mind like the pages from a photo album. Her wedding to Dermot was one of the happiest days of her life. The first rose bush flowered the year Liam was born. More bushes were planted and then followed the births of their three girls. She remembered parties in the ballroom, birthdays, and christenings. She recalled all the happy Christmases. Christmas Day was looming again. Liam was back, Brenda and Liam were happily in love, Mel and Coleen were doing well and the station was recovering. Kitty had many reasons to be happy, but it would never be the same without Dermot.

			Suddenly a sound caught her ears. Footsteps. At first she thought she must be mistaken so she listened intently. There it was again. She could definitely hear heavy footsteps and they appeared to be coming from the road.

			Kitty went close to the railing and craned to see down the road, but the trees created dark shadows. She stood watching, waiting, and listening as the steps came closer. A tall, thin man emerged from the shadows. He was carrying a knapsack and seemed to lack energy for the walk. Kitty thought he must be lost as the homestead was at the end of the track. The way he was struggling to walk dispelled her fears and pulled at her heartstrings. She could never turn her back on a stranger in need. Her mother had always said that a stranger was just a friend you haven’t been introduced to.

			About twenty yards from the homestead, the man stopped. Kitty thought he must’ve walked for miles and he was weary, perhaps unable to go on. Fearing he might collapse she went down the steps. As she walked towards him tentatively, he began to move towards her. She couldn’t see his face clearly in the shadows of night, but there was something about him, something familiar.

			“Kitty! My sweet Kitty”

			Kitty gasped. “Dermot!” she whispered. Was it true or was it only another dream as this scenario had featured in countless dreams over the years? Tears welled, blinding her.

			Dermot shrugged off his knapsack and it fell to the ground. He then stepped forward again. Kitty did the same, running into open arms that tightened around her. Kitty sobbed on his thin shoulder and he did the same. They clung to each other for what seemed like an eternity, Kitty thanking God for her husband’s return, over and over. Finally, Dermot kissed his wife, something he’d imagined doing a million times, but it had never been as sweet.

			“I can’t believe you’re here,” Kitty cried. “I just can’t believe it.” She stroked his face, wet with their mingling tears.

			Dermot was lost for words as tears continued to run down his hollow cheeks. Kitty helped him move forward and climb the steps to the veranda.

			“Did Liam come home?” he asked anxiously.

			“Yes, he’s home and he’s fine, and so is Angus.”

			Dermot physically sagged with relief. “I want to sit right there,” he said breathlessly, pointing to the seat on the veranda.

			“Don’t you want to go inside and lie down on your own bed?” Kitty asked him.

			“Not yet.”

			“I should wake the family,” Kitty said excitedly.

			“No, let’s sit quietly, my love,” Dermot said. “I’ve imagined doing this for years. Every night I thought about what it would be like to sit beside you here, in the moonlight, looking at the river.”

			Kitty understood. She sat beside him and took hold of his hand, as she’d imagined every night, too. She looked at him. He’d lost a lot of weight. Only his eyes and voice were the same. “Where did you come from, Dermot? Surely you didn’t walk all the way home.”

			“The army drove me most of the way, but I wanted to walk the last mile home. I’d imagined doing it so many times. I’d imagined seeing our home come into view and it looked just like I remembered. I couldn’t believe you were on the veranda waiting for me. You were waiting for me, weren’t you Kitty?”

			“Every day for the past four years. I’ve imagined you walking up the road a thousand times. I just never thought it would happen. I thought you were…”

			“Dead,” Dermot finished. “I came close to being just that, Kitty. I’ve been a prisoner of war in Turkey. There were over two hundred of us. One in four will never go home. About fifty of us were from Gallipoli. The others were captured in the Sinai and Palestine. We were sent to southern Turkey to build a railway. As you can see we suffered malnutrition, but also brutality and diseases like typhus, malaria, and meningitis.”

			Kitty couldn’t bear to think about it. “How did they capture you, Dermot?”

			“I was with a group of young men in a forward group advancing on the Turks. When the Aussies pulled back we got separated and ended up in a ravine. We found ourselves surrounded and gave up our weapons. I thought that was it, Kitty. I thought I’d never see you or our family again.”

			Kitty put her arm around him and felt the bones in his back. “It’s a miracle but you made it home, my love. I’ll soon get you back to health.” She smiled at him. “Hop-sing is still cooking for us. We even eat some delicious Chinese food these days. He’ll be asleep now, but I’m going to fetch you a cup of tea and a sandwich.”

			“Don’t wake the family,” Dermot said in a voice little more than a whisper. “I just want to spend some time with you, just the two of us.”

			“Me, too,” Kitty said welling with tears again.

			She returned as quickly as she could with a sandwich and a small pot of tea. Dermot ate hungrily and Kitty could see that he really enjoyed the simple food.

			“Tell me about the family,” he said.

			“Liam came home almost three years ago. He completed a dangerous mission in France so he could get an early discharge. Angus was wounded on April 25th 1914, when the Australians stormed the beach at Gallipoli. He was shot in the hip and sent home. He wasn’t too good for awhile, but he’s married now and very happy.”

			“That’s wonderful,” Dermot said.

			Kitty watched him closely. She was pretty curious about how he would react to the next news. “He married your eldest daughter,” she added.

			Unexpectedly, he smiled. “Is Brenda happy?”

			“Yes,” Kitty said. “She’s blissfully happy and a wonderful mother to our first granddaughter, Catherine.”

			Dermot looked startled. “We’re grandparents?”

			“Yes, twice. Liam is also married with a baby son; Marcus He lives here with his wife.

			All I wished that day was for you to be here,” she said, hugging him again.

			“I would’ve liked to see Liam and Glenys marry,” Dermot said.

			“He didn’t marry Glenys. She broke off their engagement when he was overseas,” Kitty said. “But Liam married the most wonderful girl, who’s been a tower of strength since you’ve been gone.”

			Dermot smiled again. “Was it Emily?”

			“How did you know?” Kitty asked, amazed he guessed.

			“She was a lovely girl, and I think she was sweet on Liam right from the start,” Dermot said.

			“I couldn’t ask for a better daughter-in-law. Her family didn’t attend their wedding in Derby but the owners of the Sea Gull have their boat back after it was used during the war and they’re bringing her father, uncle and brothers up to stay with us in a few months.”

			“I look forward to meeting them. Hopefully by then I’ll resemble my old self too.”

			“I’ll make sure of it,” Kitty said. “We’ll throw a party like we used to.”

			“And Coleen? What’s she doing?”

			“Coleen is dating a lovely young man, whose parents bought Moola Bulla Station from the O’Connors. They’re making a real go of it, but you’ll be pleased to know that Marshall Rogers was quite wealthy before he came to the Kimberley.”

			“I wouldn’t mind if he was penniless as long as they treat my daughter well,” Dermot said.

			Kitty was surprised. “Oh, well your youngest daughter is dating a young man training to be a doctor in Perth,” she informed him.

			“How did she meet a young man in Perth?” Dermot asked.

			“She was a nurse at the hospital in Perth. Now she’s a midwife.” Kitty glanced towards baby Ruby’s grave but she decided to tell about it later.

			“A lot has happened while I’ve been away,” Dermot said sadly. “You didn’t marry someone else, did you?” he joked.

			“Never,” Kitty said. “There wasn’t a day that went by when we didn’t think of you.”

			Dermot smiled gratefully and squeezed Kitty’s hand. She knew he was recalling how much he’d missed her and his children.

			“Is Harry still here?”

			“He still works for us, but he lives in town with Clara McKenzie. Well she’s Clara Edwards now, since she’s Harry’s wife.”

			“That girl has been in love with him forever,” Dermot said.

			“He got engaged to Emily before he finally saw sense and realised she was in love with Liam. Clara was also engaged, but as soon as she found out that Harry was eligible again she broke off her engagement and collared Harry on his next trip to town. He’s very happy, though, and a great father to Clara’s sons. Brenda and Angus live in the cottage. Brenda has done it up inside and it looks very homely.”

			“You make that sound like she did the work herself,” Dermot said.

			“There have been a lot of changes since you’ve been away, my love,” Kitty said leaning on his shoulder with a satisfied sigh. “How would you like a bath and a good sleep in your own bed?”

			“That sounds like heaven,” Dermot said.

			While Dermot was soaking in the tub Kitty went to the kitchen to make another pot of tea. Emily came in to get a bottle for Marcus. She immediately noticed something different about Kitty.

			“Is everything all right, Kitty?” she asked, wondering whether she’d had a few glasses of Hop-sing’s homemade wine.

			“Everything is wonderful,” Kitty said, remembering her promise to her husband. “Emily, I don’t think I tell you often enough how much you mean to me. I couldn’t have gotten through the past few years as well as I did without your friendship. The day you came out here was one of the luckiest days of my life.”

			Emily was moved by her words. “I was the lucky one, Kitty. You’ve been the mother I never had. Your girls are like sisters to me, and your son, well he’s the great love of my life and he’s given me the most precious gift in our son. I couldn’t be more blessed.”

			Kitty pulled Emily into her arms and squeezed her tight.

			“Tomorrow will be the most wonderful day for this family,” Kitty promised. “Goodnight.”

			She went off to her room, carrying a tray.

			Emily stood watching her, wondering what she’d meant. Then she realised the tray she’d been carrying contained a pot of tea and two cups. Emily wondered why she needed two cups. She thought about Kitty’s mood, and what she’d said. As she headed for her room, where Liam and Marcus were waiting for her, she stopped near Kitty’s door, overhearing voices and laughter. She gasped, and then smiled with overwhelming happiness.

			THE END

		

	
		
			AUTHORS NOTE

			The distances covered by boat in this book are real, but the time needed to cover the distance would in reality take twice as long in 1913–1915. I have taken literary licence with this to fit in with the time frame of events.
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