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The Prodigal Son was written especially for the readers and fans of 
the Rowland Sinclair Mysteries.
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1
THE DISASTER

The greatest disaster that has ever occurred on Sydney Harbour 
took place yesterday afternoon about 4.30 o’clock, when the 
Union Steamship Company’s R.M.S. Tahiti rammed and sank 
the Sydney Ferry Company’s steamer Greycliffe, off Bradley’s 
Head.

The accident was accompanied by appalling loss of life. 
The latest reports last evening stated that 11 bodies had been 
recovered, 26 persons were reported missing and over 50 had 
been treated at Sydney Hospital for injuries received in the 
collision. 

It is feared that further loss of life has resulted. Many of the 
passengers on the Greycliffe were children returning from 
school in the city or from the sports meeting of the Public 
Schools’ Amateur Athletic Association at the Cricket Ground. 
Strangely, however, children do not figure largely in the list of 
dead, although many of them were treated for injuries.

An unusual feature of the disaster is that both vessels were 
travelling in approximately the same direction at the time the 
collision occurred. The Tahiti had sailed from No. 5 Darling 
Harbour for New Zealand, at 4 p.m., and the Greycliffe had left 
Circular Quay at approximately the same time, with about 125 
passengers on board, on her usual run to Vaucluse, Parsley Bay 
and Watson’s bay. The ferryboat for that trip is generally known 
as the “school boat”, as she carries many children returning 
from schools in the city.

It is not known definitely how the collision occurred. The 
Tahiti, which is commanded by Captain Aldwell, had reached 
a point nearly opposite Bradley’s Head when the accident 
happened.
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The collision occurred so suddenly that the passengers 
on board the Tahiti did not realise what had happened. The 
screams of women and children on the stricken Greycliffe 
rudely enlightened them. 

Apparently the Greycliffe was broadside on to the mall 
steamer. At the moment of impact, the sharp bow of the Tahiti 
hit into the wooden superstructure of the ferry boat, at first 
pushing it forward and turning it over, and then tearing right 
through the smaller vessel amidships, one half of the Greycliffe 
going to the south side of the Tahiti and the other to the north. 

In a moment all was confusion. Terrible scenes were 
witnessed as the ferry boat’s passengers struggled to free 
themselves from the wreckage, which finally sank. The engine-
room boiler burst when it became submerged, adding further to 
the horrors of the situation for the unfortunate passengers. In a 
moment many were struggling in the swirling waters and many 
pitiful scenes were witnessed. Forgetting their danger some of 
the survivors immediately went to the assistance of others and 
placed them in comparative safety until assistance arrived. A 
fireman on the Tahiti dived overboard, rescued two children, 
and assisted others.

In a remarkably short space of time vessels of all description 
had hurried to the scene and searched for survivors among the 
litter of wreckage that covered the surface of the harbour: many 
were thus saved. It is feared that many of the passengers were 
fatally injured when the collision occurred.

The Tahiti swept on for some distance after cutting through 
the Greycliffe before she could be pulled up. Eventually she 
returned, anchored opposite Point Piper, and lowered boats to 
go to the rescue of the survivors.

The steel plating of the mail steamer prevented her being 
damaged, and all that was noticeable were two long scratches 
on either side of her bows, where the wooden superstructure of 
the Greycliffe had scraped off the paint in passing. She was able 
to continue her voyage to New Zealand that evening. 

The Sydney Morning Herald, 1927
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Rowland Sinclair stood at the bay window, staring out at the 
..precise, manicured gardens of Woodlands House. Not that he could 

see much of note in the darkness. But he knew well what was there. The 
gardens had not changed in his lifetime, any new or spontaneous growth 
clipped back into straight lines and obedient shapes. The house, too, 
was unaltered. After eight years abroad, Rowland had returned to find 
the Sydney residence of the Sinclairs exactly as it had been when he was 
shipped off to school in England. Grand, elegant, unyielding—a grim 
gothic artefact that seemed to glower at the optimism and celebration of 
the 20s. Rowland hated this house. 

The portrait hanging above the mantel reflected its surrounds, a 
sombre depiction of a man in the prime of his power, if not his life. 
An almost colourless image but for the dark blue eyes that marked 
all the Sinclair men. As Henry Sinclair’s likeness glared down at his 
youngest son, Rowland felt an old defiance rising. The painting was 
too true to life. He turned away, shaking his head slowly. It had been 
eight years since his father had died and yet, Woodlands remained 
Henry Sinclair’s house. 

Not for the first time, Rowland wondered what he was doing here.
Sinking into a wing-backed armchair, Rowland extracted a slim 

leather-bound notebook from the inside breast pocket of his jacket. 
He flicked through the pages… sketches of Oxford, of Berlin and 
Paris where he’d sojourned the previous summer. Quick drawings in 
anticipation of painting. Buildings, street scenes, people dancing and 
laughing, detailed studies of women who had been his lovers. A few 
pages drawn at Oaklea—the Sinclairs’ country seat near Yass—where 
he’d spent his first months back home trying to rekindle the friendship 
that he’d shared with his brother when he’d been a boy, and Wilfred a 
hero. He frowned. Too many years had passed. He and Wilfred now 
seemed fundamentally at odds. 

It was after a particularly fierce row over some obscure political 
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point, that Rowland had retreated to Sydney and Woodlands in a bid 
escape the straightjacket of propriety and responsibility that came 
with being a Sinclair.

He shifted restlessly. The silent stillness of the house was 
oppressive. Extracting an artist’s pencil from the spine of the notebook, 
he sketched his housekeeper from memory. A straight-backed woman, 
whose countenance was as severe and uncompromising as her posture. 
Still there was something of a softness about her eyes… care born of 
familiarity and loyalty. He tried to capture it with line. Even as he 
did so, Mary Brown came into the drawing room. Rowland closed the 
notebook hastily, lest she object to being his subject. 

“Master Rowly.” She addressed him in the very same manner she’d 
used when he was a child, in a tone which was also unchanged. “There 
is a gentleman, a Mr. Longmore, to see you, sir.” 

“Longmore?” Rowland put down his notebook and stood. “Andrew 
Longmore?”

“Rowly, you sod, why the hell didn’t you tell me you were back?” 
A young man strode into the drawing room before the housekeeper 
had a chance to respond. He removed a straw boater to reveal a 
blond crowning glory which had been parted cleanly and slicked 
meticulously into place. Andrew Longmore clamped the hat under his 
left arm as he offered Rowland his hand. “I can’t believe you’ve been 
here a month and not bothered to call on me! It’s really too bad!”

“Good Lord, Andy!” Rowland shook Longmore’s hand warmly. “I 
didn’t know you were still in Sydney.”

“Of course I’m still here. Not all of us had the good fortune 
to be shipped abroad! Some of us had to stay and carry on in this 
godforsaken backwater.”

Rowland hadn’t seen Andrew Longmore in eight years. They’d 
been at The King’s School Parramatta together, until Rowland had 
been expelled. At fifteen, that divergence of fortunes had seen them 
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lose touch. But before that, they had been firm friends.
Rowland offered his old chum a drink, asking after Longmore’s 

brother and father as he poured it. It was an enquiry of courtesy. To 
his recollection, both Reginald and Edgar Longmore were thoroughly 
unpleasant.

“Oh Lord, you don’t know… I’m afraid they’re both dead, Rowly.” 
Wrong-footed by the news, Rowland offered condolences for the 

loss, and apologies that he had been unaware of it.
“Not at all, old man, you weren’t to know.” Longmore was gracious 

and philosophical. “Edgar passed away … gosh, ’bout five years ago 
now. Particularly tragic when someone so young is taken… simply 
massive funeral.”

Rowland nodded. Edgar had been three years older than Andrew. 
Five years ago he would have been barely twenty-one. “How—”

“An accident… Do you remember that old cellar we used to play 
in?” Longmore sighed. “He fell down the stairs… broke his neck.” He 
paused. “Father’s been dead barely three months.” Longmore drained 
his glass and waited while Rowland refilled it. “The Greycliffe you 
know. He was one of the casualties.”

“The ferry? My God, I am sorry, Andy.”
The Greycliffe had carried passengers between Circular Quay 

and Watson’s Bay. It had collided with a steamer and sunk, with 
significant loss of life, shortly before Rowland had returned.

Longmore shrugged. “I walked him to the ferry myself—we’d had 
lunch at the Australian Club. Waved him off from the Quay. Didn’t 
expect it would be the last time I’d ever see the old man.” He exhaled. 
“Well that’s me… what of you, Rowly?”

“Not a lot to tell. I read languages at Oxford… came home a couple 
of months ago.”

“You still had one brother left when last we spoke, didn’t you?”
Though Rowland bristled a little at the rather gauche tangential 
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reference to the death of Aubrey Sinclair, who had fallen in the Great 
War, he chose not to take offence. Tact had never been Andrew 
Longmore’s strong suit.

“Wilfred’s at Oaklea.”
“In Yass?” Longmore waved his arms expansively, elatedly. “So this 

place is all yours? Well played, old man, well played… It seems we’re 
both free and able to do as we please these days.”

Rowland laughed. “I don’t know that Woodlands is strictly mine, 
but it seems I’m the only Sinclair in residence at the moment.” 

Longmore slapped him on the back. “I say, this calls for a toast… 
We prodigal sons must stick together. Come along old chap, I know 
a place.”

As it turned out, Andrew Longmore knew several places, some 
more respectable than others: fashionable clubs favoured by the 
establishment with elaborate decor and twenty-piece orchestras, 
and less salubrious venues with clienteles to match. He reacquainted 
himself with Rowland Sinclair, on what became a triumphant tour of 
sorts.

The untimely death of Andrew Longmore’s father and brother had 
apparently left him, at twenty-three years of age, a man of considerable 
means and unfettered self-determination. It was for him, a source of 
singular delight that his old friend Rowland Sinclair seemed at similar 
liberty. 

But as his father had been deceased for eight years, Rowland 
was somewhat more settled with his position. And Wilfred Sinclair 
remained very much alive and vigilant in the defence of the Sinclair 
name. Still, Rowland joined Longmore’s extended and determined 
celebration with good humour if not the same degree of excitement. 
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He was, however, intrigued by Longmore’s mildly inebriated 
disclosure that he had enrolled in the Sydney Art School.

“I so dreadfully wanted to go to Paris to paint,” Longmore confided. 
“Father wouldn’t hear of it of course. Was quite apoplectic about the 
idea.” He raised his glass. “As soon as his estate is finalised, I’ll book 
passage to Europe. Until then I’ll study with Julian Ashton.”

“I was in Paris last summer,” Rowland said, thoughtfully. “I took a 
couple of classes.”

“You don’t say! I don’t recall you being an artist when—”
“I wasn’t then… I’m not sure I am now, but I do paint.”
Longmore paused to absorb this latest coincidence. “I say, 

Rowly, why don’t you sign up too?” He became enamoured with the 
suggestion as he uttered it. “It’s a capital school—far superior to the 
Sydney Technical College in my opinion.”

Rowland drained his glass. The rivalry between the Art School 
and the Technical College was fierce enough that he was aware of it. “I 
don’t know, Andy. I’m not sure I’m staying.”

Longmore’s face fell. “But you must. We’ve only just met again!”
Rowland shrugged. “I’m not sure I belong in Sydney anymore.”
“Of course you don’t—neither do I. But you’ve only just returned 

and I can’t leave till the bloody estate is settled.” Longmore poured 
him another glass of port from the bottle between them. “Surely living 
at Woodlands can’t be a hardship?”

Rowland dragged a hand through his dark hair. “To be honest, I’d 
rather live almost anywhere else.”

“You’re just lonely, Rowly. I was too, rattling about the house 
in Watson’s Bay after Father died. But now we’ve come across each 
other again. Sydney can be quite agreeable if you know where to go.”

“And I suppose you know where to go?”
Longmore grinned broadly. “I do. Join the Art School, old boy—

there’ve been a couple of chaps leave recently… I’m sure they’d be only too 
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happy to have you. After all, they can be sure of the fee from chaps like us.”
Rowland did wonder if admission would be quite that simple. 

Still, the idea tempted him. Julian Ashton had acquired an excellent 
reputation as a teacher. It wouldn’t hurt to take a few lessons to pass 
the time, and then, perhaps, he’d go to Paris with Longmore. “Yes, 
why not.”
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2

MARKETS MINUS 
MONEY

QUEEN VICTORIA BUILDING A SINK FOR 
THOUSANDS: HANDSOME EXTERIOR A 

SHAM

History of Failure
THE Q.V. BUILDING

If you have forgotten the story of the King of Siam, Queen 
Victoria Building, in George Street will recall it. That pompous 
monarch of another day, in order to bring ruin upon people, used 
to present them with burdensome and costly white elephants. It 
was such an elephant, of stone and bricks, and iron and steel, 
that was presented to Sydney when the Queen Victoria Building 
was erected. It would delight the old King of Siam if he could 
rise from his long sleep and look upon it today.

In or about 1831 some twelve years prior to the incorporation 
of Sydney, the old market buildings, occupying the larger 
portion of the present site, were built by the Government under 
the direct authority of Governor Bourke. One market was for 
butcher’s meat and poultry; one for the retail fruit trade; one for 
the wholesale fruit trade; and the fourth for the sale of potatoes. 
In 1859, the four sections were united under one massive roof 
at a cost of £10,000 or £12,000. Those were the markets familiar 
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to Sydney prior to 1891. The demolition of this relic met with 
a lot of opposition. It was under 13 contracts, and at a cost of 
£261,102, that the huge pile known as the new City Markets was 
opened in 1898.

Further expenditure raised the cost of the white elephant to 
£265,287. Remodelling cost another £40,944. To try to retrieve 
some of the rate-payer’s money lost in the building it had 
been proposed to add two storeys, and to remodel the interior 
throughout, but the council stayed its band in view of the 
construction of the City Railway. 

The Evening News, 1928

Rowland climbed the spiral stairs to the domes of the Queen 
Victoria Building, as he had done several times a day for the 

past six weeks. The markets, which had once inhabited the grand 
Romanesque construction, had long since relocated to Haymarket. 
In their place, a lending library, printeries and workshops, but the 
structure seemed, lately to be under constant threat of demolition. For 
now, however, it housed The Sydney Art School on its upper floors. 

Julian Ashton had seen promise in Rowland Sinclair’s sketches 
and, though the young man’s technique was still rudimentary and his 
experience limited, the old master had allowed him to join the school.

Despite the fact that Rowland was untrained, or perhaps because 
of it, he applied himself to tutelage with an intensity that the school’s 
founder could not help but admire. Rowland took every class possible, 
staying late to attend the night classes offered to accommodate part 
time students, and signed up for weekend painting classes as well. 
He absorbed advice and atmosphere and criticism, even when it was 
harsh. And he improved quickly. This pleased Ashton who valued 
technique and demanded that his artists were workmen first. 

Andrew Longmore also settled in the school though his application 
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was more holistic—his attentions distributed between the technical 
and social aspects of the artistic life. The muse, he claimed, did not 
visit men who were too sober or diligent.

In truth, Rowland suspected his friend was correct, but for him 
drawing was not yet a diligence. He was fascinated by the work of 
mark making and, having begun, he found it difficult to focus his 
interest elsewhere. He stayed at his easel long into the evening when 
the other students were drinking or dancing, or debating the meaning 
of life and art, simply because he wanted to do so. Longmore accused 
him of being shy and priggish. “Don’t let outer appearances put you 
off, Rowly. Some of these chaps are from quite good families, and 
even those who aren’t are rather jolly company, all things considered.” 

Rowland tried to explain that it was not the social status of their 
fellow students that kept him in the studio, but Longmore seemed 
convinced that his industriousness was born of elitism. In the end, 
Rowland let it go. He would join Longmore and the others as soon 
as he had mastered his craft enough not to feel ashamed among them. 

To that end, Rowland studied under Julian Ashton in the 
mornings and Henry Conwallis-Gibbons at night, making drawings 
of classical plaster casts to train his eye for form. With these unmoving 
models, he acquired and honed the skills of the draftsman and learned 
to transform what was in front of him on to the two-dimensional 
space of drawing cartridge. 

The studio was more crowded than usual that morning with 
students from both the general and evening classes in attendance. 
Rowland set up his easel, clipping a large sheet of cartridge into place 
as he waited for Ashton to begin. 

“Mr. Sinclair, could I trouble you to move Venus out of the way?” 
Ashton pointed to the place where he wished the large plaster cast of 
Venus de Milo to be stored. 

Rowland complied, hefting the statue from the centre of the dome, 
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relieved. He was a little bored of armless Venus. Perhaps Ashton was 
ready to allow them to practise drawing upper limbs.

Longmore blustered, making haste to organise his easel and 
knocking it over in the process.

Ashton cleared his throat. Longmore apologised and Rowland 
helped him set it right.

“I must admit I’m a bit nervous this morning, old boy,” Longmore 
whispered.

“Why?”
“I keep expecting Father to storm in and drag me out by the ear.”
“I hardly think that’s likely, Andy. Even if he were alive.”
“Don’t you believe it, Rowly. If he knew—”
Ashton called his students to order. Longmore dropped his pencils 

and apologised again as he scrabbled to retrieve them. Rowland 
returned to his own easel, a little perplexed by his friend’s sudden bout 
of anxiety.

“Ladies and gentlemen.” Ashton stood at the centre of the circle of 
easels and beckoned forth a young woman to join him. “Some of you 
may know Miss Edna Higgins from our sculpture classes.”

Rowland’s breath caught in his chest. She was beautiful, this girl 
Ashton introduced. Her hair was auburn, cut short in Eton style. Her 
features exquisite, and there was a spark in her eyes that seemed to cast 
her entire face in a gentle glow. The master was speaking, explaining, 
but Rowland heard nothing as he stared entranced. She glanced at 
him, and laughed. He could tell it was directed at him, but he didn’t 
care, because her laugh, too, was beautiful.

Ashton clapped his hands. “Let’s begin. One minute poses.”
It was only when she removed her robe that Rowland noticed 

what she’d been wearing at all. When she let the robe fall, he realised 
that was all she’d been wearing. Her body was glorious—curved, soft, 
vibrant. After weeks working with plaster figures, he was unsure how 
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to begin with a creature so beyond classical perfection, so undeniably 
alive.

“Change,” Ashton said.
The model turned, changing the placement of her hands and 

shifting her weight. 
Rowland glanced around him. His fellow students were making 

quick sketches.
“Stand back from the easel and use your whole arm,” Ashton 

instructed as he walked among the easels. “Do stop shaking, Mr. 
Longmore.”

Rowland picked up a stick of charcoal.
“Change.” Ashton stopped beside Rowland’s easel. “Mr. Sinclair, 

we are up to the third pose and you have not as yet made a mark on 
your paper. Is there a problem, sir?”

Rowland faltered, embarrassed.
“Lift your eyes young man. You can’t draw her without looking at 

her.”
A ripple of sniggering. Longmore the loudest.
Ashton carried on. “Change.”
Rowland forced himself to make some marks on the paper, to find 

the line quickly and, more or less, precisely. Impressionistic sketches 
that identified centre of gravity, captured movement and tension.

Three more changes and Ashton decided it was time for a longer 
pose. “Make yourself comfortable Miss Higgins… seated, I think.”

The model slipped gracefully on to the stool provided. Her smile 
faint and mischievous as she turned towards Rowland and looked 
directly into his face. She seemed to lock him with her eyes and render 
him useless.

“Well done, Mr. Sinclair,” Ashton said loudly after a minute or 
two. “You are at least looking in the necessary direction. You may, 
however, need to do something with your charcoal.”
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The model didn’t move, but the merriment in her eyes was 
unmistakeable. And though her amusement was probably at his 
expense, Rowland found her all the more enchanting. Unfettered by 
the professional poise required of an artist’s model, the rest of the class 
laughed aloud. 

Rowland exhaled, and he began.
Soon there was only the soft scratch of charcoal on paper.
From time to time, Ashton broke the silence to draw their 

attention to various parts of the model’s body, discussing light and 
shadow, the spatial relationship of her features, and demonstrating 
occasionally at an easel set up for that purpose. 

Rowland found his rhythm and everything receded but the 
beautiful young woman on the stool. Perhaps it was having a live 
model, perhaps it was this particular model, but drawing her seemed 
like the most natural thing in the world. The morning passed quickly 
and eventually Ashton thanked Edna Higgins and released her as he 
inspected the work of his students and offered advice.

Edna climbed down from the stool and slipped on her robe. 
Ashton stopped by the student working beside Rowland, and 

studied his efforts. “Congratulations Mr. Greenwood, you’ve managed 
to make Miss Higgins look like a bowl of fruit!”

Rowland winced sympathetically, but Greenwood nodded with 
delighted enthusiasm. “I’ve been experimenting with the erotic 
depiction of still life.”

Ashton sighed. “I believe the purpose of such a style is to invoke 
sensual associations in otherwise mundane items, not to make a young 
woman look like a selection of oddly stacked groceries.”

Greenwood argued his case valiantly, though perhaps foolishly, 
while Rowland awaited his turn.

“I see you found your charcoal, Mr. Sinclair.” Ashton finally 
stepped around Rowland’s easel. He stood before the work for several 
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moments.
Rowland, alone among the students, had drawn the model face on. 

Despite his initial embarrassment he had not retreated from the image 
in any way. He’d captured the hint of a smile on her lips, the almost 
wicked gleam in her eyes. And yet the portrait was more whimsical 
than mocking.

The master nodded. The work seemed to jump from the 
paper. This was the potential Ashton had seen in the young man’s 
sketchbook. “I think it might be time to teach you to paint, Mr. 
Sinclair.”
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3
COME TO THE MAD 

HATTERS’ BALL

THE FUN OF THE FOX TROT
The artists of Sydney are in search of seven thousand hats, 
with which to decorate the Town Hall for their “Mad Hatters’ 
Ball” on June 18. So now is the time to go to your friends, and 
rescue those hats which are destined to go under the copper 
next washing day—or to the jumble sale, if they be less antique. 

And, talking of antiques, some of those already gathered in 
must have been created before the Flood! What tales some 
of those forlorn-looking “cast-offs” could tell if they could but 
speak! And how dissatisfied some of the amateur milliners 
must have felt over their attempts—and how perfectly satisfied 
others—and how surprised all would have been, had they 
foreseen the ultimate fate of their creations! 

It’s surprising what a lot of extremely ugly hats there are 
going about the world; little, round, drab-coloured “lids,” 
resembling inverted pudding-basins, hats of every size and 
shape, which fall very far short or their job of improving the 
looks of their wearers. If only the owners of these could be 
reasoned into parting with them, I personally would joyfully 
take a lorry-load to the stage door of one of the theatres, and 
place them in the gentle hands of the Art Students, who would 
paint and decorate them out of all recognition, and send them 
along to adorn the “Mad Hatters” ballroom (writes Miss Dickie 
McClellan, a member of the Artists’ Ball Committee). 

The Sun, 1928
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“So tell me, Rowly, why is the Longmore boy living with you? 
Don’t tell me old Reg left him penniless?” 

Rowland regarded his uncle and namesake, over the rim of his 
glass. “Nothing remotely so dramatic, Uncle—Andy’s renovating his 
place, and he seems to find Woodlands to his liking.” 

They were enjoying a digestif in the members’ lounge of the 
Masonic Hotel in Castlereagh Street. Membership of the club 
belonged to the elder gentleman. Whilst the Sinclair men were usually 
initiated into the Masonic craft at eighteen, Rowland had been abroad 
when he came of age. There were, of course, lodges in England, but 
without his brother to insist, he had never got around to joining. 
At twenty-three he was long overdue and in danger of disrupting a 
tradition of many generations. Wilfred Sinclair would no doubt see 
that he remedied the omission soon.

“And just how are you and the Longmore boy rubbing along?”
“Rather well,” Rowland said on reflection. Woodlands was certainly 

less desolate with Andrew Longmore in residence… not to mention 
the others.

“And these other fellows… who exactly are they?”
“Art students,” Rowland replied. “Some of them are penniless, 

others are like Andy… and not all are fellows.”
“A louche, disreputable lot, of whom your brother would most 

strenuously disapprove, I expect.”
“Somewhat.”
The elder Rowland Sinclair grinned broadly. “Well done, my boy, 

well done. I must admit I had begun to fear that your blasted British 
education had beaten the adventure out of you.”

“Not quite, Uncle.”
“Well then, I am delighted with your decision to take up the brush. 

For one thing you seem to be moving with a more interesting crowd.” 
He lit his pipe, and pointed at Rowland with it. “You and I, my boy, 
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are younger sons. We have the privilege—nay the responsibility—to 
visit as much scandal upon the family name as possible.”

Rowland smiled. His uncle had always been thus, delighting in 
defying propriety and demanding that Rowland follow his lead. 

The old man shook his head. “You know, I lunched with Reggie 
Longmore the day he died. Right here in fact.” He raised his glass in 
salute to his departed friend. “He spent the whole meal talking about 
Alfred Linklater’s widow. Gloating like the proverbial tomcat.”

Rowland’s brow rose. 
The elder man leaned in to confide. “Old fool was set to propose 

marriage.”
“Are you sure?” Rowland asked sceptically. His uncle was known 

to occasionally embellish in the interests of salacious impact.
“Absolutely, my boy! Reggie planned to see to the formalities that 

very afternoon… of course, he drowned.” The old man contemplated 
the tragedy. “I often wonder if Reggie might have survived if he hadn’t 
consumed such a large meal in the middle of the day… causes cramp 
you know… makes it impossible to swim. I blame myself… if I hadn’t 
said it was my treat he might not have been such a glutton.”

Rowland tried not to smile. “Don’t feel too badly, Uncle. Andy is 
certain he took lunch with his father at the Australian Club the day he 
died. So your excessive luncheon is not to blame.”

“Poppycock! I remember the day most clearly. I was still here 
enjoying a pipe when news came of the Greycliffe going down. Young 
Longmore must be mistaken… grief or some such, I suppose.”

Rowland conceded the possibility, though he had not seen much 
in the way of grief from his old friend. Of course, Rowland, who had 
not mourned a great deal for his own father’s passing, was not in a 
position to judge on that account. Perhaps it was grief that compelled 
Andrew to seek consolation in in the vices which would have 
infuriated Reginald Longmore.
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Rowland finished his drink and took his leave, promising to dine 
with his uncle the following week. Stepping out into Castlereagh 
Street, he made his way towards the Queen Victoria Building. 
Savouring a new-found sense of purpose, he found it hard to imagine 
now, what he did before he painted. It seemed to him as natural as 
breathing and the thought of stopping as dire.

As he crossed Pitt Street, he caught sight of Edna Higgins a little 
way ahead. The model was on the arm of a very distinctly dressed 
young man, whose dark hair was long enough to curl under his ears 
and touch the shoulders of a green velvet jacket. They were talking 
intently, their eyes fixed upon one another. 

Rowland frowned. It was ridiculous to hope a woman as enchanting 
as Miss Higgins had not been spoken for, but still, perhaps he had. 
She seemed to feel his gaze and turned.

“Mr. Sinclair. Hello.”
Rowland tipped his hat. “Good afternoon, Miss Higgins.”
Her companion did not wait for an introduction, extending his 

hand. “Hello! Milton Isaacs.”
Rowland shook his hand. “Rowland Sinclair. How d’you do, Mr. 

Isaacs?”
Isaacs grinned. “Couldn’t be better, comrade.” He placed his arm 

about Edna’s shoulders and beamed. If not for the placement of that 
arm, Rowland might have warmed to him.

“Are you with the Sydney Art School, Mr. Isaacs?” Rowland asked 
before the silence could extend into awkwardness.

“Good grief, no! I can’t draw a decent beer.”
“Milton’s a poet,” Edna polished a spot off the Communist star 

Isaacs wore on his lapel. “You’d better get going or you’ll be late.”
“Love vanquishes time. To lovers a moment can be eternity, 

eternity can be the tick of a clock.”
Edna made a face. “That’s profound and beautiful my darling, and 
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I’m sure the Party is very fond of you, but nobody likes to be kept 
waiting.” 

Isaacs accepted the compliment and the warning, with a declaration 
that the muse did not keep appointments and even a workers’ 
revolution must wait until she’d imparted her inspiration. Rowland 
wondered if he was the only one who realised the poet’s inspiration 
were the words of John Donne.

“I’ll see you this evening then.” Isaacs handed Edna the large box 
he’d been carrying. He pointed at Rowland. “You blokes should learn 
to paint more quickly… I worry about Edna catching cold.”

Rowland wavered. 
For a moment there was silence, and then Edna intervened. “He’s 

teasing you, Mr. Sinclair. Ignore him.” 
Isaacs grinned. “I’d better head off. Pleased to meet you, Sinclair.”
Edna shook her head as they watched him lark through on-coming 

motorcars and horse-drawn traffic to cross the road. 
Rowland cleared his throat. “Allow me to help you with that, Miss 

Higgins.” He took the box from her arms, startled as he realised just 
how heavy it was. 

Edna noticed. “Bronzes for polishing.” She opened the lid to show 
him the newly cast statues. 

Balancing the box under his left arm, Rowland pulled out one of 
the figures—a woman with her arms stretched above her. There was 
an exuberance about the statue, a movement in its form. The face 
was finely crafted, the expression joyous and natural. “This is quite 
brilliant,” he said quietly.

“Don’t sound so surprised, Mr. Sinclair.” She fixed him with a 
roguish gaze. “Did you think I modelled because I was a terrible 
sculptor?”

“No, I… To be honest Miss Higgins, I hadn’t given any thought to 
why you modelled. I’m just rather grateful that you do.”
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“Why?”
“I like painting you.”
She smiled at him, and once more the breath caught in his chest. 
Rowland had encountered beautiful women before, but there was 

something about Edna Higgins that was almost overwhelming. She’d 
not completely left his thoughts since he’d first laid eyes on her, but 
somehow, her presence on his mind had focussed his work rather than 
distracted from it. He knew already that she was his muse, that she 
suited his brush, his eye. He recognised that he was in love with her, 
but then, as far as he could tell, so was every man at the Sydney Art 
School.

Rowland carried the box up to the studio in which the sculptors 
toiled, navigating through an obstacle course of plinths and carvings to 
deposit the bronzes upon a trestle table already laden with clay busts 
and figures in progress. He loosened his tie. It was always stiflingly hot 
on the upper floors.

Edna showed him the horse she was building with clay, explaining 
how she would use it to make a mould which would eventually allow 
her to cast it as a bronze. He lingered, drawn to the passion with 
which she spoke of line and form, the way her eyes brightened as she 
explained how she’d make what she saw in her mind’s eye. Rowland 
listened wordlessly, unwilling to risk breaking whatever spell it was 
that she’d cast over him.

“Why do you want to paint, Mr. Sinclair?” she asked suddenly.
“I… I’m not sure. I just do. Must I have a reason?”
“No… it’s probably better if you don’t.” She tilted her head as she 

considered him. “But you haven’t been painting long… or even trying 
to do so.”

Rowland flinched. “Is it that obvious?”
Edna looked amused. “I only mean that most of us have been 

taking classes of some sort for years… we’ve been coming across 
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each other for years.”
“Oh. I was abroad till just before Christmas.” Rowland felt vaguely 

like a fraud. Did she think him a fraud, playing at being an artist?
“You’re English?” she said.
“Not remotely. I was born here.”
“Really, you don’t sound Australian at all.”
Rowland laughed now. At Oxford his colonial accent had been 

considered broad and was often the subject of comment and sneer. 
“I’ll try and do better.”

“So what did you do for fun, Mr. Sinclair, before you realised you 
wanted to paint?”

“I used to box.” Rowland replied quite honestly. It was during the 
forced inactivity brought about by a boxing injury that he had first 
turned to sketching.

Edna wrinkled her nose. “I see. I don’t suppose you danced at all… 
while you were abroad?”

“Occasionally.” 
“You know, I don’t think you’re a snob after all. Just a little shy.”
Rowland wasn’t sure how to respond. 
She unpacked the bronzes. “There’s a dance at the Town Hall 

tomorrow evening.”
Rowland knew of the event. How could he not? The students of 

the Art School had been preparing for the Artists’ Mad Hatters’ Ball 
for some months. “I’d be honoured to take you—”

Her face softened. “That’s very kind of you, Mr. Sinclair. But I 
already have an escort… I only meant you should come too.”

Rowland nodded, embarrassed. Of course. Squirming inwardly, he 
started to make an excuse.

“Most of the people living with you will be coming,” she informed 
him. “I must say, inviting the whole school to move in is a peculiar way 
to be reclusive.”
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 “I’m not reclusive.” Rowland smiled self-consciously. “I’m just 
trying to catch up… as you said I’m pretty much the dunce of Ashton’s 
classes.”

“I didn’t say that at all!” Edna protested. “Actually, you’re rather 
good… with portraits anyway. Your landscapes are simply terrible.”

Rowland conceded the last readily and without offence. She was 
right. For some reason, he just couldn’t draw trees. “Blast!” he said 
glancing at his watch. Ashton’s life painting class had started ten 
minutes earlier. “I’m late.”

The sculptress pulled out the last bronze. “Don’t you worry, Mr. 
Sinclair. They can’t start without me.”

As it turned out Andrew Longmore had decided they would attend 
the Mad Hatters’ Ball with the crowd from Woodlands House, and, to 
that end, had invited two suitable young ladies to accompany them.

“You do remember Marigold Muirhead, don’t you, old man?” 
Longmore hovered anxiously as Rowland finished dressing. “We were 
at Kings with her brother, Jonathon… chubby chap with rather too 
many teeth.” 

“I’m afraid I don’t have any memory of either Muirhead.” Rowland 
pulled on his tailcoat. He was less than delighted to find this aspect of 
the evening arranged for him, but Longmore meant well. And he had 
already been turned down by Edna Higgins.

“Marigold is a good egg and she has a very fond recollection of you. 
And…” Longmore grinned as he handed Rowland the modified top 
hat which had been created for him by a grateful houseguest. “Rumour 
has it, she’s a very modern sort of girl.”

Rowland raised an eyebrow. “I see.” He tried on the top hat which 
had been fitted with a clock and cuckoo. It was slightly less insane 
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than some of the creations in which the current residents of Woodlands 
would be attending the ball, but it was probably sufficiently mad.

“I say, Rowly, why don’t you squeeze into the Rolls or my motor. 
I’m sure we can make room.”

“Thank you, Andy, but I would prefer to drive myself.” Rowland 
was well aware that his S-Class Mercedes made Longmore nervous. 
Rowland had won the convertible tourer in a high stakes game of 
poker not long before he returned to Sydney and, whilst he might 
not have otherwise chosen to own a German car, he was utterly 
enamoured with the spoils of his victory, and inclined to ignore the 
lingering post-war antipathy towards all things German.

As almost all his current houseguests were attending the ball, the 
Sinclair Rolls Royce and Longmore’s Armstrong Siddeley would both 
be packed with painters and sculptors. Taking the Mercedes seemed 
sensible. The noise and music from the floor below told Rowland that 
the celebrations had already begun.

“I must say, I’m jolly glad you’ve finally decided to join in, Rowly… 
it’ll prove once and for all that you’re not stuck up.” Longmore 
adjusted his boutonnière. “I’ve tried to explain that your reserve is 
perfectly understandable given your breeding and background, but—”

“My breeding and background? As far as I can tell, it’s pretty much 
the same as yours.”

“Don’t be daft, Rowly! The Longmores are not the Sinclairs! 
Why, word around town is that your brother has the ear of the prime 
minister.”

Rowland snorted. Though he was aware that Wilfred and Stanley 
Melbourne Bruce were friends, the finer points of whatever supposed 
social hierarchy Longmore was alluding to did not interest him. Yet, 
his most recent conversation with Edna Higgins did play on his mind 
and it was beginning to concern him that he was so generally regarded 
as a snob. Perhaps he had been too absorbed by his work.
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“I did try to tell you, old boy,” Longmore continued. “Artists are 
rather garrulous people but, I think, a mite insecure. They distrust 
chaps who don’t deal with them as intimate acquaintances from the 
outset.”

Rowland slipped a slim notebook into his breast pocket. “I promise 
you, Andy, I shall be positively overfamiliar this evening.”

“That’s the way, old bean! Let us fraternise so disgracefully that we 
are compelled to flee to Paris with scandal on our heels!”



4
LATEST DANCE

INTRODUCTION OF “TILE-TROT”

LONDON, August 26

The movements of a Persian kitten on the hearthrug at the 
home of Major Cecil Taylor (president of the Imperial Society of 
Dancing Teachers) led to the introduction of the “Tile-trot,” the 
latest dance. It is simple enough for elderly people, and consists 
of five movements—walk, skid, caper, double caper, and turn. 
The shoulders should be still, with knees relaxed, and heels at 
the first on the floor for the walk. The music is quicker than that 
for the tango.

The News, 1928

Rowland detoured via Double Bay to pick up Jonathon and 
..Marigold Muirhead. The pair, in matching plumed turbans, 

met him at the gate and jumped in before he could turn off the engine.
“Go now!” Jonathan cried from the back seat.
Marigold reefed her long gown into the passenger seat. “If Father 

sees your motorcar we’ll never hear the end of it!” She leaned over and 
kissed Rowland quite vigorously on the lips. “Hello, darling. Welcome 
back.”

“Good thing Longmore gave us the heads-up about your Fritz 
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motor. If Father had seen it he’d have exploded.” Jonathon guffawed. 
“Boom! There would have been Muirhead on the ceiling!” 

Rowland glanced back. Having scoured his schoolboy memories, 
he vaguely recalled Jonathon Muirhead now, though he still had no 
recollection of his sister. But since Marigold had kissed him with such 
conviction, he supposed saying so would be somewhat discourteous.

Marigold took a compact from her purse and opened it. “Still, it’s 
a smashing motor considering it’s the evil iron spawn of the Hun.” 
Satisfied with her own face she shifted her gaze to Rowland. “Turn 
this way and do let me have a good look at you, Rowly.”

“I’m driving,” Rowland reminded her.
“I suppose.” She craned her neck. “You still have those marvellous 

blue eyes.”
 “You are a dolt, Marigold,” Jonathon said. “What do you suppose 

he would have done with them? They’re eyes, not a hat. Honestly! It’s 
a good thing you’re pretty.”

“Do shut up, Jono. Rowly knows what I meant.”
If truth be told, Rowland had no idea, but admitting that would 

surely only prolong the rather inane discussion of his eyes and their 
persistence. Still, the Muirheads were affable enough. Though 
Rowland had only the barest memory of Jonathon and none of 
Marigold, they both carried on as if their friendship had been intimate 
and unbroken. It did away with introductory awkwardness at least.

Having been appropriately and thoroughly educated at prestigious 
schools and finishing institutions, the Muirheads now occupied their 
time smoking, dancing and drinking, and being otherwise outrageous 
within the enclosed parameters of socially forgivable rebelliousness. 
They were utterly frivolous, but not unentertaining.

With over one thousand tickets sold to the Mad Hatters’ Ball, the 
Town Hall precinct was congested with traffic and arrivals. Rowland 
parked the Mercedes in Sussex Street a short distance away. They 
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made their way back to the illustrious venue, and walked through the 
grand portico, up the stairs, and into a hall transformed according to 
Lewis Carroll’s surrealist tale. The walls were festooned with swags of 
hat boxes. Donated hats had been painted, embellished and fashioned 
into lanterns. Some guests had extended outlandish headwear to 
the whole of their attire. Madame Pompadours, Cheshire Cats, 
executioners, satyrs, knights, ghouls and Sherlockian detectives 
with deerstalkers and magnifying glasses, all created an eerie human 
spectacle. A twenty-piece orchestra belted out a swing for the benefit 
of the few brave couples who had already ventured on to the dance 
floor. Linen-draped trestles offered supper to those not dancing. 
Andrew Longmore hailed them from one of the tables nearest the 
dance floor which, it seemed, the Woodlands party had made their base.

“Marigold, don’t you look superb!” Longmore kissed her cheek and 
shook Jonathon’s hand before introducing his own partner—a dark-
haired beauty in a glittering beaded gown and pith helmet swathed in 
tulle. “Alice, my dear, allow me to introduce my old friend, Rowland 
Sinclair, of the Woollahra Sinclairs. Rowly, old boy, may I present 
Miss Alice Atkinson.”

And so the pleasantries were exchanged.
Rowland caught sight of Edna on the dance floor in the arms of 

William Dobell, whom he had met at the night classes. The sculptress 
wore a blue-grey sheath which accentuated the burnished tones of her 
hair, and sported a bowler hat embellished with tiny silver beads. In 
amongst the glamour and froth of ball attire she was simply elegant 
and to Rowland’s eye, incomparable. Coming out of a turn she caught 
sight of Rowland and waved. He tipped his hat in return.

Marigold took the glass of champagne that Longmore poured for 
her and, swigging it down, grabbed Rowland’s hand just as the next 
bracket was announced. “Shall we show them how it’s done, Rowly?”

“If you’d like.”
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Rowland danced two Charlestons, a foxtrot and a tango with 
Marigold Muirhead before the young lady declared she needed to 
stop so she might catch her breath and smoke a cigarette. She took a 
seat at the Art School Table while Rowland fetched refreshments. By 
the time he returned with cocktails, Marigold was fitting her second 
cigarette to a slim bakelite holder.

“Oh, thank the Lord!” She took the glass he offered her. Rowland 
extracted a lighter from his breast pocket and lit her cigarette.

“You don’t smoke?” She seemed concerned. “I could teach you if 
you like.”

“There you two are!” Jonathon Muirhead appeared from under the 
table. 

“Oh hello, Jon,” Marigold said. 
“Dropped my cufflink.” The explanation was possibly for 

Rowland’s benefit as Marigold seemed entirely unperturbed by 
the question of what exactly her brother was doing under the table. 
Jonathon was clearly a little inebriated.

“Are you looking for Andy?” Marigold noticed Rowland’s fixation 
on the dance floor.

“Yes,” Rowland lied. “I just wondered where he’d got to.”
Jonathon grinned. “I think you’ll find Andy’s taking the night air.” 
Marigold gasped delightedly. “With Miss Atkinson… why, she 

seemed like the virtuous type.”
“Hardly.” Jonathon’s lips pursed. “I’m certainly not one to gossip, 

but I’ve been told on good authority that Atkinson is her maiden 
name. I believe her late husband was some chap called Linklater.”

“She’s a widow?” Marigold squealed, then pulled herself together 
into a semblance of concern. “How tragic. She’s so young; so beautiful.”

“Her husband wasn’t, from what I understand.” Jonathon rubbed 
his hands together gleefully. “I believe his heirs are still embroiled in 
some God-awful legal battle with her over the estate.”
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“And now she’s got her hooks into Andy! Why, it’s too much!”
“Have you danced yet, Muirhead?” Rowland deftly avoided any 

contribution to the previous conversation.
“No… I’m afraid the chaps desperately outnumber the ladies 

tonight… I say, the two of you aren’t going to abandon me again are 
you?”

“Oh for crying out loud, you really are such a baby!” Marigold 
declared.

“That’s all very well for you to say. I’ve been here on my own while 
you’ve been off enjoying yourselves.”

“Perhaps you should dance with your brother, Marigold,” Rowland 
suggested.

“You wouldn’t mind?” Jonathon was already on his feet.
“Not at all.”
Marigold rolled her eyes, but she stubbed out her cigarette, drained 

her glass and took the hand Jonathon offered. “Two dances and that’s 
it. It’s social death to be seen dancing with one’s relatives.”

Rowland finished his drink, contemplating Jonathon’s revelations 
about the widow Linklater. He wondered if Andrew Longmore knew 
she had been involved with his late father. Alice Atkinson, as she 
now called herself, didn’t seem to be mourning Reginald Longmore’s 
untimely passing, but then, neither did Andrew. 

Rowland sat down, tossing his hat on to the growing pile in the 
middle of the table. The elaborate headgear was heavy and less than 
comfortable after a couple of hours. 

“Mr. Sinclair, hello.”
Rowland stood hastily. “Miss Higgins.
“I’m very glad you came after all.”
He stepped towards her. “I don’t suppose you’d care to dance with 

me, Miss Higgins.”
“Why, I’d be delighted, Mr. Sinclair.”
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The band struck up a waltz as Rowland Sinclair took Edna 
Higgins to the floor for the first time. The beat was slow and the 
music languid. In each other’s arms they talked about art and artists 
and themselves. She learned that he had two brothers, one of whom 
had fallen in the Great War, that he’d attended school in Sydney 
till he was fifteen and thereafter in England, that he was an Oxford 
man. She noticed the way his eyes seemed to darken when he spoke 
of being sent abroad, and the wistful admiration in his voice when 
he mentioned his brothers. He learned that her father was a man 
of letters and that her late mother had been French, and an artist in 
her own right. She spoke to him of her plans to make her name as a 
sculptor, to create beautiful things that mattered, to live a passionate 
and uninhibited life that changed the world. He noticed that she 
smelled of roses, that her lashes were naturally dark and that there 
were just a few freckles across the bridge of her nose. 

When they again became aware the world, it was because Milton 
Isaacs cut in to claim Edna for the Gypsy Tap. “Sinclair, isn’t it?” he 
said as he took the sculptress into his arms. “Hope she didn’t step on 
your toes, comrade.”

Edna slapped Isaacs’ shoulder. “If I did, Mr. Sinclair is too much a 
gentleman to mention it.”

Rowland retreated, as protocol and courtesy demanded. He found 
Marigold and Jonathon at the supper table.

“Who was that gorgeous creature you were dancing with?” 
Jonathon demanded.

“Aside from your sister?”
“Quick thinking, Sinclair! She might just forgive you for 

abandoning her…”
“Not likely.” Marigold poked Rowland in the chest. “Five dances! I 

was about to cut in myself!”
Rowland apologised as Marigold dragged him out for the foxtrot. 
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5
MEDLEY OF MAD 

HATTERS AT ARTISTS’ 
BALL

Sydney’s Smart Set Was There
ANTICS AND GAIETY ENJOYED BY BIG 

GATHERING
Hats in endless variety, in every shape, colour, and design, 
formed the big feature at the Artists’ Mad Hatters’ Ball at the 
Town Hall on Monday night last. Many were quite ‘sane’ and 
‘hatless,’ and watched with a certain sense of satisfaction the 
antics of the Mad Hatters and their weird friends. The grotesque 
costumes were, on the whole, well carried out, and when the 
dancing began, and everyone forgot the self-consciousness of 
their ‘borrowed plumes,’ the scene was a gay, joyous one. The 
supper served in the basement was an eye-opener to many. 
Dishes of gherkins and salads helping as garnishes for the more 
substantial viands. 

VICE-REGAL PARTY
At 9.30 p.m. the Governor and Lady de Chair appeared in 

their box, accompanied by the Prime Minister and Mrs. Bruce, 
the Premier and Mrs. Bavin, the Premier of Queensland, Mr. W. 
McCormack, the Premier of Victoria and Mrs. Hogan, Mr. K. 
A. Buttenshaw and Miss Buttenshaw, Dr. and Mrs. Earle Page, 
Mr. and Mrs. K. B. Fleming, and other guests who had been 
attending the Government House dinner party. 
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The Vice-Regal party was received by Mrs. Westbury Hughes, 
Mrs. Percy Pager, and Mrs. Norman Lowe. Lady de Chair, who 
wore a graceful gown of gold lace poised on a jade-green ninon, 
was presented with a posy of ceriso sweet peas and roses. Mrs. 
Bruce wore a gown of black ring velvet embossed in gold. 
Mrs. E. P. Fleming was in a black and gold gown. Mrs. Earle 
Page wore the palest pink georgette, beaded and fringed. Mrs. 
Longfield Lloyd wore a smart frock of ivory and black beaded 
romaine. Mrs. H. E. Budge, who came with Mr. Budge, was in 
pale blue georgette. 

The Sunday Times, 1928

It was very late when Rowland finally returned to the Town Hall. 
Once the Vice Regal Party had departed, the evening’s festivities 

had become somewhat less inhibited. As a consequence, Jonathon and 
Marigold had been rather too inebriated to leave at the gate, but they 
both remained adamant that Rowland Sinclair should not drive his 
German motor to their father’s door. And so he had taken them back 
in the Rolls Royce and then returned to collect his motorcar.

There were yet a few hours before dawn and the Mad Hatters’ 
Ball was still in swing. The dance floor was less crowded now, but the 
alcoves beneath the seating had filled with couples entwined. Rowland 
checked for any straggling houseguests requiring transport back to 
Woodlands, but it seemed they had all either left with Longmore or 
found other means. He spotted Edna Higgins and stopped to wish 
her goodnight.

“Where is Mr. Isaacs?” he enquired, noticing she was alone at the 
table.

“Milt had a meeting,” she said. “He had to leave early, I’m afraid.”
“He left you here?” Rowland frowned.
“Bill’s taking me home if Milt doesn’t get back.” Edna nodded 

towards William Dobell who was in the midst of a tango. 
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“Unfortunately Bill likes to dance and doesn’t look like flagging any 
time soon.”

“Would you allow me to drive you home, Miss Higgins?”
“I couldn’t trouble you, Mr. Sinclair. It’s not at all on your way.”
“It wouldn’t be any trouble.” He turned towards the dance floor. 

“I’ll just tell Mr. Dobell I’m seeing you home.”
It took a little while to get his attention but once it was done 

Dobell happily waved his acquiescence from the dance floor. 
“I’m afraid I parked my motorcar a little way from here,” Rowland 

said when he returned to the sculptress. “If you’d care to wait, I’ll fetch 
it.”

“No need for that, Mr. Sinclair.” Edna stood. “I may as well come 
with you.” She hesitated then. “It’s not miles is it?”

Rowland smiled. “No more than half a mile.”
Farewells meant another half-hour elapsed before they actually 

left the ball, Edna taking the opportunity to introduce Rowland to 
any revellers he might not have known. Eventually they stepped out 
into the quiet of George Street in the early hours of the morning. 
The streetlights cast circles of light whose fading perimeters barely 
touched. Legal establishments had long since closed, but there were 
still people about—patrons of the sly groggeries and brothels which 
operated at this time.

Edna seemed indifferent to the shadows of the city, chatting 
happily about the Art School’s upcoming exhibition of the students’ 
work. “You must put something in, Mr. Sinclair. You’re not an artist 
till you exhibit.”

“I’m not sure my current work wouldn’t embarrass the school,” he 
replied quite sincerely.

She laughed. “It’s quite charming that you have no idea how 
talented you are… Are we nearly there?” She looked down at the 
pretty heels which clad her feet.
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“Just around here—” Rowland stopped short at the sound of 
breaking glass. A hoot, then several. More breaking glass and thuds. 
Half a dozen men—two sat on the bonnet of his Mercedes, another 
three on the running boards cheering as the sixth kicked out the 
headlamps and pounded the grille with what looked like a pickaxe 
handle.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Rowland signalled 
Edna to stay back.

The man with the stick straightened. “This your motor?” His face 
was red and he spat with fury as he spoke. “Are you the bloody traitor 
who owns this pile of—”

“Yes.” Cognisant of the presence of Edna, Rowland kept his own 
anger in check. “Now get your friends off my property and leave, 
before I have you charged.”

“I fought at Bullecourt, you bastard! Don’t you have any respect 
for those who fell?”

“Step away from my motorcar.”
In response, the veteran lifted his weapon ready to swing at the 

bonnet again. Rowland stepped in quickly, grabbed the man’s forearm 
and forced it back. For a moment the assailant seemed to relent, 
allowing the makeshift club to drop to his side. Then he wrenched 
his arm from Rowland’s grip and swung the pickaxe handle into 
Rowland’s ribs. Edna screamed. Rowland doubled over, winded.

A scuffle as someone grabbed the sculptress.
“Hold on to her while we teach this bastard a lesson.”
Rowland belted the man nearest him and the brawl began in 

earnest. Edna screamed for help before her cries became muffled. 
Desperately Rowland tried to reach her, dealing out as many blows as 
he was taking. The club caught his shoulder and as he reeled, he was 
tackled to the ground. The impact of boots against his back and ribs. 
Then someone else joined the fray. Men were pulled off and Rowland 
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clambered up. Isaacs and a man he didn’t recognise. Rowland didn’t 
know when they’d arrived, but they were both well into the fight. 
Gritting his teeth, Rowland threw himself back in, blocking the club 
with one hand and delivering an uppercut with the other. He could 
hear Edna again. More men joined the melee and the tide turned. 
Some ran, some gave chase. 

Rowland sat up slowly from where he’d last been felled. He could 
hear Edna’s voice through the ringing. He shook his head, hoping it 
would clear. Isaacs offered him a hand and pulled him up.

“Miss Higgins…” Rowland started, still a little groggy.
“I’m all right, Mr. Sinclair,” Edna said placing her hand on his arm 

and looking into his face anxiously. “Perhaps you should sit down.”
“What the devil was that about?” Isaacs asked. “Were they trying 

to rob you, comrade?”
Rowland shook his head, grasping his left shoulder which had 

borne the brunt of the pickaxe handle. “No. Thank you for your 
assistance, Mr. Isaacs… your arrival was very fortuitous.”

“I’ll say—I was heading back to Town Hall just in case Edna was 
still at the ball. Bloody lucky Clyde was with me, too… You and I 
could have taken them between us, of course, but the third set of fists 
was handy.”

Rowland turned to thank the man who had arrived to the rescue 
with Isaacs, and found him retrieving a swag he’d dropped to fight. He 
shook hands with Clyde Watson Jones, a ragged man in a coat that 
was as rough as his hands. He was broad and his grip strong, but there 
was no excess flesh on his bones. 

“I’m in your debt Mr. Isaacs, Mr. Watson Jones.”
“They were certainly giving you one hell of a kicking, Mr. Sinclair.” 

Watson Jones looked him up and down. “Don’t often see men in 
tailcoats fight back.” He nodded at the motorcar. “They seem to have 
taken exception to your vehicle.”
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Rowland knelt to assess the damage, wincing as bruised muscles 
made themselves known. The headlamps had been smashed, the grille 
dented and the yellow duco scratched. He cursed under his breath.

“This is a Mercedes isn’t it?” Watson Jones asked. 
“Yes,” Rowland replied, warily.
Watson Jones whistled. “Smashing machine. May I look under the 

bonnet?”
 “Certainly.”
Rowland fetched the torch he kept in the trunk, while Watson 

Jones unclipped and unfolded the bonnet. He inspected the engine 
with undisguised enthusiasm, making appreciative noises that gratified 
Rowland, and for a while they talked of pistons and valves.

“For pity’s sake, Clyde,” Edna interrupted. “Fall in love later—Mr. 
Sinclair is bleeding.”

“Oh yes, sorry…” Watson Jones closed the bonnet. “They haven’t 
hurt the workings… it should still run.”

Edna took a handkerchief from her purse, and reaching up pressed 
it against Rowland’s brow. “I’m not sure Mr. Sinclair is fit to drive.”

“I can drive,” Isaacs volunteered. “Where are we going?”
“We shouldn’t go far without headlamps.”
“My house is in Woollahra,” Rowland said. “If we can get her back 

there, I can have Johnston take you all home.”
“Who’s Johnston?”
“The chauffeur.” 
Isaacs and Watson Jones exchanged a glance. “Let’s go then.” Isaacs 

slipped behind the wheel.

“Oh my Lord, Master Rowly!” Mary Brown opened the door despite 
the hour. Rowland had not rung, but the housekeeper had heard his 
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motorcar come up the drive from her room in the servants’ quarters. 
The Mercedes was anything but a quiet automobile. 

In truth, Mary Brown had been preparing to have it out with her 
young employer. She knew her place, but Rowland Sinclair had to be 
told that his dear late father would have been appalled by disreputable 
riffraff he’d invited to stay. Aside from Mr. Longmore, they were all 
thieves and vagabonds as far as she could tell. Woodlands House was 
getting a reputation and so was its current master. Something had to 
done.

Of course, that intent was waylaid by the bloodied state of 
Rowland Sinclair.

He tried to calm her. “It’s all right, Mary.”
“I’ll send for a doctor.”
“That’s unnecessary, Mary. Please go back to bed. I can clean 

myself up.”
She resisted. He insisted. In the end, Mary retreated to the kitchen 

to make tea, which she brought to the drawing room with a basin of 
warm water, washcloths, a bottle of iodine, a plate of bread and butter 
and a boiled fruit cake. Rowland thanked her, sincerely, and suggested 
again that she retire. 

“We can look after him, Miss Brown,” Edna ventured, holding the 
bottle of iodine to the light.

The housekeeper glared at the sculptress, but she acquiesced. 
“Very well, sir. Ring if you require anything.”

“Cripes, the Party could use a woman like that,” Isaacs whispered 
in her wake. 

Edna applied a wet cloth to the split on Rowland’s brow. “I don’t 
think it needs stitching,” she said lifting the compress to peer at the 
cut. “Does it hurt terribly?”

“My shoulder took the worst of it, I think.” Rowland blanched as 
he moved his left arm.
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“I should find you some ice… The kitchen is this way, is it not?” 
Edna pointed.

“Please don’t trouble yourself—” Rowland began, but she was 
gone. He could hear her footsteps as she made her way quickly down 
the tiled hallway.

Isaacs grinned. “She wants to nose around your fine house, 
Sinclair.”

Watson Jones looked about the expansive drawing room. “She 
might be a while.”

“Can I offer you gentlemen a drink?” Rowland wiped the blood off 
his face.

“Stay where you are, comrade, I’ll get them.” Isaacs stood and 
poured drinks from the well-stocked cabinet. “I must say, Sinclair, 
you’re in for it come the revolution, but in the meantime—”

A minor commotion from the front door prompted Rowland to 
answer before Mary Brown left her bed again. Andrew Longmore had 
finally returned.

“Bloody hell, Rowly, what in heaven’s name happened?”
Rowland motioned him into the drawing room where they could 

talk without risk of waking the household. He introduced Milton 
Isaacs and Clyde Watson Jones, and told Longmore of the trouble 
with his car.

Longmore was more distressed by the incident than Rowland 
expected. “My God, this country is going to the dogs! Have you 
informed the police? What if they come back?”

“Come back to where?” Rowland regarded his friend sceptically. 
“They came across my motorcar in the city.”

“What kind of city is this that a man can’t even park his car without 
being set upon by thugs? You might have been killed!”

“Steady on, Andy. I appreciate your concern, but let’s not overreact.”
“Your motor can be repaired, Mr. Sinclair,” Watson Jones offered. 
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“The lenses on your headlamps are easily replaced and the dents on 
the grille could be hammered out…”

“Finding someone willing to work on a Mercedes could be 
problematic,” Longmore said glumly. 

“Clyde could do it.” Isaacs offered his friend enthusiastically. 
“He knows all sorts of things about motorcars… used to work in a 
mechanic’s shop.” 

“I don’t work in a shop anymore,” Watson Jones protested. “I’d 
have nowhere to—”

“You could work in the stables here, if you were willing,” Rowland 
suggested.

“Well, I—”
“Go on, Clyde,” Isaacs urged. “You said you needed work.”
Watson Jones hesitated, clearly embarrassed.
“I would take it as a great kindness if you would consider it,” 

Rowland said. “I’m afraid I underestimated the extent of the animosity 
here towards all things German.”

Edna returned then, with a basin of ice chipped from the block in 
the kitchen. 

“You’ve been gone a while, old girl.” Isaacs winked at Rowland. 
“Did you have trouble finding the kitchen?”

“The hallway was at least two miles long.” Edna wrapped the ice 
in a cloth and handed it to Rowland. “You have a ballroom!” she said, 
abandoning any pretence.

Rowland pressed the ice pack to his shoulder. “It hasn’t been used 
for anything but the odd game of cricket for a while.”

Longmore shook his head, muttering. “It’s preposterous, simply 
preposterous.” He sat up suddenly. “Dash it all—we don’t have to 
tolerate this kind of outrage. Let’s go, Rowly, let’s go now.”

“I beg your pardon?” Rowland’s brow lifted. “Go where?”
“To Paris. We can enrol in an art school there… or just set up our 
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easels and paint as the masters did. What are we waiting for? Let’s 
leave this uncivilised backwater where a man can’t drive a decent car 
without being assaulted!”

Rowland said nothing for a moment. They had spoken vaguely 
of going to Paris once Reginald Longmore’s estate was settled. But 
that was before they’d started at the Sydney Art School, before he’d 
encountered Edna Higgins, and after several drinks. As much as he 
was unhappy with the treatment of his car he didn’t think it necessary 
to quit the country. He said as much.

“It’s not necessary, of course,” Longmore said petulantly. “But 
surely you want to go, Rowly?”

For a breath, Rowland’s gaze moved to Edna. Isaacs’ eyes followed. 
“Ashton’s school suits me, Andy,” Rowland said finally. “And you 

can’t go abroad till your father’s affairs are settled.”
“Yes, of course. I was just thinking of you, old man. I know you’re 

very attached to your Mercedes…”
Clearly put out by Rowland’s reluctance, Longmore excused 

himself shortly thereafter. Rowland felt a little guilty that his old 
friend seemed to think they’d had an agreement to travel. Perhaps 
he’d created the impression that he was eager to leave. At one time he 
had been. Even so, Rowland wondered if perhaps there was something 
more to Longmore’s determination to depart.

Edna stood and walked over to one of the large bay windows which 
were a feature of the drawing room. “You must get wonderful light in 
here. It’s a shame it’s a sitting room—it’d be a wonderful studio.”

Watson Jones nodded. “That’s where I’d be putting my easel.”
“Do you paint, Mr. Watson Jones?” Rowland asked.
“I… I’ve never taken any classes.”
“Clyde’s self-taught, but he’s bloody good.” Isaacs blew the horn on 

his friend’s behalf. “He’s even sold pictures.”
“I’ve exchanged drawings for a meal on occasion,” Watson Jones 
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corrected hastily. 
“Same thing.” Isaacs insisted. He folded his arms and studied 

Rowland. “So the landed gentry is infiltrating the artistic classes, now?”
Edna rolled her eyes. “Leave him alone, Milt.”
Rowland shrugged, wincing as the movement called upon some 

abused muscle. “Not infiltrating… just learning to paint.”



The Prodigal Son – 45

6
LICENSING MOTOR 

MECHANICS

The fact that a plumber who does ordinary household 
jobs is required to possess a license, while a mechanic 
operating on a motor car costing many hundreds of pounds, 
is not obliged to possess any certificate of competency, is 
an intolerable anomaly, was agreed by the members of the 
N.R.M.A. Council at their last meeting. Mr. R. V. Hodgson 
emphasised that, on the efficient work of motor mechanics 
frequently depended the lives of many people, and it appeared 
to him a contradiction that ordinary artisans were required 
to pass examinations, while these mechanics were allowed 
to work without any test being applied to their proficiency. 
Mr. Hodgson commended the N.R.M.A. motor mechanics’ 
scheme as excellent, but remarked that, unfortunately, it 
was not obligatory for mechanics to sit. Dr. F. Antill Pockley 
expressed the opinion that a governing board, or committee, 
empowered to issue or withhold certificates, should be 
created. Mr. G. R. W. McDonald said he had had experience 
of incompetent mechanics, some of whom seem to persist in 
leaving parts of a dismantled engine on the footboards of the 
other fellow’s car. He facetiously added that an amendment of 
the Crimes Act seemed overdue. The council decided to give 
further consideration to the problem.

The Daily Examiner, 1928



46  – SULARI GENTILL

Rowland flinched as he watched Watson Jones set about the 
.chrome grille of the Mercedes with a dolly and hammer. 

The mechanic glanced up at him and grinned. “Don’t worry mate, 
she can’t feel a thing.”

It had been nearly a month since the Mad Hatters’ Ball, and the 
parts needed to repair his beloved motorcar had finally been delivered 
that morning. Fortunately, having moved into Woodlands House, Clyde 
Watson Jones was on hand to begin the repairs.

At some point during conversation on the night of the ball, 
Rowland had realised that Isaacs’ communist friend had neither 
employment nor fixed abode; that he slept where he could, and missed 
more meals than he took. Of course, such circumstances were not 
unheard of by any means. The boom of the twenties was not enjoyed 
universally, and the headlong rush towards prosperity had left many 
behind. But Rowland Sinclair had never before shared a drink with 
a man in such a situation. A man, like him, who wanted to paint, but 
had almost no means to do so. A man who had come to his aid. 

Convincing him to take one of the spare rooms had, nevertheless, 
been difficult. Clearly embarrassed by his situation, Watson Jones was 
mortified that a perfect stranger wanted to help.

“From what I recall, you assisted me first,” Rowland pointed 
out. “And you lent that assistance without me being so much as 
introduced.”

In the end, Clyde Watson Jones had agreed to stay, but only for 
so long as it took to repair the Mercedes, work he would undertake in 
return for his board. 

Clyde and Rowland had fallen easily into friendship. Raised in the 
country, Clyde had, at twenty-five, lived by his own wits and labour 
since the end of the war. He liked to work with his hands and was 
almost as happy fiddling with engines as he was making pictures. His 
skill in both pursuits won him Rowland’s admiration. 



The Prodigal Son – 47

After classes, Rowland would return to Woodlands to discuss the 
techniques he’d learned from Ashton, demonstrating in the notebook 
he now always carried in his breast pocket. Clyde would try out the 
techniques himself, adapting them to his own self-taught style. It was 
more than collegiate—a kind of contagious enthusiasm, shared and 
intensified.

Prompted by Edna’s observation, Rowland had much of the 
Victorian furniture in Woodlands’ main drawing room stored, and 
installed studio easels in their place. The bookcases were filled with 
cartridge and brushes, pigment pots and bottles of turpentine. Clyde 
showed him how to best stretch canvasses and reinforce the larger 
frames. The pristine drawing room, originally designed for polite 
conversation and elegant teas, became an artist’s studio, imbued with 
the smell of paint and turpentine, where Rowland would discuss ideas 
with the artists and poets he was gathering about him; where late at 
night he would work in solitude under the disapproving gaze of his 
father’s portrait.

Edna Higgins and her long-haired sweetheart had become regular 
visitors to Woodlands House. Isaacs was flamboyant and outrageous, 
a mischief-maker as versed in communist rhetoric as he was in the 
works of the romantic English bards. He and the sculptress bickered 
like an old married couple, but their fondness for one another was 
undeniable. Despite this, Rowland liked Isaacs, which only made the 
fact that he was in love with Miss Higgins all the more awkward.

“Rowly, there you are!” Andrew Longmore walked into the stables. 
“Oh, hullo, Jones. Good Lord! What are you chaps up to?”

“Clyde’s patching up my motor.” Rowland wiped the grease off his 
hands. “I thought you were taking Mrs. Linklater to the theatre.”

Longmore frowned. “Alice prefers to go by her maiden name, 
Rowly. She finds it quite vexing to be reminded of her bereavement.”

“Of course.” Rowland murmured. “I do beg your pardon.”
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Longmore sighed. “To be honest, I begged off with a headache.”
“Really? Why?”
“I get the distinct impression Alice is rather keen to alter her 

current status as a widow.”
Rowland’s eyes widened. “How exactly?”
“Well I don’t think she’s planning on resurrecting old Linklater!” 

Longmore snapped. 
Clyde disappeared under the bonnet of the Mercedes in what may 

have been a discreet retreat.
Rowland paused. “I see… I take it you’re not eager to change her 

status?”
Longmore moaned.
“You could just tell her,” Rowland suggested. 
“I’m afraid I can’t.” Longmore rubbed his face miserably. “We 

could be on the next ship to Paris, Rowly. You could be a chum and 
extend me a line of credit till my father’s estate is settled. Come on, 
Rowly. What say you? Let’s leave—we’ll be painting the Eiffel Tower 
and drinking French wine in no time.”

This was not the first time since the night of the ball that Longmore 
had raised the notion of sailing for the Continent. And he seemed to 
be becoming increasingly determined.

Rowland was firm and honest. “Andy, I don’t want to leave just 
now.”

“Blast it, Rowly!” Longmore turned away angrily. “This is all 
because of that model—Miss Higgins—isn’t it? For pity’s sake, she’s 
living with that fellow Isaacs!”

If Longmore saw the warning flash of Rowland’s eyes, he did not 
heed it. 

“You’re making a fool of yourself, old boy. She’s beautiful, I’ll give 
you that, but from what I’ve heard her reputation is less than—”

Rowland hit him before he could finish. Longmore went down. 
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Clyde closed the bonnet, but otherwise he did not move. 
Longmore scrambled to his feet and for a moment it looked like he 

might swing in return. He pulled out a handkerchief and dabbed at 
his bloody nose. “You hit me,” he said incredulously. “What the hell’s 
wrong with you?”

Rowland shook his head, still livid.
“I’m sorry I ever suggested the Sydney Art School,” Longmore 

said bitterly as he walked to the stable door. Well out of the reach 
of Rowland’s left hook, he paused. “I’m sorry old boy, but aside from 
being entirely the wrong sort of girl, Miss Higgins does not return 
your admiration. The sooner you accept that the less painful it will 
be.”

He strode back towards the main house, leaving Rowland seething.
Clyde was the first to break the silence. “He seems pretty keen to 

leave.”
“Probably best. I was about to deck him again.”
“I meant the country.” Clyde extracted an old tobacco tin and 

cigarette papers. “Does he owe money?”
Rowland hesitated. He’d already paid a couple of Longmore’s 

debts. Reginald Longmore’s executors were, it seemed, being 
extremely pedantic and slow in settling his estate, and Rowland was 
only too happy to help his friend avoid the financial embarrassment of 
an ebbing cash flow. “I expect Andy’s just got some romantic notion 
about painting in the streets of Paris.”

“So why doesn’t he go?”
“He has become attached to the idea that we’ll go together.” 

Rowland exhaled. “To be honest, I don’t think he’s ever been abroad 
before—I suspect he’s nervous.”

“And why don’t you want to go? I’d give my left arm for a chance 
to paint in Paris.”

“I like working with Ashton.” Rowland leaned back against a post. 
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“I don’t want to go anywhere right now.”
Clyde rolled his cigarette and lit it. “You know, Edna’s father is 

away at the moment. She’s staying at Milt’s grandmother’s house… 
those two have been mates since they were little tackers.”

“I see…” Rowland was not really sure what Clyde was trying to say.
“I reckon that Milt is one of the few men who’s never been in love 

with the beautiful Miss Higgins.”
“Then they’re not…”
“She’s like his little sister.” Clyde looked at him. “You’re not in love 

with her, are you mate?”
Rowland wondered if Clyde was sounding out a rival. “Are you 

and Miss Higgins—”
“Me? Have you had a look at this mug?” Clyde pointed to his 

weathered face. “Crikey mate, that’d be batting a hundred with a 
bloody umbrella.”

Rowland laughed. 
“Just so you know, Rowly,” Clyde said quietly. “Edna Higgins is as 

magnificent and remarkable a creature as has ever graced God’s earth, 
but she is a free spirit. She quite likes men, but she doesn’t keep any of 
them long. And she keeps her friends and her lovers quite separate.”

Rowland stared at his feet. He had no doubt that Clyde’s warning 
was sincere, and probably wise, but it was too late.



7
HOUSEHOLD ACCOUNTS 

AND THEIR USES
By Janet Mitchell

(THRIFT SERVICE DIRECTOR 
GOVERNMENT SAVINGS BANK OF 

NEW SOUTH WALES)
Account-keeping is a bugbear to most women. As a result, a 
great many homes are run on “hit-or-miss” financial methods, 
which, sooner or later, must bring discomfort, if not disaster, to 
the family.

In view of this fact, and that none of us can afford to spend 
valuable time or energy on unpleasant occupations that serve 
no useful purpose, it is as well to ask ourselves the question: is 
it worthwhile to keep household or personal accounts? In other 
words—do we get better value for our money by so doing?

The Australasian, 1928

Rowland returned to the house with the intent of finding 
..Longmore and apologising. If he didn’t think about what 

had precipitated the blow, he was able to check his outrage and be 
remorseful for punching his oldest friend. Longmore had probably 
meant well, in his own tactless overbearing way, and Rowland did feel 
somewhat beholden to him. He’d been quite lost before Longmore 
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had blundered in, plied him with alcohol and persuaded him to the 
join the Sydney Art School. 

And so he entered through the conservatory determined to make 
peace. It was there that Mary Brown found him. 

“Master Rowly, Mr. Sinclair is waiting for you in the drawing 
room.”

Rowland was surprised, but pleasantly. It had been a while since 
his Uncle Rowland had paid a visit, and he did want to ask the old 
man about Alice Linklater nee Atkinson. 

For a moment Rowland imagined the hint of satisfaction on his 
housekeeper’s lips. But perhaps he was mistaken. Mary Brown’s 
disapproval of his various houseguests and the way he ran Woodlands 
was unmistakable, conveyed primarily through declarative sighs and 
her concerns that certain items of silverware were going missing. He 
dismissed what he thought he saw as unlikely.

“Thank you, Mary. If you come across Mr. Longmore, would you 
mind telling him I’d like to speak with him, please?”

“Very good, sir.”
Rowland strode into the drawing room, stopping abruptly just 

inside door. “Wil?”
Wilfred Sinclair turned to face him. Fourteen years Rowland’s 

elder, he was in some respects a man from a different age. 
Conservatively and immaculately dressed, he favoured the English 
bowler. He was shorter than his youngest brother, and his hair not as 
dark, but his eyes were as deeply and remarkably blue. This day they 
glinted with barely repressed fury.

“Close the door, Rowly.”
“What are you doing in Sydney, Wil?” 
“I could ask you the same thing. What the hell are you doing here, Rowly?”
“I’m taking art classes, if you must know.”
Wilfred looked about the room. Most of the furniture had been 
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removed but for a few armchairs and a couch. A large H-Frame easel 
stood in each of the bay windows bearing the half-finished landscapes 
he had been struggling to salvage. Rowland squirmed inwardly as 
his brother’s eyes lingered on the works in progress, aware they were 
terrible. 

Wilfred moved to the drinks cabinet which had survived Rowland’s 
redecorating. He poured two glasses of whisky. “Sit down. I should 
like to talk to you.”

Guardedly, Rowland took a seat. Wilfred placed a glass on the low 
table before him and sat opposite. Rowland left the drink where it 
was.

Wilfred snorted. “For pity’s sake, Rowly, what kind of a man 
doesn’t drink whisky?”

Rowland bristled. He loathed the taste of whisky, something 
Wilfred seemed to regard as an indication of weak character. Indeed, 
everything he did or didn’t do seemed to meet with Wilfred’s 
disapproval. He sat back. “What do you want, Wil?”

Wilfred exhaled. “I came to Sydney to tell you in person, rather 
than by telegram, that Kate and I have been blessed with a son. Ernest 
Aubrey Baird Sinclair was born last week.”

Rowland faltered, suddenly ashamed. Had he and Wilfred been 
estranged that long? He’d had no idea that his sister-in-law was even 
expecting. “My God, Wil, that’s smashing news. My congratulations!” 
Rowland shook his brother’s hand, picked up the glass of whisky and 
drank to his nephew, trying not to grimace as the malted liquor hit his 
throat.

Wilfred’s eyes warmed and he smiled as he described his son, 
how brilliantly his young wife had taken to motherhood. “Katie’s just 
marvellous… a real trooper!”

“I’m very happy for you, Wil. Really.”
“Look Rowly, I know we parted badly. I expect I may have been 
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too hard on you… I sometimes forget how young you are. I want you 
to come home to Oaklea—there’s a lot I can teach you, and mother 
would like you home.”

Rowland laughed bitterly. “Mother doesn’t even recognise me, 
Wil.”

“She’s old, Rowly… she gets confused.”
“She thinks I’m Aubrey… insists I’m Aubrey.”
Wilfred sighed. “You do resemble him, old boy. It’s 

understandable—”
“It’s—” Rowland stopped, surprised by the depth of his reaction. 

His relationship with his mother had been difficult since the 
war began, since Aubrey had been killed. There had been twelve 
intervening years to get used to it, so it startled him that his mother’s 
refusal to recognise him still had the capacity to hurt. “I’ll write to 
her,” he said. “And I’ll come to Oaklea for Christmas.”

Wilfred removed his spectacles, polishing the glass lenses with a 
handkerchief. He chose his words carefully. “Rowly, I understand 
that young men need to sow wild oats… but I fear you might have lost 
your head. Are you gambling again?”

Rowland choked on the whisky he’d been trying to politely sip. “I 
hadn’t realised you’d joined the Temperance League.”

“Have you been gambling?” Wilfred asked again.
Rowland looked at the ceiling in exasperation. “No.”
“Then what the hell are you doing with the money?”
“What money?”
“Our accountants are concerned about the rate of your spending, 

the sums you’re drawing out. Your income is more than generous 
but—”

“Oh for God’s sake!” Rowland had called on extra funds to cover 
course fees and materials, to help Andrew Longmore meet his 
expenses until his father’s estate was settled, and he presumed that the 
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running of Woodlands had become more expensive with people actually 
living in it, but against what he knew he was worth, it was negligible. 
He assumed Wilfred’s sudden fiscal frugality was an attempt to bring 
him back into line, and leverage his return home to Oaklea.

“Miss Brown tells me that silverware has been going missing,” 
Wilfred added.

“You’re suggesting I’m stealing the family silverware?”
“Of course not! But you’ve opened Woodlands to strangers… What 

the hell do you even know about these sorts of people… aside from 
the fact that they’re unemployed?”

“They’re artists, Wil. They’re not stealing the silverware. Mary’s 
probably misplaced it.”

“You know as well as I do that Mary Brown does not misplace 
anything.”

Rowland groaned. “I don’t know, Wil—this is madness. If you’re 
really convinced I’m gambling away the Sinclair fortune, sever my 
inheritance from the family trust and let me manage my own affairs!”

Wilfred stood. “Dammit Rowly! May I remind you that everything 
we have was built by enterprising, hardworking men who didn’t just 
sit in Sydney indulging every whim and keeping louche company!”

Rowland’s eyes darkened. Wilfred continued. “It’s all very well for 
you to take, to live without any responsibility—”

“We both know I earned my inheritance,” Rowland said quietly. 
He regretted the words as soon as he’d uttered them. He didn’t want 
to have this conversation.

After a moment, Wilfred answered calmly, even a little 
sympathetically. “Perhaps you did, but I will still not stand by to see 
you squander it.”

“Look, Wil. I’m a grown man. I’m not gambling and although I 
may have called on some extra funds in the past few months, it can’t 
have amounted to any more than my expenses at Oxford.”
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Wilfred reached inside his jacket and pulled out a thick envelope. “I 
suggest you read these. You may be surprised by what you’ve managed 
to expend in the last month. It’s time you grew up, Rowly.”

For a while after Wilfred left, Rowland sat in the drawing room, 
going through the pages of accounts his brother had given him. They 
gave him pause. According to the documents he had expended nearly 
£1000 in the last few weeks. 

Perplexed, he went to the top drawer of the sideboard where he 
kept his chequebooks. They were thinner than he remembered… 
several cheque butts contained no details of the cheques which had 
been attached. Of course, Rowland was not always diligent about 
filling in cheque butts so he couldn’t say absolutely that it had not 
been him… but he didn’t think so.

He slipped the chequebooks into his pocket, disturbed by the idea 
that someone from within his household might be responsible. It 
seemed ludicrous. Perhaps it had been him… or a bank error. It was 
probably a bank error.

A knock and Longmore stepped into the room.
“Your housekeeper says you wish to see me,” he said stiffly.
Rowland stood, dropping the pages on to the armchair. Andrew 

Longmore’s lip was split and bruised. Rowland grimaced. “Did I do 
that?”

“Well it’s not a bloody shaving cut.”
“Andy, I’m terribly sorry. I shouldn’t have hit you. I hope you’ll 

accept my apology.”
“I was just looking out for your interests, Rowly.”
“I know.”
“You’re a capital fellow but you can be a trifle naive.”
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Rowland said nothing.
“You were perfectly happy to come to Paris until you met Miss 

Higgins.” Longmore looked quite despondent. “I barely see you any 
more, Rowly… you’re either at classes or out with Miss Higgins’ 
crowd. The Art School was only supposed to fill in time until we could 
leave for Paris. Finally, Rowly, we have the resources and the freedom 
to do as we please, and you’re only interested in Miss Higgins!”

Rowland was, admittedly, a little alarmed by the intensity of 
Longmore’s lament. “Good Lord, Andy, we’re old friends—we’re 
not married. And this has nothing to do with Miss Higgins. I enjoy 
studying with Ashton and to be honest, after eight years abroad, it’s 
nice to be home.”

 “I know you think I’m being daft, Rowly, but I’ve always dreamed 
of travel.” He tried to explain. “I’m embarrassed to say I’ve never been 
out of New South Wales. When the chaps at the club start talking 
about Paris, or Venice or London, I feel like an utter fool. One doesn’t 
feel properly turned out without at least one tour… We could have 
such a grand time.”

Rowland offered an olive branch. “We’re already having a grand 
time… but you don’t need me to go to Paris.”

Longmore’s shoulders slumped. “Are you trying to be rid of me, 
Rowly? Father always said I was an embarrassment.”

Rowland rubbed his temple. “Would you care for a drink? I know 
I could use one.” He poured his friend a glass of gin and put it in his 
hand. “I’m not trying to get rid of you, Andy.”

Longmore’s eyes brightened. “I say, I just had the most smashing 
idea. Why don’t you invite Miss Higgins to come too… sweep her off 
her feet with Paris! We could make all the arrangements and surprise 
her… She won’t be able to refuse.”

Rowland laughed, shaking his head as he did so. Longmore’s 
desperation for the two of them to make for Paris was becoming 
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absurd. “That sounds rather like abduction, Andy.”
Longmore stared at him silently for a moment. And then he 

relented. “It does rather.” He laughed too now. “I’m sorry, old boy… I 
was getting carried away.” He swigged his gin and confided. “It’s Miss 
Atkinson—she’s making me quite uneasy.”

Rowland’s eyes narrowed. “How so?”
Longmore sighed. “She’s making demands. Would you think less 

of me, old bean, if I was to tell you she frightens me a little?”
Rowland’s face was unreadable. “You do know that she…”
“Was involved with my father? Yes, I do. In fact we first came 

together in mutual grief… consoled each other.”
“I see.”
“I tried to look after her, knowing what she meant to Father… 

but now. She wants me to make good on the promises Father made.” 
Longmore loosened his tie. “In the beginning, I did whatever she asked 
simply because I was in thrall. Now I’m just scared.”

“What things, Andy?”
Longmore shook his head. “They don’t bear speaking about.” 

He drained his glass. “Anyway, there it is. That’s why I may seem 
overeager to go abroad. Would you consider it, Rowly… please… for 
my sake?”

“Perhaps if I was to speak with her, on your beha—”
“No!” Longmore chuckled nervously. “Leave a man some dignity, 

won’t you Rowly? I know I’m hopeless, but I have a skerrick of pride. 
I’m begging you, Rowly. We can always come back after a couple of 
months if you discover that Paris doesn’t suit you.”

Rowland groaned. “Wilfred has a new son… I can’t go anywhere until 
after the christening anyway, but, given your predicament, I will consider it.”

Longmore grabbed his hand and pumped it vigorously. “Thank 
you, Rowly. You are a true friend. I really don’t know what I would 
do without you.”
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8
SYDNEY ART SCHOOL

ANNUAL EXHIBITION
There is some attractive work among the pictures by pupils of 
the Sydney Art School, which are now on view in the school’s 
rooms in the Queen Victoria Building. It is immature work, of 
course; yet it shows the working of Independent thought and 
creative effort. In several cases the grasp of technical problems 
is surprisingly sure. An oil by H. Badham, for instance, No. 113 
in the catalogue, shows notable skill in the depletion of flesh 
tones in glow and shadow, and a keen feeling for the dramatic 
value of light. The background of harbour here is purely 
decorative, a single plane designed to throw the seated figure 
into relief. There is quite a long series of pictures from the 
brush of F. V, Hall, all showing some feature of interest; and not 
a few stimulating attention with grace of brushwork, or attention 
to design…. 

…In opening the exhibition yesterday after-noon, the principal 
(Mr. Julian Ashton) referred to the lack of financial support 
under which artistic effort laboured in Australia. There was 
too much talk, he said, of calling on the Government for aid—
of founding a National Art School, and so forth. In the United 
States there was no national art school; but, instead, a number 
of Art schools endowed by wealthy private citizens. Why could 
not such schools exist in Australia? Melbourne had the Felton 
Bequest, and Sydney the Archibald Prize—the largest prize 
for portrait-painting, as far as he knew, which was awarded 
in any part of the world. Apart from these, there was nothing. 
Such an apathy towards artistic culture on the part of the more 
prosperous among Australia’s citizens could not be looked on as 
anything but depressing.

The Sydney Morning Herald, 1928
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“Why, Mr. Longmore.” Edna stepped into the drawing 
room after a perfunctory knock to announce her arrival. 

“Whatever’s happened to your face?”
“Rowly hit me,” Longmore replied curtly.
Edna looked at Rowland surprised. He shrugged.
Longmore put his arm around Rowland’s shoulders. “But as you 

can see, we’ve settled our differences.”
“Delighted to hear it, Mr. Longmore.”
“What brings you here, Miss Higgins?”
“Didn’t Rowly tell you? I’m posing for him.”
Longmore seemed taken aback. “A private sitting? Is that allowed?”
Edna laughed.
Rowland considered that laugh… how much he loved it. Sadly, 

you couldn’t paint laughter. “I was going to despatch Johnston to 
collect you.”

“Milt was coming over to see Clyde, anyway,” she said removing 
her gloves. 

“Well I’ll leave you to it.” Longmore made for the door and called 
over his shoulder as he stepped out of the room. “You’ll remember 
your promise, Rowly.”

Preoccupied with positioning his easel as his model slipped behind 
a screen to undress, Rowland did not respond. He removed his 
jacket, hung it on the other easel and rolled up his sleeves. Drawing 
the curtains to create a shaft of light, he pushed the wing-backed 
armchair into its path. Then he stood back, assessing the composition 
anxiously. Edna had persuaded him to paint something for the Sydney 
Art School exhibition, promising to sit for him if he would submit the 
result. He wasn’t sure he was skilled enough not to look like a fool 
beside the other students. But it seemed he was unable to refuse the 
sculptress.

“So, how would you like me?” Edna stepped out from behind the screen. 
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Rowland swallowed. He invited her to take the armchair, and then 
moved behind his easel to judge the perspective.

“Would you like me to look out the window, Rowly?”
“No, at me, if you don’t mind.”
“I don’t mind at all.” She took the opportunity to study him. “I 

wonder how many sittings it will take before you stop blushing, Mr. 
Sinclair, before a model becomes just a model.”

“I’m not sure that’ll ever happen.” He took no offence at her 
observation. His reaction to her presence, even fully clothed, was 
visceral. There was no hiding it. And he felt preposterous for even 
attempting to capture something as exquisite as Edna Higgins with 
paint and canvas. 

“It will,” she said confidently as she settled back into the chair. “It’s 
only in the beginning that artists will try to paint you, after a time the 
model is just a scaffolding of limbs upon which they paint their own 
vision.”

Rowland doubted he would see the sculptress as a scaffolding of 
limbs no matter how much time passed, but he did wonder if she was 
speaking of her own experience. “Do you paint, Ed?” He began a tonal 
underpainting, defining his subject with dilute sepia.

 “No.” 
“Never?”
“Never,” she said firmly. “My mother was a painter. When I was 

a little girl she’d paint me all the time… it’s how I learned to sit still.”
Rowland laid out his palette.  “She taught you well.” 
“She died when I was ten.” Edna’s eyes became wistful. “She 

was very talented, Rowly, but I don’t want to become my mother. I 
sculpt.”  

And so they talked as he set out the bones of his painting. When 
Rowland began to concentrate on detail, the conversation became 
sparse. Occasionally, he would pause to allow his model to stretch or 
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to stoke the fire to ensure she did not get cold. It was only when the 
natural light was lost that he stopped. Rowland stood back from his 
work, a little surprised by what was on his canvas. Edna grabbed his 
jacket from the other easel and slipped it on as she came round to 
look.

They stood like that for a while, staring at the canvas.
“It’s extraordinary,” Edna said quietly. 
“I’m not sure about the background,” Rowland said squinting. “It 

seems wrong.”
“Make it darker, less defined.” She stood back. “It’ll recede and 

bring out the figure by contrast.” 
Rowland loaded his brush with burnt umber and painted a small 

section of the background behind the armchair. The sculptress was 
right. 

She turned her attention from the painting to his person. “Good 
Lord, look at you.” She ran her eyes over the various smears and 
splatters of paint on his shirt and waistcoat. “We may need to get you 
a smock.”

He glanced down at the damage to his suit. “I expect I’ll become 
neater with practice.” He had no intention of ever wearing a smock in 
any case. 

She laughed, stepping behind the screen to retrieve her clothes. “I 
best give you back your jacket, since it’s only thing that doesn’t look 
like a drop sheet.”



9
BRIGHTEN SYDNEY

“Let There Be Light”
“MELBOURNE A MORGUE”

“Let there be light, and still more light in Sydney at night time,” 
was the cry with which a deputation from the Brighter Sydney 
Association, consisting of representatives of Sydney business 
associations, waited upon the Civic Commissioners this 
morning. The Chief Commissioner (Mr. E. P. Fleming) assured 
them the commissioners were out to help and not hinder them 
in their work. “Melbourne is the worst lit city in Australia,” said 
Mr. John Fuller. “Sydney is more than a mere city and more than 
a big metropolis. It is the fifth greatest city in the Empire: the 
throbbing heart of a great Commonwealth. We have no desire 
to rob Melbourne of its reputation for dullness by reducing our 
lighting. Let Melbournians live in the dark, but in Sydney, let 
there be light. Our people are proud of our city’s international 
reputation; it is the New York of Australia, the holiday mecca 
of Australia’s multitudes, because it glitters with that bright and 
exhilarating animation that is irresistible to every tourist. It is 
a city that glows and radiates the liveliness of its people. Our 
people are jealous of Sydney’s prestige, Melbourne’s fame for 
being as depressing as the morgue has been earned through its 
suffering the worst lighting facilities.”

Mr. A. Marks (President, Chamber of Manufactures), and 
Mr. Stuart F. Doyle (vice-pres., While Way Block), on their way 
to the deputation.

The Sun, 1928
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As she spoke, Alice Linklater nee Atkinson stroked her fur coat 
.like it was a pet. “I must say, Mr. Sinclair, I’m truly surprised 

that Andrew didn’t mention we were engaged to be married. But I 
suppose you men don’t talk about these things.”

Rowland invited her to take a seat and offered his congratulations.
“I expect he’ll ask you himself, but I do hope you’ll agree to stand 

up for him.” She gazed past Rowland at the portrait of Edna Higgins 
on which he’d been working.

“Of course, I’d be honoured,” Rowland replied hesitantly, unsure if 
Longmore had changed his mind about leaving post haste for Europe, 
or whether he’d simply not shared that intention with his fiancée. “I’m 
afraid Andy’s not here at the moment… I presume he’s gone to check 
on the renovations.”

“What renovations, Mr. Sinclair?”
“To the house his father left him at Watson’s Bay.”
Alice’s carefully shaped eyebrows furrowed. “But why would he do 

that? We plan to live in Melbourne after the wedding.”
“Melbourne? I’m afraid—”
“I couldn’t possibly live in Sydney—it’s far too prone to gossip. 

I’ve been living in a spotlight for too long… Melbourne is altogether a 
more private city.” 

“Can I offer you a refreshment, a cup of tea perhaps?” Rowland 
said awkwardly. 

“No.” She stood. “I’ll be on my way. I must speak to the archdeacon 
about the wedding banns.” She offered Rowland her hand. “I look 
forward to getting to know you much better, Mr. Sinclair. Please tell 
Andrew I’ll be expecting him this evening.”

“Of course.” Rowland saw her out.
He returned to his easel and picked up his brush once again, pondering 

Longmore’s claim that Alice Linklater frightened him. Rowland couldn’t 
help but wonder just how hysterical his friend was being.
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He checked his watch. Edna was quite late now. It was well past 
five—he’d been expecting her at two. He abandoned the painting and 
poured a glass of sherry, telling himself he couldn’t finish the portrait 
without his model. She’d probably forgotten.

Admittance into Edna Higgins’ circle of friends apparently meant 
she would not consider him for anything more, regardless of how 
desperately he wished it, or perhaps because of it. The sculptress, 
it seemed, was determined to treat love as a game, played only with 
those who would not take it seriously.

Rowland had, of course, known many independent, liberated 
women… it was the twenties after all. He had even loved one or two, 
but not like this. Instinctively, he knew this was not up to him. He 
could not control the sculptress any more than he could control loving 
her. And, in truth, he had no wish to do so.

Clyde shuffled into the drawing room behind two large blank 
canvasses. Rowland stood to help him. 

“I thought I’d stretch a couple for you,” Clyde said as they stacked 
them against the wall. “The Hansens are cooking dinner.”

Hector Hansen, a painter, and his wife, a printmaker, had moved 
in some months ago. They’d resurrected the old glass house and 
cultivated a vegetable garden which now supplied the Woodlands 
kitchen with silverbeet, tomatoes, and cabbages.

“Why?” Rowland asked. He had a cook.
Clyde shrugged. “They like cooking, apparently.”
Rowland groaned.
Clyde chuckled. “I’m sure it won’t be that bad.”
“It’s not that. I was just contemplating Mary’s response. It’s one 

thing for me to invite people into the house… her kitchen is entirely 
another matter.”

“I passed her in the hallway just now,” Clyde said nodding. “She 
did seem a little put out.”
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Rowland sighed. 
Clyde moved to stand in front of the portrait of Edna, his arms 

folded. “This is looking good—are you finished?”
“Not quite. Ed was supposed to sit for me this afternoon, but she 

didn’t keep the appointment.”
“Did the two of you quarrel?”
“Me and Ed? No. I expect she just forgot.”
Clyde frowned. “That doesn’t sound like her. Are you sure she was 

supposed to come today?”
Rowland paused. “I’m sure we agreed today… but perhaps—”
A knock and Mary Brown stepped into the drawing room and 

waited by the door. “Master Rowly, if I could have a word?”
“Of course, Mary.”
“I’ll see you at dinner, then.” Clyde made a hasty exit.
“I feel I must speak to you about a rather sensitive matter… your 

guests, sir,” the housekeeper began. “The sword is missing from above 
the mantel in your father’s study.”

“I beg your pardon?”
“I have been keeping an inventory and have already reported the 

silverware that’s missing. But the sword. Its hilt is sterling silver—a 
Sinclair family heirloom which came down from your great-great-
great grandfather. It’s irreplaceable.” Mary Brown warmed to her 
subject. “This can’t go on, Master Rowly. Your father would never 
have permitted—”

“Thank you, Mary. I’ll look into it directly.” Rowland tried to 
reassure the servant. “I’m sure there’s a simple explanation.”

“I’m sure of that too, sir,” Mary replied fiercely. “It’s not my place 
to comment on those with whom you choose to associate, but I’ve 
known you since the day you were born. I feel it’s my duty to tell you 
that your late father would not have approved of the element who you 
have allowed to have the run of his house!”
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Reflexively, Rowland glanced at his father’s portrait. “No, I don’t 
suppose he would.”

“You can’t keep ignoring this, Master Rowly. You are being robbed 
by scoundrels who are taking advantage of your kindness.”

“Thank you, Mary. I’ll deal with it—I promise.”
“Shall I telephone the police, sir?”
“No… No, thank you, Mary. I’d rather get to the bottom of it, myself.”

Rowland was at dinner with his houseguests, when Milton Isaacs 
called at Woodlands. He excused himself to meet the poet in the 
vestibule. 

“Hello Milt… we’re just sitting down to dinner—why don’t you 
join us?”

The poet declined. “Thank you, comrade, but I have to get back. Is 
Edna here by any chance?” 

“Ed… No.”
“I thought she was sitting for you today.”
“I thought so too, but when she didn’t arrive I assumed I’d 

mistaken the dates.” 
Milton cursed. “You hadn’t… She told me she was coming here 

after classes today.”
Rowland frowned. “Perhaps she—”
Milton shook his head. “It’s my grandmother’s birthday today… 

The dear girl spent half the morning baking and decorating a cake… 
it’ll taste bloody awful but it looks brilliant. Anyway, she wouldn’t just 
not show up.”

“I can go out and look for her now. Where was she last seen?” 
“The Art School. She was going to catch a tram here after her classes.”
Rowland grabbed his hat from the hook on the hallstand and they 
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might have left then if Andrew Longmore hadn’t walked through the 
door.

“Rowly, old boy… there you are. I’ve cocked up I’m afraid. I have a 
message from Miss Higgins, but I’m afraid I got caught up at the club 
and forgot completely…”

“A message?”
“I saw the lovely Miss Higgins this afternoon. She asked me to 

pass on that she can’t sit for you today.”
Rowland glanced at Milton. “Did she say where she was going?”
Longmore looked uneasy. “She was with a gentleman.”
“What gentleman?” Milton asked.
“I don’t know… I’d never seen him before, but he and Miss Higgins 

seemed very well acquainted.”
“She didn’t introduce you?”
“No… she just happened to spot me as she was leaving the 

building. They got into a motor—an Alvis I think.”
“What time was this, Andy?”
“Oh, ’bout one. I say, is something the matter?”
“Miss Higgins hasn’t returned,” Rowland replied.
Longmore shifted uncomfortably. “Oh, I see. She and this chap 

seemed pretty friendly, Rowly. Modern girls, you know… Perhaps she 
simply lost track of the time… it’s easy enough to do when you’re… 
perhaps she and this fellow had car trouble or some such thing…”

Milton swore. “Bloody hell, they could be anywhere!” He looked 
up at the ceiling in frustration. “I guess there’s nothing we can do but 
wait.” 

Rowland returned to the dining room and resumed his seat, 
but the whereabouts of the sculptress remained at the front of his 
thoughts. He pulled Andrew Longmore aside and interrogated him 
about the man with whom he’d seen Edna leave.

“I don’t really remember what he looked like particularly, Rowly.” 
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Longmore shrugged. “He was handsome I suppose, tall, well dressed… 
nothing particularly out of the ordinary.”

“What about the car?”
“A black Riley, I believe… might have been a Ford… I’m not really 

good with cars. They all look much the same to me.”
“And she didn’t look distressed in any way?”
“She was rather entwined with him, Rowly and—to be brutally 

honest, old boy—she looked completely enamoured.”
“I see.”
“You may have to extinguish that particular torch, old chum.” 

Longmore pressed his shoulder sympathetically. “She’s a smashing 
girl, but it seems she’s spoken for.”

“Who’s spoken for?” Clyde overheard from across the table.
“Miss Higgins,” Longmore replied. “She seems to have decamped 

with some chap.”
Clyde snorted. “She may well have a bloke, but nobody speaks for 

Edna. He’ll last a couple of months at best.”
Longmore frowned. “Perhaps not this time.”
Clyde glanced at Rowland who shook his head just slightly. 
They finished the feast the Hansens had prepared. Not in a mood 

to celebrate, Rowland excused himself when the after-dinner drinks 
began, returning to his drawing room to paint and brood. He stared at 
his unfinished portrait of Edna Higgins. Longmore was right. He was 
being idiotic. Edna had never pretended to return his admiration, and 
he was well aware that she had many suitors. Her arrangement to sit 
for him had been a casual one… That she did not keep it, meant little.
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ELOPEMENT

The errand boy was hugging a life-sized tailor’s dummy through 
the shopping crowds, when a passing carman noticed his 
embarrassment and lifted the helpful voice.

“Hurry up, Romeo,” he shouted, “’er father’s after you.”

The Western Mail, 1928

Rowland sat in the small sitting room of the cottage in Burwood. 
..The couch was dressed in lace doilies, the walls with framed 

embroideries. A blazing fire kept the room almost uncomfortably warm.
An ancient man sat opposite, watching him wordlessly as they waited 

for Milton Isaacs to finish speaking with his grandmother. The old lady 
was shouting at her grandson in what Rowland guessed was Yiddish in 
the adjoining kitchen. 

Milton stormed into the sitting room, kissed his grandfather’s bald 
head and signalled for Rowland to follow him out of the house. Rowland 
stuttered an awkward farewell and obeyed.

“Sorry about that, comrade.” Milton sat down on the steps of the 
skewed verandah. “Granny’s beside herself about all this.”

Rowland sat down beside the poet. He’d called around to see if Edna 
had returned. As yet, he wasn’t sure. 

Milton pulled a folded page and an envelope from inside his jacket, 
handed the page to Rowland first, and waited while he read. 

Addressed to “Dearest Milt”, the letter was signed by Edna. It 
explained that an old love, by the name of John Harris, had returned and 
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that she had agreed to be his wife.
“She’s eloped?”
Milton shook his head. “That’s what it says.”
“Do you know—”
“Never heard of John Harris.” The poet pressed the heels of his 

hands into his eyes. “I would never have believed it, but this is Edna’s 
writing. I know it well enough.”

“I don’t understand…”
“I don’t either, comrade, I really don’t. I would have thought Edna 

more likely to fly than to marry.”
Rowland swallowed. Disappointment tasted bitter. 
“Dammit!” Milton took the letter from him and handed him the 

other envelope. “This was with the letter. It’s addressed to you.”
“Me?”
“Yes, I thought it odd at first too. But she likes you, mate. Reckons 

that you’re the most courteous man alive.” He nodded at the envelope. 
“Open it. I’m curious as to why, on the eve of her marriage, she’s writing 
to you.”

Rowland did as he asked, pulling out a note scribed in Edna’s hand. 
It was a letter of apology, for missing their appointment, and because 
she would not be able to sit for him again. “I do hope you will continue 
to paint, Rowly,” she wrote in closing. “I believe most earnestly that you 
should go to France with Mr. Longmore. I suspect your work would 
benefit greatly from the inspiration and spirit of Paris. With fond 
regards, Edna Higgins.”

“You’re planning on leaving Sydney?” Milton asked as he read 
over Rowland’s shoulder.

Rowland stared at the letter. “No. I’m not.” He had never spoken 
to Edna or anyone else of his promise to consider Andrew Longmore’s 
proposal that they leave for Europe. Perhaps because he hadn’t ever 
really intended to go. He stood. “I’d better let you get back to your 
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grandparents. You will let me know immediately if you hear from Ed?”
Milton eyes narrowed. “Yes… of course… is there something amiss 

with Ed’s letter, comrade?”
“Aside from the fact that she seems to have eloped?”
“Yes aside from that.”
Rowland hesitated. “I’m not sure.”
The poet’s dark eyes stayed fixed upon him, but he said nothing. 

Rowland handed Mary Brown his hat as he walked past her towards 
the staircase. “Is Mr. Longmore in, Mary?”

“No, sir,” she said, dusting off the brim. “But he did say he’d be back 
in time for dinner.”

Taking the stairs two and three at a time, Rowland went straight 
to Longmore’s room. He paused at the door. Violating the privacy of 
his guest, his friend, did not come easily. But the wording of Edna’s 
letter was impossible to ignore. He shook off the deeply-conditioned 
reluctance and entered. The room was untidy though the bed was made. 
Clearly Longmore had been back since the maids had done their work 
that morning. Rowland rifled through the conglomeration of papers 
stacked in the roll-top desk beside the window. Bank statements, letters 
from lawyers, deeds to the house at Watson’s Bay, tickets to shows, and 
travel brochures for a first class passage to Europe. Perhaps Longmore 
had told Edna that they’d intended to leave for France. That would 
explain Edna’s letter… but still, it bothered him.

It was Longmore who had seen Edna leave with this chap Harris, 
and who had carried her message. That she was now urging him to leave 
with Longmore made him uneasy for a reason he could not completely 
articulate.

He looked again at the deeds to the house Andrew Longmore had 
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inherited. Apparently, despite Longmore’s claim that the estate had 
not been settled, the house and household effects had been transferred. 
Rowland wondered about that, as well as the renovations for which 
Longmore had borrowed a substantial sum, his supposed engagement to 
Mrs. Linklater and her assertion that they intended to live in Melbourne. 
It was all just a little too incongruous.

Rowland opened the dresser drawers next. Nothing of note. Under 
the bed he found Longmore’s paintbox. It was locked. That in itself 
raised Rowland’s interest. It seemed odd to secure paints and brushes 
in such a way. He used a letter opener from the desk to force the lock, 
knowing full well that he was crossing a line, and would need to explain 
himself in time.

He lifted the lid and sat back, surprised. The work box was filled 
with silver cutlery. God, Mary had been right, though he doubted she 
had ever suspected Andrew Longmore of pilfering. Rowland cursed, 
flabbergasted. What the hell did Longmore want with his silverware? 

Checking his watch, Rowland closed the box and returned the deeds 
which he’d left on the bed, to their place in the desk. Perhaps Longmore 
was at Watson’s Bay. He needed to talk to him.

“Rowly!” Clyde ran into him as he was walking towards the stables. 
“Where are you off to in such a hurry?”

“Just out for a drive.”
“Do you want some company?”
Rowland hesitated. “To be honest, no. I have a bit on my mind.”
Clyde frowned, but he nodded. “Fair enough, mate.”
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The Longmore property in Watson’s Bay was a rambling Victorian 
house, its grounds extensive though it had been some time since they’d 
been maintained. The yellow Mercedes pulled into the driveway and 
stopped near the entrance. Rowland stepped out. He gazed at the 
house, baffled. The windows on the ground floor were boarded up 
and there was no evidence of any work being done on the building. 
There was a fresh patch of oil on the driveway… another motorcar 
had been here not so long ago.

He pounded on the front door. “Andy! Andy, it’s me.”
There was no response, no sound at all.
Rowland walked around the house, looking for a way in. He was 

near the back door before he found a loose board. He pulled it away 
and looked through the window into what had obviously been the 
kitchen. The room was in disarray, broken plates scattered and the table 
overturned. 

Rowland shouted again. “Andy!”
Still nothing.
Rowland searched the ground outside the window for a suitable rock. 

He found what he was looking for, and used it to break a single pane. 
Slipping his arm through the jagged hole he unlatched and opened the 
window. Brushing away the shards of glass on the sill, he lifted himself 
through the opening, wondering vaguely where he had learned to break 
and enter with such proficiency.

Once inside, he looked about the kitchen. It was vaguely familiar… 
he had spent the occasional weekend with Andrew’s family during the 
war. As Reginald Longmore did not suffer children at his table, they 
had eaten their meals in this kitchen. There was a thick layer of dust 
over most of the surfaces, including the floor where the signs of a recent 
struggle were clear. 

The light afforded by the window through which he’d entered was 
fading as the day slipped into evening. Rowland tried the light switch 
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and, finding it useless, retrieved a hurricane lamp from the floor and lit 
it. He wasn’t really sure what he was doing, but he continued anyway. 
There were footprints in the dust and drag marks. He followed them 
into the hallway, to the threshold of an old-fashioned door which bolted 
rather than locked. He remembered this door—it led to a cellar in 
which Reginald Longmore had kept his prized wine collection. Rowland 
shifted the bolts, lifted the latch, and pulled the door towards him. He 
heard it then—a scraping, a muffled whimper of sorts. 

“Andy?”
The wooden stairs which serviced the wine cellar were steep and 

rickety. They creaked and shifted under his weight. As he descended, 
Rowland remembered that Edgar Longmore, Andrew’s elder brother, 
had fallen to his death down these stairs. Still he moved quickly, risking 
misstep. At the base, he held up the hurricane lamp and scanned the 
cellar—wine racks, a few oak barrels, and an iron cot in the corner in 
which the sculptress lay, bound hand and foot, and gagged. She recoiled 
from the light and struggled to sit up.

Rowland wasted no time. He removed the gag first. “Ed, my God, 
are you hurt? Who did this?”

“Mr. Longmore.” Her voice was hoarse, choked with sobs. He 
released her hands, rubbing circulation back into her wrists. There was 
dried blood on the side of her face and grazes on her arms. She cried out 
as he untied her feet. One ankle was swollen and bruised. 

“Did Andy do this?” Rowland asked, furious. He tried to undo the 
knots without hurting her.

“I fell… down the stairs… when he brought me here.” She wiped her 
eyes with the handkerchief he gave her. “How long have I been here?”

“A couple of days… We thought—”
“That I’d eloped with some man from my past.” She nodded. 
“John Harris.”
“He doesn’t exist.”
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“You didn’t write the letters?” Rowland asked, unsure. 
“I wrote them. But I didn’t have a choice.” She tensed. “He was going 

to kill me, Rowly… it was the only way I could persuade him to even 
wait…”

“Why was he trying to kill you?” Rowland asked, his voice tight with 
anger, as he removed the last of her bonds.

“He thought I was keeping you here… and he was determined that 
you should go to Paris with him.” She gasped as she tried to put weight 
on her ankle. Rowland eased her back on to the cot. Edna watched for 
a while as he examined the injury. “Mr. Longmore has some insane idea 
that you’re in love with me, Rowly. I let him believe that, and persuaded 
him that you’d be more likely to leave with him if you thought I’d run 
away with someone else.”

“So the letters were to convince us that you were not in danger of any 
sort… that you left of your own accord?”

She nodded. “He read them of course… almost dictated them. I 
hoped you’d realise that—”

“You couldn’t possibly have known about me agreeing to consider 
Andy’s Paris proposal,” he said.

Her lips curved gently. “I didn’t think of that… I just hoped someone 
would find it odd that on the eve of my elopement I would write to you, 
who I haven’t known very long, and not my own father. I thought if the 
police investigated you they might realise there was something peculiar 
about Mr. Longmore before it was too late.”

“I’m afraid you’re cleverer than I am, Ed,” he said quietly, chastising 
himself for not having seen more clearly, not having called the police 
from the outset. Of course she wouldn’t be thinking about him as she 
was running away to get married. “All this because that blasted fool 
wanted a travelling companion.”

“Oh, it wasn’t that.” Edna placed a hand on his shoulder to steady 
herself. “Mr. Longmore intended to kill you in Paris, where no one 
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would notice you’d gone.”
“What? Why?”
“For your money, I think. He told me he could live well for a lifetime 

as Rowland Sinclair.” 
“I think someone might have noticed,”Rowland said dubiously
“He thinks not, as long as your accounts were routinely drawn upon, 

and an occasional postcard sent home. He’s been forging your signature 
for months, apparently, without anyone being the wiser.”

Rowland grimaced. Wilfred had tried to get him to look at his 
outgoings properly. “Let’s get you to a doctor,” he said removing his 
jacket and wrapping it around Edna’s shoulders. 

“I don’t think I can—” she began.
“I’ll carry you.” He handed her the hurricane lamp and lifted her 

as gently as he could into his arms. He could feel her shaking. “I am 
so sorry,” he said as he carried her up the stairs, testing each tread to 
make sure it would not give way. “I can’t believe I didn’t notice Andrew 
Longmore was a dangerous lunatic.” The rotten wood flexed alarmingly 
under their combined weight, but the steps held.

Rowland turned down the corridor trying to orient himself towards 
the front door. 

“Rowly… Rowly old man! Are you in here?”
Rowland froze. Longmore.
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11
THE GAP’S VICTIMS

Up to the end of last year, the number of persons who have 
committed suicide by throwing themselves over The Gap near 
Watson’s Bay total 30, as far as the police records show, but it 
is probable that many others have ended their lives in the same 
manner there. The Gap however, is chiefly known by reason of 
the fact that the immigrant ship Dunbar was wrecked there with 
the loss of all excepting one in September, 1857.

The Cessnock Eagle and South Maitland Recorder, 1928

Rowland had no idea how long Longmore had been in the house. 
There was no time to retreat and, of course, the light cast by the 

hurricane lamp gave them away. Longmore stepped into the hallway 
from the adjoining drawing room, holding an elaborate ceremonial 
sword in his right hand. The missing heirloom.

Rowland might have taken a swing at Longmore then, but he had 
Edna in his arms. She clung to him, and he held her close.

“Get out of the way, Andy.” Rowland’s voice was cold. 
“I can’t let you leave.” Longmore’s voice was equally hard. “If you’d 

only agreed to come to Paris, Rowly…”
“Just get out of the way,” Rowland said again.
Longmore gripped the sword in both hands. “Put her down, 
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Rowly. Let’s talk about this. If you give me a chance to explain—”
“Go to hell.”
Longmore swung.
Instinctively, Rowland turned, protecting the injured sculptress 

with his own back. The sword was not sharp but the flat of its blade 
collected him under the ribs and pushed the wind from his lungs. A 
second blow followed quickly and connected above his ear. Rowland 
fell to his knees as the world spun, but his hold on Edna remained 
sure. Forcing himself to refocus, he placed her on the floor so he 
could fight back. She screamed as Longmore raised the sword anew. 
Rowland turned and launched himself at his old friend.

He punched Longmore in the nose and, as the man reeled, he 
grabbed him by the collar. Enraged, Rowland lifted his fist to strike 
again. He didn’t see Longmore reach into his pocket. The first 
he knew of the gun was the pressure of its muzzle against his ribs. 
Rowland’s eyes moved down to see the pistol pressed to his chest.

Longmore pushed the gun into him. “Unhand me, old boy, or I 
will have to shoot you.”

Rowland did not move.
“I know you want to impress Miss Higgins, Rowly, and dead 

heroes have their charm… but they’re not particularly useful.”
“Rowly…” Edna used the wall to drag herself up. “Please.”
Rowland dropped his hand. He stayed between Longmore and 

Edna. “You won’t get away with this, you bastard.”
“Language, old boy… remember, there’s a lady present.”
Edna grabbed for Rowland as she stumbled. He caught her, taking 

the sculptress’s weight.
“I don’t understand why you’re doing this, Andy,” he said, 

frustrated.
“Sentimentality. I was trying to avoid killing anyone else.”
“What?”
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“If I go to Paris, there’ll be no need to kill Mrs. Linklater.”
“Kill her? Because she was involved with your father?”
“Because she knows I killed him and if I don’t marry her and keep 

her in the style she expects, she might be less than discreet about the 
incident.”

“The Greycliffe…”
“Terrible tragedy… you know some of the bodies were never 

recovered. My father’s included.” Longmore shook his head. “Sadly, 
the old bastard had the last laugh. There was no money; no assets… 
nothing aside from this place.”

“That’s more than most people will ever have,” Edna said hotly.
Longmore shrugged. “Alice has exorbitant tastes… I’m fond of her, 

but she’s ruthless… already seen off one husband as well as my father. 
Keeping her quiet has been rather expensive. I’ve been holding her at 
bay with your generosity, Rowly old chum.”

“So your solution was to kill Miss Higgins? Bloody hell, Andy…”
“She’s what’s keeping you here,” Longmore hissed. “And as much 

as I’ve become quite adept at your signature, it would have been easier 
to convince the world that Rowland Sinclair had settled permanently 
in Paris if we were seen departing together.” He looked at Rowland 
defensively. “I wasn’t planning to kill her. I know a gentleman—well 
perhaps not a gentleman—but he would have been very happy to take 
Miss Higgins abroad with him. He would even have paid me for the 
privilege.”

Edna gasped.
“That isn’t going to happen.” Rowland’s eyes were fixed upon 

Longmore’s pistol as he calculated his chances against the speed of a 
bullet.

“Now, despite my best intentions, I’m going to have to kill you 
both. Dammit, Rowly, can’t you see this is all your fault? I was a good 
friend to you… I just asked you to do one simple thing for me!”
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“You won’t get away with this, Andy…”
“Your disappearance might be a little awkward, Rowly… but no 

one will suspect your oldest friend. Not when you have any number 
of unemployed communists living in your house.” He shrugged. 
“Perhaps I’ll leave your hat and jacket at the Gap… Heartbroken 
souls jump from there all the time.” He cocked the gun. “As for Miss 
Higgins, everybody already believes she’s eloped with some chap called 
Harris—”

“Not quite.” The voice came from the end of the hallway beyond 
the illumination of the hurricane lamp.

Longmore turned towards it. That instant was all Rowland 
needed—he leapt. They crashed down together. The lamp fell over as 
the gun went off. In the darkness, Edna screamed. Men cursed. The 
smell of kerosene, the glow of flames. Shouts of “fire!” and slaps as the 
small blaze was beaten into nothing. Rowland grabbed Longmore’s 
hand before he could shoot again, smashing it against the floorboards 
until the weapon clattered out of reach. Then Rowland lunged 
desperately for the gun. Longmore found the sword and lashed out 
wildly. It came down on Rowland’s shoulder and, for several seconds, 
pain incapacitated him. 

Longmore picked up the gun and aimed. “Damn you, Rowly!” 
A click. Then a thump and more scuffling as someone tackled 

Longmore again. This time, the gun did not go off and more men 
piled on.

“Rowly, are you all right?” Clyde’s voice. A torch was switched on.
Rowland sat up slowly. He touched a temple sticky with blood. 

Breathing hurt. “Ed…”
“Milt’s got her.” Clyde helped Rowland to his feet. 
“Andy?”
“Got a couple of blokes sitting on him.”
“Who are these other chaps?” The hallway seemed full of men.
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“Burwood branch of the Communist Party.”
“Oh. I see.”
“We’ve sent someone to fetch the police and a doctor. In the 

meantime, perhaps you should tell us what happened here?”
They waited for the authorities in the drawing room, sitting on 

dust covered furniture with the relit hurricane lamp on the mantle. 
Longmore was restrained and placed under the watchful eyes of two 
heavy-set members of the faithful. 

Rowland flinched as Clyde held up a torch to inspect his head. 
“How did you know we were here… that we needed help?”

Clyde glanced at Milton. “We didn’t… Milt and the Burwood 
branch arrived not long after you left this afternoon…” Clyde shifted, 
apparently reluctant to continue.

Milton intervened. “To be honest, comrade, I’d begun to wonder 
if you’d done something with Ed. I didn’t believe for a moment that 
she’d eloped. I knew something had happened and I wasn’t sure we 
could trust you.”

“You thought Rowly had taken me?” Edna said indignantly, 
apparently forgetting that she’d hoped for exactly that. “Why that’s 
idiotic! He saved my life.”

Milton shrugged. “And all the faith we have in virtue and in truth, 
bestow on either, and suspicion leave to gods below.”

Rowland shook his head smiling at the sculptress’s defence of 
him, and the poet’s counter with what he suspected were the words 
of Henry Thoreau. He could only be glad that Milton and Clyde had 
been suspicious of him, that they’d arrived when they did.

“Anyway, we figured that maybe you and your mate, Longmore, 
were working together,” Milton continued, ignoring Edna’s protest. 
“Wondered if you had Ed locked up in that coffee palace of yours, if 
you’d forced her to write those letters. We were planning on having 
it out with you, when Longmore here turned up in one helluva flap.”
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Clyde nodded. “He was accusing all and sundry of going through 
his personal effects. He spoke to your housekeeper for a bit and then 
took off… and we followed.” 

“Your driver—Johnston—may be under the impression that we 
stole your Rolls Royce,” Milton added, “but I assure you we were 
merely borrowing the vehicle…”

“As it happens, Rowly and I were working together,” Andrew 
Longmore said suddenly.

“What?” Rowland stood.
“Come on old boy… I think the game is up.” Longmore sighed 

loudly. “I was to kidnap Miss Higgins, so Rowly here could rescue 
her, become a hero and win the maiden’s heart. That was his plan, 
anyway. I was just doing him a favour—I could hardly say no, as I was 
living in his house…”

Clyde grabbed Rowland as he charged for Longmore. “Steady on, 
mate. We know that’s utter codswallop.”

Sirens announced the arrival of the police. Isaacs jumped up 
smartly. “Well I might leave you fellas to it,” he called already making 
his way down the hallway towards the back door.

“Milt’s known to the police,” Clyde whispered in response to the 
question on Rowland’s face. “It’s probably best he’s not here.”

“Why is he—”
Clyde shrugged. “Could be a number of things.”
Rowland left it. The police arrived and the next hours were filled 

with explanations, clarifications and statements, paperwork and 
doctors. Edna’s injured ankle, it turned out, was not broken. She was 
bruised and exhausted and hungry, there were livid rope burns on her 
wrists and ankles, but physically, she was not seriously hurt. 

On Rowland, Longmore had inflicted two broken ribs and a head 
wound which needed a few stitches, as well as the guilt of knowing 
that he had, however unintentionally, been the cause of it all. 
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12
THE ART OF CHOOSING 

FRIENDS

Be gracious to all men but choose the best to be your friends 
– Socrates.

The Maryborough Chronicle and Burnett Advertiser, 1928

Edna walked carefully up the entrance stairs of Woodlands House. 
Her ankle twinged in pretty heeled shoes, but she carried on 

without the slightest hint of a limp. She had business with Rowland 
Sinclair.

She stopped at the top of the stairs and turned, walking along 
the verandah until she came to the bay windows. Through them, she 
spotted Rowland lying back on the couch, behind The Sydney Morning 
Herald. She tapped on the glass and when he looked up, signalled that 
he should open the window.

He did so. “Ed… Hello.” 
“Give me a hand, Rowly.” She lifted herself up to climb through.
A little surprised by her method of entry, Rowland helped her in 

nonetheless. “Is there something wrong with my front door?”
Edna smoothed the skirt of her frock. “Don’t be so stuffy, Rowly. 

This way is quicker.”
“What are you doing here?”
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“I could ask you the same question. You haven’t been to classes in 
days.”

“I…” Rowland faltered. “Can I offer you a drink… some tea 
perhaps?”

“Don’t change the subject. Why haven’t you been back to classes?” 
She looked at him carefully. Her eyes softened. “Nobody blames you 
for what happened, Rowly, and nobody thinks you had anything to 
do with it.”

Rowland’s mood darkened. He wasn’t sure he could let himself off 
as easily as Edna did, as she claimed the others had. He’d effectively 
sponsored Longmore for months, harboured a murderer in his house 
without question, and given him reason to murder again. He may not 
have been complicit in Longmore’s crimes but he was surely guilty of 
an idiocy which might have cost Edna her life. 

Edna sat down in the armchair in which she had posed for him, 
and removed her gloves as she spoke. “None of us suspected Andrew 
was anything but a spoiled young man who wanted to paint, Rowly.” 

Rowland noticed the fading bruises on her wrists. “But I should 
have suspected something.” He castigated himself as he recollected the 
small clues he’d not pursued because he’d trusted Andrew Longmore, 
because he’d liked him. “I knew there was something odd about the 
way Andy was carrying on—I should have done something to stop 
him.”

“Stop him doing what? He’d already killed his father before you 
met him again.”

“And then he abducted you.”
“He didn’t hurt me—”
“He did enough!” Rowland’s fury with Longmore began to show. 

“And he would have done more.”
Edna bit her lip. “Did you know Reginald Longmore, Rowly?”
“Yes, I met him a few times when Andy and I were boys. He 
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was a hard man.”
“And that’s why Andrew killed him?”
“Possibly. But it seems his motivations were a little more 

mercenary… The police believe he was prompted into action by 
his father’s intention to marry Mrs. Linklater… fear of losing an 
inheritance for which he’d already killed once.”

“Killed once?”
“Apparently there was something suspicious about the 

circumstances of his elder brother’s accident… the police have 
reopened the case.” Rowland shrugged. “For some reason, Andy 
decided not to kill Alice Linklater to prevent her becoming the new 
Mrs. Longmore, and kill his father instead. Perhaps he did love her, or 
simply recognised a like mind.” 

“She helped him murder his father?”
Rowland hesitated. This was not something he would normally 

discuss with a lady. “Are you sure you want to hear this, Ed?”
“Oh, Rowly, I’m hardly going to develop a case of the vapours and 

faint! I want to know.”
“According to the police, Andy bludgeoned the old man to death 

in her house when Reginald Longmore called to propose marriage. 
Alice Linklater then helped Andy dispose of the corpse.”

“In the harbour?”
“No. The property at Watson’s Bay.” Rowland thought it better 

not to mention that Reginald Longmore’s remains had in fact been 
found in the cellar where Edna had been imprisoned. Surely that 
ordeal had been bad enough. “With the Greycliffe going down, Andy 
saw an opportunity to explain his father’s disappearance… and inherit 
I suppose.”

“But there was no money?”
“Not a great deal. And he had promised to marry Alice Linklater 

and keep her in the style to which she was accustomed, so he was in 
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something of a pickle. Then he heard I had returned… The rest was 
quite calculated.”

“What will happen to him now?”
“He’ll probably hang.”
Edna shuddered.
A knock at door to the drawing room heralded the entry of Clyde 

Watson Jones and Milton Isaacs. 
“Rowly… Oh hello, Ed.” Clyde scratched his head. “I didn’t see 

you come in.”
Rowland pointed at the window. “She came in through there.” 
Milton nodded sagely. “Open here I flung the shutter, when, with 

many a flirt and flutter, in there stepped a—”
“Good Lord, did you just come up with that?” Edna seemed 

impressed.
“I am a poet, Ed.”
“Poe,” Rowland murmured.
“Yes, he was also a poet,” Milton replied winking.
Clyde hooted. “I knew you were a flaming fraud!”
On that, Milton refused to comment. “Ed’s afraid of your 

housekeeper, comrade,” he announced, dropping on to the couch with 
his feet propped on the armrest. “She’d come down the chimney to 
avoid her.”

Rowland laughed. “If only it were that easy.” The fact that one 
of Rowland’s houseguests had been exposed as a murderer had only 
heightened Mary Brown’s suspicion and disapproval of the remainder. 
Whilst she had not yet spoken her mind on the matter, her manner of 
late suggested she was on the verge of doing so. 

Edna folded her arms. “I came to tell Rowly to return to Ashton’s, but 
he seems determined to mope around here all day doing nothing at all.”

“I say, you’ve finished.” Clyde stepped behind Rowland’s easel to 
inspect the painting it held.
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“Yes.” Rowland glanced at Edna. “I haven’t quite been doing 
nothing at all.”

“Really?” She jumped out of the chair to see.
Rowland tried not to watch for her reaction. He fiddled with his 

cufflinks, suddenly shy. “Shall I ask Mary to set extra places for lunch?”
“Why, Rowly this is brilliant,” Edna said softly as she gazed at the 

portrait. “I can’t believe… Promise me you’ll come back to classes.”
Clyde agreed. “You should go back. I know you feel bad about 

Longmore’s exploits, but you shouldn’t. We all have the odd 
disgraceful friend.”

Milton sat up peering over the back of the couch. He pointed at 
Clyde. “I resent that deeply.” He turned back to Rowland. “Think of 
it this way, Rowly… you’re unlikely to encounter another murderer 
in this lifetime, let alone invite him to move in… so being your friend 
will probably not be as dangerous again.”

“That’s very comforting,” Rowland said dryly.
The poet was not finished. “And we could help you find more 

entertaining forms of scandal to stop you becoming entirely dull.”
“Dull?” Rowland smiled. “We couldn’t have that, I suppose.” 





Epilogue
Andrew Longmore was charged with the murder of his father, the 

abduction of Edna Higgins, forgery, theft and various counts 
of assault. Mrs. Alice Linklater was arrested as an accessory to the 
murder of Reginald Longmore. 

Rowland Sinclair returned to the Sydney Art School and steadily 
built a reputation for his portraiture. He never did learn to paint trees.

Woodlands House achieved a certain notoriety as Rowland continued 
to open his home to artists and writers in need of accommodation. 
Some stayed a short while, and others, once they arrived, never left. 
Edna Higgins took up residence there in 1930, and Milton Isaacs, the 
following year. With the help of Clyde Watson Jones, they ensured 
that Rowland lived up to his role as prodigal son.
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NOTE

In 2010, A Few Right Thinking Men, the first book in the Rowland Sinclair 
Mysteries, was published by Pantera Press.  It reviewed well, was short-
listed for a major literary award, and afforded a reformed lawyer, by the 
name of Sulari Gentill, that most cherished of things—a readership.  
With each of the following six Rowland Sinclair novels, that readership 
has grown. Their enthusiasm for the adventures of a gentleman artist 
and his louche band of Communists and Bohemians is something Sulari 
regards with both wonder and gratitude.  After seven books, she wanted 
more than anything to let her readers know how much she appreciates 
their support.  And so, believing that a story is the most valuable thing a 
writer has to give, Sulari wrote The Prodigal Son as a written gift to those 
readers who have allowed, or might someday allow, Rowland Sinclair and 
his disreputable entourage into their imaginations.


