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Suffering a precarious health in his adolescent years, E. W. Hornung was seventeen when he decided to leave his childhood home of Uppingham, Rutland, and travel to Australia, hoping the warmer climate would improve his worsening condition. On his arrival he was employed as a tutor to the Parsons family in Mossgiel in the Riverina, south-western New South Wales. As well as teaching, he spent time working in remote sheep stations in the outback and contributing material to the weekly magazine The Bulletin. Hornung also began writing what was to become his first novel, A Bride from the Bush, in 1890. Although he spent only two years in Australia, the experience was to greatly improve his health and launch his career as a writer. Hornung would also look back at his time in New South Wales as one of the most satisfying periods of his life.

A Bride from the Bush was initially published by Smith, Elder & Co. as a serial in the Cornhill Magazine and then published in book format by the same publishers in October 1890. The novel identifies the flaws of British society by presenting the country through an Australian perspective. The narrative concerns Gladys, a spirited, good-looking girl  raised in the heart of the Australian outback by her father  who has now married into British high society. Her husband Alfred, well meaning, kind and very much in love with her, unwittingly throws her into the perilous experience that is the London summer season. Though beautiful to look upon, it soon becomes apparent that her coarse ways and shocking behaviour will prove great deterrents to her advancement. It is an endearing exploration of the trials of being an animated, lively and vigorous young woman in late nineteenth century England.

A reviewer from The New York Times called the novel a most piquant contrast between civilization and crudity. However, the writer Thomas Alexander Browne called the titular character of A Bride from the Bush a libel to Australian womankind. A Punch editor made the opposite claim, arguing that the protagonist of the novel is more kind-hearted and attractive than actual Australians.

Though Hornung would be later chiefly remembered for his A. J. Raffles stories, he himself favoured Australian novels, like A Bride from the Bush. When he published the novel Peccavi in 1900, a critic from The Advertiser wrote a scathing review, suggesting that Hornung should go back to Australia so he could be inspired to write something as good as A Bride from the Bush again. Upon Hornungs death, a tribute in Freemans Journal called A Bride from the Bush the best and the best known of Hornungs Australia-related stories.


[image: img13.png]

The magazine in which the novel first appeared
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How the novel opens in its serial publication
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CHAPTER I

A LETTER FROM ALFRED

There was consternation in the domestic camp of Mr Justice Bligh on the banks of the Thames. It was a Sunday morning in early summer. Three-fourths of the family sat in ominous silence before the mockery of a well-spread breakfast-table: Sir James and Lady Bligh and their second son, Granville. The eldest son  the missing complement of this family of four  was abroad. For many months back, and, in fact, down to this very minute, it had been pretty confidently believed that the young man was somewhere in the wilds of Australia; no one had quite known where, for the young man, like most vagabond young men, was a terribly meagre corespondent; nor had it ever been clear why any one with leisure and money, and of no very romantic turn, should have left the beaten track of globe-trotters, penetrated to the wilderness, and stayed there  as Alfred Bligh had done. Now, however, all was plain. A letter from Brindisi, just received, explained everything; Alfreds movements, so long obscure, were at last revealed, and in a lurid light  that, as it were, of the bombshell that had fallen and burst upon the Judges breakfast-table. For Alfred was on his way to England with an Australian wife; and this letter from Brindisi, was the first that his people had heard of it, or of her.

Of course, said Lady Bligh, in her calm and thoughtful manner, it was bound to happen sooner or later. It might have happened very much sooner; and, indeed, I often wished that it would; for Alfred must be  what? Thirty?

Quite, said Granville; I am nearly that myself.

Well, then, said Lady Bligh gently, looking tenderly at the Judge (whose grave eyes rested upon the sunlit lawn outside), from one point of view  a selfish one  we ought to consider ourselves the most fortunate of parents. And this news should be a matter for rejoicing, as it would be, if  if it were only less sudden, and wild, and  and  

Her voice trembled; she could not go on.

And alarming, added Granville briskly, pulling himself together and taking an egg.

Then the Judge spoke.

I should like, he said, to hear the letter read slowly from beginning to end. Between us, we have not yet given it a fair chance; we have got only the drift of it; we may have overlooked something. Granville, perhaps you will read the letter aloud to your mother and me?

Granville, who had just laid open his egg with great skill, experienced a moments natural annoyance at the interruption. To stop to read a long letter now was, he felt, treating a good appetite shabbily, to say nothing of the egg. But this was not a powerful feeling; he concealed it. He had a far stronger appetite than the mere relish for food; the intellectual one. Granville had one of the nicest intellects at the Junior Bar. His intellectual appetite was so hearty, and even voracious, that it could be gratified at all times and places, and not only by the loaves and fishes of full-bodied wit, but by the crumbs and fishbones of legal humour  such as the reading aloud of indifferent English and ridiculous sentiments in tones suitable to the most chaste and classic prose. This he had done in court with infinite gusto, and he did it now as he would have done it in court.

My dear Mother (he began reading, through a single eyeglass that became him rather well),Before you open this letter youll see that Im on my way home! I am sorry I havent written you for so long, and very sorry I didnt before I sailed. I should think when I last wrote was from Bindarra. But I must come at once to my great news  which Heaven knows how Im to tell you, and how youll take it when I do. Well, I will, in two words  the fact is, Im married! My wife is the daughter of the boss of Bindarra  in other words, a squatter with a run (or territory) as big as a good many English counties.

The crisp forensic tones were dropped for an explanatory aside. He evidently means  father (Granville nearly said my lord, through force of habit), that his father-in-law is the squatter; not his wife, which is what he says. He writes in such a slipshod style. I should also think he means that the territory in question is equal in size to certain English counties, individually (though this I venture to doubt), and not  what you would infer  to several counties put together. His literary manner was always detestable, poor old chap; and, of course, Australia was hardly likely to improve it.

The interpolation was not exactly ill-natured; but it was received in silence; and Granvilles tones, as he resumed the reading, were even more studiously unsympathetic than before.

Of my Bride I will say very little; for you will see her in a week at most. As for myself, I can only tell you, dear Mother, that I am the very luckiest and happiest man on earth! (A brave statement, Granville murmured in parenthesis; but they all make it.) She is typically Australian, having indeed been born and bred in the Bush, and is the first to admit it, being properly proud of her native land; but, if you knew the Australians as I do, this would not frighten you. Far from it, for the typical Australian is one of the very highest if not the highest development of our species. (Granville read that sentence with impressive gravity, and with such deference to the next as to suggest no kind of punctuation, since the writer had neglected it.) But as you, my dear Mother, are the very last person in the world to be prejudiced by mere mannerisms, I wont deny that she has one or two  though, mind you, I like them! And, at least, you may look forward to seeing the most beautiful woman you ever saw in your life  though I say it.

Feeling sure that you will, as usual, be summering at Twickenham, I make equally sure that you will be able and willing to find room for us; at the same time, we will at once commence looking out for a little place of our own in the country, with regard to which we have plans which will keep till we see you. But, while we are with you, I thought I would be able to show my dear girl the principal sights of the Old Country, which, of course, are mostly in or near town, and which she is dying to see.

Dear Mother, I know I ought to have consulted you, or at least told you, beforehand. The whole thing was impulsive, I admit. But if you and my Father will forgive me for this  take my word for it, you will soon find out that it is all you have to forgive! Of course, I am writing to my Father as much as to you in this letter  as he will be the first to understand. With dearest love to you both (not forgetting Gran), in which Gladys joins me (though she doesnt know I am saying so).

Believe me as ever,

Your affectionate Son,

Alfred.

Thank you, said the Judge, shortly.

The soft dark eyes of Lady Bligh were wet with tears.

I think, she said, gently, it is a very tender letter. I know of no man but Alfred that could write such a boyish, simple letter  not that I dont enjoy your clever ones, Gran. But then Alfred never yet wrote to me without writing himself down the dear, true-hearted, affectionate fellow he is; only here, of course, it comes out doubly. But does he not mention her maiden name?

No, he doesnt, said Granville. You remarked the Christian name, though? Gladys! I must say it sounds unpromising. Mary, Eliza, Maria  one would have rather liked a plain, homely, farm-yard sort of name for a squatters daughter. But Ermyntrude, or Elaine, or Gladys! These are names of ill-omen; you expect de Vere coming after them, or even worse.

What is a squatter, Gran? asked Lady Bligh abruptly.

A squatter? I dont know, said Gran, paring the ham daintily as he answered. I dont know, Im sure; something to do with bushranging, I should imagine  but I really cant tell you.

But there was a set of common subjects of which Gran was profoundly and intentionally ignorant; and it happened that Greater Britain was one of them. If he had known for certain whether Sydney (for instance) was a town or a colony or an island, he would have kept the knowledge carefully to himself, and been thoroughly ashamed of it. And it was the same with other subjects understanded of the Board-scholars. This queer temper of mind is not indeed worth analysing; nevertheless, it is peculiar to a certain sort of clever young fellows, and Granville Bligh was a very fair specimen of the clever young fellow. He was getting on excellently at the Bar, for so young a man. He also wrote a little, with plenty of impudence and epigram, if nothing else. But this was not his real line. Still, what he did at all, he did more or less cleverly. There was cleverness in every line of his smooth dark face; there was uncommon shrewdness in his clear gray eyes. His father had the same face and the same eyes  with this difference added to the differences naturally due to age: there were wisdom, and dignity, and humanity in the face and glance of the Judge; but the nobility of expression thus given was not inherited by the Judges younger son.

The Judge spoke again, breaking a silence of some minutes:  

As you say, Mildred, it seems to have been all very wild and sudden; but when we have said this, we have probably said the worst there is to say. At least, let us hope so. Of my own knowledge many men have gone to Australia, as Alfred went, and come back with the best of wives. I seem to have heard, Granville, that that is what Merivale did; and I have met few more admirable women than Mrs Merivale.

It certainly is the case, sir, said Granville, who had been patronised to some extent by Merivale, Q.C. But Mrs Merivale was scarcely born and bred in the Bush; and if she had what poor Alfred, perhaps euphemistically, calls mannerisms  I have detected no traces of any myself  when Merivale married her, at least she had money.

Your sister-in-law may have money, too, said Sir James, with somewhat scornful emphasis. That is of no consequence at all. Your brother has enough for both, and more than enough for a bachelor.

There was no need to remind the young man of that; it had been a sore point, and even a raw one, with Granville since his boyhood; for it was when the brothers were at school together  the younger in the Sixth Form, the elder in the Lower Fifth  and it was already plain which one would benefit the most by private means, that a relative of Sir James had died, leaving all her money to Alfred.

Granville coloured slightly  very slightly  but observed:  

It is a good thing he has.

What do you mean? the Judge asked, with some asperity.

That he needs it, said Granville, significantly.

Sir James let the matter drop, and presently, getting up, went out by the open French window, and on to the lawn. It was not his habit to snub his son; he left that to the other judges, in court. But Lady Bligh remonstrated in her own quiet way  a way that had some effect even upon Granville.

To sneer at your brothers inferior wits, my son, is not in quite nice taste, she said; and I may tell you, now, that I did not at all care for your comments upon his letter.

Granville leant back in his chair and laughed pleasantly.

How seriously you take one this morning! But it is small wonder that you should, for the occasion is a sufficiently serious one, in all conscience; and indeed, dear mother, I am as much put out as you are. Nay, Granville added, smiling blandly, dont say that youre not put out, for I can see that you are. And we have reason to be put out  he became righteously indignant all of us. I wouldnt have thought it of Alfred, I wouldnt indeed! No matter whom he wanted to marry, he ought at least to have written first, instead of being in such a violent hurry to bring her over. It is treating you, dear mother, to say the best of it, badly; and as for the Judge, it is plain that he is quite upset by the unfortunate affair.

We have no right to assume that it is unfortunate, Gran.

Well, I hope it is not, thats all, said Gran, with great emphasis. I hope it is not, for poor Alfreds sake. Yet, as you know, mother, hes the very kind of old chap to get taken in and imposed upon; and  I tell you frankly  I tremble for him. If he is the victim of a designing woman, I am sorry for him, from my soul I am! If he has married in haste  and he has  to repent at leisure  as he may  though this is trite and detestable language, I pity him, from my soul I do! You have already rebuked me  I dont say unjustly  for making what, I admit, had the appearance of an odious and egotistical comparison; I will guard against conveying a second impression of that kind; yet I think I may safely say, without bragging, that I know the world rather better than old Alfred does. Well, I have, I will not say my fears, but my dreads; and I cannot help having them. If they are realised, no one will sympathise with poor dear Alfred more deeply than I shall.

Lady Bligh looked keenly at her eloquent son; a half-smile played about her lips: she understood him, to some extent.

But what if your fears are not realised? she said, quietly.

Why, then, said Gran, less fluently, then I  oh, of course, I shall be delighted beyond words; no one will be more delighted than I.

Then you shall see, said Lady Bligh, rising, with a sweet and hopeful smile, that is how it is going to turn out; I have a presentiment that it will all turn out for the best. So there is only one thing to be done  we must prepare to welcome her to our hearts!

Granville shrugged his shoulders, but his mother did not see him; she had gone quietly from the room and was already climbing (slowly, for she was stout) the stairs that led up to her own snuggery on the first floor. This little room was less of a boudoir than a study, and more like an office than either, for it was really a rather bare little room. Its most substantial piece of furniture was a large unlovely office-table, and its one picture was framed in the window-sashes  a changeful picture of sky and trees, and lawn and river, painted this morning in the most radiant tints of early summer. At the office-table, which was littered with letters and pamphlets, Lady Bligh spent diligent hours every day. She was a person of both mental and manual activity, with public sympathies and interests that entailed an immense correspondence. She was, indeed, one of the most charitable and benevolent of women, and was to some extent a public woman. But we have nothing to do with her public life, and, on this Sunday morning, no more had she.

There were no pictures on the walls, but there were photographs upon the chimney-piece. Lady Bligh stood looking at them for an unusually long time  in fact, until the sound of the old church bells, coming in through the open window, called her away.

One of the photographs was of the Judge  an excellent one, in which the dear old gentleman looked his very best, dignified but kindly. Another was a far too flattering portrait of Granville. A third portrait was that of an honest, well-meaning, and rather handsome face, with calm dark eyes, exactly like Lady Blighs; and this was the erratic Alfred. But the photograph that Lady Bligh looked at longest, and most fondly, was a faded one of Alfred and Granville as mere schoolboys. She loved her two sons so dearly! One of them was much changed, and becoming somewhat spoilt, to phrase it mildly; yet that son was rather clever, and his mother saw his talents through a strong binocular, and his faults with her eyes at the wrong end of it; and she loved him in spite of the change in him, and listened  at least with tolerance  to the airings of a wit that was always less good natured, and generally less keen, than she imagined it. But the other son had never changed at all; even his present fatal letter showed that. He was still a boy at heart  a wild, stupid, affectionate schoolboy. There was no denying it: in his mothers heart the elder son was the best beloved of the two.

And it was this one who had married with so much haste and mystery  the favourite son, the son with money, the son who might have married any one he pleased. It was hard to choke down prejudice when this son was bringing home a wife from the Bush, of all places!

What would she be like? What could she be like?


CHAPTER II

HOME IN STYLE

He must be mad! said Granville, flourishing a telegram in his hand.

He must be very fond of her, Lady Bligh replied, simply.

Granville held the telegram at arms length, and slowly focussed it with his eyeglass. He had already declaimed it twice, once with horror in his voice, once with a running accompaniment of agreeable raillery. His third reading was purely compassionate, in accordance with his latest theory regarding the mental condition of the sender.

Arrived both well. Chartered launch take us Gravesend Twickenham; show her river. Join us if possible Westminster Bridge 3 oclock.  Alfred.

Granville sighed.

Do you comprehend it, dear mother? I think I do, at last, though the prepositions are left to the imagination. He has saved at least twopence over those prepositions  which, of course, is an item, even in a ten-pound job.

You dont mean to say it will cost him ten pounds?

Every penny of it: it would cost you or me, or any ordinary person, at least a fiver. I am allowing for Alfreds being let in rather further than any one else would be.

At all events, said Lady Bligh, you will do what he asks you; you will be at Westminster at the time he mentions?

Granville shrugged his shoulders. Certainly, if you wish it.

I think it would be kind.

Then I will go, by all means.

Thank you  and Granville! I do wish you would give up sneering at your brothers peculiarities. He does do odd and impulsive things, we know; and there is no denying the extravagance of steaming up the river all the way from Gravesend. But, after all, he has money, and no doubt he wants to show his wife the Thames, and to bring her home in a pleasant fashion, full of pleasant impressions; and upon my word, said Lady Bligh, I never heard of a prettier plan in my life! So go, my dear boy, and meet them, and make them happier still. If that is possible, no one could do it more gracefully than you, Gran!

Granville acknowledged the compliment, and promised; and punctually at three he was at Westminster Bridge, watching with considerable interest the rapid approach of a large launch  a ridiculously large one for the small number of people on board. She had, in fact, only two passengers, though there was room for fifty. One of the two was Alfred, whose lanky figure was unmistakable at any distance; and the dark, straight, strapping young woman at his side was, of course, Alfreds wife.

The meeting between the brothers was hearty enough, but it might have been more entirely cordial had there been a little less effusiveness on one side  not Granvilles. But Alfred  who was dressed in rough tweed clothes of indeterminate cut, and had disfigured himself with a beard  was so demonstrative in his greeting that the younger brother could not help glancing anxiously round to assure himself that there was no one about who knew him. It was a relief to him to be released and introduced to the Bride.

Gladys, this is Gran come to meet us  as I knew he would  like the brick he is, and always was!

Gran was conscious of being scrutinised keenly by the finest dark eyes he had ever encountered in his life; but the next moment he was shaking his sister-in-laws hand, and felt that it was a large hand  a trifling discovery that filled Granville with a subtile sense of satisfaction. But the Bride was yet to open her lips.

How do you do? she said, the olive tint of her cheek deepening slightly. It was awfully nice of you to come; I am glad to see you  I have heard such lots about you, you know!

It was said so glibly that the little speech was not, perhaps, exactly extempore: and it was spoken  every word of it  with a twang that, to sensitive ears like Granvilles, was simply lacerating. Granville winced, and involuntarily dropped his eyeglass; but otherwise he kept a courteous countenance, and made a sufficiently civil reply.

As for Alfred, he, of course, noticed nothing unusual in his wifes accents; he was used to them; and, indeed, it seemed to Granville that Alfred spoke with a regrettable drawl himself.

Youve got to play showman, Gran, said he, when some natural questions had been hurriedly put and tersely answered (by which time they were opposite Lambeth Palace). Ive been trying, but Im a poor hand at it; indeed, Im a poor Londoner, and always was: below Blackfriars I was quite at sea, and from here to Richmond Im as ignorant as a brush.

No; hes no good at all, chimed in the Bride, pleasantly.

Well, Im not well up in it, either, said Gran, warily.

This was untrue, however. Granville knew his Thames better than most men  it was one of the things he did know. But he had a scholars reverence for classic ground; and in a young man who revered so very little, this was remarkable, if it was not affectation. Granville would have suffered tortures rather than gravely point out historic spots to a person whose ideas of history probably went no farther back than the old Colonial digging days; he would have poured sovereigns into the sea as readily as the coin of sacred associations into Gothic ears. At least, so he afterwards said, when defending his objection to interpreting the Thames for his sister-in-laws benefit.

What nonsense! cried Alfred, good-humouredly. You know all about it  at all events, you used to. There  weve gone and let her miss Lambeth Palace! Look, dear, quick, while its still in sight  thats where the Archbishop of Canterbury hangs out.

Oh, said Gladys, Ive heard of him.

And isnt that Cheyne Walk, or some such place, that were coming to on the right there? said Alfred.

Yes, said Granville, briefly; thats Cheyne Walk.

Luckily the Bride asked no questions  indeed, she was inclined to be silent  for of all localities impossible to discuss with an uneducated person, Granville felt that Chelsea and Cheyne Walk were the most completely out of the question. And that the Bride was a sadly uneducated person was sufficiently clear, if only from her manner of speaking. Granville accepted the fact with creditable equanimity  he had prophesied as much  and sat down to smoke a cigarette and to diagnose, if he could, this new and wonderful dialect of his sister-in-law. It was neither Cockney nor Yankee, but a nasal blend of both: it was a lingo that declined to let the vowels run alone, but trotted them out in ill-matched couples, with discordant and awful consequences; in a word, it was Australasiatic of the worst description. Nor was the speech of Alfred free from the taint  Alfred, whose pronunciation at least had been correct before he went out; while the common colloquialisms of the pair made Granville shudder.

If I did not hope for such surprisingly good looks, said he to himself, yet even I was not prepared for quite so much vulgarity! Poor dear Alfred!

And Granville sighed, complacently.

Yet, as she leant upon the rail in the summer sunlight, silent and pensive, there was certainly no suggestion of vulgarity in her attitude; it was rather one of unstudied grace and ease. Nor was there anything at all vulgar in the quiet travelling dress that fitted her tall full form so closely and so well. Nor was her black hair cut down to within an inch of her eyebrows  as, of course, it should have been  or worn in a fringe at all. Nor was there anything the least objectionable in the poise of the small graceful head, or in the glance of the bold dark eyes, or in the set of the full, firm, crimson lips; and thus three more excellent openings  for the display of vulgarity  were completely thrown away. In fact, if she had never spoken, Granville would have been at a loss to find a single fault in her. Alas! about her speech there could be no two opinions  it bewrayed her.

Presently Alfred sat down beside his brother, and began to tell him everything, and did all the talking; while the Bride still stood watching the shifting panorama of the banks, and the golden sunlight upon the water, and the marvellous green of all green things. It was practically her first experience of this colour. And still she asked no questions, her interest being perhaps too intense; and so the showman-business was forgotten, to the great relief of Granville; and the time slipped quickly by. At last  and quite suddenly  the Bride clapped her hands, and turned with sparkling eyes to her husband: they had entered that splendid reach below Richmond, and the bridges were in sight, with the hill beyond.

I give this best! she cried. It does knock spots out of the Yarra and the Murray after all!

Alfred glanced uneasily at his brother, but found an impassive face.

Come, old fellow, said Alfred, do your duty; jump up and tell her about these places.

So at last Granville made an effort to do so; he got up and went to the side of the Bride; and presently he was exercising a discreet if not a delicate vein of irony, that was peculiarly his own.

That was Kew we passed just now  you must see the gardens there, he said; and this is Richmond.

Kew and Richmond! exclaimed the Bride, innocently. How rum! We have a Kew and a Richmond in Melbourne.

Ah! said Gran. I dont fancy the theft was on our side. But look at this gray old bridge  picturesque, isnt it?  and I dare say you have nothing like it out there. And there, you see  up on the left yonder  is Richmond Hill. Rather celebrated, Richmond Hill: you may have heard of it; there was a lass that lived there once.

Yes  what of her?

Oh, she was neat and had sweet eyes  or sweet, with neat eyes  I really forget which. And there was a somebody or other who said hed resign any amount of crowns  the number wasnt specified  to call her his. He was pretty safe in saying that  unless, indeed, he meant crown-pieces  which, now I think of it, would be rather an original reading.

Alfred, said the Bride abruptly, are we nearly there?

Not far off, said Alfred.

Granville bit his lip. We are very nearly there, he said; this is the beginning of Twickenham.

Then wheres the Ferry? said the Bride. I know all about Twickenham Ferry; we once had a storekeeper  a new chum  who used to sing about it like mad. Show it me.

There, then: it crosses by the foot of the island: its about to cross now. Now, in a minute, Ill show you Popes old place; we dont go quite so far  in fact, here we are  but youll be able just to see it, I think.

The Pope! said Gladys. I never knew he lived in England!

No more he does. Not the Pope  Pope; a man of the name of Pope: a scribbler: a writing-man: in fact, a poet.

The three were leaning over the rail, shoulder to shoulder, and watching eagerly for the first glimpse of the Judges retreat through the intervening trees. Granville was in the middle. The Bride glanced at him sharply, and opened her lips to say something which  judging by the sudden gleam of her dark eyes  might possibly have been rather too plain-spoken. But she never said it; she merely left Granvilles side, and went round to the far side of her husband, and slipped her hand through his arm. Granville walked away.

Are we there? whispered Gladys.

Just, my darling. Look, thats the house  the one with the tall trees and the narrow lawn.

Hoo-jolly-ray!

Hush, Gladdie! For Heavens sake dont say anything like that before my mother! There she is on the lawn, waving her handkerchief. Well wave ours back to her. The dear mother! Whatever you do, darling girl, dont say anything of that sort to her. It would be Greek to my mother and the Judge, and they mightnt like it.


CHAPTER III

PINS AND NEEDLES

Slanting mellow sunbeams fell pleasantly upon the animated face of the Bride, as she stepped lightly across the gangway from the steam-launch to the lawn; and, for one moment, her tall supple figure stood out strikingly against the silver river and the pale eastern sky. In that moment a sudden dimness came over Lady Blighs soft eyes, and with outstretched arms she hurried forward to press her daughter to her heart. It was a natural motherly impulse, but, even if Lady Bligh had stopped to think, she would have made sure of being met half-way. She was not, however, and the mortification of the moment was none the less intense because it was invisible. The Bride refused to be embraced. She was so tall that it would have been impossible for Lady Bligh to kiss her against her will, but it never came to that; the unbending carriage and man-like outstretched hand spoke plainly and at once  and were understood. But Lady Bligh coloured somewhat, and it was an unfortunate beginning, for every one noticed it; and the Judge, who was hurrying towards them across the lawn at the time, there and then added a hundred per cent of ceremony to his own greeting, and received his daughter-in-law as he would have received any other stranger.

I am very happy to see you, he said, when Alfred had introduced them  the Judge waited for that. Welcome, indeed; and I hope you have received agreeable impressions of our River Thames.

Oh, rather! said Gladys, smiling unabashed upon the old gentleman. Weve no rivers like it in Australia. Ive just been saying so.

Granville, who had been watching for a change in his mothers expression when she should first hear the Bride speak, was not disappointed. Lady Bligh winced perceptibly. Judges, however, may be relied upon to keep their countenances, if anybody may; it is their business; Sir James was noted for it, and he merely said dryly, I suppose not, and that was all.

And then they all walked up the lawn together to where tea awaited them in the veranda. The Brides dark eyes grew round at sight of the gleaming silver teapot and dainty Dresden china; she took her seat in silence in a low wicker chair, while the others talked around her; but presently she was heard exclaiming:  

No, thanks, no milk, and Ill sweeten it myself, please.

But its cream, said Lady Bligh, good-naturedly, pausing with the cream-jug in the air.

The same thing, returned Gladys. We never took any on the station, so I like it better without; and it cant be too strong, if you please. We didnt take milk, she turned to explain to Sir James, because, in a general way, our only cow was a tin one, and we preferred no milk at all. We ran sheep, you see, not cattle.

A tin cow! said Sir James.

She means they only had condensed milk, said Alfred, roaring with laughter.

But our cow is not tin, said Lady Bligh, smiling, as she still poised the cream-jug; will you not change your mind?

No, thanks, said the Bride stoutly.

It was another rather awkward moment, for it did seem as though Gladys was disagreeably independent. And Alfred, of all people, made the moment more awkward still, and, indeed, more uncomfortable than any that had preceded it.

Gladdie, he exclaimed in his airiest manner, youre a savage! A regular savage, as Ive told you over and over again!

No one said anything. Gladys smiled, and Alfred chuckled over his pleasantry. But it was a pleasantry that contained a most unpleasant truth. The others felt this, and it made them silent. It was a relief to all  with the possible exception of the happy pair, neither of whom appeared to be over-burdened with self-consciousness  when Lady Bligh carried off Gladys, and delivered her in her own room into the safe keeping of Miss Bunn, her appointed maid.

This girl, Bunn, presently appeared in the servants hall, sat down in an interesting way, and began to twirl her thumbs with great ostentation. Being questioned, in fulfilment of her artless design, she said that she was not wanted upstairs. Being further questioned, she rattled off a string of the funny things Mrs Halfred had said to her along with a feeble imitation of Mrs Halfreds very funny way of saying them. This is not a matter of importance; but it was the making of Bunn below stairs; so long as Mrs Alfred remained in the house, her maids popularity as a kitchen entertainer was assured.

The Bride wished to be alone; at all events she desired no personal attendance. What should she want with a maid? A ladys-maid was a fixing she did not understand, and did not wish to understand; she had said so plainly, and that she didnt see where Miss Bunn came in; and then Miss Bunn had gone out, in convulsions. And now the Bride was alone at last, and stood pensively gazing out of her open window at the wonderful green trees and the glittering river, at the deep cool shadows and the pale evening sky; and delight was in her bold black eyes; yet a certain sense of something not quite as it ought to be  a sensation at present vague and undefined  made her graver than common. And so she stood until the door was burst suddenly open, and a long arm curled swiftly round her waist, and Alfred kissed her.

My darling! tell me quickly  

Stop! said Gladys. Ill bet I guess what it is you want me to tell you! Shall I?

Yes, if you can, for I certainly do want you to tell me something.

Then its what I think of your people!

How you like them, Alfred amended. Yes, that was it. Well, then?

Well, then  I like your mother. She has eyes like yours, Alfred, large and still and kind, and she is big and motherly.

Then, oh, my darling, why on earth didnt you kiss her?

Kiss her? Not me! Why should I?

She meant to kiss you; I saw she did.

Dont you believe it! Even if she had, it would have been only for your sake. You wait a little bit; wait till she knows me, and if she wants to kiss me then  let her!

Alfred was pained by his young wifes tone; he had never before heard her speak so strangely, and her eyes were wistful. He did not quite understand her, but he did not try to, then; he varied the subject.

How about Gran?

Oh, that Gran! cried Gladys. I cant suffer him at all.

Cant suffer Gran! What on earth do you mean, Gladys?

I mean that he was just a little beast in the boat! You think he was as glad to see you as you were him, because you judge by yourself; but not a bit of it; I know better. It was all put on with him, and a small all too. Then you asked him to tell me about the places we passed, and he only laughed at me. Ah, you may laugh at people without moving a muscle, but people may see it all the same; and I did, all along; and just before we got here I very near told him so. If I had, Id have given him one, you stake your life!

Im glad you didnt, said Alfred devoutly, but in great trouble. I never heard him say anything to rankle like that; I thought he was very jolly, if you ask me. And really, Gladdie, old Grans as good a fellow as ever lived; besides which, he has all the brains of the family.

Perhaps, said Gladys, softening, my old man has got a double share of something better than brains!

Nonsense, darling! But at least the Judge was pleasant; what did you think of the Judge?

I funked him.

Good gracious! Why?

Hes so dreadfully dignified; and he looks you through and through  not nastily, like Gran does, but as if you were something funny in a glass case.

What stuff and nonsense, Gladdie! Youre making me miserable. Look here: talk to the Judge: draw him out a bit. Thats all he wants, and he likes it.

What am I to call him Judge?

No: not that: never that. For the present, Sir James, I think.

And what am I to talk about?

Oh, anything  Australia. Interest him about the Bush. Try, dearest, at dinner  to please me.

Very well, said Gladys; Ill have a shot.

And she had one, though it was not quite the kind of shot Alfred would have recommended  at any rate, not for a first shot. For, on thinking it over, it seemed to Gladys that, with relation to the Bush, nothing could interest a Judge so much as the manner of administering the law there, which she knew something about. Nor was the subject unpromising or unsafe: it was only her way of leading up to it that was open to criticism.

I suppose, Sir James, she began, you have lots of trying to do?

Trying? said the Judge, looking up from his soup; for the Bride had determined not to be behindhand in keeping her promise, and had opened the attack thus early.

As if he were a tailor! thought Granville. Trials, sir, he suggested suavely. He was sitting next Gladys, who was on the Judges right.

Ah, trials! said the Judge with a faint  a very faint  smile. Oh, yes  a great number.

A sudden thought struck Gladys. She became the interested instead of the interesting party. She forgot the Bush, and stared at her father-in-law in sudden awe.

Are there many murder trials among them, Sir James?

By the deliberate manner with which he went on with his soup, the Judge apparently did not hear the question. But Lady Bligh and Alfred heard it, and were horrified; while Granville looked grave, and listened for more with all his ears. He had not to wait long. Gladys feared she had expressed herself badly, and quickly tried again.

What I mean is  Sir James  do you often have to go and put on the black cap, and sentence poor unfortunate people to be hung? Because that cant be very nice, Sir James  is it?

A faint flush mounted into the Judges pale cheeks. It is not of frequent occurrence, he said stiffly.

Granville, sitting next her, might easily have stopped his sister-in-law by a word or a sign before this; but Alfred was practically hidden from her by the lamp, and though he tried very hard to kick her under the table, he only succeeded in kicking footstools and table-legs; and Lady Bligh was speechless.

The Bride, however, merely thought that Alfred had exaggerated the ease with which his father was to be drawn out. But she had not given in yet. That would have been contrary to her nature.

What a good thing! she said. It would be so  so horrid, if it happened very often, to wake up and say to yourself, That poor fellows got to swing in a minute or two; and its me thats done it! It would be a terror if that was to happen every week or so; and Im glad for your sake, Sir James  

She broke off suddenly; why, it is difficult to say, for no one had spoken; but perhaps that was the very reason. At all events, she remembered her experience of Bush law, and got to her point, now, quickly enough.

I was once at a trial myself, Sir James, in the Bush, she said (and there was certainly a general sense of relief). My own father was boss  or Judge, if you like  that trip. There were only four people there; the sergeant, who was jailer and witness as well, father, the prisoner, and me; I looked on.

Is your father a member of the Colonial Bar? inquired Sir James, mildly.

Lord, no, Sir James! Hes only a magistrate. Why, hed only got to remand the poor chap down to Cootamundra; yet he had to consult gracious knows how many law-books (the sergeant had them ready) to do it properly!

They all laughed; but there was a good deal that ought not to have been laughed at. A moment before, when her subject was about as unfortunate as it could have been, she had chosen her mere words with a certain amount of care and good taste; but now that she was on her native heath, and blameless in matter, her manner had become dreadful  her expressions were shocking  her twang worse than ever. The one subject that she was at home in excited her to an unseemly degree. No sooner, then, had the laugh subsided than Lady Bligh seized upon the conversation, hurled it well over the head of the Bride, and kept it there, high and dry, until the end of dessert; then she sailed away to the drawing-room with the unconscious offender.

It was time to end this unconsciousness.

My dear, said Lady Bligh, will you let me give you a little lecture?

Certainly, said Gladys, opening her eyes rather wide, but won at once by the old ladys manner.

Then, my dear, you should never interrogate people about their professional duties, least of all a judge. Sir James does not like it; and even I never dream of doing it.

Goodness gracious! cried the Bride. Have I been and put my foot in it, then?

You have said nothing that really matters, Lady Bligh replied hastily; and she determined to keep till another time some observations that were upon her mind on the heads of slang and twang; for the poor girl was blushing deeply, and seemed, at last, thoroughly uncomfortable; which was not what Lady Bligh wanted at all.

Only, I must tell you, Lady Bligh continued, it was an unfortunate choice to hit upon the death-sentence for a subject of conversation. All judges are sensitive about it; Sir James is particularly so. But there! there is nothing for you to look grieved about, my dear. No one will think anything more of such a trifle; and, of course, out in Australia everything must be quite different.

Gladys bridled up at once; she would have no allowances made for herself at the expense of her country. It is a point on which Australians are uncommonly sensitive, small blame to them.

Dont you believe it! she cried vigorously. You mustnt go blaming Australia, Lady Bligh; its no fault of Australias. Its my fault  my ignorance  me thats to blame! Oh, please to remember: whenever I do or say anything wrong, youve not to excuse me because Im an Australian! Australias got nothing to do with it; its me that doesnt know whats what, and has got to learn!

Her splendid eyes were full of trouble, but not of tears. With a quick, unconscious, supplicating gesture she turned and fled from the room.

A few minutes later, when Lady Bligh followed her, she said, very briefly and independently, that she was fatigued, and would come down no more. And so her first evening in England passed over.


CHAPTER IV

A TASTE OF HER QUALITY

Mr Justice Bligh was an inveterate and even an irreclaimable early riser. In the pleasant months at Twickenham he became worse in this respect than ever, and it was no unusual thing for the slow summer dawns to find this eminent judge, in an old tweed suit, and with a silver frost upon his cheeks and chin, pottering about the stables, or the garden, or the rivers brim.

The morning following the arrival of the happy pair, however, is scarcely a case in point, for it was fully six when Sir James sat down in his dressing-room to be shaved by his valet, the sober and vigilant Mr Dix. This operation, for obvious reasons, was commonly conducted in dead silence; nor was the Judge ever very communicative with his servants; so that the interlude which occurred this morning was remarkable in itself, quite apart from what happened afterwards.

A series of loud reports of the nature of fog-signals had come suddenly through the open window, apparently from some part of the premises. The Judge held up his finger to stop the shaving.

What is that noise, Dix?

Please, Sir James, it sounds like some person a-cracking of a whip, Sir James.

A whip! I dont think so at all. It is more like pistol-shooting. Go to the window and see if you can see anything.

No, Sir James, I cant see nothing at all, said Dix from the window; but it do seem to come from the stable-yard, please, Sir James.

I never heard a whip cracked like that, said the Judge. Dear me, how it continues! Well, never mind; lather me afresh, Dix.

So the shaving went on; but in the stable-yard a fantastic scene was in full play. Its origin was in the idle behaviour of the stable-boy, who had interrupted his proper business of swilling the yard to crack a carriage-whip, by way of cheap and indolent variety. Now you cannot crack any kind of whip well without past practice and present pains; but this lad, who was of a mean moral calibre, had neither the character to practise nor the energy to take pains in anything. He cracked his whip as he did all things  execrably; and, when his wrist was suddenly and firmly seized from behind, the shock served the young ruffian right. His jaw dropped. The devil! he gasped; but, turning round, it appeared that he had made a mistake  unless, indeed, the devil had taken the form of a dark and beautiful young lady, with bright contemptuous eyes that made the lad shrivel and hang his head.

Anyway, you cant crack a whip! said the Bride, scornfully  for of course it was no one else.

The lad kept a sulky silence. The young lady picked up the whip that had fallen from his unnerved fingers. She looked very fresh and buoyant in the fresh summer morning, and very lovely. She could not have felt real fatigue the night before, for there was not a lingering trace of it in her appearance now; and if she had been really tired, why be up and out so very early this morning? The stable-boy began to glance at her furtively and to ask himself this last question, while Gladys handled and examined the whip in a manner indicating that she had handled a whip before.

Show you how? she asked suddenly; but the lad only dropped his eyes and shuffled his feet, and became a degree more sulky than before. Gladys stared at him in astonishment. She was new to England, and had yet to discover that there is a certain type of lout  a peculiarly English type  that infinitely prefers to be ground under heel by its betters to being treated with the least approach to freedom or geniality on their part. This order of being would resent the familiarity of an Archbishop much more bitterly than his Grace would resent the vilest abuse of the lout. It combines the touchiness of the sensitive-plant with the soul of the weed; and it was the Brides first introduction to the variety  which, indeed, does not exist in Australia. She cracked the whip prettily, and with a light heart, and the boy glowered upon her. The exercise pleased her, and brought a dull red glow into her dusky cheeks, and heightened and set off her beauty, so that even the lout gaped at her with a sullen sense of satisfaction. Then, suddenly, she threw down the whip at his feet.

Take the beastly thing! she cried. It isnt half a whip! But you just hold on, and Ill show you what a real whip is!

She was out of the yard in a twinkling. The lout rubbed his eyes, scratched his head, and whistled. Then a brilliant idea struck him: he fetched the coachman. They were just in time. The Bride was back in a moment.

Ha! two of you, eh? she exclaimed. Well, stand aside and Ill show you how we crack stock-whips in the Bush!

A short, stout handle, tapering towards the lash, and no longer than fifteen inches, was in her hand. They could not see the lash at first, because she held it in front of her in her left hand, and it was of the same colour as her dark tailor-made dress; but the Bride jerked her right wrist gently, and then a thing like an attenuated brown snake, twelve feet long, lay stretched upon the wet cement of the yard as if by magic. Swiftly then she raised her arm, and the two spectators felt a fine line of water strike their faces as the lash came up from the wet cement; looking up, they saw a long black streak undulating for an instant above the young ladys head, and then they heard a whiz, followed by an almost deafening report. The lash lay on the ground again, quivering. Coachman and stable-boy instinctively flattened their backs against the coach-house door.

That, said the Bride, is the plain thing. Smell this!

Again the long lash trembled over her head; again it cracked like a gun-shot somewhere in front of her, but this time, by the help of the recoil and by the sheer strength of her wrist, the lash darted out again behind her  as it seemed, under her very arm  and let out the report of a second barrel in the rear. And this fore-and-aft recoil cracking went on without intermission for at least a minute  that minute during which the Judges shaving was interrupted. Then it stopped, and there was a fine wild light in the Brides eyes, and her breath came quickly, and her lips and cheeks were glowing crimson.

The phlegmatic lad was quite speechless, and, in fact, with his gaping mouth and lolling tongue he presented a rather cruel spectacle. But the coachman found an awestruck word or two: My soul and body! he gasped.

Ah! said the Bride, that is something flash, aint it though? I wonder I hadnt forgotten it. And now you have a try, old man!

Honest Garrod, the coachman, opened his eyes wide. He knew that this was Mrs Alfred; he had heard that Mrs Alfred was an Australian; but he could scarcely believe his ears.

No, miss  no, mum  thank you, he faltered. The miss came much more naturally than the mum.

Come on! cried the Bride.

Id rather not, miss  mum, said the coachman.

What rot! said Gladys. Here  thats it  bravo! Now blaze away!

The old man had given in, simply because this extraordinary young lady was irresistible. The first result of his weakness was a yell of pain from the stable-boy; the poor lads face was bleeding where the lash had struck it. Rough apologies followed. Then the old coachman  who was not without mettle, and was on it, for the moment  took off his coat and tried again. After many futile efforts, however, he only succeeded in coiling the lash tightly round his own legs; and that made an end of it; the old man gave it up.

Show us some more, mum, said he. Ive got too old and stiff for them games,  as if in his youth he had been quite at home with the stock-whip, and only of late years had got rusty in the art of cracking it.

Right you are, said Gladys, gaily, when her laughter was over  she had a hearty, but a rather musical laugh. Give me the whip. Now, have you got a coin  a sixpence? No? No odds, heres half a sov. in my purse thatll do as well; and you shall have it, either of you that do this side o Christmas what Im going to do now. Im going to show you a trick and a half!

Her eyes sparkled with excitement: she was rather over-excited, perhaps. She placed the coin upon the ground, retreated several paces, measured the distance with her eye, and smartly raised the handle of the stock-whip. The crack that followed was the plain, straightforward crack, only executed with greater precision than before. Then she had resembled nothing so much as an angler idly flogging a stream; the difference was that now, as it were, she was throwing at a rise. And she threw with wonderful skill; for, at the first crack, the half-sovereign spun high into the air and fell with a ring upon the cement; she had picked it up on the point of the lash!

It was a surprising feat. That she managed to accomplish it at the first attempt surprised no one so much as the Bride herself. This also added in a dangerous degree to her excitement. She was now in little less than a frenzy. She seemed to forget where she was, and to think that she was back on the station in New South Wales, where she could do what she liked.

Now that youve seen I can do that, she cried to the lad, stand you with your back to the wall there, and Ill take your hat off for you!

The answer of the dull youth was astonishingly wise; he said nothing at all, but beat a hasty retreat into the safety of the saddle-room.

She turned to the trembling Garrod. Then you!

Even as he demurred, he saw her hand go up. Next moment the whipcord hissed past his face and there was a deafening report in his right ear, and the next a fearful explosion just under his left ear, and many more at every turn and corner of his face, while the poor man stood with closed eyes and unuttered prayers. It was an elaborate substitute for the simpler fun of whipping his cap off, the unhappy creature being bareheaded already. At last, feeling himself still untouched, Garrod opened his eyes, watched his opportunity, and, while the lash still quivered in mid-air, turned and made a valiant bolt for shelter. His shirt was cut between the shoulder-blades as cleanly as though a knife had done it, but he reached the saddle-room with a whole skin.

Ye cowardly devils! roared the Bride, now beside herself  her dark eyes ablaze with diabolical merriment. Ill keep you there all day, so help me, if you dont come out of it! And, in the execution of her threat, the long lash cracked in the doorway with terrifying echoes.

At that moment, wildly excited as she was, she became conscious of a new presence in the yard. She turned her head, to see a somewhat mean-looking figure in ancient tweed, with his back to the light, but apparently regarding her closely from under the shadow of his broad felt wideawake.

Another of em, I do declare! cried the Bride. And with that the lash cracked in the ears of the unfortunate new-comer, who stood as though turned to stone.

The blue sky, from this luckless persons point of view, became alive with the writhings of serpents, hell-black and numberless. His ears were filled and stunned with the fiendish musketry. He stood like a statue; his hands were never lifted from the pockets of his Norfolk jacket; he never once removed his piercing gaze from the wild face of his tormentor.

Why dont you take off your hat to a lady? that lunatic now shouted, laughing hoarsely, but never pausing in her vile work. Faith, but Ill do it for you!

The wideawake then and there spun up into the air, even as the half-sovereign had spun before it. And the very next instant the stock-whip slipped from the fingers of the Bride. She had uncovered the gray hairs of her father-in-law, Sir James Bligh! At the same moment there was a loud shout behind her, and she staggered backward almost into the arms of her horror-stricken husband. Even then the Bride knew that Granville was there too, watching her misery with grinning eyes. And the Judge did not move a muscle, but stood as he had stood under her fire, piercing her through and through with his stern eyes; and there was an expression upon his face which the worst malefactors he had ever dealt with had perhaps not seen there; and a terrible silence held the air after the mad uproar of the last few minutes.

That awful stillness was broken by the patter of unsteady footsteps. With a crimson face the Bride tottered rather than ran across the yard, and fell upon her knees on the wet cement, at the Judges feet.

Forgive me, she said; I never saw it was you!


CHAPTER V

GRANVILLE ON THE SITUATION

It was in the forenoon of the same day that Granville entered abruptly his mothers sanctum. Lady Bligh was busily writing at the great office-table, but she looked up at once and laid down her pen. Granville threw himself into her easiest chair with an air of emancipation.

They have gone! he ejaculated. If he had referred to the British workman or to the bailiffs he could not have employed more emphatic tones of relief; so Lady Bligh naturally asked to whom he did refer.

To the happy pair! said Granville.

They have gone to town, then?

To town for the day.

Lady Bligh took up her pen again, but only to wipe it, deliberately. Now, Granville, she said, leaning back in her chair, I want you to tell me the truth about  about whatever happened before breakfast. I dont know yet quite what did happen. I want to get at the truth; but so far I have been able to gather only shreds and patches of the truth.

Granville rose briskly to his feet and took his stand upon the hearthrug. Then he leant an elbow on the chimney-piece, adjusted his eyeglass, and smiled down upon Lady Bligh. One easily might have imagined that the task imposed upon him was congenial in the extreme. Without further pressing he told the story, and told it succinctly and well, with a zest that was vaguely felt rather than detected, and with an entire and artistic suppression of his usual commentaries. The mere story was so effective in itself that the most humorous parenthesis could not have improved it, and Granville had the wit to tell it simply. But when he reached the point where the Judge appeared on the scene Lady Bligh stopped him; Granville was disappointed.

I think perhaps I have been told what happened then, said Lady Bligh; at all events I seem to know, and I dont care to hear it again. Oh! it was too scandalous! But tell me, Gran, how did your father bear it?  at the time, I mean.

Like a man! said Granville, with righteous warmth. Like a man! With that vile whip cracking under his very nose, he did not flinch  he did not stir. Then she whipped his hat from his head; and then she saw what she had done, and went down on her knees to him  as if that would undo it!

And your father?

My father behaved splendidly; as no other man in England in his position and  in that position  would have behaved. He told her at once, when she said she had not seen it was he, that he quite understood that; that, in fact, he had seen it for himself from the first. Then he told her to get up that instant; then he smiled  actually smiled; and then  you will hardly believe this, but it is a fact  he gave his arm to Mistress Gladys and took her in to breakfast!

Lady Bligh sighed, but made no remark.

It was more than she deserved; even Alfred admitted that.

Lady Bligh did not answer.

Even Alfred was knocked out of time. I never saw a fellow look more put out than he did at breakfast. He had warned us to prepare for mannerisms, but  

Granville made a tempting pause. Lady Bligh, however, refused to fill it in. She was engrossed in thought. Her line of thought suddenly flashed across Granville, and he caught it up dexterously.

As for the Judge, said he, what the Judge feels no one can say. As I said, he behaved as only he could have behaved in the infamous circumstances. But I did see him steal a quiet glance at Alfred; and that glance said plainer than words: Youve done it, my boy; this is irrevocable!

Lady Bligh was drawn at last.

This is very painful, she murmured; this is too painful, Granville!

Painful? cried Granville. I grant you its painful; but its the fact; its got to be faced.

That may be, said Lady Bligh, sadly; that may be. But we ought not to be hasty; and we certainly ought not to make too much of this one escapade.

Granville shook his head wisely, and smiled.

I dont think there is much fear of that. On the contrary, I doubt if our eyes are even yet fully open to the enormity of this mornings work. I dont think we any of us realise the hideous indignity to which my father has been subjected. But we should. We should think of it  and of him. Here we have one of the oldest and ablest of Her Majestys judges  a man of the widest experience and of the fairest fame, whose name is a synonym for honour and humanity, not only in the Profession, but throughout every section of the community  a man, my dear mother, with whom the very smartest of us  I tell you frankly  would fight shy of a tilt in court, yet whom we all respect and honour; in very truth, a wise and upright judge, though I say it who am his son. And what has happened to him? How has he been treated? cried Granville. Well, we know. No need to go into that again. Only try to realise it, dear mother; try to realise it. To me there is, I confess, something almost epic in this business!

I dont wish to realise it; and I dont know, I am sure, why you should wish to make me.

For no reason, said Granville, shrugging his shoulders, and also looking hurt; for no kind of reason, except that it did strike me that my fathers character had never  never, that is, in his home life  come out more strongly or more generously. Why, I should like to lay ruinous odds that he never refers to the matter again, even to you; while, you shall see, his manner to her will not suffer the slightest change in consequence of what has happened.

It would be a terrible thing if it did, said Lady Bligh; and she added after a pause: She is so beautiful!

Granville drummed with his fingers upon the chimney-piece. His mother wanted a reply. She wanted sympathy upon this point; it was a very insignificant point, the Brides personal beauty; but as yet it seemed to be the only redeeming feature in Alfreds unfortunate marriage.

You cant deny that, Gran? she persisted.

Deny what? The young womans prepossessing appearance? Certainly not; nobody with eyes to see could deny that.

And after all, said Lady Bligh, brought up as she evidently has been, it would be astonishing indeed if her ways were not wild and strange. Consequently, Gran, there is every hope that she will fall into our ways very soon; is there not?

Oh, of course there is hope, said Gran, with an emphasis that was the reverse of hopeful; and there is hope, too, that she will ultimately fall into our way of speaking: her own mannerisms, in that respect, are just a little too marked. Oh, yes, there is hope; there is hope.

Lady Bligh said no more; she seemed to have no more to say. Observing this, Granville consulted his watch, said something about an engagement in town, and went to the door.

Going to London? said Lady Bligh. You might have gone with them, I think.

I think not, said Granville. I should have been out of place. They were going to Madame Tussauds, or the Tower of London, or the Zoological Gardens  I dont know which  perhaps to all three. But the Bride will tell us all about it this evening and how the sights of London compare with the sights of Melbourne; we may look forward to that; and, till then  good-bye.

So Lady Bligh was once more alone. She did not at once resume her correspondence, however. Leaning back in her chair, she gazed thoughtfully through the open window at her side, and across the narrow lawn to where the sunlit river was a silver band behind the trunks and nether foliage of the trees. Lady Bligh was sad, and no wonder; but in her heart was little of the wounded pride, and none of the personal bitterness, that many mothers would feel  and do feel every day  under similar circumstances. What were the circumstances? Simply these: her eldest son had married a wife who was beautiful, it was true, and good-tempered, it appeared; but one who was, on the other hand, both vulgar and ignorant, and, as a daughter, in every way impossible. These hard words Lady Bligh pronounced deliberately in her mind. She was facing the fact, as Granville had said that it should be faced. Yet Granville had used no such words as these; if he had, he would have been given reason to regret them.

For, as has been said already, Lady Bligh had a tolerably just estimate of her son Granville; she thought him only rather more clever, and a good deal more good-natured, than he really was. She knew that a man of any cleverness at all is fond of airing his cleverness  and, indeed, must air it  particularly if he is a young man. For this reason, she made it a rule to listen generously to all Granville had to say to her. But there was another reason: Lady Bligh was a woman who valued highly the confidence and companionship of her sons. Sometimes, it is true, she thought Granvilles cynicism both cheap and worthless; and sometimes (though more rarely) she told him so. Often she thought him absurd: she was amused, for instance, when he solemnly assured her of the Judges high standing and fair fame in the Profession  as if she needed his assurance on that point! But it very seldom seemed to her that the things he said were really ill-natured. There, in the main, she was right. There was no downright malice (as a rule) in Granville; he was merely egotistical and vain; he merely loved more than most things the sound of his own voice. He did not designedly make unkind remarks  at least, not often; but he never took any pains to make kind ones. He passed among men for a fellow of good nature, and unquestionably he was good company. Certainly Lady Bligh overestimated his good nature; but to a great extent she understood Granville; and in any case  of course  she loved him. But she loved Alfred more; and it was Alfred who had made this marriage.

Yet it was only with grief that she could think of the marriage, at present; she found it impossible to harbour bitter feeling against the young handsome face and honest brave eyes that had taken poor Alfred by storm, though they had blinded him to a hundred blemishes. The fact is, her daughter-in-laws face was haunting Lady Bligh. As the day wore on she found herself longing wistfully to see it again. When she did see it again, the face was changed; its expression was thoughtful, subdued, and even sad. Nor were there any gaucheries at dinner that night, for both Alfred and Gladys were silent and constrained in manner.

Then Lady Bligh took heart afresh.

It is only her bringing up, she said. She will fall into our ways in time; indeed, she is falling into them already  though not in the way I wish her to; for it must not make her sad, and it must not make her feel ashamed. It shall not; for I mean to help her. I mean to be to her what, indeed, I already am without choice  her mother  if she will only let me!


CHAPTER VI

COMPARING NOTES

But, during those first few days, Lady Bligh did not get many opportunities of carrying out her good intentions towards her daughter-in-law. For several mornings in succession Alfred carried off his wife to London, and they never returned until late in the afternoon, while twice during the first week the pair went to the theatre. They were seeing the sights of the town; and the Bride did appear to be impressed with what she saw; but the prospect of an unreserved and racy commentary upon everything, which the first hour of her installation in her husbands family had seemed to hold out  and which Granville, for one, had counted upon  was not properly realised. And at this Alfred perhaps, was scarcely less disappointed than Granville.

Why dont you tell them more what you think of things? said Alfred. They wont fancy you half appreciate the Old Country.

I cant help it, replied his young wife. You know that I do like what I see, dear: you know that I am just delighted with everything: but how can I tell them so, unless I tell them in my own way? Well, then, I see they dont like it when I drag in the Colonies; yet you must compare what you see with something youve seen before; and the Colonies is the only other country ever I did see.

But the fact is, it was not so much their daughter-in-laws comparisons, which were inoffensive in themselves, as the terms in which these comparisons were expressed, that Lady Bligh and Sir James felt bound to discourage. For it soon became plain that Gladys could not talk for two minutes about her native country without unseemly excitement; and this excitement was invariably accompanied by a small broadside of undesirable phrases, and by an aggravation of the dreadful Australian twang, even if some quite indecorous Bush idiom did not necessitate a hasty change of subject. When Australia was rigorously tabooed the Bride was safe, and stupid; when it was not, she might be bright and animated and amusing  but you could never tell what she would say next  the conversation was full of perils and pitfalls.

The particular conversations that revealed the thinness of the ice in this quarter were trivial in the extreme. In them it was mere touch-and-go with the dangerous subject, nothing more: nothing more because Gladys was quick to perceive that the subject was unpopular. So she became rather silent in the long evenings at the dinner-table and in the drawing-room; for it was her only subject, this one that they did not seem to like. To strangers, however, who were glad to get up a conversation with one of the prettiest women they had ever met in their lives, this seemed the likeliest topic in the world; they could not know that Australia was dangerous ground. The first of them who ventured upon it did not soon forget the experience; it was probably always a more amusing reminiscence to him than to Gladyss new relatives, who heard all that passed, and grinned and bore it.

The stranger in question was by way of being illustrious. He was a Midland magnate, and his name, Travers, was a good one; but, what was for the moment much more to the point, he was a very newly elected Member of the House of Commons; in fact, the new boy there. He came down to dinner at Twickenham flushed with the agreeable heat of successful battle. Only the week before he had snatched his native borough from the spreading fire of Democracy, and won one of the very closest and most keenly contested by-elections of that year. Naturally enough, being a friend of some standing, he talked freely of his electioneering experiences, and with a victors rightful relish. His manner, it must be owned, was a trifle ponderous; according to Granville, he was an inflated bore. But Mr Travers, M.P., was sufficiently well listened to (Lady Bligh was such a wonderful listener); and he fought his good fight over and over again with such untiring energy, and depicted it from so many commanding points of view, that, even when it came to tea in the drawing-room, the subject was still unfinished. At all events, it then for the first time became lively; for it was then that Mr Travers turned to young Mrs Bligh (also for the first time), and honoured her with an observation:  

No doubt you order these things better in Australia; eh?

What things? asked the Bride, with some eagerness; for of Australia she had been thinking, but not of Mr Travers or his election.

Why, said the Member, with dignity, your elections. I was speaking of the difficulty of getting some of the lower orders to the poll; you have almost to drive them there. What I say is, that very probably, in Australia, you manage these things on a superior system.

We do, said the Bride laconically.

The new Member looked astonished; he had expected a more modest answer.

Indeed! he said stiffly, and addressed himself to his tea-cup.

For, explained the Bride, exhibiting dangerous symptoms, we do drive em to the poll out there, and make no bones about it either!

Indeed? said Mr Travers again; but this time there was some curiosity in his tone. This is interesting. I always thought Australia was such a superlatively free country!

The Bride scented a sarcasm.

So it is, she cried warmly, beginning to speak at a perilous pace, and with her worst twang; my word it is! But you dont understand me. Its like this: we do drive em to the poll, up the Bush; Ive driven em lots o times myself. Theyre camped out  the voters, like  all over the runs, for all the hands have a vote; and to get em to the police-barracks (the poll, dye see?) on election day, each squatters got to muster his own men and drive em in. I used to take one trap with four horses, and father another. Gracious, what a bit of fun it was! But the difficulty was  

She hesitated, for Lady Bligh was staring at her; and, though her ladyships face was in shadow, the Bride was disturbed, for a moment, by the rigid pose of the old ladys head. A queer expression was come over the face of the new Member, moreover; but this Gladys could not see, for he was a tall man, standing, while she was seated.

What was the difficulty? asked Granville from a corner, in an encouraging tone.

Gladys instantly forgot Lady Bligh. To keep em from going to the shanty first, she answered, with a merry laugh.

The shanty? repeated Mr Travers, with a vague idea of sailors songs.

The pub., then. Of course they all went afterwards, and  but we were obliged to keep them sober till theyd voted; and thats where the difficulty came in.

The assembly shuddered; but, before new ground could be broken, Mr Travers, for the first time interested in somebody elses electioneering experiences, said inquiringly:  

These squatters I presume, represent the landed interest; my party, in fact?

Oh, I dont know nothing about that, replied the Bride.

At this juncture Alfred announced, in an uncommonly loud and aggressive tone, that  what do you think?  the glass was going down!

Is it? cried Sir James, with a lively concern quite foreign to his habit. Dear, dear! And Mr Travers just now assured me that the weather was quite settled. I fear that this will disappoint  er  Mr Travers!

But it failed even to attract that gentlemans attention; and Granville, in the background, chuckled satanically over the ingenuousness of the device. Mr Travers, in fact, was sufficiently interested elsewhere. Yet, of course, he was saying, there are two parties?

My word, there are! returned the Bride.

And do you call them Whig and Tory?

I dont think it  doubtfully.

Conservative and Liberal, perhaps?

Not that I know of.

Yet you say you have two parties  

Of course we have, same as you, broke in the Bride, who would brook anything rather than the implied inferiority of Australia in the most trivial respect. But all ever I heard em called was the squatters candidate and the selectors man!

And your men, I suppose, voted for the squatters candidate?

I should rather hope so! said Mrs Alfred, with severe emphasis. Even Daft Larry  whos both deaf and mad  had sense enough to give us his vote!

Mr Travers, though astonished at her tone, said nothing at the moment; but Granville asked from his corner:  

What if they didnt, Gladys?

The Bride was seized with a sudden fit of uncontrollable mirth. Some reminiscence evidently tickled her.

There was one man that we knew of that voted wrong, she said, and he got it pretty hot, I can tell you!

Advanced Australia! murmured Granville.

I am sorry to hear that, Mrs Bligh, said Mr Travers (who had ceased to deal with those local tradesmen, at his place in the Midlands, who were suspected of having voted wrong the previous week). I am sorry indeed to hear that. May I ask who punished him?

Certainly  I did.

It was a startling reply. The Judge quietly quitted the room. Alfred, with his back to every one, surveyed his red face in the mantel-mirror, and ground his teeth; only Lady Bligh sat stoically still.

He came back to the trap very drunk  blind, speechless, paralytic, the Bride explained rapidly, and owned up what hed done as bold as brass. So I let him have it with the whip, pretty sudden, I can tell you. It was chiefly for his drunken insolence  but not altogether, said Gladys, candidly.

Mr Travers had been glad to pick up a thing or two concerning Australian politics, but he seemed now to consider himself sufficiently enlightened.

Do you sing, Mrs Bligh? he asked somewhat abruptly.

Not a note, said the Bride, perceiving with regret that the subject was changed.

You play, perhaps? If so  

No, I cant play neither, said the Bride, smiling broadly  and bewitchingly. Im no good at all, you see!

It seemed too true. She had not the saving grace of a single accomplishment  nothing, nothing, nothing but her looks!


CHAPTER VII

IN RICHMOND PARK

The day after Mr Travers dined at Twickenham was almost the first day that passed without the happy pair running up to London together.

Its far too hot to think of town, or of wearing anything but flannels all day, said Alfred in the morning. But theres plenty to see hereabouts, Gladdie. Theres Bushey Park and Hampton Court, and Kew Gardens, and Richmond Park. What do you say to a stroll in Richmond Park? Its as near as anything, and we shall certainly get most air there.

Gladys answered promptly that she was on (they were alone); and they set out while the early haze of a sweltering day was hanging closely over all the land, but closest of all about the river.

There was something almost touching in the air of serious responsibility with which these two went about their daily sight-seeing; though Granville derived the liveliest entertainment from the spectacle. The worst of guides himself, and in many respects the least well-informed of men, Alfred nevertheless had no notion of calling in the aid of a better qualified cicerone, and of falling into the rear himself to listen and learn with his wife. At the same time, the fierce importance, to his wife, of this kind of education exaggerated itself in his mind; so he secretly armed himself with Baedeker, and managed to keep a lesson ahead of his pupil, on principles well known to all who have ever dabbled in the noble art of tutoring. But, indeed, Alfreds whole conduct towards his wife was touching  touching in its perpetual tenderness, touching in its unflagging consideration, and ten times touching in the fact that his devotion was no longer blind. His eyes had been slowly and painfully opened during this first week at home. Peculiar manners, which, out there in the Bush, had not been peculiar, seemed worse than that here in England. They had to bear continual comparison with the soft speech and gentle ways of Lady Bligh, and the contrast was sharp and cruel. But the more Alfred realised his wifes defects the more he loved her. That was the nature of his simple heart and its simple love. At least she should not know that he saw her in a different light, and at first he would have cut his tongue out rather than tell her plainly of her peculiarities. Presently she would see them for herself, and then, in her own good time, she would rub down of her own accord the sharper angles; and then she would take Lady Bligh for her model, instinctively, without being told to do so: and so all would be well. Arguing thus, Alfred had not allowed her to say a word to him about that escapade with the stock-whip on the first morning, for her penitence was grievous to him  and was it a thing in the least likely to happen twice? Nevertheless, he was thoroughly miserable in a week  that electioneering conversation was the finisher  and at last he had determined to speak. Thus the walk to Richmond was strangely silent, for all the time he was casting about for some way of expressing what was in his mind, without either wounding her feelings or letting her see that his own were sore.

Now they walked to Richmond by the river, and then over the bridge, but, before they climbed the hill to the park gates, a solemn ceremony, insisted upon by Alfred, was duly observed: the Bride ate a Maid-of-Honour in the Original Shop; and when the famous delicacy had been despatched and criticised, and Alfred had given a wild and stumbling account of its historic origin, his wife led the way back into the sunshine in such high spirits that his own dejection deepened sensibly as the burden of his unuttered remonstrances increased. At last, in despair, he resolved to hold his tongue, for that morning at least. Then, indeed, they chatted cheerfully together for the first time during the walk, and he was partly with her in her abuse of the narrow streets and pavements of Richmond, but still stuck up for them on the plea that they were quaint and thoroughly English; whereat she laughed him to scorn; and so they reached the park.

But no sooner was the soft cool grass under their dusty feet, and the upland swelling before them as far as the eye could travel, than the Bride became suddenly and unaccountably silent. Alfred stole curious glances as he walked at her side, and it seemed to him that the dark eyes roving so eagerly over the landscape were grown wistful and sad.

How like it is to the old place! she exclaimed at last.

You dont mean your fathers run, Gladdie?

Yes, I do; this reminds me of it more than anything Ive seen yet.

What nonsense, my darling! said Alfred, laughing. Why, there is no such green spot as this in all Australia!

Ah! you were there in the drought, you see; you never saw the run after decent rains. If you had, youd soon see the likeness between those big paddocks in what we call the C Block and this. But the road spoils this place; it wants a Bush road; lets get off it for a bit.

So they bore inward, to the left, and Gladys was too thoroughly charmed, and too thoughtful, to say much. And now the cool bracken was higher than their knees, and the sun beat upon their backs very fiercely; and now they walked upon turf like velvet, in the shadow of the trees.

You dont get many trees like these out there, said Alfred.

Well  not in Riverina, I know we dont, Gladys reluctantly admitted; and soon she added: Nor any water-holes like this.

For they found themselves on the margin of the largest of the Pen Ponds. There was no wind, not a ripple could be seen upon the whole expanse of the water. The fierce sun was still mellowed by a thin, gauzy haze, and the rays were diffused over the pond in a solid gleam. The trees on the far side showed fairly distinct outlines, filled in with a bluish smoky gray, and entirely without detail. The day was sufficiently sultry, even for the Thames Valley.

And yet, continued Gladys, speaking slowly and thoughtfully, it does remind one of the Bush, somehow. I have sometimes brought a mob of sheep through the scrub to the water, in the middle of the day, and the water has looked just like this  like a great big lump of quicksilver pressed into the ground and shaved off level. Thatd be on the hot still days, something like to-day. We now and then did have a day like this, you know  only, of course, a jolly sight hotter. But we had more days with the hot wind, hot and strong; what terrors they were when you were driving sheep!

You were a tremendous stock-rider, Gladdie! remarked her husband.

Wasnt I just! Ever since I was that high! And I was fond, like, of that old run  knew every inch of it better than any man on the place  except the old man, and perhaps Daft Larry. Knew it, bless you! from sunrise  you remember the sunrise out there, dull, and red, and sudden  to sundown, when you spotted the station pines black as ink against the bit of pink sky, as you came back from mustering. Lets see  I forget how it goes  no, its like this:  

Twas merry mid the black-woods when we spied the station roofs, To wheel the wild scrub cattle at the yard, With a running fire of stock-whips and a fiery run of hoofs, Oh, the hardest day was never then too hard!

Thats how it goes, I think. We used sometimes to remember it as we rode home, dog-tired. But it was sheep with us, not cattle, mores the pity. Why, whats wrong, Alfred? Have you seen a ghost?

No. But you fairly amaze me, darling. Id no idea you knew any poetry. What is it?

Gordon  mean to say youve never heard of him? Adam Lindsay Gordon! You must have heard of him, out there. Everybody knows him in the Bush. Why, Ive heard shearers, and hawkers, and swagmen spouting him by the yard! He was our Australian poet, and you never had one to beat him. Father says so. Father says he is as good as Shakespeare.

Alfred made no contradiction, for a simple reason: he had not listened to her last sentences; he was thinking how well she hit off the Bush, and how nicely she quoted poetry. He was silent for some minutes. Then he said earnestly:  

I wish, my darling, that you would sometimes talk to my mother like that!

Gladys returned from the antipodes in a flash. I shall never talk to any of your people any more about Australia! And, by her tone, she meant it.

Why not?

Because they dont like it, Alfred; I see they dont, though I never see it so clearly as when its all over and too late. Yet why should they hate it so? Why should it annoy them? Ive nothing else to talk about, and I should have thought theyd like to hear of another country. I know I liked to hear all about England from you, Alfred!

Faint though it was, the reproach in her voice cut him to the heart. Yet his moment had come. He had decided, it is true, to say nothing at all; but then there had been no opening, and here was one such as might never come again.

Gladdie, he began, with great tenderness, dont be hurt, but Im going to tell you what may have something to do with it. You know, you are apt to get  I wont say excited  but perhaps a little too enthusiastic, when you talk of the Bush. Quite right  and no wonder, I say  but then, here in England, somehow, they very seldom seem to get enthusiastic. Then, again  I think  perhaps  you say things that are all right out there, but sound odd in our ridiculous ears. For we are an abominable, insular nation of humbugs   began poor Alfred with a tremendous burst of indignation, fearing that he had said too much, and making a floundering effort to get out of what he had said. But his wife cut him short.

The colour had mounted to her olive cheeks. Denseness, at all events, was not among her failings  when she kept calm.

She was sufficiently calm now. I see what you mean, and I shall certainly say no more about Australia. I like a man that is well-bred! Do you remember how Daft Larry used to wag his head and say that whenever he saw you? Youre not one of the low sort, he used to go on; and how we did laugh! But Ive been thinking, Alfred, that he couldnt have said the same about me, if Id been a man. And  and thats at the bottom of it all! She smiled, but her smile was sad.

You are offended, Gladys?

Not a bit. Only I seem to understand.

You dont understand! And that isnt at the bottom of it!

Very well, then, it isnt. So stop frowning like that this instant. Id no idea you looked so well when you were fierce. I shall make you fierce often now. Come, you stupid boy! I shall learn in time. How do you know Im not learning already? Come away; weve had enough of the water-hole, I think.

She took his arm, and together they struck across to Ham Gate. But Alfred was silent and moody; and the Bride knew why.

Dear old Alfred, she said at last, pressing his arm with her hand; I know I shall get on well with all your people, in time.

All of them, Gladdie?

At any rate, all but Granville.

Still not Gran! I was afraid of it.

No; I shall never care much about Gran. I cant help it, really I cant. He is everlastingly sneering, and he thinks himself so much smarter than he is. Then he enjoys it when I make a fool of myself; I see he does; and  oh, I cant bear him!

A pugnacious expression came into Alfreds face, but passed over, and left it only stern.

Yes, he said, I know his infernal manner; but, when he sneers, its only to show what a superior sort of fellow he is; he doesnt mean anything by it. The truth is, I fear hes becoming a bit of a snob; but at least hes a far better fellow than you think; there really isnt a better fellow going. Take my word for it, and for Heavens sake avoid words with him; will you promise me this much, Gladdie?

Very well  though I have once or twice thought thered be a row between us, and though I do think what hed hear from me would do him all the good in the world. But I promise. And I promise, too, not to gas about Australia, to any of them for a whole week. So there.

They walked on, almost in silence, until Ham Common was crossed and they had reached the middle of the delightful green. And here  with the old-fashioned houses on three sides of them, and the avenue of elms behind them and the most orthodox of village duck-ponds at their feet  Gladys stopped short, and fairly burst into raptures.

But, said Alfred, as soon as he could get a word in, which was not immediately, you go on as though this was the first real, genuine English village youd seen; whereas nothing could be more entirely and typically English than Twickenham itself.

Ah, but this seems miles and miles away from Twickenham, and all the other villages round about that Ive seen. I think I would rather live here, where it is so quiet and still, like a Bush township. I like Twickenham; but on one side theres nothing but people going up and down in boats, and on the other side the same thing, only coaches instead of boats. And I hate the sound of those coaches, with their jingle and rattle and horn-blowing; though I shouldnt hate it if I were on one.

Would you so very much like to fizz around on a coach, then?

Would I not! said Gladys.

The first person they saw, on getting home, was Granville, who was lounging in the little veranda where they had taken tea on the afternoon of their arrival, smoking cigarettes over a book. It was the first volume of a novel, which he was scanning for review. He seemed disposed to be agreeable.

Gladys, he said, this books about Australia; whats a new chum, please? I may as well know, as, so far, the heros one.

A new chum, his sister-in-law answered him readily, is some fellow newly out from home, who goes up the Bush; and hes generally a fool.

Thank you, said Granville; the hero of this story answers in every particular to your definition.

Granville went on with his skimming. On a slip of paper lying handy were the skeletons of some of the smart epigrammatic sentences with which the book would presently be pulverised. Husband and wife had gone through into the house, leaving him to his congenial task; when the Tempter, in humorous mood, put it into the head of his good friend Granville to call back the Bride for a moments sport.

I say  the young man assumed the air of the innocent interlocutor is it true that every one out there wears a big black beard, and a red shirt, and jack-boots and revolvers?

No, it is not; who says so?

Well, this fellow gives me that impression. In point of fact, it always was my impression. Isnt it a fact, however, that most of your legislators (I meant to ask you this last night, but our friend the senator gave me no chance)  that most of your legislators are convicts?

Does your book give you that impression too? the Bride inquired coolly.

No; thats original, more or less.

Then its wrong, altogether. But, see here, Gran: you ought to go out there.

Why, pray?

You remember what I said a new chum was?

Yes; among other things a fool.

Very good. You ought to go out there, because there are the makings of such a splendid new chum in you. Youre thrown away in England.

Granville dropped his book and put up his eyeglass. But the Bride was gone. She had already overtaken her husband, and seized him by the arm.

Oh, Alfred, she cried, I have done it! I have broken my promise! I have had words with Gran! Oh, my poor boy  Im beginning to make you wish to goodness youd never seen me  I feel I am!


CHAPTER VIII

GRANS REVENGE

All men may be vain, but the vanity of Granville Bligh was, so to speak, of a special brand. In the bandying of words (which, after all, was his profession) his vanity was not too easily satisfied by his own performances. This made him strong in attack, through setting up a high standard, of the kind; but it left his defence somewhat weak for want of practice. His war was always within the enemys lines. He paid too much attention to his attack. Thus, though seldom touched by an adversary, when touched he was wounded; and, what was likely to militate against his professional chances, when wounded he was generally winged. His own skin was too thin; he had not yet learned to take without a twinge what he gave without a qualm: for a smart and aggressive young man he was simply absurdly sensitive.

But, though weaker in defence than might have been expected, Granville was no mean hand at retaliation. He neither forgot nor forgave; and he paid on old scores and new ones with the heavy interest demanded by his exorbitant vanity. Here again his vanity was very fastidious. First or last, by fair means or foul, Granville was to finish a winner. Until he did, his vanity and he were not on speaking terms.

There were occasions, of course, when he was not in a position either to riposte at once or to whet his blade and pray for the next merry meeting. Such cases occurred sometimes in court, when the bench would stand no nonsense, and brusquely said as much, if not rather more. Incredible as it may seem, however, Granville felt his impotency hardly less in the public streets, when he happened to be unusually well dressed and gutter-chaff rose to the occasion. In fact, probably the worst half-hour he ever spent in his life was one fine morning when unaccountable energy actuated him to walk to Richmond, and take the train there, instead of getting in at Twickenham; for, encountering a motley and interminable string of vehicles en route to Kempton Park, he ran a gauntlet of plebeian satire during that half-hour, such as he never entirely could forget.

To these abominable experiences, the Brides piece of rudeness unrefined (which she had the bad taste to perpetrate at the very moment when he was being rude to her, but in a gentlemanlike way) was indeed a mere trifle; but Granville, it will now be seen, thought more of trifles than the ordinary rational animal; and this one completely altered his attitude towards Gladys.

If, hitherto, he had ridiculed her, delicately, to her face, and disparaged her  with less delicacy  behind her back, he had been merely pursuing a species of intellectual sport, without much malicious intent. He was not aware that he had ever made the poor thing uncomfortable. He had not inquired into that. He was only aware that he had more than once had his joke out of her, and enjoyed it, and felt pleased with himself. But his sentiment towards her was no longer so devoid of animosity. She had scored off him; he had felt it sufficiently at the moment; but he felt it much more when it had rankled a little. And he despised and detested himself for having been scored off, even without witnesses, by a creature so coarse and contemptible. He was too vain to satisfy himself with the comfortable, elastic, and deservedly popular principle that certain unpleasantnesses and certain unpleasant people are beneath notice. Nobody was beneath Granvilles notice; he would have punished with his own boot the young blackguards of the gutter, could he have been sure of catching them, and equally sure of not being seen; and he punished Gladys in a fashion that precluded detection  even Gladys herself never knew that she was under the lash.

On the contrary, she ceased to dislike her brother-in-law. He was become more polite to her than he had ever been before; more affable and friendly in every way. Quite suddenly, they were brother and sister together.

How well those two get on! Lady Bligh would whisper to her husband, during the solemn game of bezique which was an institution of their quieter evenings; and, indeed, the Bride and her brother-in-law had taken to talking and laughing a good deal in the twilight by the open window. But, sooner or later, Granville was sure to come over to the card-table with Gladyss latest story or saying, with which he would appear to be hugely amused: and the same he delighted to repeat in its original vernacular, and with its original slips of grammar, but with his own faultless accent  which emphasised those peculiarities, making Lady Bligh sigh sadly and Sir James look as though he did not hear. And Alfred was too well pleased that his wife had come to like Granville at last, to listen to what they were talking about; and the poor girl herself never once suspected the unkindness; far from it, indeed, for she liked Granville now.

I thought he would never forgive me for giving him that bit of my mind the other day; but you see, Alfred, it did him good; and now I like him better than I ever thought possible in this world. Hes awfully good to me. And we take an interest in the same sort of things. Didnt you hear how interested he was in Bellas sweetheart at lunch to-day?

Alfred turned away from the fresh bright face that was raised to his. He could not repress a frown.

I do wish you wouldnt call the girl Bella, he said, with some irritation. Her names Bunn. Why dont you call her Bunn, dear? And nobody dreams of making talk about their maids affairs, let alone their maids young men, at the table. Its not the custom  not in England.

A week ago he would not have remonstrated with her upon so small a matter; but the ice had been broken that morning in Richmond Park. And a week ago she would very likely have told him, laughingly, to hang his English customs; but now she looked both pained and puzzled, as she begged him to explain to her the harm in what she had said.

Harm? said Alfred, more tenderly. Well, there was no real harm in it  thats the wrong word altogether  especially as we were by ourselves, without guests. Still, you know, the mother doesnt want to hear all about her servants family affairs, and what her servants sweethearts are doing in Australia, or anywhere else. All that  particularly when you talk of the woman by her Christian name  sounds very much  why, it sounds almost as though you made a personal friend of the girl, Gladdie!

Gladys opened wide her lovely eyes. Why, so I do!

Alfred looked uncomfortable.

So I do! said the Bride again. And why not, pray? There, you see, you know of no reason why I shouldnt be friends with her, you goose! But I wont speak of her any more as Bella, if you dont like  except to her face. I shall call her what I please to her face, sir! But, indeed, I wouldnt have spoken about her at all to-day, only I was interested to know her young man was out there; and Gran seemed as interested as me, for he went on asking questions  

Alfred was quite himself again.

Any way, darling, he said, interrupting her with a kiss, I am glad you have got over your prejudice against Gran!  and he went out, looking it; but leaving behind him less of gladness than he carried away.

The conversation had taken place in the little morning-room in the front of the house, which faced the west; and the strong afternoon sunshine, striking down through the trembling tree-tops, dappled the Brides face with lights and shadows. It was not, at the moment, a very happy face. All the reckless, radiant, aggressive independence of two or three weeks ago was gone out of it. The bold, direct glance was somewhat less bold. The dark, lustrous, lovely eyes were become strangely wistful. Gladys was in trouble.

It had crept upon her by slow degrees. Shade by shade the fatal truth had dawned even upon her  the fatal disparity between herself and her new relatives. This was plainer to no one now than to the Bride herself; and to her the disparity meant despair  it was so wide  and it grew wider day by day, as her realisation of it became complete. Well, she had made friends with Granville: but that was all. The Judge had been distant and ceremonious from the first: he was distant and ceremonious still. He had never again unbent so much as at that tragic moment when he bade her rise from her knees in the wet stable-yard. As for Lady Bligh, she had begun by being kind enough; but her kindness had run to silent sadness. She seemed full of regrets. Gladys was as far from her as ever. And Gladys knew the reasons for all this  some of them. She saw, now, the most conspicuous among her own shortcomings; and against those that she did see (Heaven knows) she struggled strenuously. But there were many she could not see, yet; she felt this, vaguely; and it was this that filled her with despair.

It was green grass that she gazed out upon from the morning-room window, as the trouble deepened in her eyes; and in Australia she had seldom seen grass that was green. But just then she would have given all the meadows of England for one strip of dry saltbush plain, with the sun dropping down behind the far-away line of sombre, low-sized scrub, and the sand-hills flushing in the blood-red light, and the cool evening wind coming up from the south. The picture was very real to her  as real, for the moment, as this shaven grass-plot, and the line of tall trees that shadowed it, with their trunks indistinguishable, in this light, against the old brick wall. Then she sighed, and the vision vanished  and she thought of Alfred.

He cant go on loving me always, unless I improve, she said dismally. I must get more like his own people, and get on better with them, and all that. I must! Yet he doesnt tell me how to set to work; and its hard to find out for oneself. I am trying; but its very hard. If only somebody would show me how! For, unless I find out, he cant care about me much longer  I see it  he cant!

Yet it seemed that he did.

If attending to the most extravagant wish most lightly spoken counts for anything, Alfred could certainly care for his wife still, and did care for her very dearly indeed. And that wish that Gladys had expressed while walking through the village of Ham  the desire to drive about in a coach-and-four  had been at least lightly uttered, and had never since crossed her mind, very possibly. Nevertheless, one day in the second week of June the coach-and-four turned up  spick and span, and startling and fairylike as Cinderellas famous vehicle. It was Alfreds surprise; he had got the coach for the rest of the season; and when he saw that his wife could find no words to thank him  but could only gaze at him in silence, with her lovely eyes grown soft and melting, and his hand pressed in hers  then, most likely, the honest fellow experienced a purer joy than he had ever known in all his life before. Nor did the surprise end there. By collusion with Lady Bligh and Granville, a strong party had been secretly convened for Ascot the very next day; and a charming dress, which Gladys had never ordered, came down from her dressmaker in Conduit Street that evening  when Alfred confessed, and was hugged. And thus, just as she was getting low and miserable and self-conscious, Gladys was carried off her feet and whirled without warning into a state of immense excitement.

Perhaps she could not have expressed her gratitude more eloquently than she did but a minute before they all drove off in the glorious June morning; when, getting her husband to herself for one moment, she flung her arms about his neck and whispered tenderly:  

Im going to be as good as gold all day  its the least I can do, darling!

And she was no worse than her word. The racing interested her vastly  she won a couple of sweepstakes too, by the way  yet all day she curbed her wild excitement with complete success. Only her dark eyes sparkled so that people declared they had never seen a woman so handsome, and in appearance so animated, who proved to have so little  so appallingly little  to say for herself. And it was Gladys herself who drove them all home again, handling the ribbons as no other woman handled them that season, and cracking her whip as very few men could crack one, so that it was heard for half a mile through the clear evening air, while for half that distance people twisted their necks and strained their eyes to see the last of the dark, bewitching, dashing driver who threaded her way with such nerve and skill through the moving maze of wheels and horseflesh that choked the country roads.

And, with it all, she kept her promise to the letter. And her husband was no less delighted than proud. And only her brother-in-law felt aggrieved.

But its too good to last, was that young mans constant consolation. Its a record, so far; but shell break out before the day is over; shell entertain us yet  or Ill know the reason why! he may have added in his most secret soul. At all events, as he sat next her at dinner, when the Lady Lettice Dunlop  his right-hand neighbour  remarked in a whisper the Brides silence, Granville was particularly prompt to whisper back:  

Try her about Australia. Sound her on the comparative merits of their races out there and Ascot. Talk in front of me, if you like; I dont mind; and shell like it.

So Lady Lettice Dunlop leant over gracefully, and said she had heard of a race called the Melbourne Cup; and how did it compare with the Gold Cup at Ascot?

The Bride shook her head conclusively, and a quick light came into her eyes. There is no comparison.

You mean, of course, that your race does not compare with ours? Well, it hardly would, you know! Lady Lettice smiled compassionately.

Not a bit of it! was the brusque and astonishing retort. I mean that the Melbourne Cup knocks spots  I mean to say, is ten thousand times better than what we saw to-day!

The Lady Lettice sat upright again and manipulated her fan. And it was Granvilles opening.

I can quite believe it, chimed in Gran. I always did hear that that race of yours was the race of the world. Englishmen say so who have been out there, Lady Lettice. But you should tell us wherein the superiority lies, Gladys.

The Bride complied with alacrity.

Why, the course is ever so much nicer; there are ever so many more people, but ever so much less crowding; the management of everything is ever so much better; and the dresses are gayer  ever so much!

Ever so much was a recent reform suggested by Alfred. It was an undoubted improvement upon a jolly sight, which it replaced; but, like most reforms, it was apt to be too much en evidence just at first.

She rattled off the points at a reckless rate, and paused fairly breathless. Her speaking looks and silent tongue no longer presented their curious contradiction; she not only looked excited, but spoke excitedly now. Lady Lettice smiled faintly, with elevated eyes and eyebrows, as she listened  till the comparison between Colonial and English dress, at which home-touch Lady Lettice was momentarily overcome behind her fan. But the Bride had other hearers besides Lady Lettice; and those who heard listened for more; and those who listened for more heard Granville remark pleasantly:  

You used to come down from the Bush for the Melbourne Cup, then?

Did once, Gladys was heard to reply.

Have a good time?

Did so.

Old gentleman in luck, then?

Pretty well. No; not altogether, I think.

Didnt care about going again, eh?

No; but that was because he knocked up when we got back.

The conversation had become entirely confidential between the two. Lady Lettice was out of it, and looked as though she were glad of that, though in reality she was listening with quite a fierce interest. Others were listening too, and not a few were watching the Bride with a thorough fascination: the good humour and high spirits with which she was now brimming over enhanced her beauty to a remarkable degree.

What was it that knocked him up? inquired Granville softly, but in distinct tones.

She smiled at him. Never you mind!

But I am interested. He looked it.

She smiled at him again, not dreaming that any other eye was upon her; then she raised her champagne glass two inches from the table and set it down again; and her smile broadened, as though it were the best joke in the world.

The refined tale was told. The action was understood by all who had listened to what went before.

The Judge was one of those who both saw and heard; and he spoke to Granville on the subject afterwards, and with some severity. But Grans defence was convincing enough.

Upon my honour, sir, he protested, I had no kind of idea what was coming.

Well, said the Judge, grimly, I hope everybody did not take it in. Her own father, too! Apart from the offensiveness of the revelation, there was a filial disrespect in it which, to me, was the worst part of it all.

Granville looked at his father humorously through his eyeglass.

I fear, sir, she is like our noble Profession  no Respecter of Persons!

But the Judge saw nothing to smile at. It is nothing to joke about, my boy, he observed. It has provoked me more than I can say. It is enough to frighten one out of asking people to the house. It forces me to do what I am very unwilling to do: I shall speak seriously to Alfred before we go to bed.


CHAPTER IX

E TENEBRIS LUX

Wild weather set in after Ascot. The break-up was sudden; in England it generally is. In a single night the wind flew into the east, and clouds swept into the sky, and thermometers and barometers went down with a run together. One went to bed on a warm, still, oppressive night in June; one got up four months later, in the rough October weather. The Bride came down shivering and aggrieved; the whims and frailties of the English climate were new to her, and sufficiently disagreeable. She happened to be down before any one else, moreover; and there were no fires in the rooms, which were filled with a cheerless, pallid light; while outside the prospect was dismal indeed.

The rain beat violently upon the windows facing the river, and the blurred panes distorted a picture that was already melancholy enough. The sodden leaves, darkened and discoloured by the rain, swung heavily and nervelessly in the wind; the strip of river behind the trees was leaden, like the sky, and separable from it only by the narrow, formless smear that marked the Surrey shore. In the garden, the paths were flanked with yellow, turbid runnels; the lawn alone looked happy and healthy; the life seemed drowned out of everything else  in this single night after Ascot. Gladys shivered afresh, and turned her back on the windows in miserable spirits. And, indeed, in downright depressing spectacles, a hopeless summers day in the Thames Valley is exceptionally rich.

The Bride, however, had no monopoly of bad spirits that morning. This became plain at breakfast, but it was not so plain that the dejection of the others arose from the same simple cause as her own. Vaguely, she felt that it did not. At once she asked herself if aught that she had done or said unwittingly could be connected in any way with the general silence and queer looks; and then she questioned herself closely on every incident of the previous day and her own conduct therein  a style of self-examination to which Gladys was becoming sadly used. But no, she could remember nothing that she had done or said amiss yesterday. With respect to that day, at least, her conscience was clear. She could say the same of no other day, perhaps; but yesterday morning she had promised her husband golden behaviour; and she honestly believed, this morning, that she had kept her promise well. Yet his manner was strangest of all this morning, and particularly strange towards her, his wife. It was as though he had heard something against her. He barely looked at her. He only spoke to her to tell her that he must go up to town on business, and therefore alone; and he left without any tenderness in bidding her good-bye, though it was the first time he had gone up without her.

Gladys was distressed and apprehensive. What had she done? She did not know; nor could she guess. But she did know that the longer she stood in the empty rooms, and drummed with her fingers upon the cold, bleared panes, gazing out at the wretched day, the more she yearned for one little glimpse of the sunlit bush. The barest sand-hill on her fathers run would have satisfied her so long as its contour came with a sharp edge against the glorious dark-blue sky; the worst bit of mallee scrub in all Riverina  with the fierce sun gilding the leaves  would have presented a more cheery prospect than this one on the banks of the renowned (but overrated) Thames. So thought Gladys; and her morning passed without aim or occupation, but with many sad reflections and bewildering conjectures, and in complete solitude; for Lady Bligh was upstairs in her little room, and everybody else was in town. Nor did luncheon enliven matters in the least. It was virtually a silent, as it was certainly a disagreeable, tête-à-tête.

And yet, though Lady Bligh went up again to her little room without so much as inquiring into her daughter-in-laws plans for the afternoon, neither was she without a slight twinge of shame herself.

But I could not help it! Lady Bligh exclaimed to herself more than once  so often, in fact, as to prove conclusively that she could have helped it. I could not help it  indeed I could not. Once or twice I did try to say something  but there, I could not do it! After all, what have I to talk to her about? What is there in common between us? On the other hand, is not talking to her hanging oneself on tenter-hooks, for dread of what she will say next? And this is Alfreds wife! No pretensions  none of the instincts  no, not one!

A comfortable fire was burning in the sanctum, lighting up the burnished brass of fender and guard and the brown tiles of the fireplace with a cheerful effect; and this made the chill gray light that hung over the writing-table under the window less inviting, if possible, than it had been before luncheon. Lady Bligh immediately felt that, for this afternoon, writing letters over there in the cold was out of the question. She stood for a moment before the pleasant fire, gazing regretfully at Alfreds photograph on the chimney-piece. Then a thought smote her  heavily. She rang the bell. A maid answered it.

Light a fire for Mrs Alfred downstairs  in the morning-room, I think  and this minute. How dreadful of me not to think of it before! said Lady Bligh, when the servant was gone. Poor girl! Now I think of it, she did look cold at the table. I feel the cold myself to-day, but she must feel it ten times more, coming from that hot country. And I have had a fire all the morning, and she has not! She looked sad, too, as well as cold, now I think of it. I wonder why? She seems so unconscious of everything, so independent, so indifferent. And, certainly, I blame myself for seeing so little of her. But does the smallest advance ever come from her side? Does she ever try to meet me half-way? If only she had done so  if only she were to do so now  

Lady Bligh stopped before following further a futile and mortifying train of speculation. No; it were better, after all, that no advances should be made now. It was a little too late for them. If, in the beginning, her daughter-in-law had come to her and sought her sympathy and her advice, it would have been possible then to influence and to help her; it might have been not difficult, even, to break to her  gently and with tact  many of her painful peculiarities as they appeared. But she had not come, and now it was too late. The account might have been settled item by item; but the sum was too heavy to deal with in the lump.

Yet her face troubles me, said Lady Bligh. It is so handsome, so striking, so full of character and of splendid possibilities; and I cannot understand why it should sometimes look so wistful and longing; for at all events this must be a very different  and surely a preferable  existence to her old rough life out there, with her terrible father (Lady Bligh shuddered), and no mother.

She could not write, so she drew the easy-chair close to the fire, and wrapped a shawl about her shoulders, and placed a footstool for her feet, and sat down in luxury with a Review. But neither could Lady Bligh read, and ultimately her brooding would probably have ended in a nap, had not some one tapped at the door.

Lady Bligh  a hater of indolence, who commonly practised her principle  being taken unawares, was weak enough to push back her chair somewhat, and to kick aside the footstool, before saying, Come in. Then she looked round  and it was the Bride herself.

Am I disturbing you very much? asked Gladys, calmly; indeed, she shut the door behind her without waiting for the answer.

Lady Bligh was taken aback rather; but she did not show it. Not at all. Pray come in. Is it something you want to ask me about?

Theres lots of things I want to ask you about; if it isnt really bothering you too much altogether, Lady Bligh.

Of course it is not, child; I should say so if it were, Lady Bligh answered, with some asperity. But her manner was not altogether discouraging.

Thank you. Then I think I will sit down on that footstool by the fender  it is so cold. May I? Thanks. There, that wont keep the fire from you at all. Now, first of all, may I do all the questioning, Lady Bligh, please?

Lady Bligh stared.

What I mean is, may I ask you questions without you asking me any? You neednt answer if you dont like, you know. You may even get in a  in a rage with me, and order me out of the room, if you like. But please let me do the questioning.

I am not likely to get in a rage with you, said Lady Bligh, dryly, though I have no idea what is coming; so you had better begin, perhaps.

Very well; then what I want to know is this  and I do want to know it very badly indeed. When you married, Lady Bligh, were you beneath Sir James?

Lady Bligh sat bolt upright in her chair, and stared severely at her daughter-in-law. Gladys was sitting on the low stool with her hands clasped about her knees, and leaning backward with half her weight thus thrown upon her long straight arms. And she was gazing, not at the fire nor at Lady Bligh, but straight ahead at the wall in front of her. Her fine profile was stamped out sharply against the fire, yet touched at the edge with the glowing light, which produced a kind of Rembrandt effect. There was no movement of the long eyelashes projecting from the profile; the well-cut lips were firm. So far as could be seen from this silhouette, the Bride was in earnest. Lady Bligh checked the exclamation that had risen to her lips, and answered slowly:  

I do not understand you, Gladys.

No? Gladys slowly turned her face to that of her companion; her eyes now seemed like still black pools in a place of shadows; and round her head the red firelight struggled through the loopholes and outworks of her hair. Well, I mean  was it considered a very great match for you?

No; it certainly was not.

Then he was not much above you  in riches or rank or anything else?

No; we were both very poor; our early days were a struggle.

But you were equals from the very beginning  not only in money?

Yes; socially we were equals too.

Gladys turned her face to the fire, and kept it so turned. I am rather sorry, she said at length, and sighed.

You are sorry? Indeed!

Yes, Lady Bligh, and disappointed too; for Id been hoping to find youd been ever so much beneath Sir James. Dont you see, if you had been ever so much beneath him, you arent a bit now; and it would have proved that the wife can become what the husband is, if she isnt that to begin with  and if she tries hard. No  you mustnt interrupt unless its to send me away. I want you to suppose a case. Look back, and imagine that your own case was the opposite to what it really was. That Sir James was of a very good family. That you were not only not that, but were stupid and ignorant, and a worse thing  vulgar. That you had lived your rough life in another country; so that when he brought you to England as his wife, your head was full of nothing but that other country, which nobody wanted to know anything about. That you couldnt even talk like other people, but gave offence, not only without meaning to, but without knowing how. That  

Lady Bligh could hear no more. Oh, Gladys! she exclaimed in a voice of pain, you are not thinking of yourself?

Thats a question! Still, as its your first, I dont mind telling you youve hit it, Lady Bligh. I am thinking of myself. But you must let me finish. Suppose  to make short work of it  that you had been me, what would you have done to get different, like?

My poor child! I cannot bear to hear you talk like this!

Nonsense, Lady Bligh. I want you to tell me how youd have gone about it  you know what I mean.

I cant tell you, Gladys; I cant indeed!

What! Cant tell me what you would have done  what I ought to do?

I cannot! Lady Bligh commanded her voice with difficulty. I cannot!

Oh! then its no good saying anything more about that. There was a touch of bitterness in the girls tone. But, at any rate, you might give me a hint or two how to be more like what you are. Cant you do that, even?

No, my dear  how can I? I am no model, Heaven knows!

Arent you? Then I will get up. I am going, Lady Bligh. Its no good staying and bothering you any longer. I have asked my questions.

She rose sadly from the stool, and her eyes met Lady Blighs again. For some minutes she had kept her face turned steadily to the fire. The rich warm glow of the fire still flushed her face and lingered in her luminous eyes. In the half-lit room, with the rain rattling ceaselessly against the panes, the presence of the Bride was especially attractive and comforting; but perhaps it was chiefly the rarity of her companionship to Lady Bligh that made the latter clutch Gladyss hand so eagerly.

Dont go, my dear. Stop, and let us talk. This is practically our first talk together, Gladys, dear; you neednt be in such a hurry to end it. Sit down again. And  and I do wish you would not always call me Lady Bligh!

Then what am I to call you, pray? Gladys smiled up into the old ladys face; she could not help facing her now, for Lady Bligh would hold her hand; she was even forced to draw the footstool closer to the easy-chair; and thus she was now sitting at Lady Blighs feet, touching her, and holding her hand.

Could you not  sometimes  call me mother?

Gladys laughed. It wouldnt be easy.

But why not?

Because you could never be a mother to me. You might to another daughter-in-law, but not to me. You, who are so gentle and graceful and  and everything, could never seem like a mother to a  well, to me. People would say so, too, if they heard me call you mother. It would make everybody laugh.

Gladys! Gladys! How cruel you are to yourself! You are not what you say you are. Here  just now  

Ah, said the Bride, sadly. Here! Just now! Yes, it is easy enough here and now. Here in the quiet, by the fireside, alone with you, it is easy enough to be well-behaved. I am on my good behaviour, and no one knows it better than I do. And I know it, too, when I behave badly; but not till afterwards. I go forgetting myself, you see. I believe its principally when they talk to me about Australia. I suppose I lose my head, and talk wildly, and less like a lady than usual even. Alfred has told me, you see; though I dont know where it was I went wrong yesterday. I thought I was so very good all day. I hardly opened my mouth to anybody. But somehow I cant help it when the Bush crops up. You see, Im a Bush girl. All the girls out there arent like me; dont you believe it. They would think me as bad as you do. Im not a sample, you see. I should be riled if I was taken for one; nothing riles me so much as people speaking or thinking meanly of Australia! But here, alone with you, with everything so quiet, it would be difficult not to be quiet too. Whats more, I like it, Lady Bligh  I do indeed. I cant come lady-like all at once, perhaps; but if I was oftener beside you, like just now, I might by degrees get more like you, Lady Bligh.

Then you shall be oftener with me  you shall, my dear!

Thank you  thank you so much! And I shant mind if you send me away; yet I wont speak if youre busy. If youll only let me come in sometimes, for a little bit, thats all I ask.

You shall come in as often as ever you like, my darling!

The old lady had drawn her daughter-in-laws head backward upon her lap, and was caressing the lovely hair, more and more nervously, and bending over the upturned face. Gladys leant back with half-closed eyes. Suddenly a scalding drop fell upon her cheek. Next moment the girl was upon her feet. The moment after that she had fallen upon her knees and caught Lady Blighs hands in her own.

You are crying! said Gladys, hoarsely. You are crying, and because of me! Oh, Lady Bligh, forgive me! How could I know I should bring you such trouble as this? I never knew  I never dreamt it would be like this. Alfred told me that I should get on well with you all. He was blind, poor boy, but I might have known; only we loved each other so! Oh, forgive me  forgive me for marrying him! Say that you forgive me! Before God, I never thought it would be like this!

My daughter! I have nothing to forgive! Kiss me, Gladys  kiss me!

Yes, I will kiss you; but I have brought misery upon you all; and I will never forgive myself.

Gladys  you have not! Do not think it  and dont go, Gladys.

I must go. You have been good and kind to me; but this is hard for me too, though I am not crying. I never cry, though sometimes I feel inclined to, when I think of everything.

But now you will often come beside me, Gladys?

Yes, I will come. And I will try to change; you have helped me already. It will not come all at once; but perhaps I can prevent myself giving you any fresh cause to be downright ashamed of me. Nay, I must. Thats the least I can do. If I fail  

She stopped, as though to think well of what she was saying. Her face became pale and stern  Lady Bligh never forgot it.

If I fail, she repeated slowly, after this, you will know that I am hopeless!

She went to the door, but turned on the threshold, as though wishful to carry away a distinct impression of the scene  the half-lit room, the failing fire still reflected in the burnished brasses, the darkening panes still beaten by the wild rain, and the figure of Lady Bligh, dimly outlined and quivering with gentle weeping. Then she was gone.


CHAPTER X

PLAIN SAILING

Among unexpected pleasures there are few greater than the sudden discovery that one has become the living illustration of a common proverb. Of course the proverb must be of the encouraging order; but then most proverbs are. Equally of course, the conditions of this personal illustration should be exceptionally delightful; yet will there still remain an intrinsic charm in your relations with the proverb. You will feel benignantly disposed towards it for evermore. You will receive it henceforth with courtesy, even in the tritest application. Nor need the burden of obligation be all on your side: you can give that proverb a good character among your friends  a thing that few people will do for any proverb. You can tell it frankly: Sir, I always thought you were a humbug, like the rest of them. Now I know better. I admit that I was hasty. I apologise. I shall speak up for you, sir, till my dying day!

That good-hearted fellow, Alfred Bligh, awaking gradually to a sensation of this sort, became very rapidly the happiest of men. The proverb in his case was the one about the dawn and the darkest hour. Alfreds darkest hour had been the day after Ascot, when, after a perfectly amicable conversation with the Judge, he had rushed up to town with ice at his heart and schemes of instant removal in his head. His dawn was the same evening, at dinner, when an indefinable je ne sais quoi in the mutual manner of Gladys and his mother attracted his attention and held him in suspense. And after dinner his sun rose quickly up.

The happiness of the succeeding days  to Alfred, to Gladys, and to Lady Bligh  was complete and pure. Nothing much happened in those last perfect days of June, when the rain had all fallen, and the wind changed, and summer was come back. There was some rowing on the sunlit river, and a good deal of coaching, in small parties; but on the whole they were quiet days. Yet these were the days that stood out most plainly through the dim distance of after years.

To be closely intimate with Lady Bligh meant an intimacy with a nature that was generous and sweet and womanly; and it included a liberal education  for those who would help themselves to it  in gentle, unaffected manners. Gladys came under this very desirable influence at a favourable moment, and in precisely the right frame of mind to profit most by it. And profit she did. As she herself had predicted, no miracle was wrought; she did not become everything that she ought to have been in a day; but several small alterations of manner, all of them for the better, did very quickly take place.

The Bride felt her feet at last. Then, becoming thoroughly in touch with Lady Bligh, she waxed bold in a less approachable direction, and with the best results. Not only did she start lively little conversations with Sir James, but she got him to carry them on in the same light strain, and sustained her part in them very creditably indeed, all things considered. But the subject of his judicial functions was now avoided far more sedulously by Gladys than by the old gentleman himself. She even joined the Judge more than once in his early morning prowls; but the stock-whip was always left behind in her room. On these occasions she showed herself to be an admirable assistant-potterer; while she delighted her old companion still further by many pretty and even delicate attentions, to which he was not used, having no daughters of his own. Thus there were mornings when the Judge would come in to breakfast with quite a startling posy in his button-hole, and with a certain scarcely perceptible twitching of the lips and lowering of the eyelids, such as had been observed in him sometimes on the bench when the rest of the court were convulsed with laughter. It invariably transpired that the decoration was the work and gift of the Judges daughter-in-law; and, as the old gentleman had never before been seen by his family to sport any such ornament, the departure was extremely gratifying to most of them.

Granville, it is true, found fault with the taste displayed in the composition of the button-holes, and one morning flatly refused one that had been made for him expressly; but the fact is, Granville was of rather small account in the house just now. He was busy, certainly, and was seen very little down at Twickenham; but he might have been seen more  his temporary occupation of a back-seat was in a great measure voluntary. Nor was he really malicious at this time. It is true that he spoke of the leopards spots, and used other phrases equally ominous but less hackneyed; for the most part, however, he made these observations to himself. He could have found nowhere a more appreciative and sympathetic audience. But, though he looked on sardonically enough at the Brides conquests, Granville did not lay himself out to hinder them. This should be clearly understood. The fellow was not a full-blown Mephistopheles.

And the happy pair were indeed happy. But for an occasional wistful, far-away look  such as will come sometimes to every exile, for all the pleasures and palaces of new worlds  Gladys seemed to everybody to be gay and contented as the midsummer days were long. As for Alfred, he considered the sum of his earthly happiness complete. Even the ideal farm (which his solicitors were doing their best to find for him) in the ideal sleepy hollow (which he meant to do his best to wake up, by the introduction of vigorous Bush methods)  when purchased, stocked, furnished, inhabited, and in full swing  could not, he felt, add much to his present happiness. Poor Alfred! He was laying out the future on idyllic lines. But, meanwhile, the present was full of happy days; and that was well.

There was one evening that Alfred did not soon forget.

It was the last Sunday in June. There had been a thunderstorm early in the afternoon and a smart shower. The evening air was a long, cool, delicious draught, flavoured with the exquisite fragrance of dripping leaves and petals; and this, and the sound of the church bells, and the sunlight glittering upon the wet lanes, came back to Alfred afterwards as often as he remembered the conversation which made the walk to the old church all too short. Alfred walked with his mother; Gladys, some little distance ahead, with the Judge.

I think Gladys likes England a little better now, observed Lady Bligh.

And cant England say the same thing of Gladys? cried Alfred. Dont answer the question  its idiotic. But oh, mother, Im a fool with very joy!

Because Gladys has won all our hearts, dear?

Yes; and I really think she has. You have all been so good, so patient and forgiving. Dont stop me, mother. If you had been different, I know I never should have allowed that you had anything to forgive; but now that you are like this, I own that there was much. Look at her now with the Judge; he has given her his arm. Now think of the beginning between these two!

Why think of that? We have all forgotten it. You must forget it too.

I think of it, said Alfred, because it is all over; because you have civilised my wild darling; and because I like to realise this. But, upon my soul, if you had seen her life out there; if you knew her father (she doesnt remember her mother); if you had any idea of the work she did on that run; you would simply be amazed  as I am, now that I look back upon it  at what your tenderness has done. But do you know, mother, what the dear girl says? I had nearly forgotten to tell you.

One would have counted upon a joke, and possibly a good one; for Alfred stopped to chuckle before coming out with it; though, certainly Alfred was not the best judge of jokes.

She says that if ever she makes you feel regularly ashamed of her again, she may be considered hopeless; and though you forgive her, shell never forgive herself! Thats rather rich, eh?

Lady Bligh failed to see it in that light. On the contrary, for one moment she seemed both surprised and pained.

Perhaps, Alfred, she said, thoughtfully, she still feels the restraint, and hates our conventionalities. I often think she must; I sometimes think she does.

Not she! Not a bit of it! Shes as safe as the Bank, and as happy as they make em, I know her!

Poor Alfred!

Perhaps, said Lady Bligh again; but there may be a constant effort which we cannot see; and I have once or twice caught a look in her eyes  but let that pass. I may be wrong; only I think it has been rather slow for her lately. She must have more amusement. There are one or two amusing things coming on presently. But just now I should like to think of something quite fresh to interest her. My dear boy! you are whistling!  in the churchyard!

In fact, Alfred was foolish with joy, as he himself had said. He could not control his spirits long when speaking of Gladys, and hearing her well spoken of by the others, and marvelling at the change that a few days had brought about. It was a case of either laughing or crying with him then; and the tears never got a chance.

But, in the solemn twilight of the church; standing, kneeling, sitting by his wifes side; sharing her book; listening with her to the consummate language of the Common Prayer; watching with her the round stained window fail and fade against the eastern sky  then, indeed, the boisterous, boyish spirits of this singularly simple-minded man of thirty melted into thankfulness ineffable and perfect peace.

It so happened that they sang an anthem in the old church that evening. This neither attracted nor distracted Alfred at first. He was a man without very much more music in his soul than what he was able to whistle when in high spirits. It did not strike him that this anthem was lovelier than most tunes. The sweet sensations that stole over his spirit as the singing of it proceeded certainly were not credited to the music. To the words he never would have attempted to listen but for an accident.

To Alfred the anthem presented but one of the many opportunities presented by the Church Service for private reverie on the part of worshippers. Of course his reverie was all about the future and Gladys. And while he mused his arm touched hers, that was the delightful part of it. But on glancing down to see her face again (he had actually not looked upon it for five whole minutes) his musing swiftly ended. Her singular expression arrested his whole attention. And this was the accident that made him listen to the words of the anthem, to see if they could have affected her so strangely.

The Brides expression was one of powerful yearning. The first sentence Alfred managed to pick out from the words of the anthem was: Oh, for the wings, for the wings of a dove! piped in a boys high treble.

The melting wistfulness in the Brides liquid eyes seemed to penetrate through that darkening east window into far-away worlds; and the choir-boy sang: Far away, far away would I rove!

The solo went on:

In the wilderness build me a nest: And remain there for ever at rest.

Then, with some repetition which seemed vain to Alfred, the chorus swallowed the solo. And to Alfreds mind the longing in his wifes face had grown definite, acute, and almost terrible.

As they knelt down after the anthem, his eyes met those of his mother. She, too, had seen Gladyss expression. Was it the expression she had referred to on the way to church? Was such an expression a common one with his darling, and concealed only from him? Was it possible that she was secretly longing and pining for the Bush  now  when they were all so happy?

Much later in the evening  long after church  Lady Bligh made an opportunity of speaking again alone with Alfred. I have been maturing my little plans, she said, smiling.

As regards Gladys? he asked.

Yes; and I have been thinking that really, after all, she need not be so dull during the next few days  

Alfred interrupted her hastily.

I also have been thinking; and, do you know, after all, I half fancy that she is a bit dull. I shall be very glad indeed if you have thought of something to liven her up a little.

Lady Bligh regarded him shrewdly; but she was not entirely astonished at this complete change of opinion. She, too, had seen Gladyss longing, far-away expression in church. She, too, remembered it.

Well, she will be less dull during the next few days than just lately, said Lady Bligh, after a slight pause. On Tuesday, to begin with, there is this garden-party of ours; a dull thing enough in itself, but the people may amuse Gladys. On Wednesday, there is to be the Opera for her, at last. Thursday and Friday you must boat and drive. But for Saturday  when the Lord Chief is coming  you are all invited to lawn-tennis somewhere; are you not? After this week it is simply embarras; the two matches at Lords, and Henley too, one on top of the other; then Wimbledon. Gladys must miss none of these. But can you guess what my happy thought is?

You seem to have so many happy thoughts!

No; but my little plan for to-morrow?

I have no idea. But I think Gladys would be content to do nothing much to-morrow, perhaps.

Alfred, said Lady Bligh, severely, Gladys tells me you have never once had her in the Park! How is that?

I  well, the fact is, Im such a duffer in the very swagger part of the town, said poor Alfred; and I never did know the run of the parks properly.

Then you shall drive with Gladys and me, and learn. It is getting near the end of the season, when every day makes a difference. So, not to lose another day, well drive in to-morrow. This is my happy thought! I think Gladys will like it  though Garrod wont.

You mean hell say its too much for his horses? I should think hell give warning, said Alfred, encouragingly.

He may, said Lady Bligh, with a fine fearlessness which can be properly appraised only by ladies who keep, or once kept, their coachman. He may. I defy him!


CHAPTER XI

A THUNDER-CLAP

Fully ten days were wanting before the Eton and Harrow cricket-match, which appears to be pretty generally recognised as the last turn in the great variety entertainment of the season; there was plenty of life, and of high life, too, in the town yet; and, what was even more essential to a thorough enjoyment of the Park, the afternoon, as regarded the weather, was for once beyond all praise. Moreover, Royalty was there for at least half an hour; so that the circumstances attendant upon young Mrs Blighs first appearance in the ring of fashion were in every way all that could be desired.

It was an appearance; for Lady Bligh, though in no sense a woman of fashion, was sufficiently well known to attract attention, which was heightened by the increasing rarity of her appearances in the fashionable world. Even had it been otherwise, the robust, striking beauty of the dark young woman at her side must have awakened interest on its own account. It did, among those who did not know the Blighs by sight. But with most people the questions were: Where had Lady Bligh discovered such a fresh and taking type of prettiness? Was the girl a relative? Was that Alfred Bligh sitting opposite to the ladies, come back from Australia disfigured by a beard? Was she his fiancée  or were they already married? It is intended by no means to imply that the modest and even homely equipage of Lady Bligh became the cynosure of Hyde Park; but it was certainly seen; and few saw it with unawakened curiosity.

One or two persons were able to satisfy to some extent this curiosity, and took a delight in doing so; Lady Lettice Dunlop, for one. The curiosity that Lady Lettice relieved was of a languid and peculiarly well-bred kind. A coronet adorned the barouche in which she rode. She said rather more than she knew, yet not quite all that she did know, and said it with a gentle disdain. But Lady Lettice was stopped by a deprecatory gesture of her mother the Countess before she came to the end  which made her regret having over-elaborated the beginning. The Countess considered the story most coarse, and regretted the almost friendly nature of the bow with which she had just favoured poor Lady Bligh. Yet, as the Lady Lettice was generous enough to fancy, the Colonial creature did seem on her very best behaviour this afternoon. And in her fancy Lady Lettice was nearer the mark than in her facts.

Another person, in an even better position to answer questions concerning the Bride, was Mr Travers, M.P.  now the newest M.P. but one. He was walking under the trees with his daughter, whom he was boring somewhat with his political shop; for he was enough of a new boy still to be full of his nice new lessons. This Miss Travers, however, was no young girl, but a woman of thirty, with a kind, sweet, sympathetic face, and a nature intensely independent. She was best known for her splendid work in Whitechapel, though how splendid that work really was no one knew outside the slums, where her face was her only protection  but a greater one than a cordon of police. But she had also a reputation as a singer, which need not have been confined to a few drawing-rooms in the West, and numberless squalid halls in the East, had she been ambitiously inclined. And this Miss Travers was attracted and charmed by the bold, conspicuous beauty of young Mrs Bligh; pressed for an introduction; pressed all the harder on hearing some plain truths about the Bride and her Bush manners; and presently had her way.

It was now six oclock. The crowning period of the afternoon had commenced with the arrival of Royalty a few minutes before the hour. Carriages were drawn up by the rails on either side in long, regular ranks. The trough between presented visions of glossy horseflesh and flashing accoutrements and flawless japan, to say nothing of fine looks and finer dress; visions changeful as those of the shaken kaleidoscope; marvellous, magical visions  no matter how much or how little they owed to the golden glamour of the sinking sun, visions of intrinsic wonder.

The Blighs serviceable vehicle had found an anchorage by the inner rails in the thick of all this, but not in the thickest. They were, in fact, no farther than a furlong from the Corner, and thus in comparatively open water. At this point the shrubs planted between the two converging courses come to an end, and the two roads are separated by little more than twenty yards. A little way farther on you can see only the bobbing heads of the riders over in Rotten Row; but at this point you have indeed the whole show before you. The position had been taken up on the Brides express petition. It was the riding that interested Gladys. She had no eyes for the smart people in the carriages when once she could watch with as little trouble the hacks and their riders in Rotten Row. The little interest she took in the passing and re-passing of Royalty was somewhat disappointing. But it was plain that she was enjoying herself in her own way; and that was everything. When the Traverses came up, the interruption of this innocent enjoyment was a distinct annoyance to Gladys.

Alfred  to whom it was not an afternoon of wild delight  got out of the carriage with some alacrity; and Miss Travers, with a very engaging freedom of manner, got in. She button-holed the Bride (if that is not an exclusively masculine act  as between man and man), and at first the Bride did not like it. Very soon, however, Gladys was pleased to withdraw her attention, partially, from Rotten Row and transfer it to Miss Travers. Like everybody else, the Bride was immensely attracted; Miss Traverss manner was so sympathetic, yet unaffected, and so amazingly free (Gladys thought) from English stiffness; and her face was infinitely kind and sweet, and her voice musical and soft.

So Mr Travers, with one foot upon the carriage-step, brought Lady Bligh up to date in her politics generally, and in his own political experiences in particular; and Alfred made aimless patterns on the ground with his feet; and Miss Travers questioned Gladys on the subject upon which all strangers who were told where she came from invariably and instantly did question her. But Miss Travers did this in a way of her own, and a charming way. You would have thought it had been the dream of her life to go to Australia; you would have inferred that it was her misfortune and not her fault that her lines were cast in England instead of out there; and yet you would not, you could not, have suspected her of hypocrisy. She was one of those singular people who seem actually to prefer, in common conversation, the tuum to the meum. Gladys was charmed. But still she stole furtive glances across the space dividing them from the tan; and her answers, which would have been eager and impetuous enough in any other circumstances, came often slowly; she was obviously distraite.

Miss Travers saw this, and followed the direction of the dark, eager eyes, and thought she understood. But suddenly there came a quick gleam into the Brides eyes which Miss Travers did not understand. A horsewoman was crossing their span of vision in the Row at a brisk canter. The Bride became strangely agitated. Her face was transfigured with surprise and delight and incredulity. Her lips came apart, but no breath escaped them. Her flashing eyes followed the cantering horsewoman, who, in figure and in colouring, if not in feature, was just such another as Gladys herself, and who sat her horse to perfection. But she was cantering past; she would not turn her head, she would not look; a moment more and the shrubs would hide her from Gladys  perhaps for ever.

Before that moment passed, Gladys stood up in the carriage, trembling with excitement. Careless of the place  forgetful of Lady Bligh, of all that had passed, of the good understanding so hardly gained  attracting the attention of Royalty by conspicuously turning her back upon them as they passed for the fourth time  the Bride encircled her lips with her two gloved palms, and uttered a cry that few of the few hundreds who heard it ever forgot:  

Coo-ee!

That was the startling cry as nearly as it can be written. But no letters can convey the sustained shrillness of the long, penetrating note represented by the first syllable, nor the weird, die-away wail of the second. It is the well-known Bush call, the jodel of the black-fellow; but it has seldom been heard from a white throat as Gladys Bligh let it out that afternoon in Hyde Park, in the presence of Royalty.

To say that there was a sensation in the vicinity of the Blighs carriage  to say that its occupants were for the moment practically paralysed  is to understate matters, rather. But, before they could recover themselves, the Bride had jumped from the carriage, pressed through the posts, rushed across to the opposite railings, and seized in both hands the hand of the other dark and strapping young woman, who had reined in her horse at once upon the utterance of the Coo-ee!

And there was a nice little observation, audible to many, which Gladys had let fall in flying:  

Good Lord deliver us  its her!


CHAPTER XII

PAST PARDON

Patience and sweetness of disposition may not only be driven beyond endurance; they may be knocked outside in, knocked into their own antitheses. And one need not go to crime or even to sin to find offences which no amount of abstract angelicalness could readily forgive or ever forget. It is a sufficiently bad offence, if not an actual iniquity, to bring well-to-do people into public derision through an act of flagrant thoughtlessness and unparalleled social barbarity. But if the people are not only well-to-do, but well and honourably known, and relatives by your marriage, who have been more than kind to you, you could scarcely expect a facile pardon. Sincerity apart, they would be more than mortal if they so much as pretended to forgive you out of hand, and little less than divine if they did not tell you at once what they thought of you, and thereafter ignore you until time healed their wounds.

Woman of infinite sweetness though she was, Lady Bligh was mortal, not divine; and she showed her clay by speaking very plainly indeed, as the carriage swept out of the Park, and by speaking no more (to Gladys) that day. A good deal of cant is current about people whose anger is violent (while it lasts), but short-lived (he gets over it in a moment); but it is difficult to believe in those people. If there be just cause for wrath, with or without violence, it is not in reason that you can be in a rollicking good humour the next minute. That is theatrical anger, the anger of the heavy father. Lady Bligh, with all her virtues, could nurse the genuine passion  an infant that thrives at the breast. Indeed, it is probable that before the end of the silent drive to Twickenham (Alfred never opened his clenched teeth all the way) this thoroughly good woman positively detested the daughter whom she had just learnt to love. For it is a fallacy to suppose that the pepper-and-salt emotion of love and hatred in equal parts is the prerogative of lovers; you will find it oftener in the family.

What penitence Gladys had expressed had been lame  crippled by an excuse. Moreover, her tone had lacked complete contrition. Indeed, if not actually defiant, her manner was at least repellent. She had been spoken to hotly; some of the heat was reflected; it was a hot moment.

As for her excuse, it, of course, was ridiculous  qua excuse.

She had seen her oldest  indeed, her only  girl friend, Ada Barrington. Ada (Gladys pronounced it Ida) was another squatters daughter; their fathers had been neighbours, more or less, for many years; but Adas father owned more stations than one, was a wealthy man  in fact, a woollen king. Gladys had known they were in Europe, but that was all. And she had seen Ada cantering past, but Ada had not seen her. So she had coo-eed. What else was there to be done? Gladys did not exactly ask this question, but she implied it plainly. As it happened, if she had not coo-eed, she never would have seen Ada again, to a certainty; for the Barringtons had taken a place in Suffolk, and were going down there the very next day. That was all. Perhaps it was too much.

Silence ensued, and outlasted the long drive. What afterwards passed between the young husband and wife did not, of course, transpire. There was no further expression of regret than the very equivocal and diluted apology comprehended in the Brides excuses; indeed, Lady Bligh and her daughter-in-law never spoke that night; nor did Alfred attempt to mediate between them. As a matter of fact, his wife had told him  with a recklessness that cut him to the heart  that, this time, she neither expected nor deserved, nor so much as desired, any ones forgiveness; that now she knew what she had feared before, that she was hopeless; that  but the rest was wild talk.

Next morning, however, Alfred went to Lady Bligh with a letter, one that Gladys had received by the early post. It was an invitation from the Barringtons, the wording of which was sufficiently impulsive and ill-considered. Ada besought her darling Gladys to go stay with them in Suffolk immediately, on the following Saturday, and for as many days as she could and would; and the invitation included the darlings husband in a postscript.

An extraordinary kind of invitation! observed Lady Bligh, handing back the letter.

Ignorance, said Alfred laconically.

Did you meet the people out there?

Only this girls brother; the others had been in Europe some time. I thought him a very pleasant fellow, I remember, though his contempt for me and for all home birds was magnificent.

Well, said Lady Bligh, it is hardly the kind of invitation that Gladys can accept. Is it?

She refuses to think of it, Alfred answered, with a frown that rather puzzled Lady Bligh. But I hope she will change her mind. I wish her to go.

His mother was silent for more than a minute. Does the letter say Saturday? she then inquired.

Yes. Alfred gazed steadily in his mothers face as though he would search her inmost thoughts. Yes, it says Saturday. And it is on Saturday that the Lord Chief is coming down to stay over Sunday, is it not? I thought so. I very much wish I could induce her to go.

Not on that account, my boy, I hope? Lady Bligh seemed slightly embarrassed.

Partly, said Alfred, speaking firmly and distinctly, but not without an effort; partly on that account, but by no means altogether.

She could not go without you, remarked Lady Bligh; and they do not ask you civilly, to say the least of it.

She could go without me, returned Alfred emphatically. Whats more, I want her to. Its she that wont hear of it. These are quite old and intimate friends of Gladys and her father. She might easily spend a week with them alone, without me. Mother  I think she would like it so, if only she would go! They are probably free-and-easy, roughish folks, and it would do her good, a week with them. There would be no restraints  nay, she has observed none here, God knows!  but there there might be none to observe. She could do and say what she liked. She would hurt no ones feelings. She would scandalise no one. And  do you know what, mother?  I have got it into my head that when she came back she would see the difference, and appreciate your ways here more than she ever might otherwise. I have got it into my head that one week of that kind, just now, would open her eyes for good and all. And I think  there might be no more relapses! Yes, I thought that before; but I was wrong, you see  after yesterday! Besides, this week would bring us within a few weeks of Scotland; and, after Scotland, we shall have our own little place to go to  I have almost settled upon one. But if I went with her, restraint would go with her too.

His voice had broken more than once with emotion. He commanded it with difficulty, and it became hard and unnatural. In this tone he added:  

Besides  it would be more comfortable for every one if she were not here with the Lord Chief Justice.

Do not say that  do not think that! said Lady Bligh; but faintly, because her heart echoed his sentiment.

Oh, theres no disguising it  my wifes dynamite! said Alfred, with a short, harsh laugh. Only an explosion is worse at one time than at another. He went hastily from the room, neither of them having referred more directly to the scandalous scene in the Park.

He went straight to his wife, to try once more to coax her into accepting the Barringtons invitation. But it was of no use. She would not listen to him. She would go nowhere without her husband; she should write that to Ada plainly.

Later in the morning, Lady Bligh, of her own deliberate design, came in contact with her daughter-in-law. Gladys attempted escape. Lady Bligh caught her by the hand.

You are angry, Gladys!

Gladys said nothing.

I dont think you are the one to be angry, Lady Bligh said, nettled by the others sullen manner.

Gladys raised her eyes swiftly from the ground; they were filled with bitterness. Havent I a right to be what I like with myself? she cried. I am angry with no one else. But I shall never forgive myself  no, nor I wont be forgiven either; I am hopeless! I feared it before; now I know it. Let me go, Lady Bligh!

She broke away, and found a quiet spot, by-and-by, among the trees by the river.

If only I were in there! cried Gladys, out of the tumult of shame and rebellion within her. In there  or else back in the Bush! And one is possible and easy; and the other is neither!

By a single grotesque act she had brought her happiness, and not hers alone, to wreck and ruin!


CHAPTER XIII

A SOCIAL INFLICTION

Happily for all concerned, there was something else to be thought about that day: it was the day of Lady Blighs garden-party.

The British garden-party is possibly unique among the social gatherings of the world. It might be a revelation to most intelligent foreigners. It is held, of course, in the fresh air; the weather, very likely, is all that can be desired. The lawn is soft and smooth and perfectly shaven; sweeping shadows fall athwart it from the fine old trees. The flower-beds are splendidly equipped; their blended odours hover in the air. The leaves whisper and the birds sing. The scene is agreeably English. But let in the actors. They are English too. The hostess on the lawn receiving the people, and slipping them through her busy fingers into solitude and desolation  anywhere, anywhere, out of her way; the stout people in the flimsy chairs, in horrid jeopardy which they alone do not realise; the burly, miserable male supers, in frock-coats and silk hats, standing at ease (but only in a technical sense) around the path, ashamed to eat the ices that the footman proffers them, ashamed of having nobody to talk to but their sisters or wives  who are worse than no one: it is so feeble to be seen speaking only to them. This is the British garden-party in the small garden, in the suburbs. In the large garden, in the country, you may lose yourself among the fruit-trees without being either missed or observed; but this is not a point in favour of the institution. Even in suburban districts there are bold spirits that aspire to make their garden-parties different from everybody elses, and not dull; who write Lawn Tennis in the corner of their invitation-cards before ascertaining the respective measurements of a regulation court and of their own back gardens. But beware of these ambitious souls; they add yet another terror to the British garden-party. To go in flannels and find everybody else in broadcloth; to be received as a champion player in consequence, and asked whether you have entered at Wimbledon; to be made to play in every set (because you are the only man in flannels), with terrible partners, against adversaries more terrible still  with the toes of the onlookers on the side lines of the court, and the dining-room windows in peril should you but swing back your racket for your usual smashing service, once in a way, to show them how it is done: all this amounts to spending your afternoon in purgatory, in the section reserved for impious lawn-tennis players. Yet nothing is more common. The lawn must be utilised, either for lawn-tennis or for bowls (played with curates), or by the erection of a tent for refreshments. By Granvilles intervention, the Blighs had the refreshment-tent.

Lady Bligh would not have given garden-parties at all, could she have been at home in any other way; but as her set was largely composed of people living actually in town, who would not readily come ten miles out for a dinner-party, still less for an after-dinner party, she had really no choice in the matter. Still, Lady Blighs garden-parties were not such very dull affairs after all. They were immensely above the suburban average. To the young and the curious they held out attractions infinitely greater than garden-party lawn-tennis, though these could not be advertised on the cards of invitation. For instance, you were sure of seeing a celebrity or two, if not even the highest dignitaries, with some of the dignity in their pockets. And it is inexpressible how delightful it was to come across a group of Her Majestys Judges gorging strawberry ices unblushingly in a quiet corner of the marquee. On the present occasion, when the stoutest and most pompous Q.C. at the Bar  Mr Merivale  sat down on the slenderest chair in the garden, and thence, suddenly, upon the grass, the situation was full of charm for Granville and some of his friends, who vied with one another in a right and proper eagerness to help the great man to his feet. Even Gladys (who was so very far from being in a laughing mood) laughed at this; though she was not aware that the stout gentleman was a Q.C., nor of the significance of those initials, had any one told her so.

But this was all the entertainment that Gladys extracted from the long afternoon. She was amused, at the moment, in spite of herself; she was not amused a second time. She kept ingeniously in the background. Alfred was attentive to her, of course, but not foolishly attentive, this afternoon. And Granville introduced to her one of his clean-shaven friends, whom Gladys conversed with for perhaps a minute. She was also presented by the Judge  in his recent genial, fatherly manner  to one or two of his colleagues. Plainly, the disgraceful scene in Hyde Park had not yet reached Sir Jamess ears. But that scandal was being discreetly discussed by not a few of the guests. Gladys suspected as much, though she did not know it. She imagined herself to be a not unlikely subject of conversation in any case, but quite a tempting one in the light of her last escapade. But this idea did not worry her. In some moods it is possible to be acutely self-conscious without being the least sensitive; Gladyss present mood was one. More often than at the people, she gazed at the window of her own room, and longed to be up there, alone. She neither took any interest in what was going on around her, nor cared what the people were whispering concerning her. No doubt they were whispering, but what did it matter? Misery is impervious to scorn and ridicule and contempt. These things wound the vanity; misery deadens it. Gladys was miserable.

Among the later arrivals was Miss Travers. Her father could not come: he was doing the fair thing by the Party and his constituents: it was his first term. Miss Travers came alone, and intended to go back alone, the later the better. Whitechapel had made her fearless and independent. She rather hoped to be asked to stop to dinner: some people were certain to stay, for the Blighs were uncommonly hospitable, and in many things quite unconventional; and Miss Travers intended to be one of those people, if she got the opportunity. She also intended to cultivate the most original specimen of her sex that she had ever yet met with; and for this she tried to make the opportunity.

But the most original of her sex was also one of the most slippery, when she liked; she dodged Miss Travers most cleverly, until the pursuer was herself pursued, and captured. Her captor was a rising solicitor, a desirable gentleman and an open admirer; but he did not improve his chances by that interview. Miss Travers was disappointed, almost annoyed. The unlucky lawyer sought to make her smile with a story: the story of the coo-ee! as he had heard it. He knew Miss Travers intimately; her appreciation of humour was vast, for a woman; he felt sure she would be tickled. But, unfortunately, the version he had heard was already fearfully exaggerated, and, as Miss Travers drew him on gently, yet without smiling as he wished her to, the good fellow improvised circumstances still more aggravating and scandalous; and then  sweet Miss Travers annihilated him in a breath.

I was in their carriage at the time, myself; but  you will excuse my saying so  I shouldnt have recognised the incident from your description!

It was a staggerer; but Miss Travers did not follow up the blow. She reproved him, it is true, but so kindly, and with such evident solicitude for his moral state, that the wretch was in ecstasies in two minutes.

At all events, he said, with enthusiasm, she has you for her champion! I wont hear another word about her; Ill champion her too!

If you spoke to her for one moment, Miss Travers replied, you would own yourself that she is charming. You never saw such eyes!

This the lawyer seemed to question, by the rapt manner in which he gazed into Miss Traverss own eyes; but the speech was the prettier for being left unspoken; and here the lawyer showed some self-restraint and more wisdom. But immediately the lady left him: she had descried her quarry.

Gladys dodged again, and, passing quickly through the tent, heard two words that sent the blood to her cheeks. The words were in close conjunction coo-ee! and disgrace. Without turning to see who had uttered them  the voice was unfamiliar  she hurried through into the house, and finding the little morning-room quite empty, went in there to sit down and think.

She was not wounded by the chance words; her lifeless pride had not quickened and become vulnerable all in a moment  it was not that. But it was this: what she had done, she realised now, for the first time, fully. Disgrace! She had disgraced Lady Bligh, Sir James, Alfred, Granville, all of them; in a public place, she, the interloper in the family, had brought down disgrace upon them all. Disgrace!  that was what people were saying. Disgrace to the Blighs  that was why she minded what the people said. And she minded this so much, now, that she rocked herself to and fro where she sat, and wrung her large strong hands, and groaned aloud.

And it was not only once; she had disgraced them many times. And all had been forgiven. But this could never be forgiven.

If only she had never married poor Alfred; if only she had never come among his family, to behave worse than their very servants! The servants? Would Bella Bunn have behaved so in her place? It was not likely, for even Bella had been able to give her hints, and she had consulted Bella upon points on which she would have been ashamed to confess her ignorance, even to Alfred. But, in spite of all their goodness and patience, she had brought only unhappiness to them all; there could be no more happiness for them or for her while she remained in the family.

I ought to be dead  or back in the Bush! she cried again, in her heart. Oh, if only one was as easy as the other!

These were her sole longings. Of the two, one was strong and not new (being intensified, not produced, by the circumstances), but sufficiently impracticable. The other was easy to compass, easy to the point of temptation, but as yet not nearly so strong, being entirely the impulse of events. But neither longing was at present anything more than a longing; no purpose showed through either yet. The reality of Alfreds love, the feeling that it would kill him to lose her, was accountable for this. Gladyss resolution was, so far, a blank tablet, not because purpose was absent, but because it was not yet become visible.

A rough analogy may be borrowed from the sensitive film used for the production of a photographic negative. The impression is taken, yet the film remains blank as it was before, until the proper acid is applied, when the impression becomes visible.

Now, a moral acid, acting upon that blank tablet of the mind, would produce a precisely similar effect. Suppose Gladys became convinced that Alfred would be a happier man without her, that it would be even a relief to him to lose her: this would supply the moral acid.

The effect of this moral acid would coincide with that of the photographers acid. In either case something that had been imperceptible hitherto would now start out in sharp outline. The blank film would yield the negative picture; the vague longings of Gladys would take the shape of two distinct alternatives, one of them inevitable.

Suppose this happened, one of these alternatives was so simple as to be already, in its embryo state, something of a temptation; while the other would remain a moral impossibility.

It must be remembered that the Bride confronted no such alternatives yet, but merely experienced vague, passionate longings. In this state of mind, however, but one drop of acid was needed to produce development.


CHAPTER XIV

HEAR MY PRAYER!

Miss Travers did not, after all, succeed in cornering Gladys at the garden-party, but she did contrive to get herself asked to stay later, and without much difficulty (she would probably have found it far more difficult to go with the rest  hostesses were tenacious of Miss Travers); and after dinner, when the ladies went off to the drawing-room, her stubborn waiting was at last rewarded.

Some other people had stayed to dinner also, in the same informal way, and among them one or two of Granvilles friends. These young men had come to the garden-party by no advice of Grans  in fact, those who chanced to have mentioned to him Lady Blighs invitation he had frankly told to stay away and not to be fools. But, having come, he insisted on their staying. For, he said, you deserve compensation, you fellows; and the Judges wine, though I say it, hasnt a fault  unless its spoiling a man for his clubs.

And while the young men put the truth of this statement to a more earnest test than could be applied before the ladies left the table, Miss Travers, in the drawing-room, at last had Gladys to herself. And Miss Travers was sadly disappointed  as, perhaps, she deserved to be. Gladys had very little to say to her. As a matter of fact, it was no less irksome to the Bride to listen than to talk herself. But they happened to be sitting close to the piano, and it was not long before a very happy thought struck Gladys, which she instantly expressed in the abrupt question:  

You sing, Miss Travers, dont you?

In a way.

In a way! Ive heard all about the way! Gladys smiled; Miss Travers thought the smile sadly changed since yesterday. Sing now.

You really want me to?

Yes, really. And you must. Gladys opened the piano.

Miss Travers sang a little song that Gladys had never heard before, accompanying herself from memory. She sang very sweetly, very simply  in a word, uncommonly well. The voice, to begin with, was an exceptionally sound soprano, but the secret and charm of it all was, of course, in the way she used her voice. Gladys had asked for a song to escape from a chat, but she had forgotten her motive in asking  she had forgotten that she had asked for it  she had forgotten much that it had seemed impossible to forget, even thus, for one moment  before the song was half finished. Very possibly, with Gladys, who knew nothing of music, this was an appeal to the senses only; but it gave her some peaceful, painless moments when such were rare; and it left her, with everything coming back to her, it is true, but with a grateful heart. So grateful, indeed, was Gladys that she forgot to express her thanks until Miss Travers smilingly asked her how she liked that song; and then, instead of answering, she went over to where Lady Bligh was sitting, bent down, and asked a question, which was answered in a whisper.

Then Gladys came back to the piano. Yes, I do like that song, very, very much; and I beg your pardon for not answering you, Miss Travers, but I was thinking of something else; and I want you, please, to sing Mendelssohns Hear my Prayer! These words came quickly  they were newly learnt from Lady Bligh.

Miss Travers could not repress a smile. Do you know what you are asking me for?

Yes; for what we heard in church last Sunday evening. Thats the name, because Ive just asked Lady Bligh. I would rather you sang that than anything else in the world!

But   Miss Travers was puzzled by the Brides expression; she would have given anything not to refuse, yet what could she do? But  it isnt the sort of thing one can sit down and sing  really it isnt. It wants a chorus, and it is very long and elaborate.

Yes? Gladys seemed strangely disappointed. But there was one part  the part I liked  where the chorus didnt come in, I am sure. It was sung by a boy. You could do it so much better! It was about the wings of a dove, and the wilderness. You know, I come from the wilderness myself  the Bride smiled faintly and I thought Id never heard anything half so lovely before; though of course Ive heard very little.

No matter how little you have heard, you will never hear anything much more beautiful than that, said Miss Travers, with sympathetic enthusiasm.

Since I cannot hear it now, however, there is an end of it.

Gladys sighed, but her eyes pleaded still; it was impossible to look in them long and still resist. Miss Travers looked but for a moment, then, turning round to the keys, she softly touched a chord. I will try the little bit you liked, she whispered, kindly, whatever I make of it!

What she did make of it is unimportant, except in its effect upon Gladys. This effect was very different from that produced a few minutes before by the song; this, at least, was no mere titillation of the senses by agreeable sounds. And it differed quite as much from the effect produced by the same thing in church on Sunday, when Gladys, after being surprised into listening, had listened only to the words. Then, indeed, the music had seemed sweet and sad, but to-night each note palpitated with a shivering, tremulous yearning, dropping into her soul a relief as deep as that of sorrow unbosomed, a comfort as soothing as the comfort of tears. And there was now an added infinity of meaning in the words; though it was the words that had thrilled her then  then, before she had brought all the present misery to pass.

O for the wings, for the wings of a dove! Far away, far away would I rove: In the wilderness build me a nest, And remain there for ever at rest.

It is only a few bars, the solo here; and at the point where the chorus catches up the refrain Miss Travers softly ceased. She turned round slowly on the stool, then rose up quickly in surprise. Her ardent listener was gone. And as Miss Travers stood by the piano, peering with raised eyebrows into every corner of the room, and out into the night through the open French window, the men entered the room in a body  she was surrounded.

But Gladys had stepped softly through the window on to the lawn, re-entered the house by another way, and stolen swiftly up to her room. The last strains came to her through the open window of the drawing-room, and in at her own window, at which Gladys now knelt: and this short passage through the outer air brought them upward on the breath of the night, rarefied and softened as though from the lips of far-off angels: and so they reached her trembling ears.

The scent of roses was in the air. The moon was rising, and its rays spanned the river with a broad bridge of silver, against which some of the foliage at the garden-end stood out in fine filigree. It was a heavenly night; it was a sweet and tranquil place; but yet  

O for the wings of a dove!

Gladys had been home-sick before; she had been miserable and desperate for many, many hours; but at this moment it seemed as though hitherto she had never known what it was to pant and pray in real earnest for her old life and her own country. She was almost as a weak woman in the transports of spiritual fervour, her vision riveted upon some material mental picture, the soul for one ecstatic instant separated from the flesh  only Gladys missed the ecstasy.

There was no light in the room; and the girl remained so entirely motionless, as she knelt, that her glossy head, just raised above the level of the sill, would have seemed in the moonlight a mere inanimate accessory, if it had been seen at all. But only the bats could have seen Gladys, and they did not; at all events, it was the touch of a bats wing upon the forehead that recalled her to herself, making her aware of voices within earshot, immediately below her window. Her room was over the dining-room. The voices were mens voices, and the scent of cigars reached her as well. She could hear distinctly, but she never would have listened had she not heard her own name spoken; and then  the weakness of the moment prevented her from rising.

No, said one of the voices, not a bit of it; oh dear, no! Gladys has her good points; and, frankly, I am getting rather to like her. But she is impossible in her position. The whole thing was a fearful mistake, which poor old Alfred will live to repent.

The voice was unmistakable; it was Granvilles.

But  and the other voice was that of Granvilles most intimate friend, whom he had introduced to Gladys during the course of the afternoon doesnt he repent it already, think you?

Upon my word, Im not sure that he doesnt, said Granville.

If you ask me, said his friend, I should say there isnt a doubt of it. Ive been watching him pretty closely. Mark my words, hes a miserable man!

Well, Im half inclined to agree with you, said Granville. I didnt think so two or three days since, but now I do. You see, there are camels backs and there are last straws (though I wish there were no proverbs); and there never was a heavier straw than yesterdays gad! twas as heavy as the rest of the load! I mean the perfectly awful scene in the Park, which you know about, and the whole town knows about, and the low papers will publish, confound them! Yes, I believe youre right; he cant get over this.

Poor chap! said Granvilles friend.

You may well say that. Alfred is no genius  Granville was, apparently but he has position; he has money  luckily for him; he means to settle down in the country somewhere, and, no doubt, hed like to be somebody in the county. But how could he? Look at his wife!

There ought to be a separation, said the friend, feelingly.

Well, I dont think its quite as bad as that, said Granville, wearing ship. Anyway, there never will be one; you may trust her for that. And, I must own, I dont think its all the main chance with her, either; theyre sufficiently spooney. Why, she will not even leave him for a week on a visit, though, as I understand, hes doing his best to persuade her to.

Gladyss hands tightened upon the woodwork of the window-frame.

Cant persuade her to? cried the friend. What did I tell you? Why, Lord love you, he wants to get rid of her already!

This was rather strong, even for an intimate friend, and even though the intimate friend had drunk a good deal of wine. Granvilles tone cooled suddenly.

Well drop the subject, I think. My cigars done, and youve smoked as much as is good for you. You can do as you like, but Im going inside.

Their footsteps sounded down the gravel-path; then the sound ceased; they had gone in by the drawing-room window.

Gladys had never once altered her position; she did not alter it now. The moon rose high in the purple sky, and touched her head with threads of silver. It was as though gray hairs had come upon her while she knelt. The sudden turning of the door-handle, and a quick step upon the threshold, aroused her. It was Alfred come for an easier coat. The people were gone.

What  Gladys! he cried. She rose stiffly to her feet, and confronted him with her back to the moonlight. Up here  alone?

You didnt miss me, then? Her tone was low and hoarse  the words ran into one another in their hurried, eager utterance.

Why, no, cried Alfred; to tell you the truth, I didnt.

He seemed to her in better spirits than he had been all day; his voice was full and cheery, and his manner brisk. Why? Evidently the evening had gone off very agreeably. Why? Was it because he had got rid of her for an hour? Was it, then, true that he was doing his best to get rid of her for a week  that he would be only too glad to get rid of her for ever? It was as though a poniard were being held to her breast. She paused, and nerved herself to speak calmly, before, as it were, baring her bosom to the steel.

Alfred, she said at length, with slow distinctness, but not with the manner of one who is consciously asking a question of life or death, I have been thinking it over, about the Barringtons; and I think I should like to go to them on Saturday after all. May I go?

May you? Alfred fairly shouted. I am only too delighted, Gladdie! Of course you may.

The poniard went in  to the hilt.

So delighted was Alfred that he caught her in his arms and kissed her. Her cheek was quite cold, her frame all limp. Though she reeled on her feet, she seemed to shrink instinctively from his support.

Whats the matter, Gladdie? he cried, in sudden alarm. Whats wrong  are you ill? Stop, Ill fetch  

She interrupted him in a whisper.

Fetch no one. She dropped one hand upon the dressing-table, leant her weight upon it, and motioned him back with the other. I am not ill; I only was faint, just for a moment. I am all right now. There, thats a long breath; I can speak quite properly again. You see, it was only a passing faintness. I must have fallen asleep by the window. I was enjoying the lovely night, and that must have done it. There, I am only tired now, and want  sleep!

That acid had been applied, and not in drops. Its work was complete.


CHAPTER XV

THE FIRST PARTING

It was Saturday forenoon, and everything was ready for the departure of Gladys. Moreover, the moment had come. Garrod was at the door with the carriage; the phlegmatic stable-boy, having performed feats of unsuspected strength with the luggage, had retired into his own peculiar shell, and lurked in sullen humility at the far side of the horse; while Mr Dix figured imposingly in the hall. Alfred was here too, waiting for Gladys to come down. But Gladys was upstairs saying good-bye to Lady Bligh, and lingering over the parting somewhat strangely, for one who was going away for a week only.

If I hear any more such absurd talk, Lady Bligh said at last, and with some impatience, about forgiveness and the like, I shall punish you by not allowing you to leave me at all.

It is too late to do that, Gladys hastily put in. But oh, Lady Bligh! if only you knew how happy you have made me  how happily I go away, having your forgiveness for everything, for everything  

Except for what you are saying now. How wildly you do talk, child! One would think you were going for ever.

Who knows, Lady Bligh? There are accidents every day. Thats why Im thankful to be leaving like this.

Lady Bligh hated sentimentality. Only the intense earnestness of the girls voice and manner restrained her from laughing; sentimentality was only fit to be laughed at; but this was sentimentality of a puzzling kind.

A minute later, with passionate kisses and incoherent expressions, out of all proportion to the occasion, and fairly bewildering to poor Lady Bligh, Gladys was gone.

Alfred scanned her narrowly as they drove to the station. By the way she kept turning round to gaze backward, you would have thought her anxious to see the last of things, as small boys are when the holidays are over, and bigger boys when they go finally out into the world. Alfred was going with her to Liverpool Street. She had refused to go at all if he took her (as he wanted to) all the way into Suffolk, to return himself by the next train.

Gladdie, he said, after watching her closely, you look cut up; is it from saying good-bye to the mater?

I suppose it must be  if I really look like that.

There is still, perhaps, some soreness  

No, there is none now, said Gladys, quickly.

Then what is it?

Only that it is so dreadful, saying good-bye!

My darling!  by the way you talk you might be going for good and all. And it is only for a week.

She did not answer, but pressed the hand that closed over her own.

During the half-hours run to Waterloo he continued to glance furtively, and not without apprehension, at her face. It was unusually pale; dark rings encircled the eyes, and the eyes were unusually brilliant.

They had a compartment to themselves. He held her hand all the way, and she his, like a pair of moonstruck young lovers; and, for the most part, they were as silent.

You have not been yourself these last few days, he said at length; I am glad you are going.

And I am glad of that, she answered.

Her tone was odd.

But I shall be wretched while you are gone, he quickly added.

She made no reply to this; it seemed to her an afterthought. But, if it was, it grew upon him with swift and miserable effect as the minutes remaining to them gradually diminished. When they drove up to Liverpool Street he was in the depths of dejection.

It was their first parting.

She insisted on sending the necessary telegram to the Barringtons herself. His depression made him absent, and even remiss. He stood listlessly by while she filled in the form; at any other time he would have done this for her, or at least looked over her shoulder  humorously to check the spelling; but this afternoon he was less attentive in little things than she had ever known him, because she had never known him so depressed.

It was their first parting.

He had got her a compartment to herself, but only at her earnest insistence; he had spoken for a carriage full of people, or the one reserved for ladies  anything but solitary confinement. It was the Cambridge train; there were few stoppages and no changes.

Gladys was ensconced in her corner. For the moment, her husband sat facing her. Four minutes were left them.

You have a Don in the next carriage to you; an ancient and wonderfully amiable one, I should say, observed Alfred, with a sickly attempt at levity. I wish you were under his wing, my dear!

Gladys made a respondent effort, an infinitely harder one. No, thanks, she said; not me!

Come, I say! Is it nervousness or vanity?

It is neither.

Yet you look nervous, Gladdie, joking apart  and, honestly, I never felt less like joking in my life. And you are pale, my darling; and your hand is so cold!

She withdrew the hand.

But one more minute was left. Better get out, sir, said the guard, and Ill lock the lady in.

Gladys felt a shiver pass through her entire frame. With a supreme effort she controlled herself. They kissed and clasped hands. Then Alfred stepped down heavily on to the platform.

The minute was a long one; these minutes always are. It was an age in passing, a flash to look back upon. These minutes are among the strangest accomplishments of the sorcerer Time.

It is dreadful to let you go alone, darling, like this, he said, standing on the foot-board and leaning in. At least you ought to have had Bunn with you. You might have given way in that, Gladdie.

No, she whispered tremulously; I  I like going alone.

You must write at once, Gladdie.

To-morrow; but you could only get it latish on Monday.

The bell was ringing. You know the clangour of a station bell; of all sounds the last that it resembles is that of the funeral knell; yet this was its echo in the heart of Gladys.

Well, its only for a week, after all, isnt it, Gladdie? It will be the weariest week of my life, I know. But I shant mind  after all, its my own doing  if only you come back with a better colour. You have been so pale, Gladdie, these last few days  pale and excitable. But its only a week, my darling, eh?

She could not answer.

The guard blew his whistle. There was an end of the minute at last.

Stand back, she whispered: her voice was stifled with tears.

Back?  Alfred peered up into her face, and a sudden pallor spread upon his own with your dear eyes full of tears, where I never yet saw tears before? Back?  God forgive me for thinking of it, Ill come with you yet!

He made as though to dive headlong through the window; but, looking him full in the eyes through her tears, his girl-wife laid a strong hand on each of his shoulders and forced him back. He staggered as the platform came under his feet. The train was already moving. He stood and gazed.

Gladys was waving to him, and smiling through her tears. So she continued until she could see him no more. Then she fell back upon the cushions, and, for a time, consciousness left her.

It was their first parting.


CHAPTER XVI

TRACES

Alfred did not become unconscious, nor even feel faint: he was a man. But he did feel profoundly wretched. He tried to shake off this feeling, but failed. Later, on his way back through the City, he stopped somewhere to try and lunch it off, and with rather better success. He was a man: he proceeded to throw the blame upon the woman. It was Gladys who had supplied all the sentiment (and there had been an absurd amount of it) at their parting; it was the woman who had exaggerated this paltry weeks separation, until it had assumed, perhaps for them both  at the moment  abnormal dimensions; he, the man, was blameless. If his way had obtained, she should have gone away in highest spirits, instead of in tears  and all for one insignificant week! He should write her a serious, if not a severe, letter on the subject. So Alfred went down to Twickenham in quite a valiant mood to face his week of single-blessedness, and to affect a droll appreciation of it in the popular, sprightly manner of the long-married man.

But the miserable feeling returned  if, indeed, it had ever been chased fairly away; and it returned with such force that Alfred was obliged to own at last that it, too, was exaggerated and out of all proportion to the exciting cause. He, in his turn, was sentimentalising as though Gladys had gone for a term of years. He was conscious of this; but he could not help it. His thoughts seemed bound to the parting of this Saturday, powerless to fly forward to the reunion of the next. A vague, dim sense of finality was the restraining bond; but this sense was not long to remain dim or vague. Meanwhile, so far as Alfred was concerned, the Sunday that followed was wrapped in a gloom that not even the genial presence of the distinguished (but jocular) guest could in any way pierce or dissipate. Nevertheless, it contained the last tranquil moments that Alfred was to know at that period of his life; for it led him to the verge of an ordeal such as few men are called upon to undergo.

He was not a little surprised on the Monday morning to find among the letters by the first post one addressed to his wife. She had received scarcely any letters since her arrival in England  two or three from tradesmen, an invitation or so, nothing from Australia; but this letter was directed in a large, bold hand, with which Alfred fancied he was not wholly unfamiliar; and he suddenly remembered that he had seen it before in Miss Barringtons note of invitation. Now, the post-mark bore the name of the town to which Gladys had booked from Liverpool Street, and the date of the day before; and how could Miss Barrington write to Gladys at Twickenham, when Gladys was staying with Miss Barrington in Suffolk?

He tore open the envelope, and his hand shook as he did so. When he had read to the end of the letter, which was very short, his face was gray and ghastly; his eyes were wild and staring; he sank helplessly into a chair. The note ran thus:  

Dearest Glad,  We are so disappointed, you cant think. As for me, Ive been in the sulks ever since your telegram came this afternoon. What ever can have prevented your coming, at the very last minute  for your wire from Liverpool Street? Do write at once, for Im horribly anxious, to your loving

Ada.

PS.  And do come at once, if its nothing serious.

Saturday.

Alfred read the letter a second time, and an extraordinary composure came over him.

He folded the letter, restored it to its envelope, and put the envelope in his pocket. Then he looked at the clock. It wanted a quarter to eight. The Judge was no doubt up and about somewhere; but none of the others were down. Alfred rang the bell, and left word that he had received a letter begging an early interview on important business, and that he would breakfast in town.

Alfred was stunned; but he had formed a plan. This plan he proceeded to put into effect; or rather, once formed, the plan evolved itself into mechanical action without further thought. For some hours following he did not perfectly realise either what he was doing or why he was doing it. He never thoroughly pulled himself together, until a country conveyance, rattling him through country lanes, whisked into a wooded drive, and presently past a lawn where people were playing lawn-tennis, and so to the steps of a square, solid, country house. But he had all his wits about him, and those sharpened to the finest possible point, when he looked to see whether Gladys was, or was not, among the girls on the lawn. She was not. That was settled. He got out and rang the bell. He inquired for Mr Barrington; Mr Barrington was playing at lawn-tennis. In answer to a question from the butler, Bligh said that he would rather see Mr Barrington in the house than go to him on the tennis-court. He could wait until the set was finished. He had come from London expressly to speak for a few minutes with Mr Barrington. His name would keep until Mr Barrington came; but he was from Australia.

The last piece of information was calculated to fetch Mr Barrington at once; and it did. He came as he was, in his flannels, his thick hairy arms bare to the elbow: a bronzed, leonine man of fifty, with the hearty, hospitable manner of the Colonial squatocracy. Alfred explained in a few words who he was, and why he had come. He had but one or two questions to ask, and he asked them with perfect self-possession. They elicited the assurance that nothing had been heard of Gladys in that quarter, beyond the brief message received on the Saturday. Mr Barrington found the telegram, and handed it to his visitor. It read: Prevented coming at last moment. Am writing  Gladys. By the time of despatch, Bligh knew that it was the message she had written out in his presence.

Of course she never wrote? he said coolly to the squatter.

We have received nothing, was the grave answer.

Yet she started, said Alfred. I put her in the train myself, and saw her off.

His composure was incredible. The Australian was more shaken than he.

Did you make any inquiries on the line? asked Barrington, after a pause.

Inquiries about what?

There might have been  an accident.

Bligh tapped the telegram with his finger. This points to no accident, he said, grimly. But, he added, more thoughtfully, one might make inquiries down the line, as you say. It might do good to make inquiries all along the line.

Do you mean to say you have made none?

None, said Alfred, fetching a deep sigh. I came here straight. I could think of nothing else but getting here  and  perhaps  finding her! I thought  I thought there might be some  mistake! His voice suddenly broke. The futility of the hope that had sustained him for hours had dawned upon him slowly, but now the cruel light hid nothing any longer. She was not here; she had not been heard of here; and precious hours had been lost. He grasped his hat and held out his trembling hand.

Thank you! Thank you, Mr Barrington! Now I must be off.

Where to?

To Scotland Yard. I should have gone there first. But  I was mad, I think; I thought there had been some mistake. Only some mistake!

The squatter was touched to the soul. I have known her, off and on, since she was a baby, he said. Bligh  if you would only let me, I should like to come with you.

Alfred wrung the others hand, but refused his offer.

No. Though I am grateful indeed, I would rather go alone. It would do no good, your coming; I should prefer to be alone. So only one word more. Your daughter was a great friend of Gladys; better not tell her anything of this. For it may still be only some wild freak, Mr Barrington  God knows what it is!

It was evening when he reached London. A whole day had been wasted. He stated his case to the police; and then there was no more to be done that night. With an eagerness that all at once became feverish he hastened back to Twickenham. It was late when he arrived at the house; only Granville was up; and, for an instant, Granville thought his brother had been drinking. The delusion lasted no longer than that instant. It was not drink with Alfred: his excitement was suppressed: he stood staring at Granville with a questioning, eager expression, as though he expected news. What could it mean? What could be the explanation of such fierce excitement in stolid Alfred, of all people in the world?

Granville thought of the one thing, or rather of the one person, likely, and threw out a feeler:  

Have you heard from Gladys?

No, said Alfred, in a hollow voice. Have you seen her?

This was the last idea that had possessed him: that Gladys might have come home, that he might find her there on his return. It was the second time that day that he had cheated himself with vain, unreasoning hopes.

Seen her? Granville screwed in his eyeglass tighter. Of course I havent seen her! How should we see her here, my good fellow, when shes down in Suffolk?

Alfred turned pale, and for an instant stood glaring; then he burst into a harsh laugh.

You know how odd she is, Gran! I thought she might have tired of her friends and come back. Shes capable of it, and I feared it  thats all!

He left the room abruptly.

Poor chap! said Granville, with a sentient shake of the head; he is far gone, if you like.

Next morning Alfred walked into Scotland Yard as the clocks were striking eleven. His appointment was for that hour, and he had striven successfully to keep it to the second; though commonly he was a far from punctual man. In point of fact, he had been sitting and loitering about the Embankment for a whole hour, waiting until the moment of his appointment should come, as unwilling to go to it a minute before the time as a minute late. So he entered the Yard while Big Ben was striking. And this was a young man with a reputation for unpunctuality, and all-round unbusinesslike, dilatory habits.

Moreover, for a man who, as a rule, was not fastidious enough about such matters, his appearance this morning was wellnigh immaculate. Yet, perhaps, he had only sought, by a long and elaborate toilet, to while away the long, light hours of the early morning: for, on looking at him closely, it was impossible to believe that he had slept a wink. The fact is, abnormal circumstances had conduced to bring about in Alfred an entirely abnormal state of mind. In a word, and a trite one, he was no longer himself. A crust of insensibility had hardened upon him. Had there been no news for him at all at the Yard this morning, possibly this crust might have been broken through: for he was better prepared for one crushing blow than for the bruises of repeated disappointment. Thus, the very worst news might have affected him less, at the moment, than no news, which is supposed, popularly, to be of the best. But there was some news.

Official investigation had thus far discovered what a person of average intelligence, with a little more presence of mind than Alfred had shown, might have ascertained, perhaps for himself. Yet the information was important. Gladys had left the train, with her luggage, two stations before her destination. This was testified by the guard of the train. But there was a later fact still. It was certain that Gladys had returned to town by the next up-train: for she had personally deposited her luggage in the cloak-room at Liverpool Street between the hours of six and seven on the Saturday evening. There all trace of her was lost, for the present; but it was extremely likely that fresh traces would be forthcoming during the course of the day.

The simple nature of the inquiries that had elicited the above information will be at once apparent; but Alfred went away with an exalted opinion of the blood-hound sagacity of the police. In his present condition of mind, his opinion, good or bad, was not worth much. He went to a club which he had not been in for years, and of which he had long ceased to look upon himself as a member; but his bankers, doubtless, still paid his subscription; and in any case it was not likely that he would be turned out. He would find some quiet corner and sit down and wait until the messenger came from Scotland Yard; for, of course, something more would be discovered during the course of the day  had they not promised as much? The quiet corner that he chose was an upstairs window, from which there was a fair glimpse of the river. The river fascinated him most strangely to-day. During the hour he had loitered on the Embankment, between ten and eleven, he had raised his eyes but seldom from the river.

He sat long at the window  so long that minutes ran into hours and the summer afternoon melted into the summer evening. The room was a reading-room; the windows were in snug recesses. Alfred had his recess to himself for hours and hours. He was conscious of no other presence; certainly no one spoke to him: very possibly, with his beard, no one recognised him.

The sun was sinking. He could not see it from this window; but he could see the heightened contrast of light and shadow among the ripples of the river, and the shadows deepening far away under Westminster Bridge. This was where his gaze rested. It was a stony gaze; his lips were compressed and bloodless, his features pointed and pale. A hideous vision filled his mind; but it was a vision only; it had no meaning. He did not realise it. He realised nothing.... Some one came and asked if he was Mr Bligh. It was a club servant. A man awaited him below. Alfred went down; the messenger from Scotland Yard was come at last.

The messenger was the bearer of these few words:  

A ladys hat and jacket have been found in the river below Blackwall. If you wish to see them, they are here.

Five minutes later Alfred walked into the office in which he had heard the result of the investigations that morning, and identified instantly the jacket and hat awaiting his inspection.

Gladys had gone away in them on Saturday.


CHAPTER XVII

WAITING FOR THE WORST

For the second time, it was Granville whom Alfred first encountered on his return from town. They met in the twilight. Dinner was over, and Granville sauntered alone in the bit of garden between the house and the road, smoking a cigarette. Suddenly the gate was opened, and the one brother, looking up, saw the other coming quickly towards him through the dusk.

It was too dark for the ready reading of faces; but it struck Granville that the approaching footsteps were hasty and unusual. He recalled Alfreds unaccountable manner of the night before. Indeed, all his movements, during the past two days, were mysterious: up to London first thing in the morning, back late, and not a word to any one; whereas the whole household, as a general rule, were in possession of most of Alfreds private plans and hopes and fears. But Granville had no time to speculate now. Alfred came straight up to him.

I want to speak to you, Gran, he said. Im glad I found you here.

The step had been suspicious; the voice was worse. It was calm enough, but it was not Alfreds voice at all. Something had happened. Granville put up his eyeglass; but in that light it did not avail him much.

Let us sit down, then, said Granville, leading the way to a seat under the trees.

What is it about?

Then Alfred began, in set tones and orderly phrases. The affectation of his manner was almost grotesque.

I want a kind of professional opinion from you, Gran, about  let us say, about a case that interests me, rather. That will be near enough to the mark, I think.

Delighted to help you, if I can. Granville lounged back carelessly on the garden-seat, but his keen glance lost not a line of the others profile, as Alfred bent forward with his eyes upon the ground; and those lines seemed strangely hardened.

Thank you. The case is, briefly, this, Alfred continued: somebody  no matter who  has been missing for some days. The number of days is of no consequence either. The police were not informed immediately. They only heard of it last night. But, this afternoon, they found  

Alfred checked himself, sat upright, shifted his position, and met Granvilles gaze.

What should you consider incontestable evidence of drowning, Gran?

The body.

Of course. But you have to look for bodies. What should you find, to make you search with the absolute certainty of discovering the body at last?

Nothing else could make it an absolute certainty. But lots of things would set you searching  a hat, for instance.

They have found her hat! said Alfred, through his clenched teeth.

Her hat! Whose?

Alfred stretched over, caught Granvilles arm in a nervous grip, and whispered rapidly in his ear. In a moment Granville knew all. But he did not speak immediately. When he did speak, it was to ask questions. And there was another unnatural voice now, besides Alfreds  Granvilles was quite soft.

Was she unhappy at all? he asked.

Just the reverse, I thought, until last week. You know what happened in the Park yesterday week. She said some very wild things after that, and spoke as though she had never been quite happy here; she vowed she would never forgive herself for what she had done; and she said she wished she was dead. Well, I did not think much about her words; I thought more of what she had done; I put down what she said to the shame and temper of the moment, not to real unhappiness. But, when I said good-bye to her, then she was unhappy  more so than I ever knew her before.

From his tone, no one could have guessed that he was speaking of his wife.

And you think she  she  

Granville could not bring his lips to utter the words.

Alfred could. I think she has drowned herself, he said calmly.

Granville shuddered. Callous as he was himself by nature, callousness such as this he could not have imagined possible; it was horrible to see and to hear.

Neither spoke for some little time.

Did it never occur to you, said Granville, at last, that she might have drowned herself without all this trouble, simply by walking to the bottom of the garden here?

What? cried Alfred, sharply. His fingers tightened upon Granvilles arm. His voice fell, oddly enough, into a natural tone.

Granville repeated his question.

No, said Alfred, hoarsely, that never crossed my mind. But theres something in it. God bless you, Gran, for putting it into my head! Its almost like a ray of hope  the first. If I hadnt seen the things and identified them as hers  

The things! You did not say there was anything else besides the hat. What else was there?

The jacket she went away in.

You are sure it was hers?

Yes.

You could swear to both hat and jacket?

Yes.

Granville leapt to his feet.

Who throw their things into the water  he asked, in strange excitement, for him the people who mean to sink or the people who mean to swim  or the people who mean to stay on the bank?

Alfred stared at him blankly. Gradually the light dawned upon him that had entered Granvilles quicker intelligence in a flash.

What do you mean? whispered Alfred; and, in a moment, his voice and his limbs were trembling.

Nothing very obscure, replied Granville, with a touch of contempt, which, even then, he could not manage to conceal (Alfreds slow perception always had irritated him); simply this: Gladys has not drowned herself. She was never the girl to do it. She had too much sense and vitality and courage. But she may mean us to think theres an end of her  God knows with what intention. She may have gone off somewhere  God knows where. We must find out  

He stopped abruptly, and nearly swore: for Alfred was wringing his hand, and weeping like a child.

Granville hated this, but bore it stoically. It was now plain to him that Alfred had been driven very nearly out of his senses: and no wonder  Granville himself could as yet scarcely realise or believe what he had heard. And this outburst was the natural reaction following upon an unnatural mental condition. But was there any ground for hope? Granville was less confident than he appeared when he amended his last words and said:  

I will find out.

Alfred wrung his hand again. He was calmer now, but terribly shaken and shattered. The weakness that he had been storing up during the past two days had come over him, as it were, in the lump. Granville led him to his room. Alfred had never in his life before known Granville half so good-natured and sympathetic; he blessed him fervently.

You were her friend, he said, huskily. She thought no end of you, Gran! You got on so splendidly together, after the first few days; and she was always talking about you. Find her  find her for me, Gran; and God bless you  and forgive her for this trick she has played us!

Granville did not often feel contrition, or remorse, or shame: but he felt all three just then. He knew rather too well the measure of his own kindness to Gladys. For the first time in his life  and not, perhaps, before it was time  he disliked himself heartily. He felt vaguely that, whatever had happened, he had had something to do with it. He had had more to do with it than he guessed. Ill do my best  Ill do my best, he promised; and he meant his best to be better than that of the smartest detective at Scotland Yard.

He left Alfred, shut himself up alone, and reviewed the situation. An hours hard thinking led to a rather ingenious interview  one with the girl Bunn. It took place on the stairs, of all places. Granville saw her set foot upon the bottom stair; he immediately sat down upon the top one, produced a newspaper, and blocked the gangway.

Bunn, you have a sweetheart in Australia. Dont pout and toss your head; its nothing to be ashamed of  quite the contrary; and its the fact, I think  eh?

Lor, Mr Granville, what if I have?

Well, nothing; only there is something about it in this newspaper  about Australia, I mean; not about you  thats to come. You shall have the newspaper, Bunn; here it is. I thought youd like it, thats all.

Bunn took the paper, all smiles and blushes.

Oh, thank you, Mr Granville. And  and I beg your pardon, sir.

Dont name it, my good girl. But, look here, Bunn; stay one moment, if you dont mind. (She could scarcely help staying, he gave her no chance of passing; besides, he had put her under an obligation.) Tell me now, Bunn  didnt Mrs Alfred know something about him? And didnt Mrs Alfred talk to you a good deal about Australia?

That she did, sir. But she didnt know my young man, Mr Granville. She only got his address from me just as she was going away, sir.

Ah! she wanted his address before she went away, did she?

Yes, sir. She said she would name him in writing to her father, or in speaking to Mr Barrington, or that, any way, itd be nice to have it, against ever she went out there again, sir.

Oh, she gave three reasons all in one, eh? And did she say shed like to go out again, Bunn?

She always said that, sir, between ourselves between you and I, Bella, it used to be. But, time I gave her the address, she went on as if she would like to go, and meant a-going, the very next day.

Yet she didnt like leaving this, even for a week  eh, Bunn?

Lor, no, sir! She spoke as if she was never coming back no more. And she kissed me, Mr Granville  she did, indeed, sir; though I never named that in the servants hall. She said there might be a accident, or somethink, and me never see her no more; but that, if ever she went back to Australia, shed remember my young man, and get him a good billet. Them were her very words. But, oh, Mr Granville!  oh, sir!  

There, there. Dont turn on the waterworks, Bunn. I thought Mrs Alfred had been cut up about something; but I wasnt sure  thats why I asked you, Bunn; though I think, perhaps, you neednt name this conversation either in the servants hall, or tell any one else what you have told me. Yes, you may go past now. But  stop a minute, Bunn  heres something else that you neednt name in the servants hall.

The something else was a half-sovereign.

It was worth it, too, said Granville, when the girl was gone; she has given me something to go upon. These half-educated and impulsive people always do let out more to their maids than to any one else.

He went back to Alfred.

There was something I forgot to ask you. How much money do you suppose Gladys had about her when she went away?

I have no idea, said Alfred.

Do you know how much money you have given her since you have been over  roughly?

No; I dont know at all.

Think, man. Fifty pounds?

I should say so. I gave her a note or so whenever it struck me she might want it. She never would ask.

Do you think she spent much?

I really cant tell you, Gran; perhaps not a great deal, considering everything; for, when I was with her, I never would let her shell out. I never knew of her spending much; but she had it by her, in case she wanted it; and that was all I cared about.

And that was all Granville cared about. He ceased his questioning; but he was less ready to leave Alfred alone than he had been before. He had found him sitting in the dark by the open window, and staring blankly into the night. Granville had insisted on lighting the gas: only to see how the room was filled with Gladyss things. In every corner of it some womans trifle breathed of her. Granville felt instinctively that much of this room, in the present suspense, might turn a better brain than Alfreds, in Alfreds position.

Look here, said Granville, at last: I have been thinking. Listen, Alfred.

Well? said Alfred absently, still gazing out of window.

I have got a theory, went on Granville no matter what; only it has nothing to say to death or drowning. It is a hopeful theory. I intend to practise it at once: in a day or two it ought to lead me to absolute certainty of one thing, one way or the other. No matter what that one thing is; I have told you what it is not. Now, I shall have to follow out my idea in town; and if I find the truth at all, I shall most likely come across it suddenly, round a corner as it were. So I have been thinking that you may as well be in town too, to be near at hand in case I am successful. If you still have a club, you might hang about there, and talk to men, and read the papers; if not  Why do you shake your head?

I am not going to town any more, said Alfred, in low, decided tones. If you are right, and she is not dead, she may come back  she may come back! Then I shall be here to meet her  and  and  But you understand me, Gran?

Not very well, said Granville, dryly, and with a shrug of his shoulders that was meant to shift from them all responsibility for Alfreds possible insanity. In your case I should prefer to be in town rather than here. However, a man judges for himself. There is one thing, however; if you stay here all day  

Whats that?

The question whether you should tell the Judge and the mater.

No, said Alfred, resolutely; I shall not tell them  not, that is, until the worst is known for certain. They think she is at the Barringtons. I shall say I have heard from her. I would tell a million lies to save them the tortures of uncertainty that I am suffering, and shall suffer, till  till we know the worst. Oh, Granville!  for Gods sake, find it out quickly!

Ill do my best  Ive already told you I would, said Granville almost savagely; and he left the room.

Granvilles best, in matters that required a clear head and some little imagination, was always excellent. In the present instance his normal energies were pushed to abnormal lengths by the uncomfortable feeling that he himself had been not unconcerned in bringing about that state of unhappiness which alone could have driven his sister-in-law to her last rash, mysterious step; by a feverish desire to atone, if the smallest atonement were possible; and by other considerations, which, for once, were unconnected with the first person singular. Nevertheless, on the Wednesday  the day following the foregoing conversation  he found out nothing at all; and nothing at all on the Thursday. Then Alfred made up his mind that nothing but the very worst could now come to light, and that that was only a question of time; and he fell into an apathy, by day, that Granvilles most vigorous encouragement, in the evening, could do nothing to correct. Thus, when the news did come, when the terrible suspense was suddenly snapped, Alfred was, perhaps, as ill-prepared for a shock (though he had expected one for days) as it was possible for a man to be.

It was on the Friday night. Lady Bligh and Sir James were deep in their game of bezique. Alfred sat apart from them, without a hope left in his heart, and marvellously altered in the face. His pallor was terrible, but perhaps natural; but already his cheekbones, which were high, seemed strangely prominent; and the misery in his large still eyes cried out as it sometimes does from the eyes of dumb animals in pain. He was conscious of his altered looks, perhaps; for he sedulously avoided looking his parents in the face. They did not know yet. It added to his own anguish to think of the anguish that must come to them too, sooner or later  sooner now  very soon indeed.

The door opened. Granville entered, with a brisk, startling step, and a face lit up  though it was Granvilles face  with news.

Alfred saw him  saw his face  and rose unsteadily to his feet.

Speak! Say you have found her! No  I see it in your face  she is there. Let me come to her!

As Alfred stepped forward, Granville recoiled, and the light left his face.

Alfred turned to his parents. The Judge had risen, and glanced in mute amazement from one son to the other: both were pale, but their looks told nothing. Lady Bligh sat back in her chair, her smooth face wrinkled with bewilderment and vague terror.

It is Gladys come back, said Alfred, in tremulous explanation; it is only that Gladys has come back, mother!

Even then he chuckled in his sleeve to think that they had never known, and never need know, anything of this, the worst of his wifes many and wild escapades.

But Granville recoiled still farther, and his face became gray.

I have not seen her, he said, solemnly. She is not here.

Not seen her? Not here? Alfred was quickly sobered. But you know where she is? I see it in your face. She is within reach  eh? Come, take me to her!

She is not even within reach, Granville answered, squeezing out the words by a strenuous effort. I cannot take you to her. Gladys sailed for Australia last Monday morning!

Alfred sunk heavily into a chair. No one spoke. No one was capable of speech. Before any one had time to think, Alfred was on his feet again, tottering towards the door.

I must follow! he whispered, in hoarse, broken tones. I will follow her to-night! Stand aside, Gran; thanks; and God bless you! Good-bye! I shall know where to find her out there. I have no time to stop!

Granville stood aside in obedience; but for one instant only: the next  he sprang forward to catch in his arms the falling form of Alfred.


CHAPTER XVIII

THE BOUNDARY-RIDER OF THE YELKIN PADDOCK

Picture the Great Sahara. The popular impression will do: it has the merit of simplicity: glaring desert, dark-blue sky, vertical sun, and there you are. Omit the mirage and the thirsty man; but, instead, mix sombre colours and work up the African desert into a fairly desirable piece of Australian sheep-country.

This, too, is a simple matter. You have only to cover the desert with pale-green saliferous bushes, no higher than a mans knee; quite a scanty covering will do, so that in the thickest places plenty of sand may still be seen; and there should be barren patches to represent the low sand-hills and the smooth clay-pans. Then have a line of low-sized dark-green scrub at the horizon; but bite in one gleaming, steely speck upon this sombre rim.

Conceive this modification of the desert, and you have a fair notion of the tract of country  six miles by five  which was known on Bindarra Station as the Yelkin Paddock, the largest paddock in the C Block.

Multiply this area by six; divide and subdivide the product by wire fences, such as those that enclose the Yelkin Paddock; water by means of excavations and wells and whims; stock with the pure merino and devastate with the accursed rabbit; and (without troubling about the homestead, which is some miles north of the Yelkin) you will have as good an idea of the Bindarra run, as a whole, as of its sixth part, the paddock under notice.

The conspicuous mark upon the distant belt of dingy low-sized forest  the object that glitters in the strong sunlight, so that it can be seen across miles and miles of plain  is merely the galvanised-iron roof of a log-hut, the hut that has been the lodging of the boundary-rider of the Yelkin Paddock ever since the Yelkin Paddock was fenced.

A boundary-rider is not a boss in the Bush, but he is an important personage, in his way. He sees that the sheep in his paddock draw to the water, that there is water for them to draw to, and that the fences and gates are in order. He is paid fairly, and has a fine, free, solitary life. But no boundary-rider had ever stopped long at the Yelkin hut. The solitude was too intense. After a trial of a few weeks  sometimes days  the man invariably rolled up his blankets, walked in to the homestead, said that there was moderation in all things, even in solitude, and demanded his cheque. The longest recorded term of office in the Yelkin Paddock was six months; but that boundary-rider had his reasons: he was wanted by the police. When, after being captured in the hut, this man was tried and hanged for a peculiarly cold-blooded murder, the Yelkin post became even harder to fill than it had been before.

During the Australian summer following that other summer which witnessed the events of the previous chapters, this post was not only filled for many months by the same boundary-rider, but it was better filled than it had ever been before. Moreover, the boundary-rider was thoroughly satisfied, and even anxious to remain. The complete solitude had been far less appreciated by the gentleman with the rope round his neck; for him it had terrors. The present boundary-rider knew no terrors. The solitude was more than acceptable; the Crusoe-like existence was entirely congenial; the level breezy plains, the monotonous procession of brilliant, blazing days, and the life of the saddle and the hut, were little less than delightful, to the new boundary-rider in the Yelkin. They were the few pleasures left in a spoilt life.

There could have been no better cabin for a life awry (not even in the Bush, the living sepulchre of so many such) than the Yelkin hut. But it was not the place to forget in. There are, however, strong natures that can never forget, and still live on. There are still stronger natures that do not seek to forget, yet retain some of the joy of living side by side with the full sorrow of remembrance. The boundary-riders was one of these.

The boundary-rider saw but few faces from the home-station; none from anywhere else. But, one glowing, hot-wind day, early in January, a mounted traveller entered the Yelkin Paddock by the gate in the south fence. He was following the main track to the homestead, and this track crossed a corner of the Yelkin Paddock, the corner most remote from the hut. He did not seem a stranger, for he glanced but carelessly at the diverging yet conterminous wheel-marks which are the puzzling feature of all Bush roads. He was a pallid, gaunt, black-bearded man: so gaunt and so pallid, indeed, that no one would have taken him at the first glance, or at the second either, for Alfred Bligh.

Yet it was Alfred  straight, virtually, from his sick-bed. As soon as he could stand (which was not for weeks) he had been taken on board the steamer. The voyage, it was hoped, would do him good, and he was bent on going  to find his wife. It did not do him much good; the eyes that swept at last the territory of his father-in-law were the sunken, wistful eyes of a shattered man.

Nothing had been heard of Gladys. Granville, indeed, had written to Bindarra, but there had been no reply. Of this Alfred had not been informed. From the first moments of returning consciousness he had expressed himself strongly against writing at all.

So, as he crossed the corner of the Yelkin Paddock, all he knew was that Gladys had sailed for Australia six months before.

If she is here, she is here, he muttered a hundred times; and there will have been no warning of my coming to frighten her away. If she is not here  if she were dead  

His eyes dropped upon the bony hand holding the reins.

Well, it would be an easier matter to follow her there than here. It would take less time!

But, as often as this contingency presented itself, his thin hand involuntarily tightened the reins. Indeed, the nearer he got to the homestead the slower he rode. Many a thousand times he had ridden in fancy this last stage of his long, long journey, and always at a hand-gallop; but, now that he was riding it in fact, he had not the courage to press on. He let his tired horse make the speed, and even that snails pace was, at moments, too quick for him.

At the hour wherein he needed his utmost nerve to meet his fate  his nerve, and the stout heart that had brought him, weak as he was, from the opposite end of the earth, were failing him.

The gate in the west fence was in sight, when Alfred, awaking from a fit of absence, became aware that a man with a cylinder of rolled blankets upon his back (his swag) was tramping along the track to meet him. For a moment Alfreds heart thumped; he would know his fate now; this man, who was evidently from the home-station, would tell him. Then he recognised the man. It was Daft Larry, the witless stockman, who, being also stone deaf, was incapable of answering questions.

Larry was a short man, strongly built though elderly, and probably less old than he looked. He had a fresh complexion, a short gray beard, and eyes as blue (and as expressionless) as the flawless southern sky. He recognised Alfred, stood in his path, threw down his swag, put his hands in his pockets, and smiled delightedly; not in surprise; in mere idiotic delight. On beholding Alfred, this had been his invariable behaviour. They had beheld one another last a year ago; but last year and yesterday were much the same date to Larry.

I like a man that is well-bred! exclaimed Larry, with a seraphic smile, his head critically on one side. On beholding Alfred, this had been his invariable formula.

Alfred stopped his horse.

Daft Larry cocked his head on the other side. Youre not one of the low sort! he went on.

Alfred smiled.

Youre well-bred, continued Larry, in the tone of a connoisseur. Then, wagging his head gravely: I like a man thats not one of the low sort; I like a man that is well-bred!

That was the end, as it always had been. Larry picked up his swag with the air of a man who has proved his case.

Alfred had ridden on some yards, when a call from the idiot made him stop.

Look there! shouted Larry, with an ungainly sweep of the arm. Dust-storm coming up  bad dust-storm. Dont get catched, mister  you arent one of the low sort  not you!

Daft Larry had been known to give gratuitous information before, though he could not answer questions. Alfred, instead of riding on, now looked about him. There was sense enough in the warning; though Larry, apparently, did not mind being catched himself, since he was plodding steadily on, leaving the station, probably for good, as he periodically did leave it. There was every indication of a dust-storm, though the sun still shone brilliantly. The hot-wind had become wild and rampant. It was whipping up the sandy coating of the plain in every direction. High in the air were seen whirling spires and cones of sand  a curious effect against the deep-blue sky. Below, puffs of sand were breaking out of the plain in every direction, as though the plain were alive with invisible horsemen. These sandy cloudlets were instantly dissipated by the wind; it was the larger clouds that were lifted whole into the air, and the larger clouds of sand were becoming more and more the rule.

Alfreds eye, quickly scanning the horizon, descried the roof of the boundary-riders hut still gleaming in the sunlight. He remembered the hut well. It could not be farther than four miles, if as much as that, from this point of the track; but it was twelve miles at least from this to the homestead. He also knew these dust-storms of old; Bindarra was notorious for them. Without thinking twice, Alfred put spurs to his horse and headed for the hut. Before he had ridden half the distance, the detached clouds of sand banded together in one dense whirlwind; and it was only owing to his horses instinct that he did not ride wide of the hut altogether; for, during the last half mile, he never saw the hut until its outline loomed suddenly over his horses ears; and by then the sun was invisible.

I never saw one come on quicker! gasped Alfred, as he jumped off and tethered his quivering horse in the lee of the hut.

The excitement, and the gallop, had made Alfreds blood tingle in his veins. It was a novel sensation. He stepped briskly into the hut.

Almost his first sight on entering was the reflection of his own face in a little mirror, which was neatly nailed to the wall, close to the door. Alfred had never been vain, but he did pause to gaze at himself then; for his face was covered with a thin veneer of sand, as a wall becomes coated with driven snow. He dashed off the sand, and smiled; and for the moment, with some colour in his cheeks and a healthy light in his eyes, Alfred scarcely knew himself. Then he turned his back upon the glass, merely noting that it was a queer thing to find in a boundary-riders hut, and that it had not been there a year ago.

The door had been ajar, and the window was blocked up. The sand, however, had found free entry through the crevices between the ill-fitting pine-logs of the walls, and already the yellow coating lay an eighth of an inch thick all over the boarded floor and upon the rude bench and table.

Alfred sat down and watched the whirling sand outside slowly deepen in tint. He had left the door open, because otherwise the interior of the hut would have been in complete darkness. As it was, it was difficult to distinguish objects; but Alfred, glancing round, was struck with the scrupulous tidiness of everything.

Ration-bags all hung up; nothing left about; fireplace cleaned out  daily, I should say; pannikins bright as silver; bunk made up. All this is most irregular! exclaimed Alfred. This boundary-rider must be a curiosity. I never saw anything half so neat during all the months I was in the Bush before. One might almost suspect a womans hand in it  especially in that mirror. Which reminds me, Gladys told me she was once out here for a week, alone, riding the boundaries, when they were short-handed. My darling! What nerve! Would to Heaven you had had less nerve!

The thick sand rattled in continuous assault upon the iron roof. It was becoming a difficult matter to see across the hut. But the storm, and the gallop, had had a curiously exhilarating effect upon Alfred. His spirits had risen.

I wish that boundary-rider would come in; but the storms bound to fetch him. I want a pannikin of tea badly, to lay the dust inside; theres as much there as there was outside, Ill be bound. Besides, he will have news for me. Poor Larry!  the same old drivel! And to think that I was something like that in my delirium  that I might have been left like Larry!

His attention was here attracted by the illustrated prints pasted upon a strip of sackcloth nailed to the pine-logs over the bunk: a feature, this, of every bushmans hut. He went over to look at them, and, the better to do so, leant with one knee upon the bed  the rudely-framed bed that was so wonderfully well made.

Ah! remarked Alfred, some of them are the old lot; I remember them. But some are new, and  why, thats a cabinet photograph down there by the pillow; and  bending down to examine it good Heavens! its of me!

It was a fact. The photograph, fixed so close to the pillow, was an extremely life-like one of Alfred Bligh. But how had it got there? Of what interest or value could it be to the boundary-rider of the Yelkin Paddock? It had been taken last summer, at Richmond; and  oh, yes, he remembered now  Gladys had sent one out to her father. That was it, of course. The boundary-man had found it lying about the veranda or the yard at the homestead (Alfred knew his father-in-law), and had rescued it for the wall of his hut. No matter (to the boundary-man) who it was, it was a picture, and one that would rather set off the strip of sackcloth. That was it, of course; a simple explanation.

Yet Alfred trembled. The photograph was in a far from conspicuous position; nor did it look as if it had been left lying about. What if it belonged to Gladys? What if Gladys had fastened it there with her own hands? What if she came sometimes to the hut  this hut in which he stood? What if she had spent another week here riding the boundaries, when her father was short of men?

All at once he felt very near to her; and the feeling made him dizzy. His eyes roved once again round the place, noting the abnormal neatness and order that had struck him at first; a look of wild inquiry came into his haggard face; and even then, as the agony of surmise tightened every nerve  a sound broke plainly upon his ears. It was heard above the tinkle of the sand upon the roof: a horses canter, muffled in the heavy sand outside.

Alfred sprang to the door. At the same instant a rider drew rein in front of him. They were not five paces apart, but such was the density of the flying sand and dust that he could see no more than the faint outline of the horse and its rider. Then the rider leapt lightly to the ground. It was the boundary-rider of the Yelkin Paddock; but the boundary-rider was a woman.

Alfred reeled forward, and clasped her to his heart.

Gladdie! Darling!

He had found her.


CHAPTER XIX

ANOTHER LETTER FROM ALFRED

Bindarra Station, N.S.W., April 13.

Dearest Mother,  Your dear letter, in answer to my first, written in January, has just reached me. Though I wrote so fully last mail, I cant let a mail go without some sort of an answer. But, as a matter of fact, I am in a regular old hurry. The mail-boy is waiting impatiently in the veranda, with his horse hung up to one of the posts; and the store keeper is waiting in the store to drop my letter in the bag and seal it up. So I must be short. Even with lots of time, however, you know I never could write stylish, graphic letters like Gran can. So you must make double allowances for me.

And now, dear mother, about our coming back to England; and what you propose; and what you say about my darling. To take the best first  God bless you for your loving words! I can say nothing else. Yes, I knew you were getting to love her in spite of all her waywardness; and I know  I know  that you would love her still. And you would love her none the less for all that has happened; you would remember what I explained in my first letter, that it was for my sake; you would think no longer of what she did, but why she did it.

But, about coming back, we have, as you already know, made up our minds to live out our lives here in Australia. After all, its a far better country  a bigger and a better Britain. There is no poverty here, or very little; you never get stuck up for coppers in the streets of the towns; or, if you do, its generally by a newly-landed immigrant who hasnt had time to get out of bad old habits. Theres more room for everybody than at home, and fairer rations of cakes and ale all round. Then theres very little ill-health, because the climate is simply perfect  which reminds me that I am quite well now  have put on nearly two stone since I landed! But all this about Australias beside the mark: the real point is that it suits Gladdie and me better than any other country in the world.

Now for some news. We have decided upon our station at last. It is the one in Victoria, in the north-eastern district  I think I mentioned it among the probables in my last. It is not large as stations go; but down in Vic you can carry as many sheep to the acre as acres to the sheep up here in the back-blocks. You see, it is a grass country. But the scenery is splendid: great rugged ranges covered with the typical gum-trees, of which there are none up here, and a fine creek clean through the middle of the run. Then there are parrots and possums and native bears all over the place, none of which you get up here, though I fear there will be more snakes too. The only drawback is the cockatoos. I dont mean the bird, dear mother, but the cockatoo selectors. Personally, I dont think these gentry are the vermin my father-in-law makes them out to be; he brackets them with the rabbits; but I mean to make friends with them  if I can. The homestead is delightful: good rooms, and broad veranda round three sides. We are going to be absurdly happy there.

We shall not take possession though till after shearing  i.e. in your autumn, though the agreement is signed and everything arranged. Meanwhile, we shall stay on here, and I am to get a little more Colonial experience. I need it badly, but not perhaps so badly as my father-in-law makes out. He ridiculed the idea of my turning squatter on my own account, unless Gladys was boss. But, now that we have fixed on the Victorian station, he is a bit more encouraging. He says any fool could make that country pay, referring of course to the rainfall, which just there, in the ranges, is one of the best in Australia. Still, he is right: experience is everything in the Colonies.

So I am not quite idle. All day I am riding or driving about the run, seeing after things, and keeping my eyes open. In the evenings Gladdie and I have taken to reading together. This was her doing, not mine, mind; though I wont yield to her in my liking of it. The worst of it is, its so difficult to know where to begin; I am so painfully ignorant. Can you not help us, dear mother, with some hints? Do!  and when we come home some day (just for a trip) you will find us both such reformed and enlightened members of society!

But, long before that, you must come out and see us. Dont shake your head. You simply must. England and Australia are getting nearer and nearer every year. The worlds wearing small, like one of those round balls of soap, between the hands of Time  (a gem in the rough this, for Gran to polish and set!) Why, theres a Queensland squatter who for years has gone home for the hunting season; while, on the other hand, Australia is becoming the crack place to winter in.

Now, as you, dear mother, always do winter abroad, why not here as well as anywhere else? You must! You shall! If not next winter, then the following one; and if the Judge cannot bring you, then Gran must. That reminds me: how are they both? And has Gran been writing anything specially trenchant lately? Im afraid I dont appreciate very cutely miss half the touches, he used to tell me (though I think I have made him a present of a touch to-day). But you know how glad we would both be to read some of his things; so you might send one sometimes, dear mother, without him knowing. For we owe him so much! And, besides what he did for me afterwards, he was always so nice and brotherly with Gladys. I know she thought so at the time, though she doesnt speak about him much now  I cant think why. Youre the one she thinks of most, dearest mother; youre her model and her pattern for life!

The mail-boy has begun to remonstrate. Hell have to gallop the whole way to the jolly township, he says, if I am not quick. So I must break off; but I will answer your dear letter more fully next mail, or, better still, Gladdie shall write herself. Till then, good-bye, and dearest love from us both.

Ever your affectionate son,

Alfred.

PS.  Gladys has read the above: so one last word on the sly.

Oh, mother, if you only saw her at this moment! She is sitting in the veranda  I can just see her through the door. Shes in one of those long deck-chairs, with a book, though she seems to have tired of reading. I cant see much of her face, but only the sweep of her cheek, and the lashes of one lid, and her little ear. But I can see she isnt reading  shes threading her way through the pines into space somewhere  perhaps back to Twickenham, who knows? And shes wearing a white dress; you would like it  its plain. And her cheek is quite brown; youll remember how it was the day she landed from the launch. But there! I cant describe like Gran, so its no good trying. Only I do know this: I simply love her more and more and more, and a million times more for all that has happened. And you, and all of you, and all your friends, would fairly worship her now. You couldnt help it!


TINY LUTTRELL
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CHAPTER I. THE COMING OF TINY.

Swift of Wallandoon was visibly distraught. He had driven over to the township in the heat of the afternoon to meet the coach. The coach was just in sight, which meant that it could not arrive for at least half an hour. Yet nothing would induce Swift to wait quietly in the hotel veranda; he paid no sort of attention to the publican who pressed him to do so. The iron roofs of the little township crackled in the sun with a sound as of distant musketry; their sharp-edged shadows lay on the sand like sheets of zinc that might be lifted up in one piece; and a hot wind in full blast played steadily upon Swifts neck and ears. He had pulled up in the shade, and was leaning forward, with his wide-awake tilted over his nose, and his eyes on a cloud of dust between the bellying sand-hills and the dark blue sky. The cloud advanced, revealing from time to time a growing speck. That speck was the coach which Swift had come to meet.

He was a young man with broad shoulders and good arms, and a general air of smartness and alacrity about which there could be no mistake. He had dark hair and a fair mustache; his eye was brown and alert; and much wind and sun had reddened a face that commonly gave the impression of complete capability with a sufficiency of force. This afternoon, however, Swift lacked the confident look of the thoroughly capable young man. And he was even younger than he looked; he was young enough to fancy that the owner of Wallandoon, who was a passenger by the approaching coach, had traveled five hundred miles expressly to deprive John Swift of the fine position to which recent good luck had promoted him.

He could think of nothing else to bring Mr. Luttrell all the way from Melbourne at the time of year when a sheep station causes least anxiety. The month was April, there had been a fair rainfall since Christmas, and only in his last letter Mr. Luttrell had told Swift that all he need do for the present was to take care of the fences and let the sheep take care of themselves. The next news was a telegram to the effect that Mr. Luttrell was coming up country to see for himself how things were going at Wallandoon. Having stepped into the managership by an accident, and even so merely as a trial man, young Swift at once made sure that his trial was at an end. It did not strike him that in spite of his youth he was the ideal person for the post. Yet this was obvious. He had five years experience of the station he was to manage. The like merit is not often in the market. Swift seemed to forget that. Neither did he take comfort from the fact that Mr. Luttrell was an old friend of his family in Victoria, and hitherto his own highly satisfied employer. Hitherto, or until the last three months, he had not tried to manage Mr. Luttrells station. If he had failed in that time to satisfy its owner, then he would at once go elsewhere; but for many things he wished most keenly to stay at Wallandoon; and he was thinking of these things now, while the coach grew before his eyes.

Of his five years on Wallandoon the last two had been infinitely less enjoyable than the three that had gone before. There was a simple reason for the difference. Until two years ago Mr. Luttrell had himself managed the station, and had lived there with his wife and family. That had answered fairly well while the family were young, thanks to a competent governess for the girls. But when the girls grew up it became time to make a change. The squatter was a wealthy man, and he could perfectly well afford the substantial house which he had already built for himself in a Melbourne suburb. The social splashing of his wife and daughters after their long seclusion in the wilderness was also easily within his means, if not entirely to his liking; but he was a mild man married to a weak woman; and he happened to be bent on a little splash on his own account in politics. Choosing out of many applicants the best possible manager for Wallandoon, the squatter presently entered the Victorian legislature, and embraced the new interests so heartily that he was nearly two years in discovering his best possible manager to be both a failure and a fraud.

It was this discovery that had given Swift an opening whose very splendor accounted for his present doubts and fears. Had his chance been spoilt by Herbert Luttrell, who had lately been on Wallandoon as Swifts overseer, for some ten days only, when the two young fellows had failed to pull together? This was not likely, for Herbert at his worst was an honest ruffian, who had taken the whole blame (indeed it was no more than his share) of that fiasco. Swift, however, could think of nothing else; nor was there time; for now the coach was so close that the crack of the drivers whip was plainly heard, and above the cluster of heads on the box a white handkerchief fluttered against the sky.

The publican whom Swift had snubbed addressed another remark to him from the veranda:

Theres a petticoat on board.

So I see.

The coach came nearer.

Shes your bosss daughter, affirmed the publican the best of em.

So youre cracking!

Well, wait a minute. What now?

Swift prolonged the minute. Youre right, he said, hastily tying his reins to the brake.

I am so.

Heaven help me! muttered Swift as he jumped to the ground. Theres nothing ready for her. They might have told one!

A moment later five heaving horses stood sweating in the sun, and Swift, reaching up his hand, received from a gray-bearded gentleman on the box seat a grip from which his doubts and fears should have died on the spot. If they did, however, it was only to make way for a new and unlooked-for anxiety, for little Miss Luttrell was smiling down at him through a brown gauze veil, as she poked away the handkerchief she had waved, leaving a corner showing against her dark brown jacket; and how she was to be made comfortable at the homestead, all in a minute, Swift did not know.

She insisted on coming, said Mr. Luttrell, with a smile. Is it any good her getting down?

Can you take me in? asked the girl.

Well do our best, said Swift, holding the ladder for her descent.

Her shoes made a daintier imprint in the sand than it had known for two whole years. She smiled as she gave her hand to Swift; it was small, too, and Swift had not touched a ladys hand for many months. There was very little of her altogether, but the little was entirely pleasing. Embarrassed though he was, Swift was more than pleased to see the young girl again, and her smiles that struggled through the brown gauze like sunshine through a mist. She had not worn gauze veils two years ago; and two years ago she had been content with fare that would scarcely please her to-day, while naturally the living at the station was rougher now than in the days of the ladies. It was all very well for her to smile. She ought never to have come without a word of warning. Swift felt responsible and aggrieved.

He helped Mr. Luttrell to carry their baggage from the coach to the buggy drawn up in the shade. Miss Luttrell went to the horses heads and stroked their noses; they were Bushman and Brownlock, the old safe pair she had many a time driven herself. In a moment she was bidden to jump up. There had been very little luggage to transfer. The most cumbrous piece was a hamper, of which Swift formed expectations that were speedily confirmed. For Miss Luttrell remarked, pointing to the hamper as she took her seat:

At least we have brought our own rations; but I am afraid they will make you horribly uncomfortable behind there?

Swift was on the back seat. Not a bit, he answered; I was much more uncomfortable until I saw the hamper.

Dont you worry about us, Jack, said Mr. Luttrell as they drove off. Whatever you do, dont worry about Tiny. Give her travelers rations and send her to the travelers hut. Thats all she deserves, when she wasnt on the way-bill. She insisted on coming at the last moment; I told her it wasnt fair.

But its very jolly, said Swift gallantly.

It was just like her, Mr. Luttrell chuckled; shes as unreliable as ever.

The girl had been looking radiantly about her as they drove along the single broad, straggling street of the township. She now turned her head to Swift, and her eyes shot through her veil in a smile. That abominable veil went right over her broad-brimmed hat, and was gathered in and made fast at the neck. Swift could have torn it from her head; he had not seen a lady smile for months. Also, he was beginning to make the astonishing discovery that somehow she was altered, and he was curious to see how much, which was impossible through the gauze.

Is that true? he asked her. He had known her for five years.

I suppose so, she returned carelessly; and immediately her sparkling eyes wandered. Theres old Mackenzie in the post office veranda. He was a detestable old man, but I must wave to him; its so good to be back!

But you own to being unreliable? persisted Swift.

I dont know, Miss Luttrell said, tossing the words to him over her shoulder, because her attention was not for the manager. Is it so very dreadful if I am? Whats the good of being reliable? Its much more amusing to take people by surprise. Your face was worth the journey when you saw me on the coach! But you see I havent surprised Mackenzie; he doesnt look the least impressed; I dare say he thinks it was last week we all went away. I hate him!

Here are the police barracks, said Swift, seeing that all her interest was in the old landmarks; we have a new sergeant since you left.

If hes in his veranda I shall shout out to him who I am, and how long I have been away, and how good it is to get back.

Shes quite capable of doing it, Mr. Luttrell chimed in, chuckling afresh; theres never any knowing what shell do next.

But the barracks veranda was empty, and it was the last of the township buildings. There was now nothing ahead but the rim of scrub, beyond which, among the sand-hills, sweltered the homestead of Wallandoon.

Ive come back with a nice character, have I not? the girl now remarked, turning to Swift with another smile.

You must have earned it; I can quite believe that you have, laughed Swift. He had known her in short dresses.

Ha! ha! You see he remembers all about you, my dear.

Do you, Jack? the girl said.

Do I not! said Jack.

And he said no more. He was grateful to her for addressing him, though only once, by his Christian name. He had been intimate with the whole family, and it seemed both sensible and pleasant to resume a friendly footing from the first. He would have called the girl by her Christian name too, only this was so seldom heard among her own people. Tiny she was by nature, and Tiny she had been by name also, from her cradle. Certainly she had been Tiny to Swift two years ago, and already she had called him Jack; but he saw in neither circumstance any reason why she should be Tiny to him still. It was different from a proper name. Her proper name was Christina, but unreliable though she confessedly was, she might perhaps be relied upon to jeer if he came out with that. And he would not call her Miss Luttrell. He thought about it and grew silent; but this was because his thoughts had glided from the girls name to the girl herself.

She had surprised him in more ways than one  in so many ways that already he stood almost in awe of the little person whom formerly he had known so well. Christina had changed, as it was only natural that she should have changed; but because we are prone to picture our friends as last we saw them, no matter how long ago, not less natural was Swifts surprise. It was unreasoning, however, and not the kind of surprise to last. In a few minutes his wonder was that Christina had changed so little. To look at her she had scarcely changed at all. A certain finality of line was perceptible in the figure, but if anything she was thinner than of old. As for her face, what he could see of it through the maddening gauze was the face of Swifts memory. Her voice was a little different; in it was a ring of curiously deliberate irony, charming at first as a mere affectation. A more noteworthy alteration had taken place in her manner: she had acquired the manner of a finished young woman of the world and of society. Already she had shown that she could become considerably excited without forfeiting any of the grace and graciousness and self-possession that were now conspicuously hers; and before the homestead was reached she exhibited such a saintly sweetness in repose as only enhanced the lambent deviltry playing about most of her looks and tones. If Swift was touched with awe in her presence, that can hardly be wondered at in one who went for months together without setting eyes upon a lady.

The drive was a long one  so long that when they sighted the homestead it came between them and the setting sun. The main building with its long, regular roof lay against the red sky like some monstrous ingot. The hot wind had fallen, and the station pines stood motionless, drawn in ink. As they drove through the last gate they could hear the dogs barking; and Christina distinguished the voice of her own old short-haired collie, which she had bequeathed to Swift, who was repaid for the sound with a final smile. He hardly knew why, but this look made the girls old self live to him as neither look nor word had done yet, though her face was turned away from the light, and the stupid veil still fell before it.

But the less fascinating side of her arrival was presently engaging his attention. He hastily interviewed Mrs. Duncan, an elderly godsend new to the place since the Luttrells had left it, and never so invaluable as now. Into Mrs. Duncans hands Christina willingly submitted herself, for she was really tired out. Swift did not see her again until supper, which afforded further proofs of Mrs. Duncans merits in a time of need. Meanwhile, Mr. Luttrell had finally disabused him of the foolish fears he had entertained while waiting for the coach. Swifts youth, which has shown itself in these fears, comes out also in the ease with which he now forgot them. They had made him unhappy for three whole days; yet he dared to feel indignant because his owner, who had confirmed his command instead of dismissing him from it, chose to talk sheep at the supper table. Swift seemed burning to hear of the eldest Miss Luttrell, who was Miss Luttrell no longer, having married a globe-trotting Londoner during her first season and gone home. He asked Christina several questions about Ruth (whose other name he kept forgetting) and her husband. But Mr. Luttrell lost no chance of rounding up the conversation and yarding it in the sheep pens; and Swift had the ingratitude to resent this. Still more did he resent the hour he was forced to spend in the store after supper, examining the books and discussing recent results and future plans with Mr. Luttrell, while his subordinate, the storekeeper, enjoyed the society of Christina. The business in the store was not only absurdly premature and irksome in itself, but it made it perfectly impossible for Swift to hear any more that night of the late Ruth Luttrell, whose present name was not to be remembered. He found it hard to possess his soul in patience and to answer questions satisfactorily under such circumstances. For an hour, indeed, he did both; but the station store faced the main building, and when Tiny Luttrell appeared in the veranda of the latter with a lighted candle in her hand, he could do neither any longer. Saying candidly that he must bid her good-night, he hurried out of the store and across the yard, and was in time to catch Christina at one end of the broad veranda which entirely surrounded the house.

At supper Mr. Luttrell had made him take the head of the table, by virtue of his office, declaring that he himself was merely a visitor. And on the strength of that Swift was perhaps justified now in adding a hosts apology to his good-night. Im afraid youll have to rough it most awfully, was what he said.

Far from it. You have given me my old room, the one we papered with Australasians, if you remember; they are only a little more fly-blown than they used to be.

This was Christinas reply, which naturally led to more.

But it wont be as comfortable as it used to be, said Swift unhappily; and it wont be what you are accustomed to nowadays.

Never mind, its the dearest little den in the colonies!

That sounds as if you were glad to get back to Riverina?

Glad? No one knows how glad I am.

One person knew now. The measure of her gladness was expressed in her face not less than in her tones, and it was no ordinary measure. Over the candle she held in her hand Swift was enabled for the first time to peer unobstructedly into her face. He found it more winsome than ever, but he noticed some ancient blemishes under the memorable eyes. She had, in fact, some freckles, which he recognized with the keenest joy. She might stoop to a veil  she had not sunk to doctoring her complexion; she had come back to the bush an incomplete worldling after all. Yet there was that in her face which made him feel a stranger to her still.

Do you know, he said, smiling, that Im in a great funk of you? I cant say quite what it is, but somehow youre so grand. I suppose its Melbourne.

Miss Luttrell thanked him, bowing so low that her candle shed grease upon the boards. Youve altered too, she added in his own manner; I suppose its being boss. But I havent seen enough of you to be sure. You evidently told off your new storekeeper to entertain me for the evening. He is a trying young man; he will talk. But of course he is a new chum fresh from home.

Still hes a very good little chap; but it wasnt my fault that he and I didnt change places. Mr. Luttrell wanted to speak to me about several things, besides glancing through the books; I thought we might have put it off, and I wondered how you were getting on. By the way, it struck me once or twice that your father was coming up to give me the sack; and its just the reverse, for now Im permanent manager.

He told her this with a natural exultation, but she did not seem impressed by it. Do you know why he did come up? she asked him.

Yes; for his Easter holidays, chiefly.

And why I would come with him?

No; Im afraid we never mentioned you. I suppose you came for a holiday too?

Shall I tell you why I did come?

I wish you would.

Well, I came to say good-by to Wallandoon, said Christina solemnly.

Youre going to be married! exclaimed Swift, with conviction, but with perfect nonchalance.

Not if I know it, cried Christina. Are you?

Not I.

But theres Miss Trevor of Meringul!

I see them once in six months.

That may be in the bond.

Well, never mind Miss Trevor of Meringul. You havent told me how it is youve come to say good-by to the station, Miss Luttrell of Wallandoon.

Then Ill tell you, seriously: its because I sail for England on the 4th of May.

For England!

Yes, and Im not at all keen about it, I can tell you. But Im not going to see England, Im going to see Ruth; Australias worth fifty Englands any day.

Swift had recovered from his astonishment. I dont know, he said doubtfully; most of us would like a trip home, you know, just to see what the old countrys like; though I dare say it isnt all its cracked up to be.

Of course it isnt. I hate it!

But if youve never been there?

I judge from the people  from the samples they send out. Your new storekeeper is one; you meet worse down in Melbourne. Herberts going with me; hes going to Cambridge, if theyll have him. Didnt you know that? But he could go alone, and if it wasnt for Ruth I wouldnt cross Hobsons Bay to see their old England!

The serious bitterness of her tone struck him afterward as nothing less than grotesque; but at the moment he was gazing into her face, thoughtfully yet without thoughts.

Its good for Herbert, he said presently. I couldnt do anything with him here; he offered to fight me when I tried to make him work. I suppose he will be three or four years at Cambridge; but how long are you going to stay with Mrs.  Mrs. Ruth?

How stupid you are at remembering a simple name! Do try to remember that her name is Holland. I beg your pardon, Jack, but you have been really very forgetful this evening. I think it must be Miss Trevor of Meringul.

It isnt. Im very sorry. But you havent told me how long you think of staying at home.

How long? said the young girl lightly. It may be for years and years, and it may be forever and ever!

He looked at her strangely, and she darted out her hand.

Good-night again, Jack.

Good-night again.

What with the pauses, each of them an excellent opportunity for Christina to depart, it had taken them some ten minutes to say that which ought not to have lasted one. But you must know that this was nothing to their last good-night, on the self-same spot two years before, when she had rested in his arms.


CHAPTER II. SWIFT OF WALLANDOON.

Christina was awakened in the morning by the holland blind flapping against her open window. It was a soft, insinuating sound, that awoke one gradually, and to Christina both the cause and the awakening itself seemed incredibly familiar. So had she lain and listened in the past, as each day broke in her brain. When she opened her eyes the shadow of the sash wriggled on the blind as it flapped, a blade of sunshine lay under the door that opened upon the veranda, and neither sight was new to her. The same sheets of the Australasian with which her own hands had once lined the room, for want of a conventional wallpaper, lined it still; the same area of printed matter was in focus from the pillow, and she actually remembered an advertisement that caught her eye. It used to catch her eye two years before. Thus it became difficult to believe in those two years; and it was very pleasant to disbelieve in them. More than pleasant Christina found it to lie where she was, hearing the old noises (the horses were run up before she rose), seeing the old things, and dreaming that the last two years were themselves a dream. Her life as it stood was a much less charming composition than several possible arrangements of the same material, impossible now. This is not strange, but it was a little strange that neither sweet impossibilities nor bitter actualities fascinated her much; for so many good girls are morbidly introspective. As for Christina, let it be clearly and early understood that she was neither an introspective girl by nature nor a particularly good one from any point of view. She was not in the habit of looking back; but to look back on the old days here at the station without thinking of later days was like reading an uneven book for the second time, leaving out the poor part.

In making, but still more in closing that gap in her life (as you close a table after taking out a leaf) she was immensely helped by the associations of the present moment. They breathed of the remote past only; their breath was sweet and invigorating. Her affection for Wallandoon was no affectation; she loved it as she loved no other place. And if, as she dressed, her thoughts dwelt more on the young manager of the station than on the station itself, that only illustrates the difference between an association and an associate. There is human interest in the one, but it does not follow that Tiny Luttrell was immoderately interested in Jack Swift. Even to herself she denied that she had ever done more than like him very much. To some nonsense in the past she was ready to own. But in the vocabulary of a Tiny Luttrell a little nonsense may cover a calendar of mild crimes. It is only the Jack Swifts who treat the nonsense seriously and deny that the crimes are anything of the sort, because for their part they mean it. Women are not deceived. Besides, it is less shame for them to say they never meant it.

He must marry Flo Trevor of Meringul, Christina said aloud. Its what we all expect of him. Its his duty. But she isnt pretty, poor thing!

The remarks happened to be made to Christinas own reflection in the glass. She, as we know, was very pretty indeed. Her small head was finely turned, and carried with her own natural grace. Her hair was of so dark a brown as to be nearly black, but there was not enough of it to hide the charming contour of her head. If she could have had the altering of one feature, she would probably have shortened her lips; but their red freshness justified their length; and the crux of a womans beauty, her nose, happened to be Christinas best point. Her eyes were a sweeter one. Their depth of blue is seen only under dark blue skies, and they seemed the darker for her hair. But with all her good features, because she was not an English girl, but an Australian born and bred, she had no complexion to speak of, being pale and slightly freckled. Yet no one held that those blemishes prevented her from being pretty; while some maintained that they did not even detract from her good looks, and a few that they saved her from perfection and were a part of her charm. The chances are that the authorities quoted were themselves her admirers one and all. She had many such. To most of them her character had the same charm as her face; it, too, was freckled with faults for which they loved her the more.

One of the many she met presently, but one of them now, though in his day the first of all. Swift was hastening along the veranda as she issued forth, a consciously captivating figure in her clean white frock. He had on his wide-awake, a newly filled water-bag dripped as he carried it, the drops drying under their eyes in the sun, and Christina foresaw at once his absence for the day. She was disappointed, perhaps because he was one of the many; certainly it was for this reason she did not let him see her disappointment. He told her that he was going with her father to the out-station. That was fourteen miles away. It meant a lonely day for Christina at the homestead. So she said that a lonely day there was just what she wanted, to overhaul the dear old place all by herself, and to revel in it like a child without feeling that she was being watched. But she told a franker story some hours later, when Swift found her still on the veranda where he had left her, but this was now the shady side, seated in a wicker chair and frowning at a book. For she promptly flung away that crutch of her solitude, and seemed really glad to see him. Her look made him tingle. He sat down on the edge of the veranda and leaned his back against a post. Then he inquired, rather diffidently, how the day had gone with Miss Luttrell.

I am ashamed to tell you, said Christina graciously, for though his diffidence irritated her, she was quite as glad to see him as she looked, that I have been bored very nearly to death!

I knew you would be, Swift said quite bitterly; but his bitterness was against an absent man, who had gone indoors to rest.

I dont see how you could know anything, remarked Christina. I certainly didnt know it myself; and Im very much ashamed of it, thats another thing! I love every stick about the place. But I never knew a hotter morning; the sand in the yard was like powdered cinders, and you cant go poking about very long when everything you touch is red hot. Then one felt tired. Mrs. Duncan took pity on me and came and talked to me; she must be an acquisition to you, I am sure; but her cookings better than her conversation. I think she must have sent the new chum to me to take her place; anyway Ive had a dose of him, too, I can tell you!

Oh, hes been cutting his work, has he?

He has been doing the civil; I think he considered that his work.

And quite right too! Tell me, what do you think of him?

Christina made a grotesque grimace. Hes such a little Englishman, she simply said.

Well, he cant help that, you know, said Swift, laughing; and hes not half a bad little chap, as I told you last night.

Oh, not a bit bad; only typical. He has told me his history. It seems he missed the army at home, front door and back, in spite of his crammer  I mean his cwammer. He was no use, so they sent him out to us.

And he is gradually becoming of some use to us, or rather to me; he really is, protested Swift in the interests of fair play, which a man loves. You laugh, but I like the fellow. Hes much more use  forgive my saying so  than Herbert ever would have been  here. At all events he doesnt want to fight! Hes willing, I will say that for him. And I think it was rather nice of him to tell you about himself.

Its nicer of you to think so, said Christina to herself. And her glance softened so that he noticed the difference, for he was becoming sensitive to a slight but constant hardness of eye and tongue distressing to find in ones divinity.

He went so far as to hint at an affair of the heart, she said aloud, and he saw her eyes turn hard again, so that his own glanced off them and fell. But he forced a chuckle as he looked down.

Well, you gave him your sympathy there, I hope?

Not I, indeed. I urged him to forget all about her; she has forgotten all about him long before now, you may be sure. He only thinks about her still because its pleasant to have somebody to think about at a lonely place like this; and if shes thinking about him its because hes away in the wilderness and theres a glamour about that. It wouldnt prevent her marrying another man to-morrow, and it wont prevent him making up to some other girl when he gets the chance.

So thats your experience, is it?

Never mind whose experience it is. I advised the young man to give up thinking about the young woman, thats all, and its my advice to every young man situated as he is.

Swift was not amused. Yet he refused to believe that her advice was intended for himself: firstly, because it was so coolly given, which was his ignorance, and secondly, because, literally speaking, he was not himself situated as the young Englishman was, which was merely unimaginative. In his determination, however, not to meet her in generalizations, but to get back to the storekeeper, he was wise enough.

I know something about his affairs, too, he said quietly; hes the frankest little fellow in the world; and I have given him very different advice, I must say.

Tiny Luttrell bent down on him a gaze of fiendish innocence.

And what sort of advice does he give you, pray?

You had better ask him, said Swift feebly, but with effect, for he was honestly annoyed, and man enough to show it. As he spoke, indeed, he rose.

What, are you going?

Yes; you go in for being too hard altogether.

I dont go in for it. I am hard. Im as hard as nails, said Christina rapidly.

So I see, he said, and another weak return was strengthened by his firmness; for he was going away as he spoke, and he never looked round.

I wouldnt lose my temper, she called after him.

Her face was white. He disappeared. She colored angrily.

Now I hate you, she whispered to herself; but she probably respected him more, and that was as it only should have been long ago.

But Swift was in an awkward position, which indeed he deserved for the unsuspected passages that had once taken place between Tiny Luttrell and himself. It is true that those passages had occurred at the very end of the Luttrells residence at Wallandoon; they had not been going on for a period preceding the end; but there is no denying that they were reprehensible in themselves, and pardonable only on the plea of exceeding earnestness. Swift would not have made that excuse for himself, for he felt it to be a poor one, though of his own sincerity he was and had been unwaveringly sure. Beyond all doubt he was properly in love, and, being so, it was not until the girl stopped writing to him that he honestly repented the lengths to which he had been encouraged to go. It is easy to be blameless through the post, but they had kept up their perfectly blameless correspondence for a very few weeks when Christina ceased firing; she was to have gone on forever. He was just persistent enough to make it evident that her silence was intentional; then the silence became complete, and it was never again broken. For if Swifts self-control was limited, his self-respect was considerable, and this made him duly regret the limitations of his self-control. His boys soul bled with a boys generous regrets. He had kissed her, of course, and I wonder whose fault you think that was? I know which of them regretted and which forgot it. The man would have given one of his fingers to have undone those kisses, that made him think less of himself and less of his darling. Nothing could make him love her less. He heard no more of her, but that made no difference. And now they were together again, and she was hard, and it made this difference: that he wanted her worse than ever, and for her own gain now as much as for his.

But two years had altered him also. In a manner he too was hardened; but he was simply a stronger, not a colder man. The muscles of his mind were set; his soul was now as sinewy as his body. He knew what he wanted, and what would not do for him instead. He wanted a great deal, but he meant having it or nothing. This time she should give him her heart before he took her hand; he swore it through his teeth; and you will realize how he must have known her of old even to have thought it. The curious thing is that, having shown him what she was, she should have made him love her as he did. But that was Tiny Luttrell.

She was half witch, half coquette, and her superficial cynicism was but a new form of her coquetry. He liked it less than the unsophisticated methods of the old days. Indeed, he liked the girl less, while loving her more. She had given him the jar direct in one conversation, but even on indifferent subjects she spoke with a bitterness which he thoroughly disliked; while some of her prejudices he could not help thinking irredeemably absurd. As a shrill decrier of England, for instance, she may have amused him, but he hardly admired her in that character. In a word, he thought her, and rightly, a good deal spoilt by her town life; but he hated towns, and it was a proof of her worth in his eyes that she was not hopelessly spoilt. He saw hope for her still  if she would marry him. He was a modest man in general, but he did feel this most strongly. She was going to England without caring whether she went or not; she would do much better by marrying him and coming back to her old home in the bush. That home she loved, whether she loved him or not; in it she had grown up simple and credulous and sweet, with a wicked side that only picked out her sweetness; in it he believed that her life and his might yet be beautiful. The feeling made him sometimes rejoice that she had fallen a little out of love with her life, so that he might show her with all the effect of contrast what life and love really were; it thrilled his heart with generous throbs, it brought the moisture to his honest eyes, and it came to him oftener and with growing force as the days went on, by reason of certain signs they brought forth in Christiana. Her voice lost its bitterness in his ears, not because he had grown used to notes that had jarred him in the beginning, but because the discordant strings came gradually into tune. Her freshness came back to her with the charm and influence of the wilderness she loved; her old self lived again to Jack Swift. On the other hand, she came to realize her own delight in the old good life as she had never realized it before; she felt that henceforward she should miss it as she had not missed it yet. Now she could have defined her sensations and given reasons for them. She spent many hours in the saddle, on a former mount of hers that Swift had run up for her; often he rode with her, and the scent of the pines, the swelling of the sand-hills against the sky, the sense of Nothing between the horses ears and the sunset, spoke to her spirit as they had never done of old. And even so on their rides would she speak to Swift, who listened grimly, hardly daring to answer her for the fear of saying at the wrong moment what he had resolved to say once and for all before she went.

And he chose the wrong moment after all. It was the eve of her going, and they were riding together for the last time; he felt that it was also his last opportunity. So in six miles he made as many remarks, then turned in his saddle and spoke out with overpowering fervor. This may be expected of the self-contained suitor, with whom it is only a question of time, and the longer the time the stronger the outburst. But Christina was not carried away, for she did not quite love him, and the opportunity was a bad one, and Swifts honest method had not improved it. She listened kindly, with her eyes on the distant timbers of the eight-mile whim; but her kindness was fatally calm; and when he waited she refused him firmly. She confessed to a fondness for him. She ascribed this to the years they had known each other. Once and for all she did not love him.

Not now! exclaimed the young fellow eagerly. But you did once! You will again!

I never loved you, said the girl gravely. If youre thinking of two years ago, that was mere nonsense. I dont believe its love with you either, if you only knew it.

But I do know what it is with me, Tiny! I loved you before you went away, and all the time you were gone. Since you have been back, during these few days, I have got to love you more than ever. And so I shall go on, whatever happens. I cant help it, darling.

Neither could he help saying this; for the hour found him unable to accept his fate quite as he had meant to accept it. Her kindness had something to do with that. And now she spoke more kindly than before.

Are you sure? she said.

Am I sure! he echoed bitterly.

It is so easy to deceive oneself.

I am not deceived.

It is so easy to imagine yourself  

I am not imagining! cried Swift impatiently. I am the man who has loved you always, and never any girl but you. If you cant believe that, you must have had a very poor experience of men, Tiny!

For a moment she looked away from the whim which they were slowly nearing, and her eyes met his.

I have, she admitted frankly; I have had a particularly poor experience of them. Yet I am sorry to find you so different from the rest; I cant tell you how sorry I am to find you true to me.

Sorry? he said tenderly; for her voice was full of pain, and he could not bear that. Why should you be sorry, dear?

Why  because I never dreamt of being true to you.

For some reason her face flamed as he watched it. There was a pause. Then he said:

You are not engaged; are you in love?

Very far from it.

Then why mind? If there is no one else you care for you shall care for me yet. Ill make you. Ill wait for you. You dont know me! I wont give you up until you are some other fellows wife.

His stern eyes, the way his mouth shut on the words, and the manly determination of the words themselves gave the girl a thrill of pleasure and of pride; but also a pang; for at that moment she felt the wish to love him alongside the inability, and all at once she was as sorry for herself as for him.

What should you mind? repeated Swift.

I cant tell you, but you can guess what I have been.

A flirt? He laughed aloud. Darling, I dont care two figs for your flirtations! I wanted you to enjoy yourself. What does it matter how youve enjoyed yourself, so long as you havent absolutely been getting engaged or falling in love?

Her chin drooped into her loose white blouse. I did fall in love, she said slowly at any rate I thought so; and I very nearly got engaged.

Swift had never seen so much color in her face.

Presently he said, What happened? but immediately added, I beg your pardon; of course I have no business to ask. His tone was more stiff than strained.

You have business, she answered eagerly, fearful of making him less than friend. I wouldnt mind telling you the whole thing, except the mans name. And yet, she added rather wistfully, I suppose youre the only friend I have that doesnt know! Its hard lines to have to tell you.

Then I dont want to know anything at all about it, exclaimed Swift impulsively. I would rather you didnt tell me a word, if you dont mind. I am only too thankful to think you got out of it, whatever it was.

I didnt get out of it.

You dont  mean  that the man did?

Swift was aghast.

I do.

He did not speak, but she heard him breathing. Stealing a look at him, her eyes fell first upon the clenched fist lying on his knee.

She made haste to defend the man.

It wasnt all his fault; of that I feel sure. If you knew who he was you wouldnt blame him anymore than I do. He was quite a boy, too; I dont suppose he was a free agent. In any case it is all quite, quite over.

Is it? He was from England  thats why you hate the home people so!

Yes, he was from home. He went back very suddenly. It wasnt his fault. He was sent for. But he might have said good-by!

She spoke reflectively, gazing once more at the whim. They were near it now. The framework cut the sky like some uncouth hieroglyph. To Swift henceforward, on all his lonely journeys hither, it was the emblem of humiliation. But it was not his own humiliation that moistened his clenched hand now.

I wish I had him here, he muttered.

Ah! you know nothing about him, you see; I know enough to forgive him. And I have got over it, quite; but the worst of it is that I cant believe any more in any of you  I simply cant.

Not in me? asked Swift warmly, for her belief in him, at least, he knew he deserved. I have always been the same. I have never thought of any other girl but you, and I never will. I love you, darling!

After this, Jack?

He seemed to disappoint her.

After the same thing if it happens all over again in England! There is no merit in it; I simply cant help myself. While you are away I will wait for you and work for you; only come back free, and I will win you, too, in the end. You are happier here than anywhere else, but you dont know what it is to be really happy as I should make you. Remember that  and this: that I will never give you up until someone else has got you! Now call me conceited or anything you like. I have done bothering you.

I can only call you foolish, said the girl, though gently. You are far too good for me. As for conceit, you havent enough of it, or you would never give me another thought. I still hope you will quite give up thinking about me, and  and try to get over it. But nothing is going to happen in England, I can promise you that much. And I only wish I could get out of going.

He had already shown her how she might get out of it; he was not going to show her afresh or more explicitly, in spite of the temptation to do so. Even to a proud spirit it is difficult to take No when the voice that says it is kind and sorrowful and all but loving. Swift found it easier to bide by his own statement that he had done bothering her; such was his pride.

But he had chosen the wrong moment, and though he had shown less pride than he had meant to show, he was still too proud to improve the right one when it came. He was too proud, indeed, to stand much chance of immediate success in love. Otherwise he might have reminded her with more force and particularity of their former relations; and playing like that he might have won, but he would rather have lost. Perhaps he did not recognize the right moment as such when it fell; but at least he must have seen that it was better than the one he had chosen. It fell in the evening, when Christinas mood became conspicuously sentimental; but Swift happened to be one of the last young men in the world to take advantage of any mere mood.

As on the first evening, Mr. Luttrell was busy in the store, but this time with the storekeeper, who was making out a list of things to be sent up in the drays from Melbourne. Tiny and the manager were thrown together for the last time. She offered to sing a song, and he thanked her gratefully enough. But he listened to her plaintive songs from a far corner of the room, though the room was lighted only by the moonbeams; and when she rose he declared that she was tired and begged her not to sing any more. She could have beaten him for that.

But in leaving the room they lingered on the threshold, being struck by the beauty of the night. The full moon ribbed the station yard with the shadows of the pines, a soft light was burning in the store, and all was so still that the champing of the night-horse in the yard came plainly to their ears, with the chirping of the everlasting crickets. Christina raised her face to Swift; her eyes were wet in the moonlight; there was even a slight tremor of the red lips; and one hand hung down invitingly at her side. She did not love him, but she was beginning to wish that she could love him; and she did love the place. Had he taken that one hand then the chances are he might have kept it. But even Swift never dreamt that this was so. And after that moment it was not so any more. She turned cold, and was cold to the end. Her last words from the top of the coach fell as harshly on a loving ear as any that had preceded them by a week.

Why need you remind me I am going to England? Enjoy myself! I shall detest the whole thing.

Her last look matched the words.


CHAPTER III. THE TAIL OF THE SEASON.

What do you say to sitting it out? The rooms are most awfully crowded, and you dance too well for one; besides, ones anxious to hear your impressions of a London ball.

One must wait till the ball is over. So far I cant deny that Im enjoying myself in spite of the crush. But I should rather like to sit out for once, though you neednt be sarcastic about my dancing.

Well, then, wheres a good place?

Theres a famous corner in the conservatory; it should be empty now that a dance is just beginning.

It was. So it became occupied next moment by Tiny Luttrell and her partner, who allowed that the dimly illumined recess among the tree-ferns deserved its fame. Tinys partner, however, was only her brother-in-law, Mr. Erskine Holland.

The Luttrells had been exactly a fortnight in England. It was in the earliest hour of the month of July that Christina sat out with her brother-in-law at her first London party; and if she had spent that fortnight chiefly in visiting dressmakers and waiting for results, she had at least found time to get to know Erskine Holland very much better than she had ever done in Melbourne. There she had seen very little of him, partly through being away from home when he first called with an introduction to the family, but more by reason of the short hurdle race he had made of his courtship, marriage, and return to England with his bride. He had taken the matrimonial fences as only an old bachelor can who has been given up as such by his friends. Mr. Holland, though still nearer thirty than forty, had been regarded as a confirmed bachelor when starting on a long sea voyage for the restoration of his health after an autumnal typhoid. His friends were soon to know what weakened health and Australian women can do between them. They beheld their bachelor return within four months, a comfortably married man, with a pleasant little wife who was very fond of him, and in no way jealous of his old friends. That was Mrs. Erskines great merit, and the secret of the signal success with which she presided over his table in West Kensington, when Erskine had settled down there and returned with steadiness to the good, safe business to which he had been virtually born a partner. For his part, without being enslaved to a degree embarrassing to their friends, Holland made an obviously satisfactory husband. He was good-natured and never exacting; he was well off and generous. One of a wealthy, many-membered firm driving a versatile trade in the East, he was as free personally from business anxieties as was the hall porter at the firms offices in Lombard Street. There Erskine was the most popular and least useful fraction of the firm, being just a big, fair, genial fellow, fond of laughter and chaff and lawn tennis, and fonder of books than of the newspapers  an eccentric preference in a business man. But as a business man the older partners shook their heads about him. Once as a youngster he had spent a year or two in Lisbon, learning the language and the ropes there, the firm having certain minor interests planted in Portuguese soil on both sides of the Indian Ocean; and those interests just suited Erskine Holland, who had the handling of them, though the older partners nursed their own distrust of a man who boasted of taking his work out of his head each evening when he hung up his office coat. At home Erskine was a man who read more than one guessed, and had his own ideas on a good many subjects. He found his sister-in-law lamentably ignorant, but quite eager to improve her mind at his direction; and this is ever delightful to the man who reads. Also he found her amusing, and that experience was mutual.

A Londoner himself, with many reputable relatives in the town, who rejoiced in the bachelors marriage and were able to like his wife, he was in a position to gratify to a considerable extent Mrs. Erskines social desires. That he did so somewhat against his own inclination (much as in Melbourne his father-in-law had done before him) was due to an acutely fair mind allied with a thoroughly kind and sympathetic nature. His own attitude toward society was not free from that slight intellectual superiority which some of the best fellows in the world cannot help; but at least it was perfectly genuine. He treated society as he treated champagne, which he seldom touched, but about which he was curiously fastidious on those chance occasions. He cared as little for the one as for the other, but found the drier brands inoffensive in both cases. The ball to-night was at Lady Almerics.

Not a bad corner, Erskine said as he made himself comfortable; but Im afraid its rather thrown away upon me, you know.

Far from it. I wish I had been dancing with you the whole evening, Erskine, said Christina seriously.

Thats rather obsequious of you. May I ask why?

Because I dont think much of my partners so far, to talk to.

Ha! I knew there was something you wouldnt think much of, cried Erskine Holland. Have they nothing to say for themselves, then?

Oh, plenty. They discover where I come from; then they show their ignorance. They want to know if there is any chance for a fellow on the gold fields now; they have heard of a place called Ballarat, but they arent certain whether its a part of Melbourne or nearer Sydney. One man knows some people at Hobart Town, in New Zealand, he fancies. I never knew anything like their ignorance of the colonies!

Mr. Holland tugged a smile out of his mustache. Can you tell me how to address a letter to Montreal  is it Quebec or Ontario? he asked her, as if interested and anxious to learn.

Goodness knows, replied Christina innocently.

Then thats rather like their ignorance of the colonies, isnt it? Theres not much difference between a group of colonies and a dominion, you see. Im afraid your partners are not the only people whose geography has been sadly neglected.

Christina laughed.

My educations been neglected altogether, if it comes to that. As youre taking me in hand, perhaps youll lend me a geography, as well as Ruskin and Thackeray. Nevertheless, Australias more important than Canada, you may say what you like, Erskine; and your being smart wont improve my partners.

Oh! but I thought it was only their conversation?

You force me to tell you that their idea of dancing seems limited to pushing you up one side of the room, and dragging you after them down the other. Sometimes they turn you round. Then theyre proud of themselves. They never do it twice running.

Thats because there are so many here.

There are far too many here  thats whats the matter! And Im a nice person to tell you so, added Tiny penitently, when its you and Ruth who have brought me here. But you know I dont mean that Im not enjoying it, Erskine; Im enjoying it immensely, and Im very proud of myself for being here at all. I cant quite explain myself  I dont much like trying to  but theres a something about everything that makes it seem better than anything of the kind that we can do in Melbourne. The music is so splendid, and the floor, and the flowers. I never saw such a few diamonds  or such beauties! Even the ices are the best I ever tasted, and they arent too sweet. Theres something subdued and superior about the whole concern; but its too subdued; it needs go and swing nearly as badly as it needs elbow-room  of more kinds than one! Im thinking less of the crowd of people than of their etiquette and ceremony, which hamper you far more. But its your old England in a nutshell, this ball is: it fits too tight.

Upon my word, said Erskine, laughing, I dont think its at all bad for you to find the old country a tight fit! Im obliged to you for the expression, Tiny. I only hope it isnt suggested by personal suffering. I have been thinking that you must have a good word to say for our dressmakers, if not for our dancing men.

Christina slid her eyes over the snow and ice of the shimmering attire that had been made for her in haste since her arrival.

Im glad you like me, she said, smiling honestly. I must own I rather like myself in this lot. I didnt want to disgrace you among your fine friends, you see.

Theyre more fine than friends, my dear girl. Lady Almerics the only friend. She has been very nice to Ruth. Most of the people here are rather classy, I can assure you.

He named the flower of the company in a lowered voice. Christina knew one of the names.

Lady Mary Dromard, did you say? said she, playing idly with her fan.

Yes; do you know her?

No, but her brother was in Melbourne once as aid-de-camp to the governor. I knew him.

Ah, that was Lord Manister; he wasnt out there when I was.

No, he must have come just after you had gone. He only remained a few months, you know. He was a quiet young man with a mania for cricket; we liked him because he set our young men their fashions and yet never gave himself airs. I wonder if hes here as well?

I dont think so. I know him by sight, but I havent seen him. Im glad to hear he didnt give himself airs; you couldnt say the same for the sister who is here, though I only know her by sight, too.

He was quite a nice young man, said Christina, shutting up her fan; and as she spoke the music, whose strains had reached them all the time, came to its natural end.

The conservatory suffered instant invasion, Christina and Mr. Holland being afforded the entertainment of disappointing couple after couple who came straight to their corner.

Were in a coveted spot, whispered Erskine; and his sister-in-law reminded him who had shown the way to it. It was less secluded than remote, so the present occupiers found further entertainment as mere spectators. The same little things amused them both; this was one reason why they got on so well together. They were amused by such trifles as a distant prospect of Ruth, who was innocently enjoying herself at the other end of the conservatory, unaware of their eyes. Erskine might have felt proud, and no doubt he did, for many people considered Ruth even prettier than Christina, with whom, however, they were apt to confuse her, though Holland himself could never see the likeness. He now sat watching his wife in the distance while talking to her sister at his side until a new partner pounced upon Ruth, and bore her away as the music began afresh.

There goes my chaperon, remarked Christina resignedly.

Whos your partner now? Im sorry to say I see mine within ten yards of me, whispered Erskine in some anxiety.

Tiny consulted her card. Its Herbert, she said.

Herbert! said Mr. Holland dubiously. Im afraid Herberts going it; hes deeply employed with a girl in red  I think an American. Shall I take you to Lady Almeric? His eyes shifted uneasily toward his expectant partner.

No, Ill wait here for Herbert. Maynt I? Then Im going to. Youre sure to see him, and you can send him at once. Dont blame Ruth. What does it matter? It will matter if you dont go this instant to your partner; I see it in her eye!

He left her reluctantly, with the undertaking that Herbert should be at her side in two minutes. But that was rash. Christina soon had the conservatory entirely to herself, whereupon she came out of her corner, so that her brother might find her the more readily. Still he kept her waiting, and she might as well have been lonely in the corner. It was too bad of Herbert to leave her standing there, where she had no business to be by herself, and the music and the throbbing of the floor within a few yards of her. These awkward minutes naturally began to disturb her. They checked and cooled her in the full blast of healthy excitement, and that was bad; they threw her back upon herself straight from her lightest mood, and this was worse. She became abnormally aware of her own presence as she stood looking down and impatiently tapping with her little white slipper upon the marble flags. Even about these there was the grand air which Christina relished; she might have seen her face far below, as though she had been standing in still water; but her thoughts had been given a rough jerk inward, her outward vision fell no deeper than the polished surface, while her minds eye saw all at once the dusty veranda boards of Wallandoon. She stood very still, and in her ears the music died away, and through three months of travel and great changes she heard again the night-horse champing in the yard, and the crickets chirping further afield. And as she stood, her head bowed by this sudden memory, footsteps approached, and she looked up, expecting to see Herbert. But it was not Herbert; it was a young man of more visible distinction than Herbert Luttrell. It is difficult to look better dressed than another in our evening mode; but this young man overcame the difficulty. He stood erect; he was well built; his clothes fitted beautifully; he was himself nice looking, and fair-haired, and boyish; and, even more than his clothes, one admired his smile, which was frank and delightful. But the smile he gave Christina was followed by a blush, for she had held out her hand to him, and asked him how he was.

Im all right, thanks. But  this is the most extraordinary thing! Been over long?

He had dropped her hand.

About a fortnight, said Christina.

But what a pity to come over so late in the season! Its about done, you know.

Yes. I thought there was a good deal going on still.

Theres Henley, to be sure.

I think Im going to Henley.

Going to the Eton and Harrow?

I am not quite sure. That was your match, wasnt it?

The young man blushed afresh.

Fancy your remembering! Unfortunately it wasnt my match, though; my day out was against Winchester.

Oh, yes, said Tiny, less knowingly.

And how are you, Miss Luttrell?

This had been forgotten, Tiny reported well of herself. Her friend hesitated; there was some nervousness in his manner, but his good eyes never fell from her face, and presently he exclaimed, as though the idea had just struck him:

I say, maynt I have this dance, Miss Luttrell  whats left of it?

Thanks, Im afraid Im engaged for it.

Then maynt I find your partner for you?

Now this second request, or his anxious way of making it, was an elaborate revelation to Christina, and wrote itself in her brain. Do you remember Herbert? she, however, simply replied. He is the culprit.

Your brother? Certainly I remember him. I saw him a few minutes ago, and made sure I had seen him somewhere before; but he looks older. I dont fancy hes dancing. Hes somewhere or other with somebody in red.

So I hear.

Then maynt I have a turn with you before it stops?

She hesitated as long as he had hesitated before first asking her; there was not time to hesitate longer. Then she took his arm, and they passed through a narrow avenue of ferns and flowers, round a corner, up some steps, and so into the ball room.

The waltz was indeed half over, but the second half of it Christina and her fortuitous partner danced together, without a rest, and also without a word. He led her a more enterprising measure than those previous partners who had questioned her concerning Australia. The name of Australia had not crossed this ones lips. As Tiny whirled and glided on his arm she saw a good many eyes upon her: they made her dance her best; and her best was the best in the room, though her partner was uncommonly good, and they had danced together before. Among the eyes were Ruths, and they were beaming; the others were mostly inquisitive, and as strange to Christina as she evidently was to them; but once a turn brought her face to face with Herbert, on his way from the conservatory, and alone. He was a lanky, brown-faced, hook-nosed boy, with wiry limbs and an aggressive eye, and he followed his sister round the room with a stare of which she was uncomfortably conscious. He had looked for her too late, when forced to relinquish the girl in red to her proper partner, who still seemed put out. Christina was put out also, by her brothers look, but she did not show it.

You are staying in town? her partner said after the dance as they sat together in the conservatory, but not in the old corner.

Yes, with my sister, Mrs. Holland; you never met her, I think. We are in town till August.

Where do you go then?

To the country for a month. My sister and her husband have taken a country rectory for the whole of August. They had it last year, and liked the place so much that they have taken it again; it is a little village called Essingham.

Essingham! cried Christinas partner.

Yes; do you know it?

I know of it, answered the young man. I suppose you will go on the Continent after that? he added quickly.

Well, hardly; my brother-in-law has so little time; but he expects to have to go to Lisbon on business at the end of October, and he has promised to take us with him.

To Lisbon at the end of October, repeated Tinys friend reflectively. Get him to take you to Cintra. They say its well worth seeing.

Yet another dance was beginning. Christina was interested in the movements of a young man in spectacles, who was plainly in search of somebody. Hes hunting for me, she whispered to her companion, who was saying:

Portugals rather the knuckle end of Europe, dont you think? But Ive heard Cintra well spoken of. I should go there if I were you.

We intend to. Do you mind pulling that young mans coat tails? He has forgotten my face.

Yes, I do mind, said Tinys partner with unexpected earnestness. I may meet you again, but I should like to take this opportunity of explaining  

Tiny Luttrell was smiling in his face.

I hate explanations! she cried. They are an insult to ones imagination, and I much prefer to accept things without them. There was a gleam in her smile, but as she spoke she flashed it upon the spectacles of her blind pursuer, who was squaring his arm to her in an instant.

And that was the last she saw of the only partner for whom she had a good word afterward, and he had come to her by accident. But it was by no means the last she heard of him. The next was from Herbert, as they drove home together in one hansom, while Ruth and her husband followed in another. The morning air blew fresh upon their faces; the rising sun struck sparks from the harness; the leaves in the park were greener than any in Australia, and the dew on the grass through the railings was as a silver shower new-fallen. But the most delicious taste of London that had yet been given her was poisoned for Christina by her brother Herbert.

To have my claim jumped by that joker! said he through his nose.

But you had left it empty, said Tiny mildly. I was all alone.

It isnt so much that, her brother said, shifting the ground he had taken in preliminary charges; its your dancing with that brute Manister!

My dear old Herbs, said Miss Luttrell with provoking coolness, Lord Manister asked me to dance with him, and I didnt see why I should refuse. I certainly didnt see why I should consult you, Herbs.

By ghost, cried Herbert, if it comes to that, he once asked you to marry him!

Now you are a treat, said the girl, before the blood came.

And then bolted! I should be ashamed of myself for dancing with him if I were you. He said I was a larrikin, too. Id like to fill his eye for him!

Hell never say a truer thing! Christina cried out; but her voice broke over the words, and the early sun cut diamonds on her lashes.

Now this was Herbert: he was rough, but not cowardly. His nose had become hooked in his teens from a stand-up fight with a full-grown man. There is not the least doubt that in such a combat with Lord Manister that nobleman, though otherwise a finer athlete, would have suffered extremely. But it was not in Herbert to hit any woman in cold blood with his tongue. Having done this in his heat to Christina, his mate, he was man enough to be sorry and ashamed, and to slip her hands into his.

Im an awful beast, he stammered out. I didnt mean anything at all  except that Id like to fill up Manisters eye! I cant go back on that when  when he called me a larrikin!


CHAPTER IV. RUTH AND CHRISTINA.

Here is the difference between Ruth and Christina, who were considered so much alike.

Of the two, Ruth was the one to fall in love with at sight  of which Erskine Holland supplies the proof. She was less diminutive than her sister; she had a finer figure, a warmer color, and indeed, despite the destructive Australian sun, a very beautiful complexion. In the early days at Wallandoon she had given herself a better chance in this respect than Christina had done, not from vanity at all, but rather owing to certain differences in their ideas of pleasure, into which it is needless to enter. The result was her complexion; and this was not her only beauty, for she had good brown eyes that suited her coloring as autumn leaves befit an autumn sunset. These eyes are never unkind, but Ruths were sweet-tempered to a fault. So the glance of one scanning both girls for the first time rested naturally upon Ruth, but on all subsequent occasions it flew straight to Christina, because there was an end to Ruth; but there was no coming to an end of Tiny, about whom there was ever some fresh thing to charm or disappoint one.

Thus, but for the businesslike dispatch of Erskine Holland, it might have been Ruths fate to break in Christinas admirers until Christina fancied one of them enough to marry him. For Ruths was perhaps the more unselfish character of the two, as it was certainly the simpler one, in spite of a peculiar secretive strain in her from which Tiny was free. Tiny, on the other hand, was much more sensitive; but to perceive this was to understand her better than she understood herself. For she did not know her own weaknesses as the self-examining know theirs, and hardly anybody suspected her of this one until her arrival in England  when Erskine Holland came to treat her as a sister, and to understand her more or less.

In Australia he had seen very little of her, though enough to regard her at the time as an arrant little heartless flirt, for whom sighed silly swains innumerable. That she was, indeed, a flirt there was still no denying; but as his knowledge of her ripened, Holland was glad to unharness the opprobrious epithets with which Ruths sister had first driven herself into his mind. He discovered good points in Christina, and among them a humor which he had never detected out in Australia. Probably his own sense of it had lost its edge out there, for love-making blunts nothing sooner; while Ruth, for her part, was naturally wanting in humor. Holland had never been blind to this defect in his wife, but he seemed resigned to it; one can conceive it to be a merit in the wife of an amusing man.

Some people called Erskine amusing  it is not hard to win this label from some people  but at any rate he was never likely to find it difficult to amuse Ruth. Now no companion in this world is more charming for all time than the person who is content to do the laughing. As a novelty, however, Christina had her own distinctive attraction for Erskine Holland. And they got on so well together that presently he saw more in Tiny than her humor, which others had seen before him; he saw that her heart was softer than she thought; but he divined that something had happened to harden it.

She has been falling in love, he said to Ruth and something has happened.

What makes you think so? She has told me nothing about it, Ruth said.

Ah, she is sensitive. I can see that, too. Its her bitterness, however, that makes me think something has turned out badly.

She is sadly cynical, remarked Ruth.

Cynically sad, I rather think, her husband said. I dont fancy shes languishing now; I should say she has got over the thing, whatever it has been  and is rather disappointed with herself for getting over it so easily. She has hinted at nothing, but she has a trick of generalizing; and she affects to think that one person doesnt fret for another longer than a week in real life. I dont say her cynicism is so much affectation; something or other has left a bad taste in her mouth; but I should like to bet that it wasnt an affair of the most serious sort.

Her affairs never were very serious, Erskine.

So I gathered from what I saw of her before we were married. Its a pity, said Erskine musingly. Id like to see her married, but Id love to see her wooed! Thats where the sport would come in. There would be no knowing where the fellow had her. He might hook her by luck, but hed have to play her like fun before he landed her! Thered be a strong sporting interest in the whole thing, and thats what one likes.

Its a pity I didnt know what you liked, Ruth said, with a smile; and a wonder that you liked me, and not Tiny!

My darling, laughed her husband, that sort of sports for the young fellows. Im past it. I merely meant that I should like to see the sport. No, Tinys charming in her way, but God forbid that it should be your way too!

Now Ruth was such a fond little wife that at this speech she became too much gratified on her own account to care to discuss her sister any further. But in dismissing the subject of Tiny she took occasion to impress one fact upon Erskine:

You may be right, dear, and something may have happened since I left home; but I can only tell you that Tiny hasnt breathed a single word about it to me.

And this is an early sample of the disingenuous streak that was in the very grain of Ruth. Christina, indeed, had told her nothing, but Ruth knew nearly all that there was to know of the affair whose traces were plain to her husbands insight. Beyond the fact that the name of Tiny Luttrell had been coupled in Melbourne with that of Lord Manister, and the on dit that Lord Manister had treated her rather badly, there was, indeed, very little to be known. But Ruth knew at least as much as her mother, who had written to her on the subject the more freely and frequently because her younger daughter flatly refused the poor lady her confidence. There was no harm in Ruths not showing those letters to her husband. There was no harm in her keeping her sisters private affairs from her husbands knowledge. There was the reverse of harm in both reservations, as Erskine would have been the first to allow. Ruth had her reasons for making them; and if her reasons embodied a deep design, there was no harm in that either, for surely it is permissible to plot and scheme for the happiness of another. I can see no harm in her conduct from any point of view. But it was certainly disingenuous, and it entailed an insincere attitude toward two people, which in itself was not admirable. And those two were her nearest. However amiable her plans might be, they made it impossible for Ruth to be perfectly sincere with her husband on one subject, which was bad enough. But with Christina it was still more impossible to be at all candid; and this happened to be worse, for reasons which will be recognized later. In the first place, Tiny immediately discovered Ruths insincerity, and even her plans. Tiny was a difficult person to deceive. She detected the insincerity in a single conversation with Ruth on the afternoon following Lady Almerics ball, and before she went to bed she was as much in possession of the plans as if Ruth had told her them.

The conversation took place in Erskines study, where the sisters had foregathered for a lazy afternoon.

Oh, by the way, said Ruth, apropos of the ball, it was a coincidence your dancing with Lord Manister.

Why a coincidence? asked Christina. She glanced rather sharply at Ruth as she put the question.

Well, it is just possible that we shall see something of him in the country. Thats all, said Ruth, as she bent over the novel of which she was cutting the pages.

Christina also had a book in her lap, but she had not opened it; she was trying to read Ruths averted face.

I thought perhaps you meant because we saw something of him in Melbourne, she said presently. I suppose you know that we did see something of him? He even honored us once or twice.

So you told me in your letters.

The paper knife was still at work.

What makes it likely that we shall see him in the country?

Well, Mundham Hall is quite close to Essingham, you know.

Mundham Hall! Whose place is that?

Lord Dromards, replied Ruth, still intent upon her work.

Surely not! exclaimed Christina. Lord Manister once told me the name of their place, and I am convinced it wasnt that.

They have several places. But until quite lately they have lived mostly at the other side of the county, at Wreford Abbey.

That was the name.

But they have sold that place, said Ruth, and last autumn Lord Dromard bought Mundham; it was empty when we were at Essingham last year.

For some moments there was silence, broken only by the leisurely swish of Ruths paper knife. Then Christina said, That accounts for it, thinking aloud.

For what? asked Ruth rather nervously.

Lord Manister told me he knew of Essingham. He never mentioned Mundham. Is it so very close to your rectory?

The grounds are; they are very big; the hall itself is miles from the gates  almost as far as our home station was from the boundary fence.

Surely not, Tiny said quietly.

Well, thats a little exaggeration, of course.

Then I wish it wasnt! Tiny cried out. I dont relish the idea of living under the lee of such very fine people, she said next moment, as quietly as before.

No more do I  no more does Erskine, Ruth made haste to declare. But we enjoyed ourselves so much there last August that we said at the time that we would take the rectory again this August. We made the people promise us the refusal. And it seemed absurd to refuse just because Lord Dromard had bought Mundham; shouldnt you have said so yourself, dear?

Certainly I should, answered Tiny; and for half an hour no more was said.

The afternoon was wet; there was no inducement to go out, even with the necessary energy, and the two young women, on whose pillows the sun had lain before their faces, felt anything but energetic. The afternoon was also cold to Australian blood, and a fire had been lighted in Erskines den. His favorite armchair contained several cushions and Christina  who might as well have worn his boots  while Ruth, having cut all the leaves of her volume, curled herself up on the sofa with an obvious intention. She was good at cutting the leaves of a new book, but still better at going to sleep over them when cut. She had read even less than Christina, and it troubled her less; but this afternoon she read more. Ruth could not sleep. No more could Tiny. But Tiny had not opened her book. It was one of the good books that Erskine had lent her. She was extremely interested in it; but just at present her own affairs interested her more. Lying back in the big chair, with the wet gray light behind her, and that of the fire playing fitfully over her face, Christina committed what was as yet an unusual weakness for her, by giving way voluntarily to her thoughts. She was in the habit of thinking as little as possible, because so many of her thoughts were depressing company, and beyond all things she disliked being depressed. This afternoon she was less depressed than indignant. The firelight showed her forehead strung with furrows. From time to time she turned her eyes to the sofa, as if to make sure that Ruth was still awake, and as often as they rested there they gleamed. At last she spoke Ruths name.

Well? said Ruth. I thought you were asleep; you have never stirred.

Im not sleepy, thanks; and, if you dont mind, I should like to speak to you before you drop off yourself.

Ruth closed her novel.

What is it, dear? Im listening.

When you wrote and invited me over you mentioned Essingham as one of the attractions. Now why couldnt you tell me the Dromards would be our neighbors there?

Ruth raised her eyes from the younger girls face to the rain-spattered window. Tinys tone was cold, but not so cold as Tinys searching glance. This made Ruth uncomfortable. It did not incapacitate her, however.

The Dromards! she exclaimed rather well. Had they taken the place then?

You say they bought it before Christmas; it was after Christmas that you first wrote and expressly invited me.

Was it? Well, my dear, I suppose I never thought of them; thats all. They arent the only nice people thereabouts.

Im afraid you are not quite frank with me, the young girl said; and her own frankness was a little painful.

Tiny, dear, what a thing to say! What does it mean?

Ruth employed for these words the injured tone.

It means that you know as well as I do, Ruth, that it isnt pleasant for me to meet Lord Manister.

Was there something between you in Melbourne? asked Ruth. I must say that nobody would have thought so from seeing you together last night. And  and how was I to think so, when you have never told me anything about it?

Christina laughed bitterly.

When you have made a fool of yourself you dont go out of your way to talk about it, even to your own people. It is kind of you to pretend to know nothing about it  I am sure you mean it kindly; but Im still surer that you have been told all there was to tell concerning Lord Manister and me. I dont mean by Herbert. Hes close. But the mother must have written and told you something; it was only natural that she should do so.

She did tell me a little. Herbert has told me nothing. I tried to pump him,  I think you cant wonder at that,  but he refused to speak a word on the subject. He says he hates it.

He hates Lord Manister, said Christina, smiling. It came round to him once that Lord Manister had called him a larrikin, and he has never forgiven him. But he has been less of a larrikin ever since. And, of course, that wasnt why he was so angry with me for dancing with Lord Manister last night; he was dreadfully angry with me as we drove home; but he is a very good boy to me, and there was something in what he said.

What made you dance with him? Ruth said curiously.

I was alone. I hadnt a partner. He asked me rather prettily  he always had pretty manners. You wouldnt have had me show him I cared, by snubbing him, would you?

No, said Ruth thoughtfully; and suddenly she slipped from the sofa, and was kneeling on the hearthrug, with her brown eyes softly searching Christinas face and her lips whispering, Do you care, Tiny? Do you care, Tiny, dear?

Tiny snapped her fingers as she pushed back her chair.

Not that much for anybody  much less for Lord Manister, and least of all for myself! Now dont you be too good to me, Ruth; if you are youll only make me feel ungrateful, and I shall run away, because Im not going to tell you another word about whats over and done with. I cant! I have got over the whole thing, but it has been a sickener. It makes me sick to think about it. I dont want ever to speak of it again.

I understand, said Ruth; but there was disappointment in her look and tone, and she added, I should like to have heard the truth, though; and no one can tell it me but you.

I thank Heaven for that! cried Christina piously. The version out there was that he proposed to me and I accepted him, and then he bolted without even saying good-by. Its true that he didnt say good-by; the rest is not true. But you must just make it do.

Her face was scarlet with the shame of it all; but there was no sign of weakness in the curling lips. She spoke bitterly, but not at all sadly, and her next words were still more suggestive of a wound to the vanity rather than to the heart.

Does Erskine know?

Not a word.

Honestly?

Quite honestly; at least I have never mentioned it to him, and I dont think anybody else has, or he would have mentioned it to me.

Oh, Herbert wouldnt say anything. Herberts very close. But  dont you two tell each other everything, Ruth?

The young girl looked incredulous; the married woman smiled.

Hardly everything, you know! Erskine has lots of relations himself, for instance, and Im sure he wouldnt care to tell me the ins and outs of their private affairs, even if I cared to know them. Its just the same about you and your affairs, dont you see.

Except that he knows me so well, Christina reflected aloud, with her eyes upon the fire. If I had a husband, she added impulsively, I should like to tell him every mortal thing, whether I wanted to or not! And I should like not to want to, but to be made. But thats because I should like above all things to be bossed!

You would take some bossing, suggested Ruth.

Thats the worst of it, said Christina, with a little sigh, and then a laugh, as she snatched her eyes from the fire. But I cant tell you how glad I am you havent told Erskine. Never tell him, Ruth, for you dont know how I covet his good opinion. I like him, you know, dear, and I rather think he likes me  so far.

Indeed he does, cried Ruth warmly; and a good point in her character stood out through the genuine words. Nothing ever made me happier than to see you become such friends.

He laughs at me a good deal, Tiny remarked doubtfully.

Thats because you amuse him a good deal. I cant get him to laugh at me, my dear.

He would laugh, said Christina, with her eyes on the fire again, if you told him I had aspired to Lord Manister!

But Im not going to tell him anything at all about it. Ruth paused. And after all, the Dromards wont take any notice of us in the country. She paused again. And we wont speak of this any more, Tiny, if you dont like.

The shame had come back to Christinas face as she bent it toward the fire. Twice she had made no answer to what was kindly meant and even kindlier said. But now she turned and kissed Ruth, saying, Thank you, dear. I am afraid I dont like. But you have been awfully good and sweet about it  as I shant forget. And the fire lit their faces as they met, but the tear that had got upon Tinys cheek was not her own.

Ruth, you see, could be tender and sympathetic and genuine enough. But she could not be sensible and let well alone.

She did that night a very foolish thing: she brought up the subject again. Tempted she certainly was. Never since her arrival in England had Tiny seemed so near to her or she to Tiny as in the hours immediately following the chat between them in Erskines study. But Christina stood further from Ruth than Ruth imagined; she had not advanced, but retreated, before the glow of Ruths sympathy. This was after the event, when some hours separated Christina from those emotional moments to which she had not contributed her share of the emotion, leaving the scene upon her mind in just perspective. She still could value Ruths sweetness at the end of their talk, but her own suspicions, aroused at the outset, to be immediately killed by a little kindness, had come to life again, and were calling for an equal appreciation. The extent of Tinys suspicions was very full, and the suspicions themselves were uncommonly shrewd and convincing. They made it a little hard to return Ruths smiles during the evening, and to kiss her when saying good-night, though Tiny did these things duly. She went upstairs before her time, however, and not at all in the mood to be bothered any further about Lord Manister. Yet she behaved very patiently when Ruth came presently to her room and thus bothered her, being suddenly tempted beyond her strength. For Christina was discovered standing fully dressed under the gas-bracket, and frowning at a certain photograph on an orange-colored mount, which she turned face downward as Ruth entered. Whereupon Ruth, discerning the sign manual of a Melbourne photographer, could not help saying slyly, Who is it, Tiny?

A friend of mine, Tiny said, also slyly, but keeping the photograph itself turned provokingly to the floor.

In Australia?

Er  it was taken out there.

Its Lord Manister!

Perhaps it is  perhaps it isnt.

Tiny, said Ruth with pathos, you might show me!

But Tiny drummed vexatiously on the wrong side of the mount; and here Ruth surely should have let the matter drop, instead of which:

You are very horrid, she said, but I must just tell you something. I have heard things from Lady Almeric, who is very intimate with Lady Dromard, and I dont believe he is so much to blame as you think him. I have heard it spoken about in society. But dont look frightened. Your name has never been mentioned. I dont think it has ever come out. Indeed, I know it hasnt, for I, actually, have been asked the name of the girl Lord Manister was fond of in Melbourne  by Lady Almeric!

And what did you say?

What do you suppose? I glory in that fib  I am honestly proud of it. But, dear, the point is, not that Lord Manister has never mentioned your name, but that he can bear neither name nor sight of the girl he is expected to marry! Lady Almeric told me when  I couldnt help her.

He is a nice young man, I must say! remarked Christina grimly. My fellow-victim has a title, no doubt?

Well, its Miss Garth, and her fathers Lord Acklam, so shes the honorable, said Ruth gravely. (Tiny smiled at her gravity.) But Ive seen her, and  he cant like her! And oh! Tiny dear, they all say he left his heart in Australia, but his mother sent for him because she heard something  but not your name, dear  and he came. They say he is devoted to his mother; but this has come between them, and shes sorry she interfered, because after all he wont marry poor Miss Garth. I had it direct from Lady Almeric when she tried to get that out of me. But I lied like a trooper! exclaimed poor Ruth.

Im grateful to you for that, Christina said, not ungraciously but I must really be going to bed.

With a last wistful glance at the orange-colored cardboard, Ruth took the hint. Christina turned away in time to avoid an embrace without showing her repugnance, because she had still some regard for Ruths good heart. But she had never experienced a more grateful riddance, and the look that followed Ruth to the threshold would have kept her company for some time had she turned there and caught one glimpse of it.

Now I understand! said Christina to the closed door. I suppose I ought to love you for it, Ruth; but I dont  no, I dont!

She turned the photograph face upward, and stared thoughtfully at it for some minutes longer; then she put it away.


CHAPTER V. ESSINGHAM RECTORY.

Essingham Rectory, which the Erskine Hollands had taken for the month of August, was a little old building with some picturesque points to console one for the tameness of the view from its windows. The surrounding country was perfectly flat but for Gallow Hill, and not at all green but for the glebe and the riverside meadows, while the only trees of any account were the rectory elms and those in the Mundham grounds. It is true that on Gallow Hill three wind-crippled beeches brandished their deformities against the sky, as they may do still; but the country around Essingham is no country for trees. It is the country for warrens and rabbits and roads without hedges. So it struck Christina as more like the back-blocks than anything she had hoped to see in England, and pleased her more than anything she had seen. She showed her pleasure before they arrived at Essingham. She forgot to disparage the old country during the long drive from the county town; and that was notable. She had actually no stone to cast at the elaborate and impressive gates of Mundham Hall; apparently she was herself impressed. But opposite the gates they turned to the left, into a narrow road with hedges, from which you can see the rectory, and as Herbert put it afterward:

Thats what knocked our Tiny!

For the girls first glimpse of the old house was over the hedge and far away above a brilliant sash of meadow green. The cream-colored walls were aglow in the low late sunshine, what was to be seen of them, for they were half hidden by a creeper almost as old as themselves. The red-tiled, weather-beaten roof was dark with age. Even at a distance one smelt rats in the wainscot within the stuccoed walls. Around the house, and towering above the tiles, the elms stood as still against the evening sky as the square church tower but a little way to the right. To the right of that, but farther away, rose Gallow Hill. Thereabouts the sun was sinking, but the clock on the near side of the church tower had gilt hands, which marked the hour when Christina stood up in the fly and astonished her friends with her frank delight. It was a point against this young lady, on subsequent occasions when she did not forget to decry the old country, that at ten minutes past seven on the evening of the 1st of August she had given way to enthusiasm over a scene that was purely English and very ordinary in itself.

Not that her immediate appreciation of the place became modified on a closer acquaintance with it. At the end of the first clear day at Essingham she informed the others that thus far she had not enjoyed herself so much since leaving Australia. Of course she had enjoyed herself in London. That did not count. London only compared itself with Melbourne, Christina did not care how favorably; but Essingham was for comparison with the place that was dearer to her than any other in the world. You will understand why all her appreciations were directly comparative. This is natural in the very young, and fortunately Tiny Luttrell was still very young in some respects. Blessed with observant eyes, and having at this time an irritable memory to keep her prejudices at attention, her mind soon became the scene of many curious and specific contests between England and Australia. In the match between Wallandoon and Essingham the latter made a better fight than you would think against so strong an opponent. The rectory was homely and convenient in its old age, and Christina was greatly charmed with her own room, because it was small; and if the wall-paper was modern and conventional, and not to be read from the pillow in the early morning, it was almost as pleasant to lie and watch the elm tops trembling against the sky. And if the sky was not really blue in England, the leaves in Australia were not really green, as Christina now knew. So there they were quits. But England and Essingham scored palpably in some things; the kitchen garden was one. Christina had never seen such a kitchen garden; she found it possible to spend half an hour there at any time, to her further contentment; and there were other attractions on the premises, which were just as good in their way, while their way was often better for one.

For instance, there was a lawn tennis court which satisfied the soul of Erskine, who played daily for its express refreshment. That was what brought him to Essingham. The neighboring clergy were always ready for a game. But they laughed at Erskine for being so keen; he would get up before breakfast to roll the court, which passed their understanding. Christina played also, by no means ill, and Herbert uncommonly well; but this player neither won nor lost very prettily. He was more amiable over the photography which he had taken up in partnership with Tiny; but his photographs were uncommonly bad. Yet this was another amusement in the country, where, however, Christina was most amused by the neighbors who called. These were friendly people, and they had all called on the Hollands the previous year. Half of them were clergymen, though the stranger who met them found this difficult to believe in some cases; the other half were the clergymens wives. Very grand families apart, there is no other society round about Essingham. And what could man wish better? Even Christina found it impossible to disapprove of the well-bred, easy-going, tennis-playing, unprofessional country clergy, as acquaintances and friends. But she did find fault with the rector of Essingham as a rector, though she had never seen him, and though Ruth assured her that he was a dear old man.

He may be a dear old man, Miss Luttrell would allow, but hes a bad old rector! His flock dont find him such a dear old man, either. They only see him once a week, in the pulpit; and then they cant hear him!

Who has been telling you that, Tiny? asked Ruth.

Youve been talking sedition in the village! said Erskine Holland.

Well, Ive been making friends with two or three of the people, if thats what you call talking sedition, Tiny replied; and I think your dear old rector neglects them shamefully. He does worse than that. Theres some fund or other for buying coals and blankets for the poor of the parish; and theres old Mrs. Clapperton. Mrs. Clappertons a Roman Catholic; so, if you please, she never gets her coals or blankets, and shes too proud to ask for them. Thats a fact  and I tell you what, Id like to expose your dear old man, Ruth! As for the village, if its a specimen of your English villages, let me tell you, Erskine, that its leagues behind the average bush township. Why, they havent even got a state school, but only a one-horse affair run by the rector! And the schoolmasters the most ignorant man in the village. I wonder you dont copy us, and go in for state schools!

Copy us, and go in for state schools, echoed Ruth with gentle mirth, as she sometimes would echo Tinys remarks, and with a smile that traveled from Tiny to Erskine. But Erskine did not return the smile. His eyes rested shrewdly upon Christina, and Ruth feared from their expression that he thought the girl an utter fool; but she was wrong.

Christina was not, if you like, an intellectual girl, but she was by no means a fool. Neither was her brother-in-law, who perceived this. Her comments on the books he lent her were sufficiently intelligent, and she pleased him in other ways too. He was glad, for instance, to see her interesting herself in the local peasants; she was particularly glad that she did not give this interest its head, though as a matter of fact it never pulled. Christina was not the girl for interests that gallop and have not legs. Not the least of her attractions, in the eyes of a male relative of middle age, was a certain solid sanity that showed through every crevice of her wayward nature. It was sanity of the cynical sort, which men appreciate most. And it was least apparent in her own actions, which is the weak point of the cynically sane.

At all events, Tiny, you cant find the country a tight fit, like London, said Erskine once, during the first few days. Come, now!

No, replied Tiny thoughtfully, I must own it doesnt fit so tight. But it tickles! You maynt go here and you maynt go there; in Australia you may go anywhere you darn please. Excuse me, Erskine, but I feel this a good deal. Only this morning Ruth and I were blocked by a notice board just outside the wicket at the far end of the churchyard; we were thinking of going up Gallow Hill, but we had to turn back, as trespassers would be prosecuted. Theres no trespassing where I come from. And Ruth says the board wasnt there last year.

Ah, the Dromards werent there last year! Theyve stuck it up. You should pitch into your friend Lord Manister. Its rather vexatious of them, I grant you; they cant want to have tea on Gallow Hill; and its a pity, because theres a fine view of the Hall from the top.

Indeed? Ruth never told me that, remarked Christina curiously. Have they arrived yet? she added in apparent idleness.

Last night, I hear  if you mean the Dromards. And a rumor has arrived with them.

Now Christina was careful not to inquire what the rumor was; but Erskine told her; and, oddly enough, what he had heard and now repeated was to come true immediately.

The great family at Mundham were about to entertain the county. That was the whisper, which was presently to be spoken aloud as a pure fact. It ran over the land with At last! hissing at its heels, and a still more sinister whisper chased the pair of them; for the Dromards might have entertained the county months before; a house-warming had been expected of them in the winter, but they had chosen to warm Mundham with their own friends from a distance; and since then the general election had become a moral certainty for the following spring, and  the point was  Viscount Manister had declared his willingness to stand for the division. The corollary was irresistible, but so, it appears, was Countess Dromards invitation, which few are believed to have declined  for those that did so made it known. Some disgust, however, was expressed at the kind of entertainment, which, after all, was to be nothing more than a garden party. But nearly all who were bidden accepted. The notice, too, was shorter than other people would have presumed to give; but other people were not the Dromards. The countess invitation conveyed to a hundred country homes a joy that was none the less keen for a certain shame or shyness in showing any sort of satisfaction in so small a matter. Nevertheless, though not adorned by a coronet, as it might have been, nor in any way a striking trophy, the card obtained a telling position over many a rectory chimney-piece, where in some instances it remained, accidentally, for months. In justice to the residents, however, it must be owned that not one of them read it with a more poignant delight, nor adjusted it in the mirror with a nicer care and a finer show of carelessness, nor gazed at it oftener while ostensibly looking at the clock, than did Mrs. Erskine Holland during the next ten days.

But when it came she acted cleverly. There was occasion for all her cleverness, because in her case the invitation was a complete surprise; she had not dared to expect one; and you may imagine her peculiar satisfaction at receiving an invitation that embraced her party. Yet she was able to toss the card across the breakfast table to Erskine, merely remarking, Should we go? And when Tiny at once stated that for her part she was not keen, Ruth gave her a sympathetic look, as much as to say, No more am I, my dear, which might have deceived a less discerning person. But Tiny saw that her sister was holding her breath until Erskine spoke his mind.

Have we any other engagement? said he directly. If not, it would hardly do to stick here playing tennis within sight of their lodge. Im no more keen than you are, Tiny, but that would look uncommon poor. It was very kind of them to think of asking us; Im afraid we must go; but I am sure you will find it amusing.

Thanks, replied Christina, to whom this assurance was addressed, but you neednt send me there to be amused; you see, I have plenty to amuse me here, she added, with a smile that had been slow to come. Ill go, of course, and with pleasure; but there would be more pleasure in some hard sets with you, Erskine, or in taking your photograph.

Ah, you dont know what youd miss, Tiny! I can promise you some sport, if you keep your eyes and ears open. Then you knew Lord Manister in Melbourne. In any case, you oughtnt to go back there without a glimpse of some of our fine folks at home, when you can get it.

Oh, Ill go; but not for the sport of seeing your clergy and gentry on their knees to your fine folks, nor yet to be amused. As for Lord Manister, he was well enough in Melbourne; he didnt give himself airs, and there he was wise. But on his native heath! One would be sorry to set foot on the same soil. It must be sacred.

Come, I say, I dont think youll find the parsons on their knees. We think a lot of a lord, if you like; but we try to forget that when were talking to him. We do our best to treat him as though he were merely a gentleman, you know, said Erskine, smiling, but giving, as he felt, an informing hint.

Ah, you try! said Christina. You do your best!

Our best may be very bad, laughed Erskine; if so, you must show us how to better it, Tiny.

I should get Tiny to teach you how to treat a lord, dear, said Ruth, who saw nothing to laugh at, and seemed likely to lend her husband a severer support than the occasion needed.

Say Lord Manister! suggested Erskine. Will you show me on him?

I may if youre good  you wait and see, said Tiny lightly. And lightly the matter was allowed to drop. For Herbert, as usual, was late for breakfast, which was for once a very good thing; and as for Ruth, it was merely her misfortune to have a near sight for the line dividing chaff from earnest, but now she saw it, and on which side of it the others were, for she had joined them and was laughing herself.

But Herbert would not have laughed at all; indeed, he had not a smile for the subject when he did come down and Ruth gave him his breakfast alone. It seemed well that Christina was not in the room. Her brother took the opportunity of saying what he thought of Manister, and what Manister had once called him behind his back, and what he would have done to Manisters eye had half as much been said to his face. His personal decision about the garden party was merely contemptuous. He was not going. Nor did he go when the time came. Meanwhile, however, something happened to modify for the moment his opinion of the young viscount whom it was Herberts meager satisfaction to abuse roundly whenever his noble name was spoken.

Having been provided with two rooms at the rectory, in one of which he was expected to read diligently every morning, Herbert entered that room only when his pipe needed filling. He kept his tobacco there, and also, to be sure, his books; but these he never opened. He read nothing, save chance items in an occasional sporting paper; he simply smoked and pottered, leaving the smell of his pipe in the least desirable places. When he took photographs with Tiny, that was pottering too, for neither of them knew much about it, and Herbert was too indolent to take either pains or care in a pursuit which essentially demands both. He had rather a good eye for a subject; he could arrange a picture with some judgment. That interested him, but the subsequent processes did not, and these invariably spoilt the plate. All his actions, however, suggested an underlying theory that what is worth doing is not necessarily worth doing well. This applied even to his games, about which Herbert was really keen; he played lawn tennis carelessly, though with a verve and energy somewhat surprising in the loafing, smoking idler of the morning. He had been fond of cricket, too, in Australia; it was a disappointment to him that no cricket was to be had at Essingham. He looked forward to Cambridge for the athletic advantages. He had no intention of reading there; so what, he wanted to know, was the good of his reading here? Certainly Herbert had entered at an accommodating college, which would receive young men quite free from previous knowledge; but he might have been reading for his little-go all this time; and he never read a word.

But one morning he loitered afield, and came back enthusiastic about a place for a photograph; the next, Tiny and the implements were dragged to the spot; and really it was not bad. It was a scene on the little river just below Mundham bridge. The thick white rails of the bridge standing out against a clump of trees in the park beyond, the single arch with the dark water underneath and some sunlit ripples twinkling at the further side, seemed to call aloud for a camera; and Herbert might have used his to some purpose, for a change, had he not forgotten to fill his slides with plates before leaving home. This discovery was not made until the bridge was in focus, and it put young Luttrell in the plight of a rifleman who has sighted the bulls-eye with an empty barrel. It was a question of returning to the rectory to load the slides or of giving up the photograph altogether. On another occasion, having forgotten the lens, Herbert had packed up the camera and gone back in disgust. But that happened nearer home. To-day he had carried the camera a good mile. Two journeys with something to show for them were preferable to one with a tired arm for the only result. Within a minute after the slides were found empty Christina was alone in the meadow below the bridge; Herbert had found it impossible to give up the photograph altogether.

The girl had not lost patience, for she was herself partly to blame. There were, however, still better reasons for her resignation. She happened to have the second volume of The Newcomes in her jacket pocket, and the little river seemed to ripple her an invitation from the bridge to make herself comfortable with her book in its shade. There was no great need for shade, but the idea seemed sensible. With her hand on the book in her pocket, and her eyes hovering about the bridge for the coolest corner, she felt perhaps a little ashamed as she thought of Herbert making a cool day hot by running back alone for what they had both forgotten. It was hardly this feeling, however, that kept her standing where she was.

She had known no finer day in England. The light was strong and limpid, the shadows abrupt and deep. The sky was not cloudless, but the clouds were thin and clean. There was a refreshing amount of wind; the tree tops beyond the bridge swayed a little against the sky; the focusing cloth flapped between the tripod legs, and for some minutes the girl stood absently imbibing all this, without a thought in her head.

Presently she found herself wondering whether there was enough movement in the trees to mar a photograph; later she tucked her head under the cloth to see. As she examined the inverted picture on the ground glass, she held the cloth loosely over her head and round her neck. But suddenly she twitched it tighter. For first the sound of wheels had come to her ears. Then a dogcart had been pulled up on the bridge. And now on the focusing screen a figure was advancing upside down, like a fly on the ceiling, and doubling its size with each stride, until there occurred a momentary eclipse of the inverted landscape by Lord Manister, who had stalked in broad daylight to our Tinys side.


CHAPTER VI. A MATTER OF ANCIENT HISTORY.

The focusing cloth clung to her head like a cowl as she raised it and bowed. There must have been nervousness on both sides, for the moment, but it did not prevent Lord Manister from taking off his hat with a sweep and swiftness that amounted almost to a flourish, nor Christina from noticing this and his clothes. He was so admirably attired in summer gray that she took pleasure in reflecting that she was herself unusually shabby, her idea being that contact with the incorrect was rather good for him. Correctness of any kind, it is to be feared, was ridiculously wrong in her eyes. Otherwise she might have been different herself.

I knew it was you! Lord Manister declared, having shaken her hand.

How could you know? said Christina, smiling. You must be very clever.

I wish I was. No; I met your brother running like anything with some wooden things under his arm. He wouldnt see me, but I saw him. I was going to pull up, but he wouldnt see me.

Miss Luttrell explained that her brother had gone back for plates, which they had both very stupidly forgotten; she added that she was sure he could not have recognized Lord Manister.

Plates! said this nobleman. Ah, theyre important, I know.

Well, theyre your cartridges; you cant shoot anything without them.

Lord Manister gave a louder laugh than the remark merited; then he studied his boots among the daisies. Christina smiled as she watched him, until he looked up briskly, and nearly caught her.

I say, Miss Luttrell, I should like immensely to be on in this scene, if you would let me! I mean to say I should like to see the thing taken. Perhaps you could do with the trap and my mare on the bridge; shes something special, I assure you. And I have been thinking  if you think so too  that my man might go back for your brother and give him a lift. It must be monstrous hot walking. Its a monstrous hot day, you know.

This was not only an exaggeration, but a puff of smoke revealing hidden fires within the young mans head. Christina fanned the fire until it tinged his cheek by willfully hesitating before giving him a gracious answer. For when she spoke it was to say, with a smile at his anxiety, Really, you are very considerate, Lord Manister, and I am sure Herbert will be grateful. They walked to the bridge, and stood upon it the next minute, watching the dogcart swing out of sight where the road bent.

Your brother is very likely halfway back by this time, remarked Lord Manister, who would have been very sorry to believe what he was saying. I dare say my man will pick him up directly; if so, theyll be back in a minute.

I hope they will, said Christina the light is so excellent just now, she was in a hurry to add.

Ah, the light in Australia was better for this sort of thing.

As a rule, yes; but it would surely be difficult to beat this morning anywhere; the great thing is, over here, that you are so free from glare.

Then you like England?

Well, I must say I like this corner of England; I havent seen much else, you know.

Good! I am glad you like this corner; you know its ours, said the young fellow simply. Then he paused. How strange to meet you here, though! he added, as if he could not help it, nor the slight stress that laid itself upon the personal pronoun.

It should rather strike me as strange to meet you, Miss Luttrell replied pointedly; for I am sure I told you that my sister and her husband had taken Essingham Rectory for August. You may have forgotten the occasion. It was in London.

Dear me, no, Im not likely to forget it. To be sure you told me  at Lady Almerics.

Then perhaps you remember saying that you knew of Essingham?

It was not, perhaps, because this was very dryly said that Lord Manister smiled. Nor was the smile one of his best, which were charming; it was visibly the expression of his nervousness, not his mirth.

Yes, I am sorry to say I do remember that, he confessed with an awkwardness and humility which made Christina tingle in a sudden appreciation of his position in the world. It was very foolish of me, Miss Luttrell.

I wonder what made you? remarked Christina reflectively, but in a friendlier tone.

Ah! dont wonder, he said impatiently. His eyes fell upon her for one moment, then wandered down the road, as he added strangely: You do and say so many foolish things without a decent why or wherefore. Theyre the things for which you never forgive yourself! Theyre the things for which you never hope to be forgiven!

The girl did not look at him, but her glance chased his down the road to the bend where the dogcart had vanished and would reappear. She, however, was the next to speak, for something had occurred to her that she very much desired to explain.

You see, I didnt know you lived here. I had never heard of Mundham when we met in town; if I had I shouldnt have known it was yours. I never dreamt that I should meet you here. You understand, Lord Manister?

My dear Miss Luttrell, cried Manister earnestly, anybody could see that!

So Christina lost nothing by her little exhibition of anxiety to impress this point upon him; for his reply was a triumphant flourish of the opinion she desired him to hold, to show her that he had it already; and his anxiety in the matter was even more apparent than her own.

Thank you, Lord Manister, said Christina, looking him full in the face. Then her glance dropped to his hand; and his fingers were entangled in his watch-chain; and in the knowledge that the greater awkwardness was on his side she raised her eyes confidently, and met the dogged stare of a young Briton about to make a clean breast of his misdeeds.

Do you want to know why I didnt mention our having taken this place  that time in town?

That depends on whether you want to tell me.

I must tell you. It was because I feared  I mean to say, it crossed my mind  that perhaps you mightnt care to come here if you knew.

He paused and watched her. She was looking down, with her chin half buried in the focusing cloth, which had slipped from her head and fallen round her shoulders. The coolness of her face against the black velvet exasperated him, and the more so because he felt himself flushing as he added, I see I was a fool to fear that.

It was certainly unnecessary, Lord Manister, said the girl calmly, and not without a note of amusement in her voice.

So you dont mind meeting one!

Lord Manister, I am delighted. Why should I mind?

You know I behaved like a brute.

You did, Im afraid. He winced. You went away without saying good-by to your friends.

I went away without saying good-by to you.

Among others.

No! he cried sharply. You and I were more than friends.

Christina drummed the ground with one foot. Her glance passed over Lord Manisters shoulder. He knew that it waited for the dogcart at the bend of the road.

We were more than friends, he repeated desperately.

I dont think we ever were.

But you thought so once!

The girls lip curled, but her eyes still waited in the road.

I wonder what you yourself thought once, Lord Manister? she said quietly. Whatever it was, it didnt last long; but I forgive that freely. Do you know why? Why, because it was exactly the same with me.

Do you forgive me for getting you talked about? exclaimed Lord Manister.

Yes  because it is the only thing I have to forgive, returned Christina after a moments hesitation. The rest was nonsense; and I wish you wouldnt rake it up in this dreadfully serious way.

We know what Christina might mean by nonsense. Lord Manister was not the first of her friends whom she had offended by her abuse of the word. It was not nonsense! he cried. It was something either better or worse. I give you my word that I honestly meant it to be something better. But my people sent for me. What could I do?

His voice and eyes were pitiable; but Christina showed him no pity.

What, indeed! she said ironically. I myself never blamed you for going. I was quite sure that you were the passive party, though others said differently. All I have to forgive is what you made other people say; but the whole affair is a matter of ancient history  and do you think we need talk about it any more, Lord Manister?

It is not all I have to forgive myself, he answered bitterly, disregarding her question. If only you would hate me, I could hate myself less; but I deserve your contempt. Yet, if you knew what has been in my heart all this time, you would pity one. You have haunted me! I have been good for nothing ever since I came back to England. My people will tell you so, when you get to know them. My mother would tell you in a minute. She has never heard your name ... but she knows there was someone ... she knows there is someone still!

Christina had colored at last; but, as she colored, the trot of a horse came gratefully to her attentive ears.

You must think no more about it, she whispered; and her flush deepened.

You wipe it all out? he cried eagerly.

Of course I do.

Her eyes met the dogcart at the bend. Herbert was in it.

And we start afresh?

He thought he was to get no answer. She was gazing anxiously at Herbert as the trap approached; as it drew up on the bridge she murmured, I think we had better let well alone, without looking at Lord Manister. Herbert, you remember Lord Manister? she cried aloud in the same breath.

Herberts look was not reassuring. He was, in fact, disgusted with all present but the groom, and most of all with himself, for being where he was. Nor was he the young man to trouble to hide his feelings, and he showed them now in so black a look that Christina, who knew him, was filled with apprehension. Thanks to Lord Manisters tact, that look did not last. Manister, who had his own impression of young Luttrells character, and had not to be shrewd to guess the others attitude toward himself, brought his most graceful manner to bear on the situation. With Tiny Luttrell, during the bad quarter of an hour which he had deserved and now endured, his best manner had not been at his command; but it returned to him with the return of the dogcart, and in time to do him a service. He had hardly shaken hands with Herbert when he asked him as an Australian, and therefore a judge, his opinion of the mare.

The touch would have been too heavy for an older man; but Herbert was barely twenty, and it flattered him to the marrow. Christina was relieved to hear his knowing but laudatory comments on the mares points. She knew that, despite her brothers aggressive independence, he was susceptible enough to marked civility. This, indeed, he never expected, and he was ever ready to return, with interest, some fancied slight; but Christina had never known him rude to anyone going out of his way to be polite to him, as Lord Manister was doing this morning. She divined that politeness from a nobleman was not less gratifying to Herbert because he happened to have maligned the nobleman with much industry. Herberts modest desire was to be treated as an equal by all men, and he was now being treated as an equal by a lord. This was all he required to make him reasonably civil, even to Lord Manister. When Manister asked him, almost deferentially, whether the mare could be taken in the photograph, he offered his lordship a place in it too, the offer being declined, but not without many thanks.

Im going to help take it, Manister laughed. Mind you dont move, Luttrell. Im going to help your sister. Hadnt you better come too, and leave my man alone in his glory?

Herbert replied that he would take off the cap or do anything they liked. So the three went down into the meadow, and some infamous negatives resulted later. At the time care seemed to be taken by the photographers, while Lord Manister stood at a little distance, laughing a good deal. He was pressed to stand in the foreground, but not by Christina, and he steadily refused. The conciliation of his enemy seemed assured without that, though he did think of something else to make it doubly sure.

By the way, Luttrell, he said as the camera was being packed away, youre a cricketer to a certainty  youre an Australian.

Im very fond of it, the Australian replied, but I havent played over here; Ive never had the slant.

Well, we play a bit; come over and practice with us.

Herbert thanked him, declaring that he should like nothing better.

Lord Manister is a great cricketer, Christina observed.

Come over and practice, repeated his lordship cordially. The ground isnt at all bad, considering it was only made last winter, and theres a professor to bowl to you. We have some matches coming on presently. Perhaps we might find a place for you.

This was the one thing Lord Manister said which came within measurable distance of offending the touchy Herbert. A minute later they had parted company.

They might find a place for me, Herbert repeated as he and Tiny turned toward the village, while Lord Manister drove off in the opposite direction, with another slightly ornamental sweep of his hat. Might they, indeed! I wouldnt take it. My troubles about their matches! But I could enjoy a practice.

He said he would send over for you next time they do practice.

Those had been Lord Manisters last words.

He did. He is improved. Hes a sportsman, after all. It was decent of him to send back the trap for me. But I didnt want to get in  I was jolly scotty with myself for getting in. I say, Tiny!

Well?

He had her by the arm.

I dont ask any questions. I dont want to know a single thing. I hope he went down on his knees for his sins; I hope you gave him fits! But look here, Tiny: I wont say a word about this inside if youd rather I didnt.

Id rather you did, Tiny said at once. Theres nothing to hide. But  you can be a dear, good boy when you like, Herbs!

Can I? Then you can be offended if you like  but hes on the job now if he never was in his life before!

I wont say I hope he isnt, Tiny whispered.

So she was not offended.


CHAPTER VII. THE SHADOW OF THE HALL.

Such was Christinas first meeting with Lord Manister in his own county. It occurred while his mothers invitation was exhilarating so many homes, and on the day when the Mundham mail bag would not hold the first draught of prompt replies. Until the garden party itself, however, no one at the rectory saw any more of Lord Manister, who had gone for a few days to the Marquis of Wymondhams place in Scotland, where he shot dreadfully on the Twelfth and was otherwise in queer form, considering that Miss Garth was also one of the guests. But under all the circumstances it is not difficult to imagine Manister worried and unhappy during this interval; which, on the other hand, remained in the minds of the people at the rectory, Christina included, as the pleasantest part of their month there.

Not that they suspected this at the time. Mrs. Erskine especially found these days a little slow. Having knowledge of Lord Manisters whereabouts, she was impatient for his return, and the more so because Christina seemed to have forgotten his existence. Christina was indeed puzzling, and on one embarrassing occasion, which with some girls would have led to a scene, she puzzled Ruth more than ever. Ruth tried to follow her presumptive example, and to put aside the thought of Lord Manister for the time being. Her consolation meanwhile was the lively camaraderie between Christina and Erskine, wherein Erskines wife took a delight for which we may forgive her much.

How well you two get on! she would say gladly to each of them.

Hes a man and a brother, Tiny would reply.

To which Ruth was sure to say tenderly: Its sweet of you, dear, to look upon him as a brother.

Ah, but dont you forget that hes a man, and not my brother really, but just the very best of pals! Tiny said once. Thats the beauty of him. Hes the only man who ever talked sense to me right through from the beginning, so hes something new. Hes the only man I ever liked without having the least desire to flirt with him, if you particularly want to know! And I dont believe his being my brother-in-law has anything to do with that, added the girl reflectively; it would have been the same in any case. Whats better still, hes the only man who ever understood me, my dear.

Hes very clever, you see, observed Ruth slyly, but also in all seriousness.

Thats the worst of him; he makes you feel your ignorance.

I assure you, Tiny, he thinks you very clever.

So youre crackin! laughed Tiny; and as the old bush slang filled her mouth unbidden, the smell of a hot wind at Wallandoon came into her nostrils; and there seemed no more to be said.

But that last assurance of Ruths was still ringing in her ears when her thoughts got back from the bush. She did not believe a word of it. Yet it was more or less true. Nor was Erskine far wrong in any opinion he had expressed to his wife concerning Christina, of whom, perhaps, he had said even less than he thought.

She was not, indeed, to be called an intellectual girl, in these days least of all. That was her misfortune, or otherwise, as you happen to think. Intellectual possibilities, however, she possessed: raw brain with which much might have been done. Not much can be done by a governess on a station in the back-blocks. Merely in curing the girls of the twang of Australia, more successfully than of its slang, and in teaching Tiny to sing rather nicely, the governess at Wallandoon had done wonders. But gifts that were of more use to Christina were natural, such as the quick perception, the long memory, and the ready tongue with which she defended the doors of her mind, so that few might guess the poverty of the store within. Nor had the governess been able to add much to that store. The liking for books had not come to Christina at Wallandoon; but in Melbourne she had taken to reading, and had reveled in a deal of trash; and now in England she read whatever Erskine put in her hands, and honestly enjoyed most of it, with the additional relish of being proud of her enjoyment. Erskine thought her discriminating, too; but converts to good books are apt to flatter the saviors of their taste, and perhaps her brother-in-law was a poor judge of the girls judgment. He liked her for finding Colonel Newcomes life more touching than his death, and for placing the Colonel second to Dr. Primrose in the order of her gods after reading The Vicar of Wakefield. He was delighted with her confession that she should love to be loved by Clive Newcome, while her defense of Miss Ethel, which was vigorous enough to betray a fellow-feeling, was interesting at the time, and more so later, when there was occasion to remember it. Similar interest attached to another confession, that she had long envied Œnone and Elaine because they were really in love. She seemed to have mixed some good poetry with the bad novels that had contented her in Melbourne. Two more books which she learned to love now were Sesame and Lilies and Virginibus Puerisque. It was Erskine Hollands privilege to put each into her hands for the first time, and perhaps she never pleased him quite so much as when she said: It makes me think less of myself; it has made me horribly unhappy; but if they were going to hang me in the morning I would sit up all night to read it again! That was her grace after Sesame and Lilies.

Why dont you make Ruth read too? she asked him once, quite idly, when they had been talking about books.

She has a good deal to think about, Erskine replied after a little hesitation. Shes too busy to read.

Or too happy, suggested Tiny.

Mr. Holland made a longer pause, looking gratefully at the girl, as though she had given him a new idea, which he would gladly entertain if he could. I wonder whether thats possible? he said at last.

Im sure it is. Ruth is so happy that books can do nothing for her; the happy ones show her no happiness so great as her own, and she thinks the sad ones stupid. The other day, when I insisted on reading her my favorite thing in Virginibus  

What is your favorite thing? interrupted Erskine.

El Dorado  its the most beautiful thing you have put me on to yet, of its size. I could hardly see my way through the last page  I cant tell you why  only because it was so beautiful, I think, and so awfully true! But Ruth saw nothing to cry over; Im not sure that she saw much to admire; and thats all because you have gone and made her so happy.

For some minutes Erskine looked grim. Then he smiled.

But arent you happy too, Tiny?

Im as happy as I deserve to be. Thats good enough, isnt it?

Quite. You must be as happy as youre pleased to think Ruth.

Well, then, Im not. I should like to be some good in the world, and Im no good at all!

I am sorry to see it take you like that, said Erskine gravely. I wouldnt have thought this of you, Tiny!

Ah, there are many things you wouldnt think of me, remarked Tiny. She spoke a little sadly, and she said no more. And this time her sudden silence came from no vision of the bush, but from what she loved much less  a glimpse of herself in the mirror of her own heart.

There was one thing, certainly, that none of them would have thought of her; for she never told them of her little quiet meddlings in the village. But I could tell you. Pleasant it would be to write of what she did for Mrs. Clapperton (who certainly seemed to have been unfairly treated) and of the memories that lived after her in more cottages than one. But you are to see her as they did who saw most of her, and to remember that nothing is more delightful than being kind to the grateful poor, especially when one is privately depressed. Little was ever known of the liberties taken by Christinas generosity, and nothing shall be recorded here. She must stand or fall without that, as in the eyes of her friends. Suffice it that she did amuse herself in this way on the sly, and found it good for restoring her vanity, which was suffering secretly all this time. She would have been the last to take credit for any good she may have done in Essingham. She knew that it wiped out nothing, and also that it made her happier than she would have been otherwise. For though a worse time came later, even now she was not comfortable in her heart. And she had by no means forgotten the existence of Lord Manister, as someone feared.

Ruth, however, put her own conversation under studious restraint during these days, many of which passed without any mention of Lord Ministers name at the rectory. The distracting proximity of his stately home was apparently forgotten in this peaceful spot. But the wife of one clerical neighbor, a Mrs. Willoughby, who accompanied her husband when he came to play lawn tennis with Mr. Holland, and indeed wherever the poor man went, cherished a grudge against the young noblemans family, of which she made no secret. It was only natural that this lady should air her grievance on the lawn at Essingham, whence there was a distant prospect of lodge and gates to goad her tongue. Yet, when she did so, it was as though the sun had come out suddenly and thrown the shadow of the hall across the rectory garden.

As for this garden party, cried Mrs. Willoughby, as it seemed for the benefit of the gentlemen, who had put on their coats, and were handing teacups under the trees, I consider it an insult to the county. It comes too late in the day to be regarded as anything else. Why didnt they do something when first they came here? They have had the place a year. Why didnt they give a ball in the winter, or a set of dinner parties if they preferred that? Shall I tell you why, Mr. Holland? It was because the general election was further off then, and it hadnt occurred to them to put up Lord Manister for the division.

They havent been here a year, my dear, by any means, observed Mrs. Willoughbys husband; and as for dinner parties, we, at any rate, have dined with them.

Well, I wouldnt boast about it, answered Mrs. Willoughby, who had a sharp manner in conversation, and a specially staccato note for her husband. We dined with them, it is true; I suppose they thought they must do the civil to a neighboring rector or two. But as their footman had the insolence to tell our coachman, Mrs. Holland, they considered things had reached a pretty pass when it came to dining the country clergy!

Their footman considered, murmured Mr. Willoughby.

He was repeating what he had heard at table, the lady affirmed, as though she had heard it herself. They had made a joke of it  before their servants. So they dont catch me at their garden party, which is to satisfy our social cravings and secure our votes. I dont visit with snobs, Mrs. Holland, for all their coronets and Norman blood  of which, let me tell you, they havent one drop between them. Who was the present earls great-grandfather, I should like to know? He never had one; they are not only snobs but upstarts, the Dromards.

At any rate, Mr. Holland said mildly, they cant gain anything by being civil to us. We dont represent a single vote. We are here for one calendar month.

Ah, it is wise to be disinterested here and there, rejoined Mrs. Willoughby, whose sharpness was not merely vocal; it supplies an instance, and thats worth a hundred arguments. Now I shouldnt wonder, Mr. Holland, if they didnt go out of their way to be quite nice to you. I shouldnt wonder a bit. It would advertise their disinterestedness. But wait till you meet them in Piccadilly.

Mrs. Willoughby is a cynic, laughed Erskine, turning to the clergyman, whose wife swallowed her tea complacently with this compliment to sweeten it. To so many minds a charge of cynicism would seem to imply that intellectual superiority which is cheap at the price of a moral defect.

Now Erskine had a lawn tennis player staying with him for the inside of this week; and the lawn tennis player was a fallen cricketer, who had played against the Eton eleven when young Manister was in it; and he ventured to suggest that the division might find a worse candidate. He was a nice enough boy then, said he, and I recollect he made runs; hes a good fellow still, from all accounts.

From all my accounts, retorted Mrs. Willoughby, refreshed by her tea, hes a very fast one!

Erskines friend had never heard that, though he understood that Manister had fallen off in his cricket; he had not seen the young fellow for years, nor did he think any more about him at the moment, being drawn by Herbert into cricket talk, which stopped his ears to the general conversation just as this became really interesting.

That reminds me, Mrs. Willoughby exclaimed, turning to Ruth. Was Lord Manister out in Australia in your time?

Ruth said No, rather nervously, for Mrs. Willoughbys manner alarmed her. I was married just before he came out, she added; as a matter of fact, our steamers crossed in the canal.

Well, you know what a short time he stayed there, for a governors aid-de-camp?

Only a few months, I have heard. Do let me give you another cup of tea, Mrs. Willoughby!

Now I wonder if you know, pursued this lady, having cursorily declined more tea, how he came to leave so suddenly?

Poor Mrs. Holland shook her head, which was inwardly besieged with impossible tenders for a change of subject. No one helped her: Tiny had perhaps already lost her presence of mind; Erskine did not understand; the other two were not listening. Ruth could think of no better expedient than a third cup for Christina; as she passed it her own hand trembled, but venturing to glance at her sisters face, she was amazed to find it not only free from all sign of self-consciousness or of anxiety, but filled with unaffected interest. For this was the occasion on which Christinas coolness quite baffled Ruth, who for her part was preparing for a scene.

Shall I tell you? asked Mrs. Willoughby.

Do, said Christina, to whom the well-informed lady at once turned.

He formed an attachment out there, Miss Luttrell! He could only get out of it by fleeing the country; so he fled. You look as though you knew all about it, she added (making Ruth shudder), for the girl had smiled knowingly.

About which? asked Tiny.

What! Were there more affairs than one?

Some people said so.

Mrs. Willoughby glanced around her with a glittering eye, and was sorry to notice that two of her hearers were not listening. That is just what I expected, she informed the other four. If you tell me that Melbourne became too hot to hold him I shall not be surprised.

Melbourne made rather a fuss about him, replied Christina in an excusing tone that pierced Ruths embarrassment and pricked to life her darling hopes. He was not greatly to blame.

But he broke the poor girls heart. I should blame him for that, to say the least of it.

You surprise me, said Christina gravely; I thought that people at home never blamed each other for anything they did in the colonies? Over here you are particular, I know; but I thought it was correct not to be too particular when out there. Your writers come out: we treat them like lords, and then they do nothing but abuse us; your lords come out: we treat them like princes, and, you see, they break our hearts. Of course they do! We expect it of them. Its all we look for in the colonies.

You are not serious, Miss Luttrell, said Mrs. Willoughby in some displeasure. To my mind it is a serious thing. It seems a sad thing, too, to me. But I may be old-fashioned; the present generation would crack jokes across an open grave, as I am well aware. Yet there isnt much joke in a young girl having her heart broken by such as Lord Manister, is there? And thats what literally happened, for my friend Mrs. Foster-Simpson knows all about it. She knows all about the Dromards  to her cost!

Ah, we know the Foster-Simpsons; they called on us last year, remarked Erskine, who devoutly trusted that they would not call again. His amusement at Christina hardly balanced his weariness of Mrs. Willoughby, and he took off his coat as he spoke.

Does your friend know the poor girls name, Mrs. Willoughby? Tiny asked when the men had gone back to the court; and her tone was now as sympathetic as could possibly be desired.

Im sorry to say she does not; its the one thing she has been unable to find out, said Mrs. Willoughby naïvely. Perhaps you could tell me, Miss Luttrell?

Perhaps I could, said Christina, smiling, as she rose to seek a ball which had been hit into the churchyard. Only, you see, I dont know which of them it was. It wouldnt be fair to give you a list of names to guess from, would it?

Fortunately Mrs. Willoughby put no further questions to Ruth, who was intensely thankful. For, as she told Christina afterward, I was on pins and needles the whole time. I never did know anyone like you for keeping cool under fire!

It depends on the fire, Tiny said. Mrs. Willoughby went off by accident, and luckily she was not pointing at anybody.

And Im glad she did, now its over! exclaimed Ruth. Dont you see that I was quite right about your name? So now you need have no more qualms about the garden party.

Perhaps Ive had no qualms for some time; perhaps Ive known you were right.

Since when? Since  since you saw Lord Manister?

Tiny nodded.

Do you mean to say you talked about it? Ruth whispered in delicious awe.

I mustnt tell you what he talked about. He was as nice as he could be  though I should have preferred to find him less beautifully dressed in the country; but I always felt that about him. I am sure, however, of one thing: he was no more to blame than  I was. I have always felt this about him, too.

Tiny, dear, if only I could understand you!

If only you could! Then you might help me to understand myself.


CHAPTER VIII. COUNTESS DROMARD AT HOME.

The hall gates were plain enough from the rectory lawn, but plainer still from the steps whence, on the afternoon of the garden party, Mr. Holland watched them from under the brim of the first hard hat he had worn for a fortnight. He was ready, while the ladies were traditionally late, but he did not lose patience; he was too much entertained in watching the hall gates and the hedgerow that hid the road leading up to them. Vehicles were filing along this road in a procession which for the moment was continuous. Erskine could see them over the hedge, and it was difficult to do so without sharing some opinions which Mrs. Willoughby had expressed regarding the comprehensive character of the social measure taken not before it was time by the noble family within those gates. There were county clergymen driving themselves in ill-balanced dogcarts, and county townspeople in carriages manifestly hired, and county bigwigs  as big as the Dromards themselves  in splendid equipages, with splendid coachmen and horseflesh the most magnificent. Greater processional versatility might scarcely be seen in southwestern suburbs on Derby Day; and the low phaeton which he himself was about to contribute to the medley made Erskine laugh.

We should follow the next really swagger turnout  we should run behind it, he suggested to the girls when at length they appeared; and Ruth took him seriously.

No, get in front of them, said Herbert, who was lounging on the steps, in dirty flannels which Erskine envied him. Get in front of them and slow down. Thatd be the sporting thing to do! They couldnt pass you in the drive. It would do em good.

However, the procession was not without gaps, and to Ruths satisfaction they found themselves in rather a wide one. As they drove through those august gates a parsons dogcart was rounding a curve some distance ahead, but nothing was in sight behind. Ruth sat beside her husband, who drove. She looked rather demure, but very charming in her little matronly bonnet; her costume was otherwise somewhat noticeably sober, and certainly she had never felt more sensibly the married sister than now, as she glanced at Christina with furtive anxiety, but open admiration. Tiny was neatly dressed in white, and her hat was white also. Do you know why I wear a white hat? she asked Erskine on the way; but her question proved merely to be an impudent adaptation of a very disreputable old riddle, and beyond this she was unusually silent during the short drive. Yet she seemed not only self-possessed, but inwardly at her ease. She sat on the little seat in front, often turning round to gaze ahead, and her curiosity and interest were very frank and natural. So were her admiration of the park, her anxiety to see the house itself, and even her wonder at the great length of the drive, which ran alongside the cricket field, and then bent steadily to the left. When at last the low red-brick pile became visible, Gallow Hill was seen immediately behind it, which surprised Christina; the lawn in front was alive with people, which put her on her mettle; and the inspiriting outburst of a military band at that moment forced from her an admission of the pleasure and excitement which had been growing upon her for some minutes.

I like this! she exclaimed. This is first-rate England!

Countess Dromard stood on the edge of the lawn at the front of the house, and apparently the carriages were unloading at this side of the drive. Ruth whispered hurriedly that she was sure they were, but she was not so sure in reality, and she now saw the disadvantage of arriving in a wide gap, which deprives the inexperienced of their lawful cue. She was quite right, however, and when some minutes elapsed before the arrival of another carriage to interrupt the charming little conversation Ruth had with Lady Dromard, the good of the gap became triumphantly apparent. The countess was very kind indeed. She was a tall, fine woman, with whom the shadows of life had scarce begun to lengthen to the eye; her face was not only handsome, but wonderfully fresh, and she had a trick of lowering it as she chatted with Ruth, bending over her in a way which was comfortable and almost motherly from the first. She had heard of Mrs. Holland, whom she was glad to meet at last, and of whom she now hoped to see something more. Ruth observed that they had the rectory only till September; she was sorry her time was so short. Lady Dromard very flatteringly echoed her sorrow, and also professed an envious admiration for the rectory, which she described as idyllic. That was practically all. What was said of the weather hardly counted; and a repetition of her ladyships hopes of seeing something more of Mrs. Holland and her party was not worth remembering, according to Erskine, who declared that this meant nothing at all.

Ruth, however, was not likely to forget it; though she treasured just as much the memory of a certain glance which she had caught the countess leveling at her sister. She thought that other eyes also were attracted by the white-robed Tiny, and the smooth-shaven turf was air to Ruths tread as she marched off with her husband and that cynosure. Nor was her satisfaction decreased when the first person they came across chanced to be no other than Mrs. Willoughby. This meeting was literally the unexpected treat that Ruth pronounced it to be, for the clergymans wife was smiling in a manner which showed that she had witnessed the countess singular civility to her friend.

Yes, Im here after all, said Mrs. Willoughby grimly. Henry made me very angry by insisting on coming, but of course I wasnt going to let him come alone. I hope you think he looks happy now hes here! (Mr. Willoughby and a brother rector might have been hatching dark designs against their bishop, who was himself present, judging by their looks.) I call him the picture of misery. Well, Mrs. Holland, I hope you are gratified at your reception! Oh, it was quite gushing, I assure you; we have all been watching. But wait till you meet them in Piccadilly, my dear Mrs. Holland.

Mrs. Holland left the reply to her husband, who, however, contented himself with promising Mrs. Willoughby a telegraphic report of the proceedings at that meeting, if it ever took place.

Ah, there wont be much to report, said that redoubtable woman; they wont look at you. But I shouldnt be surprised to see them make a deal of you in the country, if you let them.

It did not seem conducive to the enjoyment of the afternoon to prolong the conversation with Mrs. Willoughby. The party of three wandered toward the band, admiring the scarlet coats of the bandsmen against the dark green of the shrubbery, and their bright brass instruments flaming in the sun. The music also was of much spirit and gayety, and it was agreed that a band was an immense improvement to a rite of this sort. Then these three, who, after all, knew very few people present, followed the example of others, and made a circuit of the house, in high good humor. But Tiny found herself between two conversational fires, for Ruth would compel her to express admiration for the premises, which might have been taken for granted, while Erskine called her attention to the people, who were much more entertaining to watch. As they passed a table devoted to refreshments, at which a large lady was being waited upon very politely by a small boy in a broad collar, they overheard one of those scraps of conversation which amuse at the moment.

So youre a Dromard boy, are you? the lady was saying. Ive never seen you before. What Dromard boy are you, pray?

My names Douglas.

Oh! So youre the Honorable Douglas Dromard, are you?

The boy handed her an ice without answering as the three passed on.

I said youd see and hear some queer things, whispered Mr. Holland; but you wont hear anything much finer than that. The woman is Mrs. Foster-Simpson; her husbands a solicitor, and may be the Conservative agent, if his wife doesnt disqualify him. She professes to know all about the Dromards, as you heard the other day. You can guess the kind of knowledge. Even the boy snubs her. Yet mark him. The mixture of politeness and contempt was worth noticing in a small boy like that. Theres a little nobleman for you!

No, a little Englishman, said Tiny. Now thats a thing I do envy you  your schoolboys, your little gentlemen! We dont grow them so little in the colonies; we dont know how.

They were walking on a majestic terrace in the shadow of the red-brick house, their figures mirrored in each mullioned window as they passed it.

I call Lord Manister the luckiest young man in England, Ruth exclaimed during a pause between the other two. To think that all this will be his!

It rather reminds me of Hampton Court on this side, remarked Tiny indifferently.

And its by no means their only place, you know; there are others they never use, are there not, Erskine?  to say nothing of all those squares and streets in town!

But Erskine sounded the thick sibilant of silence as they passed a shabby looking person with a slouching walk and a fair beard.

I wonder how he got here? Tiny murmured next moment.

He has a better right than most of us.

What do you mean, Erskine?

Well, its the earl.

Earl Dromard? I should have guessed his gardener!

No, thats the earl. Old clothes are his special fancy in the country. Its his particular form of side, so they say.

Well, said Tiny, I prefer it to his sons, which has always appeared to me to be the other extreme.

I am sure Lord Manister is not over-dressed, remonstrated Ruth, with her usual alacrity in defense of his lordship.

No, thats the worst of him, answered her sister. There is nothing to find fault with, ever; thats what makes one think he employs his intellect on the study of his appearance.

They had seen Lord Manister in the distance. Presumably he had not seen them, but he might have done so; and Ruth supposed it was the doubt that made her sister speak of him more captiously than usual. But the criticism was not utterly unfair, as Ruth might presently have seen for herself; for as they came back to the front of the house, Lord Manister detached himself from a group, and approached them with the suave smile and the slight flourish of the hat which were two of his tricks. Christina asked afterward if the flourish was not dreadfully continental, but she was told that it was merely up to date, like the hat itself. At the time, however, she introduced Lord Manister to her sister Mrs. Erskine Holland, and to Mr. Holland, taking this liberty with charming grace and tact, yet with a becoming amount of natural shyness. Manister, for one, was pleased with the introduction on all grounds. From the first, however, he addressed himself to the married lady, speaking partly of the surrounding country, for which Ruth could not say too much, and partly of Melbourne, which enabled him to return her compliments. His manner was eminently friendly and polite. Discovering that they had not yet been in the house for tea, he led the way thither, and through a throng of people in the hall, and so into the dining room. Here he saved the situation from embarrassment by making himself equally attentive to another party. To Ruth, however, Lord Manisters civility was still sufficiently marked, while he asked her husband whether he was a cricketer; and this reminded him of Herbert, for whom he gave Miss Luttrell a message. He said they had just arranged some cricket for the last week of the month; he thought they would be glad of Miss Luttrells brother in one or two of the matches. But he seemed to fear that most of the teams were made up; his young brother was arranging everything. Christina gathered that in any case they would be glad to see Herbert at the nets any afternoon of the following week, more especially on the Monday. Lord Manister made a point of the message, and also of the cricket week, when, he said, you must all turn up if its fine. And those were his last words to them.

I see you know my son, said the countess in her kindliest manner as Ruth thanked her for a charming afternoon.

My sister met him the other day at Lady Almerics, replied Ruth, and before that in Australia.

I knew Lord Manister in Melbourne, added Tiny with freedom.

Do you mean to tell me you are Australians? said Lady Dromard in a tone that complimented the girls at the expense of their country. Then you must certainly come and see me, she added cordially, though her surprise was still upon her. I am greatly interested in Australia since my son was there. I feel I have a welcome for all Australians  you welcomed him, you know!

Christina afterward expressed the firm opinion that Lady Dromard had said this rather strangely, which Ruth as firmly denied. Tiny was accused of an imaginative self-consciousness, and the accusation provoked a blush, which Ruth took care to remember. Certainly, if the countess had spoken queerly, the queerness had escaped the one person who was not on the lookout for something of the kind; Erskine Holland had perceived nothing but her ladyships condescension, which had been indeed remarkable, though Erskine still told his wife to expect no further notice from that quarter.

And Im selfish enough to hope youll get none, my dears, he said to the girls that evening as they sauntered through the kitchen garden after dinner; because for my part Id much rather not be noticed by them. We were not intended to take seriously anything that was said this afternoon; honey was the order of the day for all comers  and cant you imagine them wiping their foreheads when we were all gone? I only hope they wiped us out of their heads! Were much happier as we are. Im not rabid, like Mrs. Willoughby; but she prophesied a very possible experience, when alls said and done, confound her! I have visions of Piccadilly myself. And seriously, Ruth, you wouldnt like it if you became friendly with these people here and they cut you in town; no more should I. I think you cant be too careful with people of that sort; and if they ask us again I vote we dont go; but they wont ask us any more, you may depend upon it.

I dont depend upon it, all the same, replied Ruth, with some spirit. Lady Dromard was most kind; and as for Lord Manister, I was enchanted with him.

Were you? Tiny said, feeling vaguely that she was challenged.

I was; I thought him unaffected and friendly, and even simple. I am sure he is simple-minded! I am also sure that you wont find another young man in his position who is better natured or better hearted  

Or better mannered  or better dressed! You are quite right; he is nearly perfect. He is rather too perfect for me in his manners and appearance; I should like to untidy him; I should like to put him in a temper. Lord Manister was never in a temper in his life; hes nicer than most people  but hes too nice altogether for me!

You knew him rather well in Melbourne? said Erskine, eyeing his sister-in-law curiously; her face was toward the moon, and her expression was set and scornful.

Very well indeed, she answered with her erratic candor.

I might have guessed as much that time in town. I say, if we meet him in Piccadilly we may score off Mrs. Willoughby yet! Wait till we get back  

All right; only dont let us wait out here, Ruth interrupted or Tiny and I may have to go back in our coffins!


CHAPTER IX. MOTHER AND SON.

A clever man is not necessarily an infallible prophet; and the clever man who is married may well preserve an intellectual luster in the eyes of his admirer by never prophesying at all. But should he take pleasure in predicting the thing that is openly deprecated at the other side of the hearth, let him see to it that his prediction comes true, for otherwise he has whetted a blade for his own breast, from whose justifiable use only an angel could abstain. There was no angel in the family which had been brought up on Wallandoon Station, New South Wales. When, within the next three days, Ruth received a note from Lady Dromard inviting them all to dinner at a very early date, she did not fail to prod Erskine as he deserved. But her thrust was not malignant; nor did she give vexatious vent to her own triumph, which was considerable.

You are a very clever man, she merely told him, and with the relish of a wife who can say this from her heart; but you see, youre wrong for once. Lady Dromard did mean what she said. She wants us all to dine there on Friday evening, when, as it happens, we have no other engagement; and really I dont see how we can refuse.

You mean that you would like to get out of it if you could? her husband said.

You dont need to be sarcastic, remarked Ruth with a slight flush. Who wants to get out of it?

I thought perhaps you did, my dear; to tell you the truth, I rather hoped so.

You dont want to go!

I cant say I jump.

Ruth colored afresh.

I have no patience with you, Erskine! Nobody is dying to go; but I own I cant see any reason against going, nor any excuse for stopping away; and considering what you yourself said about going to the garden party, dear, I must say I think youre rather inconsistent.

Holland gazed down into the flushed, frowning face, that frowned so seldom, and flushed so prettily. Always an undemonstrative husband, very properly he had been more so than ever since others had been staying in the house. But neither of those others was present now, and rather suddenly he stooped and kissed his wife.

There is no reason, and there would be no excuse; so you are quite right, he said kindly. Its only that one has a constitutional dislike to being taken up  and dropped. I have visions of all that. Im afraid Mrs. Willoughby has poisoned my mind; we will go, and let us hope itll prove an antidote.

They went, and that dinner party was not the formidable affair it might have been; as Lady Dromard herself said, most graciously, it was not a dinner party at all. Ten, however, sat down, of whom four came from the rectory; for Herbert had been over to practice at the nets, and was fairly satisfied with his treatment on that occasion, which accounted for his presence on this. The only other guests were an inevitable divine and his wife. The earl was absent. As if to conserve Christinas impression of the old clothes in which, as the natives said, his lordship liked himself, Earl Dromard had left for London rather suddenly that morning. Lord Manister filled his place impeccably, with Ruth at her best on his right. Herbert was less happy with Lady Mary Dromard, a very proud person, who could also be very rude in the most elegant manner. But Christina fell to the jolliest scion of the house, Mr. Stanley Dromard; and this pair mutually enjoyed themselves.

Young in every way was the Honorable Stanley Dromard. He had just left Eton, where he had been in the eleven, like his brother before him; he was to go into residence at Trinity in October. With a quantum of gentlemanly interest he heard that Miss Luttrells brother was also going up to Cambridge next term; but not to Trinity. Said Mr. Dromard, Your brothers a bit of a cricketer, too; he came over for a knock the other day; he means to play for us next week, if were short, doesnt he? Christina fancied so. Mr. Dromard said Good! with some emphasis, and Herberts name dropped out of the conversation. This became Anglo-Australian, as it was sure to, and led to some of those bold comparisons for which Christina was generally to be trusted; but the bolder they were, the more Mr. Dromard enjoyed them, for the girl glittered in his eyes. He was a delightfully appreciative youth, if easily amused, and his laughter sharpened Tinys wits. She shone consciously, but yet calmly, and made a really remarkable impression upon her companion, without once meeting Lord Manisters glance, which rested on her sometimes for a second.

So the flattering attentions of young Dromard were not terminated, but merely interrupted, by the flight of the ladies. When the men followed them to the drawing room the younger son shot to Miss Luttrells side with the fine regardlessness of nineteen, and furthered their friendship by divulging the Mundham plans for the following week. The cricket was to begin on the Tuesday. The men were coming the day before: half the Eton eleven, Tiny understood, and some older young fellows of Manisters standing. The first two were to be two-day matches against the county and a Marylebone team. The Saturdays match would be between Mundham Hall and another scratch eleven, and thats when we may want your brother, Miss Luttrell, added Mr. Dromard, though we might want him before. Our team has been made up some time, but somebody is sure to have some other fixture for Saturday.

I think he may like to play, said Christina.

Mr. Dromard seemed a little surprised.

Its a jolly ground, he remarked, and there will be some first-rate players.

I am sure he would like a game on your ground, Christina went so far as to say.

Do you dance, Miss Luttrell? asked the young man, after a pause.

When I get the chance, said Christina.

He gazed at her a moment, and could imagine her dancing  with him.

Suppose we were to do something of the kind here one evening between the matches; would you come?

If I got the chance, said Christina.

Dromard considered what he was saying. We ought to have a dance, he added in a doubtful tone, as though the need were greater than the chance; we really ought. But I dont suppose we shall; nothing is arranged, you see.

You neednt hedge, Mr. Dromard, said the girl, smiling.

Eh?

I shant expect an invitation!

She nodded knowingly as he blushed; but he had the great merit of being easily amused, and with another word she made him merry and at ease again. Not unreasonably, perhaps, a casual spectator might have suspected these two of a mild but immediate flirtation. Stanley, however, was at a safe and privileged age, and no eye was on him but his brothers. Lord Manister gave the impression of being a rather dignified person in his own home, but he was doing his gracious duty by the guests, none of whom seemed especially to occupy his attention, while he was reasonably polite to all. It was he, too, who at length suggested to Lady Dromard that Miss Luttrell would probably sing something if she were asked.

So Christina sang something  it hardly matters what. Her song was not a classic, neither was it grossly popular. It was a pleasant song, pleasantly sung, and the entire absence of pretentiousness and of affectation in the song and the singing was more noticeable than the positive excellence of either. The girl had no greater voice than one would have expected of so small a person, but what she had was in keeping. Lady Dromard, however, had a more sensitive appreciation of good taste than of good music, and she asked for more. Christina sang successively something of Lassens, and then Last Night, taking the English words in each case. She played her own accompaniments, and felt little nervousness until her last song was finished, when it certainly startled her to find Lady Dromard standing at her side.

Thank you! said the countess with considerable enthusiasm. You sing delightfully, and you sing delightful songs. You must have been very well taught.

Mostly in the bush, said Christina truthfully.

You come from the bush?

But you had some lessons in Melbourne, put in Ruth, who was visibly delighted.

Oh, yes, a few, Tiny said, smiling; as many as I was worth.

Ah, you shall tell me about Melbourne one day soon, said Lady Dromard to the young girl. Your sister has promised to come over and watch the cricket. I do hope you will come with her.

Christina expressed her pleasure at the prospect, and, taking the nearest seat, found Lord Manister leaning over the end of the piano and looking down upon her with a rather sardonic smile.

You havent looked at me this evening, he said to her under cover of the general conversation, which was now renewed. May I ask what I have done?

Certainly you may ask, Lord Manister, answered the girl with immense simplicity; but I cant tell you, because I am not aware that you have done anything beyond making us all very happy and at home.

Well, Im glad to hear that, said Manister, whose quasi-humorous tone lacked the lightness to deceive; I was afraid I had offended you.

Offended me! cried Christina, with widening eyes and a puzzled look. When have you seen me to offend me! I havent seen you since your garden party, and you certainly didnt offend me then  you were awfully nice to us all!

Ah, that wasnt seeing you, Lord Manister murmured. I dont reckon that Ive seen you since  the photographs. I had to go to Scotland; I meant to tell you.

It wouldnt have interested me, said Christina, with a shrug. It might have interested me if you had said  you were not going, she added next moment. Her tone had dropped. She looked at him and smiled.

Her smile stayed with him after she was gone; but from his face you would not have guessed that he was nursing a kind look. She had given him one smile, which made up for many things. But you would have thought, with his people, that he had been suffering the whole evening from acute boredom: you might well have fancied, with Lady Mary, that a remark disparaging Australian women would have met with a grateful response from him. The response it did meet with was anything but grateful to Lady Mary Dromard. It drove her from the room, in which Manister and his mother were presently left alone.

I think you were just, the countess said critically. They are pleasant people, and quite all right. The young man is their weak point.

They always are, her son remarked, rather savagely still. Theyre larrikins!

The young girl was especially nice, and sang like a lady.

Ah, you approve of her, said Lord Manister dryly.

Entirely, I think. Evidently you dont. I only saw you speak to her once, toward the end. Yet she has met you in Australia; I should have recognized that, I think. Now her people, Lady Dromard added tentatively, will be rather superior, I suppose, as colonials go?

Well, theyre rich; I suppose thats how colonials go.

For one moment Lady Dromard fancied that the sneer was for the colonials, and it surprised her; the next, she took it to herself, and very meekly for so proud a heart.

My dear boy! she murmured indulgently. Apart from their people, these girls  for the married one is as young as she has any right to be  strike one as fresh, and free, and pleasing. And they are ladies. Am I to believe that the majority out there are like them?

Manister shrugged his shoulders.

Thats as you please, my dear mother. These people didnt strike me as the only decent ones in Melbourne. I did meet others.

The countess tapped her foot upon the fender, and took counsel with her own reflection in the mirror, for she was standing before the fireplace while her son wandered about the room  her son with the reputation for a childlike devotion to his mother. There had been little of that sort of devotion since his return from Australia. Nothing between them was as it had been before. This bitter coldness had been his domestic manner  his manner with her, of all people  longer than the mother could bear. She knew the reason; she had tried to tell him so; she had tried to speak freely to him of the whole matter  even penitently, if he would. But he had never spoken freely to her; and once he had refused to speak at all, thence or thenceforth. Lady Dromard had made a resolve then which she remembered now.

Really, Harry, I cant make you out, she said lightly at length. You knock down the colonials with one hand, and you set them up with the other, as though they were so many ninepins. I am puzzled to know what you really mean, and what you mean satirically. You never used to be satirical, Harry! I should like to know whether you really approve of these people, or whether you dont.

I do approve of them, said Lord Manister, halting on the rug before his mother. I wont put it more strongly. But I am glad that you should have seen there are such things as ladies in Australia!

Their eyes met, and the mother forgot her resolve; for he had raised the subject himself, and for the first time.

You think of her still! whispered Lady Dromard.

Of course I do, returned Manister, roughly; and again he was striding about the room.

Never in her life, perhaps, had the countess received a sharper hurt; for he had refused to see the hand she had reached out to him involuntarily. Yet assuredly Lady Dromard had never spoken in a more ordinary tone than that of her next words, a minute later.

It occurred to me, Harry, that if we really think of dancing one evening during the cricket week, we might do worse than ask these people from the rectory. You must have girls to dance with. Still, if you think better not, you have only to say so.

I think its for you to decide; but, if you ask me, I dont see the least objection to it, said Lord Manister, with a smooth ceremony that had a sharper edge than his rough words. Im not sure, however, that they will come every time you ask them.

Pourquoi?

Because theyre the most independent people in the world, the Australians.

It would scarcely touch their independence, said Lady Dromard with careless contempt; but we can really do without them, and I am glad of your hint, because now I shall not think of asking them.

Now, my dear mother, cried Lord Manister, no longer either hot or cold, but his old self for once in his anxiety you misunderstand me entirely! Im not great on a dance at all, but if were to have one we must, as you say, have somebody to dance with; and I want you to ask these people.


CHAPTER X. A THREATENING DAWN.

I like a dance where you can dance, said Herbert, who was looking at himself in a glass and wondering how long his white tie had been on one side. It was worth fifty of the swell show you took us to in town, Ruth.

I am glad you two have enjoyed it so, returned Ruth, with her eye, however, upon her husband. Of course theres a great difference between a big dance in town and a little one in the country.

Tiny seemed busy. She was tearing her programme into small pieces, and dropping them at her feet, so that when she had gone up to bed it was as though a paper chase had passed through the rectory study, where they had all gathered for a few moments on their return from the dance. Christina, however, was not too preoccupied to chime in on her own note:

Its like the difference between Riverina and Victoria  there were acres to the sheep instead of sheep to the acre.

Now there was no merit in this speech, but to those who understood it the comparison was apt, and Erskine knew enough of Australia to understand. Moreover, he had taught Tiny to listen for his laugh. So when he made neither sound nor sign the girl felt injured, but remembered that he had been extremely silent on the way home. And he was the first to go upstairs.

It has bored him, observed Christina.

He dont like dancing, said Herbert. Hes no sportsman.

I am afraid he cares for nothing but lawn tennis when hes here, sighed Ruth, who looked a little troubled. I am afraid he dislikes going out in the country.

They were silent for some minutes before Tiny exclaimed with conviction:

No; its the Dromards he dislikes.

And presently they made a move from the room. But on the stairs they met Erskine coming down, having changed his dress suit for flannels; and Ruth followed him back to the study, eying the change with dismay.

Surely youre not going to sit up at this hour?

Ruth had raised her glance from his flannels to his face, which troubled her more.

Im afraid the fine weathers at an end, Erskine answered crookedly; its most awfully close, at any rate. And I want a pipe.

He proceeded to fill one with his back to her.

Erskine!

Well, dear?

I wont be dear to you when youre cross with me. I want to know what I have done to vex you.

He had struck a match, and he lit his pipe before answering. Then he said gently enough:

If you think Im cross with you I should run away to bed; I certainly dont mean to be.

But he had not turned round.

You succeed, at any rate! As you seem to wish it, I shall take your advice.

Erskine heard her on the stairs with a twinge in his heart. He went to the door to call her down and be frank with her, but the shutting of her own door checked him. Setting this one ajar, he threw up the window, and stood frowning at the opaque pall that seemed to have been let down behind it like an outer blind. So he remained for some minutes before remembering the easy-chair. No one knew better than Erskine that he had just been unkind to his wife. He was not pleased with her, but he had refused to explain his displeasure when she invited him to do so. There was this difficulty in explaining it  that he knew it to be unreasonable, since the person who had vexed him most was not Ruth, but Christina. And not more reasonable was his disappointment in Christina, as he also knew. Yet the one thing in life not disappointing to him at the moment was his pipe; even the fine weather was most surely at an end.

He was tired of the rectory, which, wet or fair, had no longer either light or shadow of its own, for both were now absorbed in the deepening shadow of the hall. A week ago they had all dined there, now they had been dancing there, and meanwhile the girls had watched one of the matches, and were going to another. Erskine had been opposed to the dance, but the wife had prevailed; he was against their going to another match, but doubtless Ruth would have her way again, for she had shown a tenacity of purpose that surprised him in her, while he was crippled by a conscious lack of logic in his objections. He was not an arbitrary person, and it seemed that Ruth would stop for nothing less than a command where her heart was set; and her sister was with her. The whole trouble was, where their hearts were set.

He tried hard not to think the worst of Tiny, or rather the worst as it seemed to him. To make it easier, he called to mind various things she had said to him at various times concerning Lord Manister, of whom she had seldom failed to make fun. It amused and consoled Erskine to remember the fun; there must be hope for her still. Then he recalled common gossip about Lord Manister and his affairs; and there was hope on that side too. In less than a week the danger would be past, and those two would never see each other again. Consideration of the danger he had in mind, quá danger, provoked a smile. Tiny herself would have enjoyed the humor of that, she was so quick to see and to enjoy. But she could appreciate more than a joke, or did she only pretend to like those books? And the soul that shone sometimes in her eyes, did it lie much deeper? She interested Erskine the more because he could not be sure. She was a fascinating study to him, whatever she did or was trying to do. In any case, there was much good in her that he had fathomed, and more was suggested; and the finer the nature, the stronger the contrasts. Now as to contrasts  yet he had never seen that in Australia.

A penny for your thoughts!

Ten thousand pounds would not have bought them. It was his wife on the threshold, in a pale pink wrapper.

My dear! I pictured you asleep hours ago.

Were you picturing me when I spoke? Ruth said, with a smile. Im not sleepy  and I want to talk to you. May I sit down? An hour more or less makes no difference at this time of the morning.

Erskine rose from the easy-chair in which he had been smoking, and settled his wife in it against her will, and drew the curtains across the open window.

Im glad youve come down, Ruth, for I want to speak to you, too. I was a brute to you when I sent you away just now.

Well, I really think you were; but I know you must have had some reason; so Ive come down to have it out and be done with it.

My dear Ruth! said Mr. Holland uncomfortably; for was there any call to be frank with her at all? It would hurt; and could it do any good?

I suppose, pursued Ruth in a tone not perfectly free from defiance, its all because we went to this horrid dance! And Ill say Im sorry we did go, if you like; though why you should have such a down on the Dromards I cant for the life of me imagine.

My dear girl, said Erskine, smiling now that he had determined not to say everything, I really have no down on them at all. Theyre the most amiable family I know, considering who they are. They have a charming place, and they treat you delightfully while youre there. Considering who we are, and that we have no root in this soil, I grant you theyre particularly kind to us; but dont you think their kindness is just a little trying? I do, though I have nothing against them, personally or otherwise. I am not even a political opponent; if I had a vote for the division young Manister should have it. But Im not keen on so much notice from them; Ive said so before; theres no sense in it!

Ah, well, if only you would show me the harm in it!

Harm? Heaven forbid there should be any. One finds it a bore, thats all. Its a selfish reason, but its the truth  I should have had a better time this last week if the Dromards had been far enough!

And we should have had a worse  Tiny and I. No, Erskine, I know you better than you think. Youre not so selfish as all that; theres some other reason.

Erskine turned away with a shrug, to avoid her glance.

Something has annoyed you to-night. One of us has behaved badly. Was it Tiny or was it  

You? said Erskine, with a smile. From what I saw of your behavior, my dear, it was entirely creditable to you as a chaperon. Your face was seventeen, but your air was a frank fifty!

Then it was Tiny. I suppose she danced too much with those boys they have staying in the house. I should have thought there was respectability in numbers; I really dont see how they could matter.

They seemed to matter to Manister, remarked Erskine dryly.

Ruth winced, but he had wondered whether she would, or he would never have noticed it.

Surely you dont think Lord Manister cares who dances with our Tiny?

The amusement in her tone and manner was cleverly feigned, but instead of deceiving Erskine it spurred him to speak out, after all.

I hardly like to tell you what I think about Tiny and Lord Manister, he said gravely.

What on earth do you mean, Erskine? cried Ruth, reddening. Now you must tell me!

Erskine temporized, already regretting that he had said so much. It would hurt your feelings, he warned her grimly.

Not so much as your silence.

I wouldnt say it if I didnt look on her as my own sister by this time, and if I didnt think her the best little girl in the world  but one.

Now he spoke tenderly.

Say it, in any case, said Ruth, who had been uncommonly calm.

Then I am afraid she is making up to him, if you must know.

Which is absurd, said Ruth lightly; but in her anxiety to remain cool she forgot to seem surprised; and that was a mistake.

I wonder if you really think so? said her husband very quietly. If you do I cant agree with you; I wish I could.

You must! cried Ruth desperately. Do you know how many dances she gave him to-night?

Erskine knew only of one; his eyes rested on the remains of her programme lying on the floor in many fragments.

Well, that one was the lot! he was informed severely. And pray did you count how many times she spoke to him the other evening when we dined at the hall?

Not often, I grant you; I noticed that.

Yet you think she is making up to him!

Its a strong way of putting it, I know, said Erskine reluctantly; but really I cant think of any other. I wonder you dont realize that there are more ways of making up to a man than the dead-set method. Cant you see that a far more effective method is a little judicious snubbing and avoiding, which is coquetry? You take my word for it, thats the touch for a man like Manister, who is probably accustomed to everything but being snubbed and avoided. Then you speak of the one dance she gave him. Now I happen to know that they didnt dance it at all; they spent the time under the stars, for it was my misfortune to see them and their misfortune not to see me.

Well? whispered Ruth; and though she had never been so dark until now, that whisper would have drawn his lantern to her real hopes and fears.

I only saw them for an instant: I bolted; so I may easily be wrong; but it struck me that our Tiny was making up for her snubbing and avoiding. It has since occurred to me that they must have known each other rather well in Melbourne  rather better, at any rate, than you have ever led me to suppose.

As a womans last resource, Ruth aimed a stone at his temper.

So thats it! she exclaimed viciously.

Thats what?

The secret of your bad temper.

Well, to be kept in the dark doesnt sweeten a man, certainly, Erskine answered, in a tone, however, that was far from bitter. Then one cant help feeling disappointed with Tiny; and in this matter  to be frank with you at last  I am just a little disappointed in you too, my dear.

I always knew you would be, said Ruth dolefully. For her stone had missed, and there was no more fight in her.

Now dont be a goose. Its only in this one matter, in which  I cant help telling you  I dont think youve been perfectly straight with me.

Oh, indeed! cried Ruth, as her spirit made one spurt more. It was the last. The next moment she was weeping.

It annoys most men to make a woman cry. Those who do not become annoyed make impetuous atonement, partly, no doubt, to drown the hooting in their own heart. But Erskine could not feel himself to blame, and though he spoke very kindly, his kindness was too nearly paternal, and he spoke with his elbow on the chimney-piece. He told Ruth not to do that. He pointed out to her that there was no crime in her want of candor concerning her sisters affairs, which were certainly no business of his. Only, if there really had been something between Christina and Lord Manister in Melbourne  if, for instance, Mrs. Willoughby had gossiped unwittingly to Christina about none other than Christina herself  Erskine put it to his wife that she might have done more wisely to place him in a position silently to appreciate such capital jokes. He would have said nothing; but as it was he might easily have said much to imperil the situation; in fact, he had been in a false position all along, more especially at the hall. But that was all. There was really nothing to cry about. Perhaps to give her the fairest opportunity to compose herself, Erskine crossed the room and drew back the curtains to let in the gray morning; for the birds had long been twittering.

But Ruth had been waiting for the touch of his hand, and he had only given her kind words. She looked up, and saw through her tears his form against the gray window, as he shut down the sash. The lamp burnt faintly, and in the two wan lights it was a chamber of misery, in which one could not sit alone. Ruth rose and ran to Erskine, and laid her hands upon his arm.

It is raining, he said, without looking at her tears. I knew we were in for a break up of the fine weather.

Never mind the rain! Ruth cried piteously, with her face upon his coat. Will you forgive me now if I tell you everything that I know  everything? It isnt much, because Tiny has been almost as close with me as I have been with you.

My dear, he said, patting her head at last, and with his arms around her lightly, you both had a perfect right to be close.

But suppose Ive been at the bottom of the whole thing? Suppose I turn out a horrid little intriguer  what then?

She waited eagerly, and the pause seemed long.

Well, you wont have been intriguing for yourself, sighed Erskine  so that her face rose on his breast, as on a wave.

And then, playing nervously with a button of his coat, Ruth confessed all. As she spoke she gathered confidence, but not enough to watch his face. That was turned to the gray morning, and looked as gray as it. The fine weather had indeed broken up, and Essingham had lost its savor for Erskine Holland.


CHAPTER XI. IN THE LADIES TENT.

And yet, even at the time she made it, Ruth little dreamt how deeply her confession both galled and revolted her husband. He forgave her very kindly in the end, and that satisfied her lean imagination. Perhaps there was not much to forgive. There was enough, at all events, to trouble Erskine (to whom the best excuse there was for her was the least likely to suggest itself); but the matter soon ceased to trouble Erskines wife, because his smile was as good-tempered as before. He seemed, indeed, to think no more about it. When Ruth would speak confidentially of her hopes and wishes for Tiny (as though Erskine had been in her confidence all the time), he would chat the matter over with interest, which was the next best thing to sympathy. He had to do this oftener than he liked during the next twenty-four hours; for Ruth really thought that excessive candor now was a more or less adequate atonement for an excessive reserve in the past. Moreover, she genuinely enjoyed talking openly at last of the matter which had concerned her so long and so severely in secret.

Dont you think he means it? she asked her husband several times.

I am afraid he thinks he does, was one of Hollands answers.

Thats your way of admitting it, rejoined Ruth, who could bear his repudiation of her desires for the sake of his assent to her opinion, which Erskine was too honest to withhold. Of course he means it. Have you noticed how he watches her?

I have noticed it once or twice.

And did you see him watching his mother, the night we dined there, to see what impression Tiny made upon her?

So you spotted that! Erskine said curiously, not having given his wife the credit for such acute perception. Well, I own that I did, too; and that was worse than his watching Tiny. This is a youth with a well-known weakness for his mamma. She has probably more influence over him than any other body in the world. I am prepared to bet that it was she, and she alone, who whistled him back from Australia. Now though she did it partly by her singing  which, by the way, was rather cheap for our Tiny  theres no doubt at all about the impression Tiny has made upon Lady Dromard; and thats the worst of it.

The worst of it! as if he was beneath her! said Ruth mockingly. Or is it that you think her too terribly beneath him?

Tiny, said Erskine, shaking his head, is beneath no man that I have yet come across.

Then what can you have against it? Is it that you think she will grow so grand that we shall see no more of her! If so, it shows how much you know of our Tiny. Or do you think him too high and mighty to be honest and true? I dont profess to know much about it, continued Ruth scornfully, being stung to eloquence by his perversity, but I should have said an honest man and his love might be found in a castle, sometimes, as well as in a cottage!

Hearts just as pure and fair may beat in Belgrave Square as in the lowly air of Seven Dials, quoted Erskine, with a laugh. I grant all that; but if you want to know, my point is that Tiny would be thrown away on Belgrave Square! She is far too funny and fresh, and unlike most of us, to thrive in that fine soil; she would need to be clipped and pruned and trimmed in the image of other people. And that would spoil her. Whatever else she may be, shes more or less original as she stands. Shes not a copy now; but she will have to become one in Belgrave Square.

She will have to become one! cried Ruth, jumping at the change of mood. Then you think that Tiny means it, too?

I am afraid she means to marry him, said Erskine, with a sigh. I have visions of our Tiny ours no more, but my Lady Manister, and Countess Dromard in due course.

So delighted was Ruth with his opinion on this point that his other opinions had no power to annoy her; and in her joy she told him once more, and with much impulsive feeling, how sorry she was for having kept him in the dark so willfully and so long. She called him an angel of good temper and forbearance, and undertook to reward his generosity by never hiding another thing from him in her life. And she would never, never vex him again, she said  so earnestly that he thought she meant it, as indeed she thought herself, for half a minute.

But you mean to go to the match to-morrow? he asked her wistfully.

Oh, we must  if its fine. Its the last match of the week; besides, Herberts going to play.

This was an argument, and Erskine said no more. The chances are that he would have said no more in any case. The following afternoon Ruth drove with Tiny to the match, and with a particularly light heart, because she had not heard another word against the plan. Her one remaining anxiety was lest it might rain before they got to the cricket field.

For the day was one of those dull ones of early autumn when there is little wind, a gray sky, and more than a chance of rain; but none had fallen during the morning, which reduced the chance; while the clouds were high, and occasionally parted by faint rays of sunshine. The ground was so beautiful in itself that it was the greater pity there was no more sun, since, without it, well-kept turf and tall trees are like a sweet face saddened. The trees were the fine elms of that country, and they flanked two sides of the ground; but one missed their shadows, and the foliage had a dingy, lack-luster look in the tame light. On the third side a ha-ha formed a natural boundary, and the red, spreading house stood aloof on the fourth, giving a touch of welcome warmth to a picture whose highest lights were the white flannels of the players and the canvas tents. The tents were many, and admirably arranged; but one beneath the elms had a side on the ground to itself; and thither drove Mrs. Holland, alighting rather nervously as a groom came promptly to the ponys head, because this was the ladies tent.

To-day, however, the tent was not formidably full, as it had been when the girls had watched the cricket from it earlier in the week; this was only the Saturdays match. Ruth looked in vain for Lady Dromard, but received a cold greeting from her daughter, Lady Mary, upon whom the guinea stamp was disagreeably fresh and sharp. The sight of Mrs. Willoughby and her friend Mrs. Foster-Simpson on a front seat was a relief at the moment (the sight of anything to nod to is a relief sometimes); but Ruth was discreet enough to sit down behind these ladies, not beside them. She congratulated herself on her presence of mind when she heard the tone and character of some of their comments on the game. It would have done Ruth no good to be seen at the side of loud Mrs. Foster-Simpson or of loquacious Mrs. Willoughby, and it might have done Tiny grave harm. Mrs. Willoughbys husband, who had good-naturedly become eleventh man at the eleventh hour, was conspicuous in the field from his black trousers, clerical wide-awake, and shirt-sleeves of gray flannel. I hope you admire him, said his wife over her shoulder to Ruth; I tell him he might as well take a funeral in flannels!

Or dine in his surplice, added her friend Mrs. Foster-Simpson in a voice that carried to the back of the tent.

I just do admire Mr. Willoughby, Ruth said softly; he has a soul above appearances.

Youre not his wife, replied the lady who was.

You may thank your stars! shouted her too familiar friend.

Little Mrs. Holland turned to her sister and speculated aloud as to the state of the game, but her tone was an example to the ladies in front, who nevertheless did not lower theirs to supply the gratuitous information that the Mundham players had been fielding all day.

Theyre getting the worst of it, declared Mrs. Willoughby, perhaps prematurely.

Do them good, her friend said viciously, but with the soft pedal down for once. There would have been no holding them. That young Dromard, now  it will take it out of him. He wants it taking out of him!

Mr. Stanley Dromard, who had been scoring heavily all the week, happened to be in the deep field close to the tent. Ruth nudged her sister, and they moved further along their row in order to avoid the bonnets in front.

Horrid people! whispered Ruth.

Thats the earl by the canvas screen, answered Tiny. I should like to send him a new straw hat!

Hush! whispered Ruth in terror. Youre as bad as they are. Tell me, do you see Herbert?

Yes, there he is, all by himself. Theres a man out.

Is there? How tired they seem! Thats Lord Manister sprawling on the grass. What a boy he looks! You wouldnt think he was anybody in particular, would you?

I should hope not, indeed, on the cricket field!

I only meant he looked rather nice.

Certainly he looks nicer in flannels than in anything else; his tailor has less to do with it.

The patience of Ruth was inexhaustible. She watched the game until another wicket fell. Then it was her admiration for the scene that escaped in more whispers.

Isnt it a lovely place, Tiny?

Oh, its all that.

Ive never seen one to touch it, and I have seen two or three, you know, since we were married. But the house is the best part of it all. I would give anything to live in a house like that  wouldnt you?

I? My immortal soul!

And Tiny sighed, but Ruth, looking round quickly, saw laughter in her eyes, and said no more. Tiny was very trying. Was she half in earnest, or wholly in jest? Ruth could never tell; and now, while she wondered, a lady who knew her sat down on her right. Ruth was glad enough to shake hands and talk, and not sorry in this case to be seen doing so, while at the moment it was a very human pleasure to her to leave Tiny to take care of herself. And that was a thing at which Tiny may be said to have excelled, so far as one saw, and no further. The attacks of most tongues she was capable of repelling with distinction; against those of her own thoughts she made ever the feeblest resistance; and at this stage of Christinas career her own thoughts were a swarm of flies upon a wound in her heart. That was the truth  and no one suspected it.

During the next quarter of an hour the innings came to an end, and the fielders trooped over to the group of tents at another side of the ground. Tiny hoped that one of them would have the good taste to come to the ladies tent and talk to her; an Eton boy would do very well; Herbert would be better than nobody: but she hoped in vain. On her right Ruth had turned her back, and was quite taken up with the lady with whom she was not sorry to be seen in conversation. The chairs on her left were all empty; and those flies were fighting for her heart. It was the rustle of silk disturbed them in the end; and Lady Dromard who sat down in the empty chair on Tinys left.

I am so glad to see you both, said the countess as though she meant it; and she leant over to shake hands with Ruth, whose back was now turned upon her new found friend. Not so much was said to the pair in front, though those ladies had something to say for themselves. Lady Dromard gave them very small change in smiles, but made the conversation general for a minute or two, with that graceful tact at which, perhaps, she was, in a manner, a professional. With equal facility she dropped them from her talk one after another, much as the last wickets had fallen in the match, and until only Tiny was left in. For the countess had come there expressly to talk to Miss Luttrell, as she herself stated with charming directness.

I was afraid you were feeling dull; though really you deserve to, Miss Luttrell.

I was, said Tiny honestly; but I dont know what I have done to deserve to, Lady Dromard.

Its the last match, and a poor one, which nobody cares anything about. You should have come earlier in the week.

We were here on Wednesday afternoon.

But why not oftener? My second son made ninety-three on Thursday. I do wish you had seen that!

It wasnt my fault that I didnt, remarked Miss Luttrell. I suppose things came in the way.

Then you are a cricketer! exclaimed the countess. I am glad to hear it, for I am a great cricketer myself. No, I dont play, Miss Luttrell; only I know all about it.

Christina candidly confessed that she was not a cricketer in any sense  that, in fact, she knew very little about cricket; and the countess, who considered how many girls would have pretended to know much, was more pleased with this answer than she would have been with an exhibition of real knowledge of the game.

My only interest in this match, however, explained Lady Dromard, is in my eldest son. I do so want him to make runs! He has been dreadfully unsuccessful all the week.

Christina was discreetly sympathetic.

He is going in first, murmured the countess presently in suppressed excitement. We must watch the match.

So they sat without speaking during the first few overs, and the silence did much for Christina, by putting her at her ease in the hour when she needed all the ease at her command. Cool as she was outwardly, in her heart she was not a little afraid of Lady Dromard, whose manner toward herself had already struck her as rather too kind and much too scrutinizing. She now entertained a perfectly private conviction that Lady Dromard either knew something about her or had her suspicions. Not that this made Christina particularly uncomfortable at the moment. The countess had eyes and wits for the game only, following it intently through a heavy field glass grown light now that Manister was batting.

It was difficult to realize that this eager, animated woman was the mother of the young fellow at the wicket, she looked so very little older than her son; or so it seemed to Tiny, who now had ample opportunity to study not only her face and figure, but her quiet, handsome bonnet and faultless dress. Even Tiny could not help admiring Lady Dromard. Suddenly, however, the hand that held the field-glass was allowed to drop, and the fine face flushed with disappointment as a round of applause burst from the field and found no echo in the tents.

Manister is out! exclaimed the countess. He has only made two or three!

How fond she is of him, thought the girl, still watching her companions face, which somehow softened Christina toward both mother and son; so that now it was with real sympathy that she remarked, Poor Lord Manister! I am very sorry.

Some expressions of condolence from the seats in front threw the young girls words into advantageous relief.

The countess said presently to Christina, I am sorry it has turned out so dull a day; the ground looks really nice when it is fine and sunny.

It is a beautiful ground, answered Tiny simply; the trees are so splendid.

Ah, but youre used to splendid trees.

In Australia? Well, we are and we are not, Lady Dromard. I mean to say, there are tremendous trees in some parts; in others there are none at all, you know. Up the bush, where we used to live, the trees were of very little account.

I thought the bush was nothing but trees, remarked Lady Dromard; and Christina could not help smiling as she explained the comprehensive character of the bush.

So you were actually brought up on a sheep farm! said Lady Dromard, looking flatteringly at the graceful young girl.

Yes  on a station. It was in the bush, and very much the bush, laughed Tiny, for we were hundreds of miles up country. But most of the trees were no higher than this tent, Lady Dromard. The homestead was in a clump of pines, and they were pretty tall, but the rest were mere scrub.

Then how in the world, cried her ladyship, did you manage to become educated? What school could you go to in a place like that?

We never went to school at all, Tiny informed her confidentially. We had a governess.

Ah, and she taught you to sing! I should like to meet that governess. She must be a very clever person.

Her ladyships manner was delightfully blunt.

Now, Lady Dromard, youre laughing at me! I know nothing  I have read nothing.

I rejoice to hear it! cried the countess cordially. I assure you, Miss Luttrell, thats a most refreshing confession in these days. Only its too good to be true. I dont believe you, you know.

Christina made no great effort to establish the truth of her statement; for some minutes longer they watched the game.

But the countess was not interested, though her younger son had gone in, and had already begun to score. What were they? she said at length with extreme obscurity; but Christina was polite enough not to ask her what she meant until she had put this question to herself, and while she still hesitated Lady Dromard recollected herself, appreciated the hesitation, and explained. I mean the trees in the bush, at your farm. Were they gum trees?

Very few of them  there are hardly any gum trees up there.

Do you know that I have a young gum tree? said Lady Dromard amusingly, as though it were a young opossum.

No! said Tiny incredulously.

But I have, in the conservatory; you might have seen it the other evening.

How I wish I had!

The young girls face wore a flush of genuine animation. Lady Dromard regarded it for a moment, and admired it very much; then she bent forward and touched Ruth on the arm.

Mrs. Holland, will you trust your sister to me for half an hour? I want to show her something that will interest her more than the cricket.

Oh, Lady Dromard, I cant think of taking you away from the match, cried Christina, while Ruths eyes danced, and the bonnets in front turned round.

My dear Miss Luttrell, it will interest me more, now that Lord Manister is out.

But theres Mr. Dromard.

Oh, that boy! He has made more runs this week than are good for him. Miss Luttrell, am I to go alone?

The bonnets in front knocked together.


CHAPTER XII. ORDEAL BY BATTLE.

If Tiny Luttrell suffered at all from self-consciousness as she followed Lady Dromard from the tent, she hid it uncommonly well. Her color did not change, while her expression was neither bashful nor bold, and unnatural only in its entire naturalness. Considering that the conversation in the ladies tent underwent a momentary lull, by no means so slight as to escape a sensitive ear, the girls serene bearing at the countess skirts was in its way an achievement of which no one thought more highly than Lady Dromard herself. Christina had not merely imagined that she was being systematically watched. No sooner were they in the open air than the countess wheeled abruptly, expecting to surprise some slight embarrassment, not unpardonable in so young a face; and this was not the only occasion on which she was agreeably disappointed in little Miss Luttrell. The short cut to the house was a narrow path that crossed an intervening paddock. They followed this path. But now Lady Dromard walked behind, with eyes slightly narrowed; and still she approved.

Presently they reached the conservatory. It was large and lofty, and the smooth white flags and spreading fronds gave it an appearance of coolness and quiet very different from Christinas recollection of the place on the night of the dance, when Chinese lanterns had shone and smoked and smelt among the foliage, and a frivolous hum had filled the air. The gum tree proved to be a sapling of no great promise or pretensions. Nor was it seen to advantage, being planted in the central bed, in the midst of some admirable palms and tree-ferns. But Tiny made a long arm to seize the leaves and pull them to her nostrils, setting foot on the soft soil in her excitement; and when she started back, with an apology for the mark, her face was beaming.

But that was a real whiff of Australia, she added gratefully the first Ive had since I sailed. It was very, very good of you to bring me, Lady Dromard. If you knew how it reminds me!

I thought it would interest you, remarked Lady Dromard, who was herself more interested in the footprint on the soil, which was absurdly small. If you like I will show you something that should remind you still more.

Oh, of course I like to see anything Australian; but I am sure I am troubling you a great deal, Lady Dromard!

Not in the least, my dear Miss Luttrell. I have something extremely Australian to show you now.

Countess Dromard led the way through the room in which Tiny had danced. It was still carpetless and empty, and the clatter of her walking shoes on the floor which her ball slippers had skimmed so noiselessly struck a note that jarred. The desire came over Tiny to turn back. As they passed through the hall, a side door stood open; the girl saw it with a gasp for the open air. It was an odd sensation, as of the march into prison. It made her lag while it lasted; when it passed it was as though weights had been removed from her feet. She ran lightly up the shallow stairs; Lady Dromard was waiting on the landing, and led her along a corridor.

Here Tiny forgot that her feet had drummed vague misgivings into her mind; she could no longer hear her own steps the corridor was so thickly carpeted. It was a special corridor, leading to a very special room of delicate tints and dainty furniture, and Christina was so far herself again as to enter without a qualm. But her qualms had been a rather singular thing.

This is my own little chapel of ease, Miss Luttrell, the countess explained; and now do you not see a fellow-countryman?

She pointed to the window; and in front of the window was a pedestal supporting a gilded cage, and in the cage a pink-and-gray parrot, of a kind with which the girl had been familiar from her infancy. Oh, you beauty! cried Christina, going to the cage and scratching the birds head through the wires. Its a galar, she added.

Indeed, said Lady Dromard, watching her; a galar! I must remember that. By the way, can you tell me why he doesnt talk?

Christina answered, in a slightly preoccupied manner, that galars very seldom did. She had become quite absorbed in the bird; she seemed easily pleased. She went the length of asking whether she might take him out, and received a hesitating permission to do so at her own risk, Lady Dromard confessing that for her own part she was quite afraid to touch him through the wires. In a twinkling the girl had the bird in her hand, and was smoothing its feathers with her chin. The sun was beginning to struggle through the clouds; the window faced the west; and the faint rays, falling on the young girls face and the birds bright plumage, threw a good light on a charming picture. Lady Dromard was reminded of the artificial art of her young days, when this was a favorite posture, and searched narrowly for artifice in her guest. Finding none she admired more keenly than before, but became also more timid on the others account, so that she could fancy the blood sliding down the fair skin which the beak actually touched.

Dear Miss Luttrell, do put him back! I tremble for you.

Tiny put the quiet thing back on the perch. Then she turned to Lady Dromard with rather a comic expression.

Do you know what we used to do with this gentleman up on the station? said Tiny shamefacedly. We poisoned him wholesale to save our crop. But this one seems like an old friend to me. Lady Dromard, you have taken me back to the bush this afternoon!

So it appears, observed the countess dryly, or I think you would admire my little view. Thats Gallow Hill, and Im rather proud of my view of it, because it is the only hill of any sort in these parts. Then the sun sets behind it, and those three trees stand out so.

Ah! I have often wanted to climb up to those three trees, said Tiny, who took a tantalized interest in Gallow Hill; but I maynt, because Im in England, where trespassers will be prosecuted.

For a moment Lady Dromard stared. Then she saw that Christina had merely forgotten. Dear me, that stupid notice board! exclaimed the countess. Lord Dromard never meant it to apply to everybody. Next time you come here come over Gallow Hill, and through the little green gate you can just see. You will find it a quarter of the distance.

Christina had indeed spoken without thinking of Gallow Hill as a part of the estate, or of the warning to trespassers as Lord Dromards doing. Now she apologized, and was naturally a little confused; but this time the countess would not have had her otherwise. You shall go back that way this very evening, she said kindly, and I promise you shant be prosecuted. But Christina had to pet her fellow-countryman for a minute or two before she quite regained her ease, while her ladyship touched the bell and ordered tea.

How fond you must be of the bush! Lady Dromard exclaimed as the girl still lingered by the cage.

I like it very much, said Christina soberly.

Better than Melbourne?

Oh, infinitely.

And England?

Yes, better than England  I cant help it, Tiny added apologetically.

Theres no reason why you should, said Lady Dromard, with a smile. I could imagine your quite disliking England after Australia. Im sure my son disliked it when he first came back.

Did he? the girl said indifferently. Ah, well! I dont dislike England. I admire it very much, and, of course, it is ever so much better than Australia in every way. We have no villages like Essingham out there, no red tiles and old churches, and certainly no villagers who treat you like a queen on wheels when you walk down the street. Weve nothing of that sort  nor of this sort either  no splendid old houses and beautiful old grounds! But I cant help it, Id rather live out there. Give me the bush!

You are enthusiastic about the bush, said Lady Dromard, laughing; yet you dont know how fresh enthusiasm is to one nowadays.

Im afraid Im not enthusiastic about anything else, then, answered Christina with engaging candor. They tell me I dont half appreciate England; I disappoint all my friends here.

Ah, that is perhaps your little joke at our expense!

Christina was on the brink of an audacious reply when a footman entered with the tea tray. That took some of the audacity out of her. She had not heard the order given. Once more she reflected where she was, and with whom, and once more she wished herself elsewhere. It was a mild return of her panic downstairs. Now she felt vaguely apprehensive and as vaguely exultant. In the uncertain fusion of her feelings she was apt to become a little unguarded in what she said; there was safety in her sense of this tendency, however.

Lady Dromard was reflecting also. As the footman withdrew she had told him not to shut the door. The truth was she had got Christina to herself by pure design, though she had not originally intended to get her to herself up here. That had been an inspiration of the moment, and even now Lady Dromard was by no means sure of its wisdom. She had gone so far as to closet herself with this girl, but she did not wish the proceeding to appear so pronounced either to the footman or to the girl herself. It would make the footman talk, while it might frighten the girl. That, at any rate, was the idea of Countess Dromard, who, however, had not yet learnt her way about the young mind with which she was dealing.

The tea tray had been placed on a small table near the window. Lady Dromard promptly settled herself with her back to the light, and motioned Christina to a chair facing her.

Now youll be able to watch your beloved bird, said her ladyship craftily. I thought we might as well have tea now we are here. I thought it would be so much more comfortable than having it in the tent.

Tiny settled a business matter by stating that she took two pieces of sugar, but only one spot of cream. Unconsciously, however, she had followed Lady Dromards advice, for her eyes were fixed on the parrot in the cage.

I have only had him a few months, observed the countess suggestively. Something less than a year, I should say.

Yes? And Tiny lowered her eyes politely to her hostess face.

Yes, repeated Lady Dromard affirmatively. My son brought him home for me. It was the only present he had time to get, so I rather value it.

The girls gaze returned involuntarily to the bird she had caressed; apparently her interest was neither diminished nor increased by this information as to its origin.

He was in a great hurry to run away from us, was he not? she remarked inoffensively; but there was no attempt in her manner to conceal the fact that Christina knew what she was talking about.

He was obliged to return rather suddenly, said the countess after a moments hesitation. She made a longer pause before slyly adding, I consider myself very lucky to have got him back at all.

How is that, Lady Dromard?

And Christina outstared the countess, so that she was asked whether she would not take another cup of tea. She would, and her hand neither rattled it empty nor spilt it full. Then Lady Dromard smiled at the coronet on her teaspoon, and said to it:

The fact is I was terrified lest he should go and marry one of you.

One of us?

Some fascinating Australian beauty, said Lady Dromard hastily. So many aids-de-camp have done that.

Poor  young  men! said Tiny, as slowly and solemnly as though her words were going to the young mens funeral. It would have been a calamity indeed.

So far from showing indignation Lady Dromard leant forward in her chair to say in her most winning manner:

I should have been all the more terrified had I known you, Miss Luttrell!

Clearly this was meant for one of those blunt effective compliments to which Lady Dromard had the peculiar knack of imparting delicacy and grace. But the words were no sooner uttered than she saw their double meaning, and grimly awaited the obvious misconstruction. Tiny, however, had a quick perception, and plenty of common sense in little things. Instead of a snub the countess received a good-tempered smile, for which she could not help feeling grateful at the time; but now her instinct told her that she was dealing with a person with whom it might be well to be a little more downright, and she obeyed her instinct without further delay.

Miss Luttrell, I am sure there is no occasion for me to beat about the bush  with you, she began in an altered, but a no less flattering tone; I see that one is quite safe in being frank with you. The fact is  and you know it  my son very nearly did marry someone out there. Now you met him out there in society, and you probably knew everyone there who was worth knowing, so pray dont pretend that you know nothing about this.

Their eyes were joined, but at the moment Christinas was the cooler glance.

I couldnt pretend that, Lady Dromard, for it happens that I know all about it.

The countess was perceptibly startled. The girl was a friend of yours? she inquired quickly.

A great friend, answered Tiny, nodding.

How I wish you would tell me her name!

I mustnt do that. This was said decidedly. But it seems a strange thing that you dont know it.

It is a strange thing, Lady Dromard allowed; nevertheless its the truth. I never heard her name. You may imagine my curiosity. Miss Luttrell, I seem to have felt ever since I met you that you knew something about this  that you could tell one something. And I dont mind confessing to you now  since I see you are not the one to misunderstand me willfully  that I have purposely sought an opportunity of sounding you on the subject.

Christina smiled, for this was not news to her.

My son will tell me nothing, continued Lady Dromard, and I have, of course, the greatest curiosity to know everything. It is no idle curiosity, Miss Luttrell. I am his mother, and he has never got over that attachment.

Has he not? said Tiny with dry satire.

He has never got over it, repeated Lady Dromard in a tone which was a match for the other. Has the girl?

Tiny was startled in her turn. She hesitated before replying, and seemed to waver over the nature of her reply. It was the first sign she had shown of wavering at all, and Lady Dromard drew her breath. The girl was hanging her head, and murmuring that she really could not answer for the other girl. Suddenly she flung up her face, and it was hot, but not hotter than her words:

Yes, Lady Dromard, you are his mother. But the girl was my friend. He treated her abominably!

It wasnt his fault  it was mine, said Lady Dromard steadily.

Im afraid that does not make one think any better of him, murmured the young girl. Her chin was resting in her hand. The flush had passed from her face as suddenly as it had come. Her eyes were raised to the sky out of the window, and there was in them the sad, hardened, reckless look that those who knew her best had seen too often, latterly, in her silent moments. The sun was dropping clear of the clouds, and the brighter rays fell kindly over Tinys dark hair and pale, piquant face. The keen eye that was on her had never watched more closely nor admired so much.

Consider! said Lady Dromard presently, and rather gently. Try to put yourself in our place  and consider. We have a position, here in England, of which very few people can be got to take a sensible view; half the country professes an absurd contempt for it, while the other half speaks of it and of us with bated breath. We ourselves naturally think something of our position, and we try, as we say, to keep it up. Of course we are worldly, in the popular sense. We bring up our children with worldly ideas. They must make worldly marriages in their own station. Is it so very contemptible that we should see to this, and dread beyond most things an unwise or an unequal marriage? Now do consider: we let our son go out to Australia, because it is good for a young man to see the world before he marries and settles down  and mind! that was what he was about to do. If he had not gone to Australia then, he would have been married at once. He was all but engaged. It was a case of putting off the engagement instead of the marriage. We do not believe in long, formal engagements; we do not permit them. We find them undesirable for many reasons. So, you see, he goes out to Australia as good as engaged, but unable to say so, and very young, and no doubt very susceptible. Can you wonder that I tremble for him when he has gone? Well, he is the best son in the world, and has told me everything always. That is my comfort. But presently he tells one things in his letters which make one tremble more than ever, though he tells them jokingly. Then a cousin of Lord Dromards stays a day or two in Melbourne and comes home with a report  

Christinas face twitched in the sunlight. I suppose that was Captain Dromard? she said quietly; I never met him, but I saw him. She seemed to see him then, and that was why her face twitched. She was still staring out of the window at the yellowing sky.

Captain Dromard had forgotten the girls name, said the countess pointedly; but he told me enough to make me write to my boy  I nearly cabled! And do you think I was wrong?

Not from your point of view, Lady Dromard, answered Christina judicially, with her eyes half closed in the slanting sunbeams which she chose to face. Certainly you cannot have had very much faith in Lord Manisters judgment; but the case is altered if he was to all intents and purposes engaged to a girl in England; and, at all events, thats the worst that could be said of you  looking at it from your own point of view. But is not the girl out there entitled to a point of view as well? And the hardened reckless eyes were turned so suddenly upon Lady Dromard that the youth and grace and bitterness of the girl smote her straight to the heart.

There was a slight tremor and great tenderness in the voice that whispered, Did she feel it very much? Come, come  dont tell me it broke her heart!

No, I wont tell you that, said the girl briskly, but with a laugh which hurt. That doesnt break so easily in these days. No, it didnt break her heart, Lady Dromard  it did much worse. It got her talked about. It poisoned her mind, it killed her faith, it spoilt her temper. It did all that  and one thing worse still. Though it didnt break her heart, Lady Dromard, it cracked it, so that it will never ring true any more; it made her hate those she had loved  those who loved her; it made it impossible for her ever to care for anybody in the whole wide world again!

Lady Dromard had drawn her chair nearer to the girl, and nearer still. Lady Dromard was no longer mistress of herself.

Did it make her hate you, my dear?

It made her loathe  me.

Lady Dromard was seen to battle with a strong womanly impulse, and to lose. Her fine eyes filled with tears. Her soft, white hands flew out to Christinas, and drew them to her bosom. At this moment a young man in flannels appeared at the door, and the young man was Lord Manister; but the rich carpet had muffled his tread, and the two women had eyes for one another only  the girl he had loved  the mother who had drawn him from her. The same sunbeam washed them both.

Now I know her name  now I know it!

I think you cannot have found it out this minute, Lady Dromard.

But I have. I have never known whether to believe it or not, since it first crossed my mind, the night you dined here. You see, I know him so well! But he didnt tell me, and after all I had no reason to suppose it. Oh, he has told me nothing  and you are the gulf between us, for which I have only myself to thank. Ah, if I had only dreamt  of you!

Tiny suffered herself to be kissed upon the cheek.

Pray say no more, dear Lady Dromard, she said quietly. Shall I tell you why? she added, drawing back. Why, because its quite a thing of the past.

It is not a thing of the past, cried Lady Dromard passionately. He has never loved anyone else. He bitterly regrets having listened to me, and I, now that I know you  I bitterly regret everything! And he loves you ... and I would rather ... and I have told him what is the simple truth  how I have admired you from the first!

The last sentence was doubtless a mistake. It was the only one that would let itself be uttered, however, and before another could be added by either woman Lord Manister had tramped into the room. They fell the further apart as he came between them and stooped down, laying his hands heavily on the little table. His eyes sped from the girl to his mother, and back to the girl, on whom they stayed. One hand held his crumpled cap. His hair was disordered. In many ways he looked at his best, as Tiny had always said he did in flannels. But never before had Tiny seen him half so earnest and sad and handsome.

My mother is right, he said firmly. I love you, and I ask you to forgive us both, and to give me what I dont deserve  one word of hope!

The young girl glanced from his grave, humble face to that of his mother, through whose tears a smile was breaking. Lady Dromards lips were parted, half in surprise at the humility of her sons words, half in eagerness for the answer to them. Tiny Luttrell read her like a printed book, and rose to her feet with a smile that was equally unmistakable, for it was a smile of triumph.


CHAPTER XIII. HER HOUR OF TRIUMPH.

Now Herbert was taking part in the match, and Ruth was in the ladies tent, trying not to think of Christina, who was playing a single-wicket game in another place. But Erskine Holland was rolling the rectory court gloomily and quite alone, and he was tired of Essingham. Not only had the day kept fine in spite of its threats, but toward the end of the afternoon it turned out very fine indeed, and the light became excellent for lawn tennis, because there was nobody to play with poor Erskine. Even the good Willoughby was on the accursed field over yonder; and he mattered least. Ruth was there. Tiny was there. Herbert was not only there, but playing for Lord Manister, who was notoriously short of men. One can hardly wonder at Erskines condemnation of his brother-in-law, out of his own mouth, as a stultified young fraud in the matter of Lord Manister. As to the girls, some old tenets of his concerning women in general returned to taunt him for the ship-wreck of his holiday at least. Yet Ruth had but plotted for her sisters advancement, not her own. Whether Christina cared in the least for the man whom she evidently meant to marry, if she could, was, after all, Christinas own affair. Erskine had only heard her disparage him behind his back  at which Herbert himself could not beat her  whereas Ruth had at least been openly in favor of the fellow from the very first. But if Herbert was a fraud, what was the name for Tiny? Clearly the only trustworthy person of the three was Ruth, who at least  yet alone  was consistent.

To this conclusion, which was not without its pleasing side, Erskine came with his eyes on the ground he was rolling. But as he pushed the roller toward the low stone wall dividing the lawn from the churchyard, into which the balls were too often hit, one came whizzing out of it for a change, and struck the roller under Erskines nose. And leaning with her elbows on the low wall, and her right hand under her chin, as though it were the last right hand that could have flung that ball, stood the girl for whom a bad enough name had yet to be found.

Where on earth did you spring from? Holland asked, a little brusquely, as he stopped for a moment and then rolled on toward the wall.

If you mean the ball, replied Tiny, it must be the one we lost the last time we played. I have just found it among the graves, and it slipped out of my hand.

I meant you, said Erskine, with an unsuccessful smile; and he pushed the roller close up to the wall, and folded his arms upon the handle.

Oh, I have come from the hall by the forbidden path over Gallow Hill; but it seems that wasnt meant for us, and at any rate I have leave to use it whenever I like. She was puzzling him, and she knew it, but she met his eyes with a mysterious smile for some moments before adding: You cant think what a view there is from the top of the hill  I mean a view of the hall. Just now the sun was blazing in all the windows, like the flash of a broadside from an old two-decker; you see it made such an impression on me that I thought of that for your benefit.

Erskine acknowledged the benefit rather heavily with a nod.

What have you done with Ruth?

To the best of my belief she is watching the match; at least she was an hour ago.

Something has happened! exclaimed Erskine Holland, starting upright and leaving the roller handle swinging in the air like an inverted pendulum. His eyes were unconsciously stern; those of the girl seemed to quail before them.

Something has happened, she admitted to the top of the wall. I suppose you would get to know sooner or later, so I may as well tell you myself now. The fact is Lord Manister has just proposed to me.

Erskine dropped his eyes and shrugged slightly; then he raised them to the setting sun, and tried to look resigned; then, with a noticeable effort, he brought them back to her face, and forced a smile.

Im not surprised. I saw it coming, though I hardly expected it so soon. Well, Tiny, I congratulate you! He is about the most brilliant match in England.

Quite the most, I thought?

And I am sure he is a first-rate fellow, added Erskine with vigor, regretting that he had not said this first, and disliking what he had said.

Oh, he is a very good sort, acknowledged Tiny to the wall.

So you ought to be the happiest young woman in the world, as you are perhaps the luckiest  I mean in one sense. And I congratulate you, Tiny, I do indeed!

To clinch his congratulations he held out his hand, from which she raised her eyes to him at last  with the look of a cabman refusing his proper fare.

And I took you for the most discerning person I knew! said Tiny very slowly.

You dont mean to say  

His eagerness and incredulity arrested his speech.

I do mean to say.

That you have  refused him?

Tiny nodded. With thanks  not too many.

They stared at one another for some moments longer. Then Erskine sat down on the roller and folded his arms and looked extremely serious, though already the corners of his mouth were beginning to twitch.

Now, you know, Tiny, Im in loco parentis as long as youre in England. In this one matter youve no business to chaff me. Honestly, now, is it the truth that Lord Manister has asked you to marry him, and that you have said him nay?

It is the truest truth I ever uttered in my life. I refused him point-blank, added Tiny, with eyes once more lowered, as though the memory were not unmixed with shame, and before his own mother!

In the presence of Lady Dromard?

She nodded solemnly, but with a blush.

Good Lord! murmured Erskine. And I was ass enough to think you were leading him on!

She whispered, And so I was.

For one moment Erskine stared at her more seriously than ever; then the reaction came, and she saw him shaking. He shook until the tears were in his eyes; and when he was rid of them he perceived the same thing in Tinys eyes, but obviously not from the same cause.

I dont think its such a joke, said the girl, in the voice of one pained when in pain already. I am pretty well ashamed of myself, I can tell you. If you really consider yourself responsible for me I think you might let me tell you something about it; for you must tell Ruth  I darent. But if youre going to laugh ... let me tell you its no laughing matter to me, now Ive done it.

Forgive me, said Holland instantly; I am a brute. Do tell me anything you care to; I promise not to laugh unless you do. And I might be able to help you.

Ah, you would if anybody could; but nobody can; I have behaved just scandalously, and I know it as well as you do, now that its too late. Yet I wish that you knew all about it, Erskine! She looked at him wistfully. You understand things so. Would it bore you if I were to tell you how the whole thing happened?

The gilt hands of the church clock made it ten minutes to six when Erskine shook his head and bent it attentively. When the hour struck he had opened his mouth only once, to answer her question as to how much he knew of her affair with Lord Manister in Melbourne. He had known for a day and a half as much as Ruth knew; and he did not learn much more now, for the girl could speak more freely of recent incidents, and dwelt principally on those of that afternoon, beginning with Lady Dromards extraordinary attentiveness on the cricket field.

I felt there was something behind that, though I didnt know what; I could only be sure that she had her eye on me. However, I took a tremendous vow to face whatever came without moving a muscle. I think I succeeded, on the whole, but I was on the edge of a panic when she took me upstairs. I wanted to clear! I had qualms!

She was startlingly candid on another point.

I also made up my mind to behave as prettily as possible, just to show her. I was really pleased with the interest she seemed to take in what I told her about the bush, and I was quite delighted to see a galar again. But I neednt have made the fuss I did in taking it out of its cage; that was purely put on, and all the time I was mortally afraid that it would peck me. Yet I suppose, added Tiny, after some moments, you wont believe me when I tell you that I am ashamed of all that already?

Erskine declared that there was nothing in the world to be ashamed of; on the contrary, in his opinion she was perfectly justified in all she had done. With kind eyes upon her, he added what he very nearly meant, that he was proud of her; and his remark wrought a change in her expression which convinced him finally that at least she was not proud of herself.

Ah, you werent there, Erskine, said Christina sadly, her blue eyes clouded with penitence; you dont know how kind poor Lady Dromard was with all her dodges! She said it would be more comfortable to have tea up there. Comfortable was the last thing I felt in my heart, but I never let her see that; and besides, I didnt as yet guess what was coming. Even when she wanted me to tell her my own name, I couldnt be sure that she suspected me. I wasnt sure until she asked me whether the girl had got over it, when I knew from her voice. And I saw then that she really rather liked me, and half wished it to be; and I was sorry because I liked her; and though I spoke my mind to her about her son, I should have made a clean breast of everything to her if he hadnt come in just then. I should have told her straight that I didnt care that for him  not now  and that I had been flirting with him disgracefully just to try to make him smart as I had smarted. Thats the whole truth of it, Erskine; and I meant to tell her so in another second, because I couldnt stand her kissing me and crying, and all that. I should have been crying myself next moment. But just then he came in, and I remembered everything. I remembered, too, what she had had to do with it, on her own showing; and when I saw what she wanted me to say I think I became possessed.

Her brother-in-law was very curious to know all that Christina had said, but she would not tell him. She merely remarked that he would think all the worse of her if he knew, even though at the moment she could hardly remember any one thing that she had said. Then she paused, and recalled a little, and the little made her blush.

I didnt come well out of it, she declared.

Erskine threw discredit on her word in this particular matter; he sniffed an extravagant remorse.

Talk of hitting a man when hes down! exclaimed Tiny miserably. I hit Lady Dromard when the tears were in her eyes, and Lord Manister when he was hitting himself. He took it splendidly. He is a gentleman. I dont care what else he is  lord or no lord, he would always be a perfect gentleman. Whats more, I am very sorry for him.

Why on earth be sorry for him? asked Erskine with a touch of irritation; for when Tiny spoke of Lady Dromards tears, her own eyes swam with them; and to do a thing like this and start crying over it the moment it was done seemed to Erskine a bad sign. The event was so very fresh, and so entirely contrary to his own most recent apprehensions, that at present his only feeling in the matter was one of profound satisfaction. But the symptoms she showed of relenting already interfered not a little with that satisfaction, while, even more than by the remark that had prompted his question, he was alarmed by her answer to it:

Because I believe he does care for me, a little bit, in his own way  or he thinks he does, which comes to the same thing; and because, when alls said and done, I have treated him like a little fiend!

My good girl! said Holland uneasily, I should remember how he treated you.

Ah, no, answered Christina, shaking her head; I have remembered that far too long as it is. Thats ancient history.

Well, be sorry for him if you like; be sorry for yourself as well.

That was the best advice that occurred to him at the moment, but it set her off at a tangent.

I should think I am sorry for myself  I should be sorry for any girl who could so far forget herself! cried Christina, speaking bitterly and at a great pace. Shall I tell you the sort of thing I said? When I told him I could not possibly believe in his really caring for me, after the way in which he left Melbourne without so much as saying good-by to me or sending me word that he was going, he said it wasnt then he really loved me, but now. So I told him I was sorry to hear it, as in my case it might perhaps have been then, but it certainly wasnt now. I actually said that! Then Lady Dromard spoke up. She had been staring at me without a word, but she spoke up now, and it served me right. I cant blame her for being indignant, but she didnt say half she could have said, and it was more what she implied that sticks and stings. It didnt sting then, though; I was thinking of all the talk out there. It was when Lord Manister stopped her, and held out his hand to me and said, Anyway you forgive me now? I thought you had forgiven me  it was then I began to tingle. I said I forgave him, of course; and then I bolted. But I was sorry for him, and I am sorry for him, whatever you say, for I had cut him to the heart.... And he looked most awfully nice the whole time!

With these frivolous last words there came a smile: the normal girl shone out for an instant, as the sun breaks through clouds; and Erskine took advantage of the gleam.

To the heart of his vanity  thats where you cut. Youve humiliated him certainly; but surely he deserved it? In any case, youve given young Manister the right-about; and upon my soul thats rather a performance for our Tiny! I should only like to have seen it.

Its good of you to call me your Tiny, returned the young girl rather coldly. But dont talk to me about performances, please, unless you mean disgraceful performances. I wish I had never come to England  I wish I was back in Australia  I wish I was up at the station! she cried with sudden passion. I am miserable, and you wont understand me; and Ruth couldnt if she tried.

My dear girl, Erskine said in rather an injured tone, surely youre a little unfair on us both? Ruth will understand when I tell her; and as for me  I think I understand you already.

Not you! answered Tiny disdainfully. You call it a performance! You treat it as a joke! And she left him, with the tears in her eyes.

He watched her enter the garden by the little gate lower down, and saunter toward the house with lagging steps. The low sun streamed upon her drooping figure. Even at that distance, and with her face hidden from him, she seemed to Erskine the incarnation of all that was wayward and willful and sweet in girlhood. And her tears and temper made her doubly sweet, as the rain draws new fragrance from a flower; but they had also made her doubly difficult to understand. One moment he had seen her plainly, as in the lime light; in another, she had retired to a deeper shade than before. The explanation of her conduct toward Lord Manister had been a sufficiently startling revelation, yet a perfectly lucid one; but what of this prompt transition to tears and penitence? The only interpretation which suggested itself to Erskine was one that he refused to entertain. He preferred to attribute Christinas present state of mind to mere reaction; if the reaction had taken a rather hysterical form, that, perhaps, was not to be wondered at. Moreover, this seemed to be indeed the case; for the girl was seen no more that day, save by Ruth, who by night was perhaps the most disappointed person in the parish; only she managed to conceal her disappointment in a way that it was impossible not to admire.

Nevertheless dinner at the rectory was a dismal meal, and the more so for the high spirits of Herbert, which, meeting with no response, turned to silence. Poor Herbert happened to have distinguished himself in the match, which, indeed, he had been largely instrumental in winning for his side; but neither Ruth nor her husband showed any interest in his exploit, and Tiny was not there. Erskine was no cricketer; Herbert hated him for it, and made a sullen attack on the claret. But at length it dawned upon him that there was some special reason for the silence and glum looks at either end of the table, for which Christinas alleged headache would not in itself account; and when Ruth left the table early to look after Tiny, he said bluntly to Erskine:

Youre enough to give a fellow the blues, the pair of you! Whats wrong? Have I done anything, or has Tiny?

Erskine temporized, pushing forward the claret. I understand you have done something, he said with a first approach to geniality; but, upon my word, old fellow, I dont know what it is. I couldnt listen, for the life of me; and you must forgive me. Tinys upset, and thats upset Ruth, which I suppose has upset me in my turn. Please call me names  I deserve them  and then tell me again what you have done.

Herbert did not require two invitations to do this. He had not only acquitted himself brilliantly, but there was a peculiar piquancy in his success; he had saved the side which had treated him with unobtrusive but galling contempt until the last moment, when he opened their eyes, and their throats too. They had put him to field at short leg; during the intervals, after the fall of a wicket, not one of them had spoken a word to him, save good-natured Mr. Willoughby; and they had sent him in last, with hopeless faces, when there were many runs to get. The good batsmen, beginning with Lord Manister, had mostly failed miserably. The Honorable Stanley Dromard, who had been in fine form all the week, had alone done well; and he was still at the wicket when Herbert whipped in, with his ears full of gratuitous instructions to keep his wicket up, and not to try to hit the professional, and his heart full of other designs. Those instructions were given without much knowledge of this young Australian, who took a sincere delight in disregarding them. He had hit out from the very first, particularly at the professional, who disliked being hit, and who was also somewhat demoralized by the extreme respect with which he had been treated by preceding batsmen. There were thirty runs to make when Herbert went in, and in a quarter of an hour he made them nearly all from his own bat, exhibiting an almost insolent amount of coolness and nerve at the crisis. The best of it was that no one had considered it a crisis when he went in; but his truculent batting had immediately made it one, and ultimately, in a scene of the greatest excitement, of which Herbert was the hero, an almost certain defeat had been converted into a glorious victory. All this was confirmed by the local newspaper next day; considering his achievement and his character, the hero himself told his tale with modesty.

He bowled like beggary, he concluded, in allusion to the discomfited professional; but I tell you, old toucher, we were too many measles for him!

They were more civil to you after that?

My oath! said Herbert complacently. Those Eton jokers kicked up hells delight! Stanley Dromard shook hands with me between the wickets, and said I ought to be going up to Trinity; but hes a real good sportsman, with less side than youd think. His governor, the earl, congratulated me in person  you bet I felt it down my marrow! He wants to know how it is Im not playing for the Australians. The only man who didnt say a word to me was that dam fool Manister.

Ah, he was on the ground, then?

He turned up as I went in; and when I came out he didnt look at me. Who the blazes does he think he is? Im as good a man as him, though Im a larrikin and hes a twopenny lord. I dont care what he is, I had the bulge over him to-day  he made four!

Perhaps someone else has had the bulge over him, too, suggested Erskine gently.

Has someone?

Erskine nodded.

Our Tiny?

Yes; he has asked her to marry him, and she has refused him on the spot.

Herbert shot out of his chair.

Sore you crackin! I thought something was wrong, man? O Lord, this is a treat!

Its a treat she didnt prepare one for. I had visions of a very different upshot.

Aha! you never know where you have our Tiny. No more does old Manister. Oh, but this is a treat for the gods!

I told Tiny it was a performance, Erskine said reflectively; it struck me as one, and I was trying to cheer her up  but that wasnt the way.

No? Shes a terror, our Tiny! murmured Herbert, with a running chuckle. Now I know why the brute was so civil to me the first time I met him in these parts. Even then my hand itched to fill his eye for him, but I didnt say anything, because Tiny seemed on the job herself. To think this was her game! I must go and shake hands with her. I must go and tell her shes done better than filling up his eye.

Dont you, said Erskine quietly. I wouldnt say much to her afterward, either, if I may give you a hint. She doesnt take quite our view of this matter. Not that we can pretend that ours is at all a nice view of it, mind you; only I really do regard it as a bit of a performance on our Tinys part, and I should like to have seen it.

By ghost, so should I! And seriously, added Herbert, he deserved all hes got. I happen to know.


CHAPTER XIV. A CYCLE OF MOODS.

But the girl herself chose to think otherwise. That was her perversity. She could now see excuses for her own ill-treatment in the past, but none for the revenge she had just taken on the man who had treated her badly. A revenge it had certainly been, plotted systematically, and carried out from first to last in sufficiently cold blood. But already she was ashamed of it. So sincerely ashamed was Christina, now that she had completed her retaliation and secured her triumph, that she very much exaggerated the evil she had done, and could imagine no baser behavior than her own. She had, indeed, felt the baseness of it while yet there was time to draw back, but the memory of her own humiliation had been her goad whenever she hesitated; and then the way had been made irresistibly easy for her. But this was no comfort to her now. Neither was that goad any excuse to her self-accusing mind; for she could feel it no longer, which made her wonder how she had ever felt it at all. Her judgment was obscured by the magnitude of her meanness in her own eyes. The revulsion of feeling was as complete as it was startling and distressing to herself.

In her trouble and excitement that night it became necessary for her to speak to someone, and she spoke with unusual freedom to Ruth, who displayed on this occasion, among others, a really lamentable want of tact. Tiny sought to explain her trouble: it was not that she could possibly care for Lord Manister again, or dream of marrying him under any circumstances (Ruth said nothing to all this), but that she half believed he really cared for her (Ruth was sure of it), in his own way (Ruth seemed to believe in his way); and in any case she was very sorry for him. So was Ruth. In all the circumstances the sorrow of Ruth might well have received a less frank expression than she thought fit to give it.

But it is only fair to say that this did not occur to Ruth. She was in and out of the room until at last Christina was asleep, and dreaming of the hall windows ablaze against the sunset, while again and again in her sleep the warm, broken voice of Lady Dromard turned hard and cold. Ruth watched her affectionately enough as she slept, and consoled herself for her own disappointment by the reflection that at least they understood one another now. Therefore it was a rude shock to her when Christina came down next day and would hardly look at any of them.

Her mood had changed; it was now her worst. She was pale still, but her expression was set, and there was a quarrelsome glitter in her eyes; the fact being that she was a little tired of chastising herself, and exceedingly ready to begin on some second person. So Erskine himself was badly snubbed at his own breakfast table, and when Tiny afterward took herself into the kitchen garden Ruth followed her for an explanation, in the fullness of her confidence that they understood one another at last. No explanation was given, Tiny merely remarking that she was sorry if she had been rude, but that she was in an evil state all through, and unfit for human society. To Ruth, however, this only meant that Tiny was unfit to be alone. So Ruth remained in the kitchen garden too, and was good enough to resume gratuitously her consolations of the night before. But in a very few minutes she returned, complaining, to her husband.

My dear, said he at once, you oughtnt to have gone near her. Above all, you shouldnt have broached the subject of her affairs; you should have left that to her. She seems considerably ashamed of herself, and though I must say I think thats absurd, you cant help liking her the better for it. She surprised us all, but she surprised herself too, because she has found that she cant strike a blow without hurting herself at least as badly as anybody else; and that shows the good in her. Personally, I think the blow was justified; but that has nothing to do with it. The point is that if shes mortified about the whole concern, as is obviously the case, it must increase her mortification to know that we know all about it, and that she herself has told us. Which applies more to me than to you. It was natural she should tell you; she only told me because I happened to be the first person she saw, and I can quite understand her hating me by this time for listening. We must ignore the whole matter except when it pleases her to bring it up, and then we must let her make the running.

I hate people to require so much humoring! exclaimed Ruth, with some reason.

Well, I must say Im glad that you dont, her husband said prettily. As to Tiny, her faults are very sweet, and her moods are really interesting  but Im thankful they dont run in the family!

He seemed thankful.

Yet youre a wonderful man for understanding other people, returned Ruth as prettily; and her eyes were full of admiration.

Ah, well! Tinys not like other people. I think she must enjoy startling one. Our best plan is to expect the unexpected of her from this time forth, and to let her be until she comes to herself.

And that came to pass quite in good time. Having effaced herself all the morning and again during the afternoon, and having been grotesquely polite to the others (when it was necessary to speak to them) at midday dinner, Tiny appeared at tea in another frock and flying signals of peace. She seemed anxious to acquiesce with things that were said. So Erskine forced jokes which were sufficiently terrible in themselves, but they served a good purpose very well. Christina recovered her old form, and after tea made a winsome assault upon no less redoubtable a defender of his own inclinations than her brother Herbert. Him she successfully importuned to take her to church in the evening, although not to the church close at hand, where there was never, necessarily, any service in the rectors absence. Tiny, however, had heard from her friends in the village of a gifted young Irishman who wore a stole and held forth extempore in a neighboring parish; they found their way to it across the twilight fields. They did not return till after nine, when Christina seemed much brighter than before. Her brightness, however, was seemingly more grateful to Mr. than to Mrs. Holland, who enticed her brother into the garden after supper, to ask him whether Tiny had not mentioned Lord Manister.

Why, yes, she did just mention him, said Herbert; but thats all. I wasnt going to say a word about the joker, and just as we came back to the drive here she got a hold of my arm and thanked me for not having asked her any questions; so I was glad I hadnt. She said she wasnt by any means proud of herself, and that she wanted to forget the whole thing, if wed only let her. She doesnt want to be bothered about it by anybody. Those were her very words, as we came up the drive. She was jolly enough all the way there, talking mostly about Wallandoon. Youll have noticed how keen she is on the station ever since she went up there with the governor last April; I think the old place was a treat to her after Melbourne, to tell you the truth.

Ruth nodded, as much as to say that she knew. She asked, however, whether Tiny had talked also of Wallandoon on the way home.

No; she was a bit quiet on the way home. I think the sermon must have made an impression on her, but I didnt hear it myself; I put in a sleep instead. In the hymns, though, she sang out immense  by ghost, as if she meant it! I rather wished Id heard the sermon, remarked Herbert thoughtfully, because it seemed to set her thinking. I believe shes given to thinking of those things now and then; I shouldnt be surprised to see her go religious some day, if she dont marry; Id rather she did, too, than marry a thing like Manister!

The next day was their last at Essingham, for which not even Ruth could grieve, in view of recent events. The day, however, was its own consolation; it was cold and dull and damp, though not actually wet, so that Erskine, who spent the greater part of the morning in front of a barometer, had hopes of some final sets in the afternoon, when the Willoughbys were coming to say good-by. Nor was he disappointed when the time arrived, though the court was dead and the light bad; his own service was the more telling under these conditions. But to the two girls, who had been brought up to better things, it was a repulsive day from all points of view, and they were very glad to spend the morning in packing up before a hearty fire.

This is the kind of thing that makes one sigh for Wallandoon, Tiny happened to say once as she stood looking out of the window at gray sky and sullied trees. The thought was spoken just as it came into her head with an imaginary beam of bush sunshine. There was no other thought behind it  no human mote in that sunbeam certainly. But Ruth had raised her head swiftly from the trunk over which she was bending, and she knelt gazing at her sisters back as a dog pricks its ears.

Why Wallandoon? Why not Melbourne?

Because I have had enough of Melbourne, replied Christina quietly, and without turning round.

I thought you took so kindly to it?

Perhaps I did; I have taken kindly to many things that were bad for me in my time. And thats all the more reason why I should hanker after Wallandoon. I only wish we could all go back there to live!

Well, I must say I shouldnt care to live there now, remarked Ruth, with a little laugh; and I dont see how you could like it either, after civilization.

Ah, thats because you never cared for the station as I did, replied Christina, with her back still turned; you liked the veranda better than the run, and you hated the dust from the sheep when you were riding. I can smell it now! Just think: theyll be in the middle of shearing by this time. They were going to have thirty-six shearers on the board, and they expected the best clip theyve had for years. Cant you hear the blades clicking and the tar boys tearing down the board, and the bales being heaved about at the back of the shed  or see the fleeces thrown out on the table and rolled up and bounced into the bins  and father drafting in a cloud of dust at the yards? Cant I! Manys the time Ive brought him a mob of woollies myself. And how good the pannikin of tea was, and the shearers bun! I can taste em now. You never cared for tea in a pannikin. Yet perhaps if youd ever gone back to see the place since we left it, as I did, you might be as keen on it as I am. I own I wasnt so keen when we lived there. When I went back and saw it the other day, though, I thought it the best place in the world; and you would, too.

Is Jack Swift managing it now? Ruth asked indifferently.

You knew he was.

Really Im afraid I dont know much about it; but if youre so fond of the place as all that, Tiny, I should just marry Jack Swift, and live there ever after.

I suppose youre joking, said the young girl rather scornfully; but in case you arent perhaps it will relieve you to hear that, if ever I do marry, I shall marry a man  not a place.

And she turned round and stared hard through another window, which commanded a view of the Mundham gates and grounds; and Ruth made no more jokes; but neither, on the other hand, did Tiny expatiate any further on the attractions of station life at Wallandoon.

The Willoughbys came in the afternoon, when Mrs. Willoughby was severely disappointed, owing to the rudeness of Christina, who had disappeared mysteriously, although she knew that these people were coming. Mrs. Willoughby had seen her last leaving the cricket ground at Mundham under the wing of Lady Dromard  Mrs. Willoughby had looked forward immensely to seeing her again. But Christina had gone out, and none knew whither; the visitors idea was some private engagement at the hall; and this was not the only idea she expressed, a little too freely for the entire ease of Christinas sister. Happily they were only ideas. Mrs. Willoughby knew nothing.

Tiny, as it turned out later, had spent the whole afternoon in the village, saying good-by to her friends there. Ruth found this rather difficult to believe, as she had heard so little of the friends in question. Nevertheless it was strictly true, and Tiny had taken tea with Mrs. Clapperton, whose tears she had kissed away when they said good-by; but that was only the end of a scene which would have been a revelation to some who prided themselves on knowing their Tiny as well as anyone could know so unaccountable a person. At dinner that evening she seemed chastened and subdued, yet her temper, certainly, had never been sweeter. It was noticeable that, while she had a responsive smile for most things that were said, she made fun of nothing herself; and she was far too fond of making fun of everything. But for two whole days her moods had come and gone like the shadows of the clouds when sun and wind are strong together; and the last of her whims was not the least puzzling at the time. Later Ruth read it to her own extreme satisfaction; but at the time it did seem odd to her that anyone should desire a walk on so chilly and unattractive a night. Yet when they had left the men to themselves this was what Tiny said she would like above all things. And Ruth, who humored her, had her reward.

For she found herself being led through the churchyard; and when she hesitated as they came to the notice to trespassers, Tiny muttered in a dare-devil way:

Lady Dromard gave me leave to come this way whenever I liked, and I mean to make use of my privilege while I can. I want to see the hall once again  it has a sort of fascination for me!

More amazed than before, Ruth followed her leader up the western slope of Gallow Hill. The night was so dark that they heard the rustle of the beeches on top before they could discern their branches against the sky; and standing under them presently, panting from their climb, they gazed down upon a double row of warm lights embedded in blackness. These were the hall windows, in even tier, with here and there one missing, like the broken teeth of a comb. Outline the building had none; only the windows were bitten upon a sable canvas in ruddy orange and glimmering yellow, from which there was just enough reflection on the lawn and shrubs to chain them to earth in the mind of one who watched.

Only the windows, murmured Tiny musingly. Those windows mean to haunt me for the rest of my time.

I wish it were moonlight, Ruth said. I wish we could see everything.

No, I like it best as it is, remarked Tiny, after further meditation. It leaves something to your imagination. Those windows are going to leave my imagination uncommonly well off!

They stood together in silence, and the beeches talked in whispers above them. When Ruth spoke next she whispered too, as though they were just outside those lighted windows:

Yet you would rather live at Wallandoon than anywhere else on earth!

Tiny said nothing to that; but after it, at a distance, there came a sigh.

Whats the matter, Ruth?

Id rather not tell you, dear; it might make you angry.

I think I like being made angry just at present, said Christina, with a little laugh; but youve spiked my guns by saying that first; you are quite safe, my dear.

Then I was thinking  I couldnt help thinking  that one day you might have been mistress  

Of the windows? Then its high time we turned our backs on them! Thats just what I was thinking myself!


CHAPTER XV. THE INVISIBLE IDEAL.

On the flags of a London square, some days later, Ruth repeated the sigh that had succeeded on Gallow Hill, and once more Christina asked her what was the matter.

I was thinking, said Ruth with a confidence born of the former occasion, that one day all this, too, would have been more or less yours.

All what, pray?

Every brick and slate that you can see! All this is part of the Dromard estate; they own every inch hereabouts.

Christinas next remark was a perfectly pleasant one in itself, only it referred to a totally different matter. And thus she treated poor Ruth. At other times she would herself rush into the subject without warning, and out of it the moment it wearied or annoyed her; to follow her closely in and out required a nimble tact indeed. Nor was it easy to know always the right thing to say, or at all delightful to feel that the right thing to-day might be the wrong thing to-morrow. But into this one subject Ruth was as ready to enter at a hint from Tiny as she was now contented to quit it at her caprice. The elder sisters patience and good temper were alike wonderful, but still more wonderful was her faith. Instinctively she felt that all was not over between Tiny and Lord Manister, and like many people who do not pretend to be clever, and are fond of saying so, she believed immensely in her instincts. It must not, however, be forgotten that her wishes for Tiny were the very best she could conceive; and it should be remembered that she had nobody but Tiny to watch over and care for, to think about and make plans for, during the long days when Erskine was in the City. This was the great excuse for Ruth, which never occurred to her husband, and was unknown even to herself. Christina was her baby, and a very troublesome, bad baby it was.

But what could you expect? The girl was sufficiently worried and unsettled; she was suffering from those upsetting fluctuations of mind which few of her kind entirely escape, but which are violent in characters that have grown with the emotional side to the sun and the intellectual side to the wall. In such a case the mind remains hard and green, while the emotions ripen earlier than need be; and the fault is the gardeners, and the gardener is the girls mother. Now Mrs. Luttrell was a soulless but ladylike nonentity, with an eye naturally blind to the soul in her girls. All she herself had taught them was an unaffected manner and the necessity of becoming married. So Ruth had married both early and well by the favor of the gods, and Christina had restored the average by committing more follies of all sizes than would appear possible in the time. That in which Lord Manister was concerned had doubtless been the most important of the series, but its sting lay greatly in its notoriety. It had caused a light-hearted girl to see herself suddenly in the pupils of many eyes, and to recoil in shame from her own littleness. It had made her hate both herself and the owners of all those eyes, but men especially, of whom she had seen far too much in a short space of time. What she had done in England only heightened her poor opinion of herself now that it was done. She had seen her way to an incredibly sweet revenge, only to find it incredibly bitter. In striking hard she had hurt herself most, as Erskine had divined; instead of satisfying her naturally vindictive feeling toward Lord Manister that blow had killed it. Now she forgave him freely, but found it impossible to forgive herself; and so the generosity that was in a disordered heart asserted itself, because she had omitted to allow for it, not knowing it was there. Worse things asserted themselves too, such as the very solid attractions of the position which might have been hers; to these she could not help being fully alive, though this was one more reason why she hated herself. Her first judgment on herself, if a mere reaction at the beginning, became ratified and hardened as time went on. She became what she had never been before, even when notoriety had made her reckless  an introspective girl. And that made her twisty and queer and unaccountable; for, to be introspective with equanimity, you must have a bluff belief in yourself, which is not necessarily conceit, but Tiny was not blessed with it.

She has lost her sense of fun  thats the worst part of the whole business! exclaimed Erskine, one night when Christina had gone early to bed, as she always would now. She has ceased to be amusing or easily amused. The empty town is boring her to the bone, and if I dont fix up our Lisbon trip we shall have her wanting to go back to Australia. However, I am bound to be in Lisbon by the end of next month, and Im keener than ever on having you two with me. I know the ropes out there, and I could promise you both a good time  but that depends on Tiny. Let us hope the bay will blow the cobwebs out of her head; she wasnt made to be sentimental. I only wish I could get her to jeer at things as she used before we went to Essingham and while we were there!

Dont you think its rather a good thing she has dropped that? Ruth asked. She had no respect for anything in those days.

And her humor saved her! Pray what does she respect now?

Two or three people that I know of  my lord and master for one, and another person who is only a lord.

Look here, Ruth, I dont believe it, cried Erskine, who by this time was pacing his study floor. Why, she hasnt set eyes on him since the day she refused him  with variations.

I know  but shes had time to reflect.

Then I hope and pray she may never have the opportunity to recant!

Well, I wont deny that I hope differently, replied Ruth quietly; but Ive no reason to suppose theres any chance of it; and whatever happens, Erskine, you neednt be afraid of my  of my meddling any more.

My dear girl, I know that, said he cordially enough; but of course you tell her youre sorry for this, and you wish that. Its only natural that you should.

Ah, I darent say as much to her as you think, said Ruth, with a nod and a smile, for she was glad to know more than he did, here and there. You neednt be afraid of me; I have little enough influence over her. She has only once opened her heart to me  once, and thats all.

Which was perfectly true, at the time.

But a few days later the restless girl was seized with a sudden desire to spend her money (which is really a good thing to do when you are troubled, if, like Christina, you have the money to spend), and as her most irregular desires were sure to be gratified by Ruth when they were not quite impossible, this whim was immediately indulged. It was rather late in the afternoon, but, on the other hand, the afternoon was extremely fine; and it was a Thursday, when men stay late in Lombard Street on account of next days outward mails. Consequently there was no occasion for hurry; and so fascinated was Christina with the attractions and temptations of several well-known establishments, and last, as well as most of all, with those of the stores, that it was golden evening before they breathed again the comparatively fresh air of Victoria Street. It was like Christina to wish, at that hour, to walk home, and through as many parks as possible; it was even more like her to be extravagantly delighted with the first of these, and to insist on shouting Ruth a penny chair overlooking the ornamental water in St. James Park.

Glad as she was to meet her sisters wishes, when she would only express them, which she was doing with inconvenient freedom this afternoon, Ruth did take exception to the penny chairs. Her feeling was that for the two of them to sit down solemnly on two of those chairs was not an entirely nice thing to do, and certainly not a thing that she would care to be seen doing. Knowing, however, that this would be no argument with Tiny, she merely said that it would make them too late in getting home; and that happened to be worse than none.

Erskine said he wouldnt be home till eight oclock; and he told us not to dress, as plain as he could speak, Tiny reminded her. The other parks wont beat this; and you shall not be late, because Ill shout a hansom, too.

So Ruth made no more objections, though she felt a sufficient number; and they sat down with their eyes toward the pale traces of a gentle, undemonstrative September sunset, and were silent. Already the lamps were lighted in the Mall, where the trees were tanned and tattered by the change and fall of the leaf; at each end of the bridge, too, the lamps were lighted, and reflected below in palpitating pillars of fire; and every moment all the lights burnt brighter. Eastward a bluish haze mellowed trees and chimneys, making them seem more distant than they were; the noise of the traffic seemed more distant still, but it floated inward from the four corners, like the breaking of waves upon an islet; and here in the midst of it the stillness was strange, and certainly charming; only Tiny was immoderately charmed. She sat so long without speaking that Ruth leant back and watched her curiously. Her face was raised to the pale pink sky, with wide-opened eyes and tight-shut lips, as though the desires of her soul were written out in the tinted haze, as you may scratch with your finger in the bloom of a plum. She never spoke until the next quarter rang out from Westminster and was lingering in the quiet air, when she said, Why have we never done this before, Ruth?

Well, answered Ruth, I never did it myself before to-day; and I must own I think its rather an odd thing to do.

Ah, well, heaven may be odd  I hope it is!

Ruth began to laugh. My dear Tiny, you dont mean to say you call this heavenly?

Its near enough, said the young girl.

But, my dear child, what stuff! The couples keep it sufficiently earthly, I should say  and the smell of bad tobacco, and that childs trumpet, and the midges and gnats  but principally Arry and Arriet.

Now I just like to see them, said Christina, for once the serious person of the two, theyre so awfully happy.

Awfully, indeed! cried Ruth, with a superior little laugh. Very vulgarly happy, I should say! And Tiny did not immediately reply, but her eyes had fallen as far as the fretwork of the shabby foliage in the Mall, over which the sky still glowed; and when she spoke her words were the words of youthful speculation. She seemed, indeed, to be thinking aloud, and not at all sure of the sense of her thoughts.

Very vulgarly happy! she repeated, so long after the words had been spoken that it took Ruth some moments to recall them. I am trying to decide whether there isnt something rather vulgar about all happiness of that kind  from the highest to the lowest. Forgive me, dear  I dont mean anything the least bit personal  I find I dont mean a word Ive said! I wasnt thinking of the happiness itself so much, but of the desire for it. Oh, there must be something better for a girl to long for! There is something, if one only knew what it was; but nobody has ever shown me, for instance. Still there must be something between misery and marriage  something higher.

Her eyes had not fallen, but they shone with tears.

I dont know anything higher than marrying the man you love, said Ruth honestly.

Ah, if you love him! There is no need for you to know a higher happiness, even if one were possible in your case. But look at me!

You must marry, too, said Ruth with facility.

As I probably shall; but to be happy, as you are happy, one ought to be fond of the person first, as you were; and  well, I dont think I have ever in my life felt as you felt.

Stuff! said Ruth, but with as much tenderness as the word would carry.

I wish it were, returned Christina sadly; its the shameful truth. I have been going over things lately, and thats never a very cheerful employment in my case, but I think it has taught me my own heart this time. And I know now that I have never cared for anyone so much as for myself  much less for Lord Manister! If I had ever really cared for him I couldnt have treated him as I have done  no, not if he had behaved fifty times worse in the beginning. I was flattered by him, but I think I liked him, though I know I was dazzled by  the different things. I would have married him; I never loved him  nor any of the others!

Ah, well, Tiny, I am quite sure he loves you.

Not very deeply, I hope; I cant altogether believe in him, and I dont much want to. It is bad enough to have one of them in deadly earnest, added Christina after a pause, but with a laugh.

Is one of them  I mean another one? asked Ruth, correcting herself quickly.

Tiny nodded. She would not say who it was. I dont care for him either  not enough, she, however, vouchsafed.

Then you dont think of marrying him, I hope?

No, not the man I mean  she shook her head sadly at trees and sky I like him too much to marry him unless I loved him. Only if anyone else asked me  someone I didnt perhaps care a scrap for  I dont know what mightnt happen. I feel so reckless sometimes, and so sick of everything! This comes of having played at it so often that one is incapable of the real thing; more than all, it comes of growing up with no higher ideal than a happy marriage. And there must be something so much nobler  if one only knew what!

Very wistfully her eyes wandered over the fading sky. The thin, floating clouds, fast disappearing in the darkness, were not less vague than her desires, and not more lofty. Her soul was tugging at a chain that had been too seldom taut.

I know of nothing  unless youre a bluestocking, suggested poor Ruth, or go in for Womans Rights!

Then the sights and sounds of the place came suddenly home to Christina, and her eyes fell. A child rattled by with an iron hoop. A pleasure boat, villainously rowed, passed with hoarse shouts through the pillar of fire below the bridge and left it writhing. Her eyes as she lowered them were greeted with the smarting smoke of a cigar, and her nostrils with the smell that priced it. The smoker took a neighboring chair, or rather two, for he was not without his companion.

Christina was the first to rise.

I have been talking utter nonsense to you, Ruth, she whispered as they walked away; but it was kind of you to let me go on and on. One has sometimes to say a lot more than one means to get out a little that one does mean; you must try to separate the little from the lot. Ive been talking on tiptoe  it was good of you not to push me over!

They crossed the bridge, throbbing beneath the tread of many feet; in the Mall, under the half-clothed trees, they hailed a hansom, and Ruth greeted her reflection in the side mirror with a sigh of relief.

We should never have done this if we hadnt been Australians, she remarked, as though exceedingly ashamed of what they had done, as indeed she was.

Then thats one more good reason for thanking Heaven we are Australians! answered Tiny, with some of her old spirit. You may think differently, Ruth, but for my part thats the one point on which I have still some lingering shreds of pride.

And that was how Tiny Luttrell opened her heart a second time to Ruth, her sister, who was of less comfort to her even than before, because now her open heart was also the cradle of a waking soul. More things than one need name, for they must be obvious, had of late worked together toward this awakening, until now the soul tossed and struggled within a frivolous heart, and its cries were imperious, though ever inarticulate. To Ruth they were but faint echoes of the unintelligible; scarce hearing, she was contented not to try to understand. When Tiny said she had been talking on tiptoe, to Ruths mind that merely expressed a queer mood queerly. She did not see how accurately it figured the young soul straining upward; indeed the accuracy was unconscious, and Christina herself did not see this.

Queer as it may have been, her mood had made for nobility, and was, therefore, memorable among the follies and worse of which, unhappily, she was still in the thick. It passed from her not to return, yet to lodge, perhaps, where all that is good in our lives and hearts must surely gather and remain until the spirit itself goes to complete and to inhabit a new temple, and we stand built afresh in the better image of God.


CHAPTER XVI. FOREIGN SOIL.

There is in Cintra a good specimen of the purely Portuguese hotel, which is worth a trial if you can speak the language of the country and eat its meats; if you want to feel as much abroad as you are, this is the spot to promote that sensation. The whole concern is engagingly indigenous. They will give you a dinner of which every course (there must be nearly twenty) has the twofold charm of novelty and mystery combined; and you shall dine in a room where it is safe, if unsportsmanlike, to criticise aloud your fellow-diners, when their ways are most notably not your ways. Then, after dinner, you may make music in a pleasant drawing room or saunter in the quaint garden behind the hotel; only remember that the garden has a view which is necessarily lost at night.

The view is good, and it improves as the day wears on by reason of the beetling crag that stands between Cintra and the morning sun. So close is this crag to the town, and so sheer, that at dawn it looms the highest mountain on earth; but with the afternoon sunlight streaming on its face you see it for what it is, and there is much in the sight to satisfy the eye. Halfway up the vast wall is forested with fir trees picked out with bright villas and streaked with the white lines of ascending roads. The upper portion is of granite, rugged and bare and iron gray. The topmost angle is surmounted by square towers and battlements that seem a part of the peak, as indeed they are, since the Moors who made them hewed the stones from the spot; and the serrated crest notches the sky like a crown on a hoary head. Finer effects may recur very readily to the traveled eye, but to one too used to flat regions this is fine enough: thus Tiny Luttrell was in love with Cintra from the moment when she and Ruth and Erskine first set foot in the garden of the Portuguese hotel, and let their eyes climb up the sunlit face of the rock.

They were a merrier party now than when leaving Plymouth. They had left fog and damp behind them (it was near the end of October), and steamed back to summer in a couple of days; and that alone was inspiriting. Then they had already stayed a day or two in Lisbon, where Erskine had spent as many years when Ruth was an infant at the other end of the world, so that he was naturally a good guide. There, too, Ruth and Tiny made some friends, being charmingly treated by people with whom they were unable to converse, while Erskine attended to the business matter which had brought him over. The girls were not sorry to hear that this matter was hanging fire, as such matters have a way of doing in Lisbon, for they were enjoying themselves thoroughly. Ruth felt prouder than ever of her big husband when she saw him among his Portuguese friends, and she thought him very clever to speak their language so fluently. As for Tiny, she seemed herself again; she was willing to be amused, and luckily there was much to amuse her. Much, on the other hand, she could seriously admire, and her high opinion of Portugal was itself amusing after the fault she had found with another country; she even made comparisons between the two, which gave considerable pleasure when translated by Erskine. Cintra pleased her most, however. She delighted in the hotel, where there were no English tongues but their own; she even pretended to enjoy the dinner. So Erskine felt proud of his choice of quarters; only he missed his English paper, and had to go to the English hotel and purchase unnecessary refreshment on the chance of a glimpse of one. Your man-Briton abroad is miserable without that. It is a male weakness entirely. Holland took with him on that pilgrimage no sympathy from the ladies, who only derided him when he came back confessing that he had thrown his money away, as some other fellow was staying at the English inn and reading the paper in his room.

But Im very sorry theres another Englishman in the place, announced Christina; though I suppose one ought to be thankful he didnt choose our hotel. It is something like being abroad, staying here; one more Englishman would have spoilt the fun.

When you see the steeds Ive ordered for the morning, said Erskine, with a laugh, youll feel more abroad than ever.

And they did, indeed, when the morning came; for their steeds were three small asses in charge of a dark-eyed child who was whacking them for his amusement while he smoked a cigarette. A small but picturesque crowd had collected in the street to see the start, and were greatly entertained by the spectacle of the Senhor Inglez (a giant among them) astride a donkey little taller than a big dog. Interest was also shown in the camera legs, which Erskine carried like a lance in rest, while the camera itself was nursed by Christina, who had spoilt a power of plates in Lisbon without becoming discouraged. The small boy threw away his cigarette, and having asked Erskine for another, which was sternly denied him, smote each donkey in turn and set the cavalcade in motion.

They passed the palace in the little market place, and were unable to admire it; they passed the loathly prison, which is the worst feature of Cintra, and were duly abused by the prisoners at the barred windows; they were glad to reach the outskirts of the town, and to begin their ascent of the rock up which their eyes had already climbed. They were to devote the day to the ruined Moorish fort they had seen against the sky, and to the Palace of Pena, which stands on a peak hidden from the town; and Erskine, who was confident that they were all going to enjoy themselves very particularly, declared that the day was only worthy of the cause. There was not a cloud in the sky, and the weather was just warm enough for the work in hand. As the donkeys wended their way up the steep roads, Mr. Holland was advised to get off and carry his carrier; but he knew the Cintra donkey of old, and sat ignobly still. He also knew the Cintra donkey boy, and aired his Portuguese upon the attendant imp, who passed on the way, and greeted with jeers, a professional friend waiting with only one donkey in front of a pretty house overlooking the road.

Ah, said Erskine, thats the English hotel; and no doubt that moke is for the opposition Senhor Inglez  whose name is Jackson.

Then pray let us push on, cried Christina anxiously. Do you suppose he is coming our way, Erskine?

Most probably, to begin with; but he may turn off for Monserrat or the cork convent.

Let us hope so. If he should pass us, Erskine, just talk Portuguese to us as loud as ever you can!

Far better to hurry up and not be overtaken, added Ruth, who was thinking of her appearance, with which she was far from satisfied.

Accordingly the imp (with whose good looks Christina had already expressed herself as enamored) was employed for some moments at his favorite occupation. But for the pursuing Englishman, however, Tiny, instead of leading the way upward, would have dismounted more than once to set up her camera; for low parapets were continually on their left, high walls on their right; and wherever there was a gap in the fir trees growing below the parapets, a fresh view was presented of the town below. First it was a birds-eye view of the palace, seen to better advantage through the trees of the Rua de Duque Saldanha than before, from the street; then a fair impression of the town as a whole, with its gay gardens and cheap looking stuccoed houses; and then successive editions of Cintra, each one smaller than the last, and each with a wider tract of undulating brown land beyond, and a broader band of ocean at the horizon. Then they plunged into mountain gorges; there were no more distant views, but mighty walls on either side, and reddening foliage interlacing overhead, as though woven upon the strip of pure blue sky. And the atmosphere was clear as distilled water in a crystal vessel; but in the shade the air had a sweet keenness, an inspiriting pungency, under whose influence the enthusiast of the party grew inevitably eloquent in the praises of Portugal.

I cant tell you how I like it! she said to Erskine, with a color on her cheeks and a light in her eyes which alone seemed worth the voyage. I call it a real good country, which has never had justice done to it. If I could write I would boom it. Of course I havent seen Italy or Switzerland, nor yet France, but I have seen England. If I were condemned to live in Europe at all, Id rather live at this end of it than at yours, Erskine. Look at the climate  its as good as our Australian climate, and very like it  and this is all but November. You have no such air in England, even in summer, but when you think of what we left behind us the other day, its ditch water unto wine compared with this. Ah, what a day it is, and what a place, and how fresh and queer and un-English the whole thing is!

I am perhaps spoiling it for you, suggested Erskine apologetically, by being not un-English myself?

No, Erskine, its only me youre spoiling, returned the girl unexpectedly, and with a grateful smile for Ruth as well. But I dont know another Briton  home or colonial  who wouldnt rather spoil the day and the place for me.

Thats a pity, because I happen to smell the blood of an Englishman at this moment  at least I hear his donkey.

They stopped to listen, and following hoofs were plainly audible.

Then he hasnt turned off for the other places! exclaimed Ruth, smoothing her skirt.

Erskine shrugged his shoulders like a native of the country. No, he is evidently bound for our port; and as the chances are that he is under sixteen stone, hes sure to overtake us. It is I that am keeping you all back.

We wont look round, exclaimed Tiny decisively; and you shall shout at us in Portuguese as he comes up, and well say Sim, Senhor!

So they kept their eyes most rigorously in front of them; and such was the authority of Tiny that Erskine was in the midst of an absurd speech in Portuguese when they were overtaken. That harangue was interrupted by the voice of the interloping Englishman; and was never resumed, as the voice was Lord Manisters.

The meeting was plainly an embarrassing one for all concerned, but it had at least the appearance of a very singular coincidence; and nothing will go further in conversation than the slightest or most commonplace coincidence. You must be very nervous indeed if you are incapable of expressing your surprise, of which much may be made, while the little bit of personal history to follow need not entail a severe intellectual effort. Lord Manister accounted very simply, if a little eagerly, for his presence in Portugal; he went on to explain that he had heard much of Cintra, but not, as he was glad to find, one word too much. Personally, he was delighted and charmed. Was not Mrs. Holland charmed and delighted? It was at Ruths side that Lord Manister rode forward, falling into the position very naturally indeed.

Quite as naturally the other two dropped behind. So now I suppose your day will be spoilt, Tiny, murmured Erskine, with a wry smile.

The day is doomed  unless he has the good taste to see he isnt wanted.

Well, I wouldnt let him see that, even if he does bore you, said Erskine, who had his doubts on this point. I dont think hes looking very well, he added meditatively.

As for Christina, she was staring fixedly at Lord Manisters back; for once, however, his excellent attire earned no gibe from her; and while she was still seeking for some more convincing mode of parading her immutable indifference toward that young man, a turn in the road brought them suddenly before the gates of Pena. The four closed up and rode through the gates abreast; and, presently dismounting, they left their small steeds to the sticks of the Cintra donkey boys, and walked together up the broad, sloping path.

By the way, remarked Holland, I was told there was only one other Englishman in Cintra at the moment  a man of the name of Jackson; have you arrived this morning?

I am afraid  Im Jackson! confessed Manister, with a blush and a noisy laugh.

Oh, I see, said Mr. Holland, laughing also; and he saw a good deal.

Of course you have to do that sometimes; I can quite understand it, Ruth said in a sympathetic voice. Still I think we must call you Mr. Jackson! she added slyly.

Christina said nothing at all. Her extreme silence and self-possession hardly tended to promote the common comfort; her only comment on Lord Manisters alias was a somewhat scornful smile. As they all pressed upward by well-kept paths, in the shadow of tall fir trees, she kept assiduously by Erskines side. The ascent, however, was steep enough to touch the breath, and conversation was for some minutes neither a pleasure nor a necessity. Then, above the firs, the palace of Pena reared hoary head and granite shoulders; for, like the ruined fort visible from the town below, the palace is built upon the summit of a rock. Still a steeper climb, and the party stood looking down upon the fir trees which had just shadowed them, with their backs to the palace walls, that seem, and often are, a part of the rugged peak itself. For this is a palace not only founded on a rock, and on the rocks topmost crag, but the foundation has itself supplied so many features ready-made that nature and the Moors may be said to have collaborated in its making. Three of the party, having taken breath, played catch with this idea; but Christina barely listened. Her attitude was regrettable, but not unnatural. In the last place on earth where she would have expected to meet anyone she knew, she had met the last person whom she expected to meet anywhere. She remembered telling him of her mooted trip to Portugal with the Hollands, she remembered also his telling her to be sure to go to Cintra; her recollection of the conversation in question, and of Lady Almerics conservatory, where it had taken place, was sufficiently clear, now that she thought of it; but certainly she had never thought of it since. Had he? She might have mentioned the time when the trip was likely to take place; she was not so sure of this, but it seemed likely; and in that case, was a certain explanation of his sojourn in Portugal, other than the explanation he had been so careful to give, either preposterous in itself or the mere suggestion of her own vanity?

These questions were now worrying Christina as she had seldom been worried before, even about Lord Manister, who had been much in her thoughts for many weeks past. Yet Manister was not the only person on her mind at the moment. Just before leaving London she had experienced the fulfillment of a prophecy, by receiving from Countess Dromard a stare as stony as the pavement they met on, which was near enough to Piccadilly to inspire a superstitious respect for sibylline Mrs. Willoughby. In the disagreeable moment following Tinys thoughts had flown straight to that lady  indeed her only remark at the time had been Good old Mrs. Willoughby! to which Ruth (who suffered at Tinys side, and for her part turned positively faint with mortification) had been in no condition to reply. Little as she showed it, however, Christina had felt the affront far more keenly than Ruth  chiefly because she took it all to herself, and was unable to think it utterly undeserved. In any event she felt it now. It was but the other day that the countess had cut her. The wound was still tender; the sight of Lord Manister scrubbed it cruelly. And long afterward the scar had its own little place among the forces driving Christina in a certain direction, whether she went on feeling it or not.

Hardly less preoccupied than herself was the man whose side Christina would not leave. Wherefore, though the place was old ground to him, as a guide he was instructive rather than amusing. He spoke the requisite Portuguese to the janitors, whose stock facts he also translated into intelligible English; he led the way up the winding staircase of the round tower, and from the giddy gallery at the top he did not omit to point out Torres Vedras and such like landmarks; descending, he had stock facts of his own connected with chapel and sacristy, but he failed to make them interesting. A paid guide could not have been more perfunctory in method, though it is certain that the most entertaining showmanship would have failed to entertain Erskines hearers, each one of whom was more or less nervous and ill at ease. He himself was thinking only of Christina, who would not leave his side. He saw her watching Lord Manister; though she would hardly speak to him, he saw pity in her glance. He heard Lord Manister talking volubly to Ruth; he did not know about what, and he wondered if Manister knew, himself. Erskine did not understand. The girl seemed to care, and if she did  if this thing was to be  he would never say another word against it. If she cared there would not be another word to say, save in joyous and loving congratulation. That was the whole question: whether she cared. For the first time Erskine was not sure; it was a toss-up in his mind whether Tiny was sure herself. Certainly there seemed to be hope for the man who was being watched yet avoided; however, Erskine was resolved to give him the very first opportunity of learning his fate.

Accordingly he reminded Tiny that he had been carrying the camera ever since they had dismounted: and was his arm to ache for nothing? The suggestion of the square tower, with the steps below, as an admirable target, also came from Erskine. Lord Manister helped to take the photograph. That, again, was Erskines doing; and he even did more. When they all turned their backs on Pena, and their faces to the ruin on the opposite peak, it was her husband who rode ahead with Ruth. His reward was the smile of an angel over a lost soul saved. He returned the smile cynically. But round the first corner he belabored his ass with the camera legs, and shot ahead, Ruth gladly following.

In the hollow between the peaks the bridle path passes an ancient and picturesque mosque, with a lime tree growing in the center; from this the ruin derives a roof in summer, a carpet in winter, and had now a little of each.

What a romantic place! said Ruth, peeping in. Her husband had waited for her to do so.

Then let us leave it to more romantic people, he answered, dropping the tripod in the doorway. They may like to have a photograph of it  for every reason! You and I had better climb up to the fort and chuck stones into Cintra till they come.

This looked quite possible when at last they sat perched upon the antique battlements; they seemed so to overhang the little town. Erskine lit a Portuguese cigarette, which the wind finished for him in a minute. Ruth kept a hand upon her hat. Then she spoke out, with the wind whistling between their faces.

Erskine, I know what you think  that this isnt an accident!

Of course it isnt.

And I dare say you think I have had something to do with it?

Have you, I wonder? You may easily have said that we thought of coming here  quite innocently, you know.

Then I never said so at all. I thought  you know what I thought would have happened last August. Erskine, I have had absolutely nothing to do with it this time!

My dear, you neednt say that. I know neither you nor Tiny have had anything to do with it  so far as you are aware; but Tiny must have told him we were coming here, and this is his roundabout dodge of seeing her again. Certainly that looks as if he were in earnest.

I always said he was.

And as for Tiny, I dont pretend to make her out. You see, they do not come. I shouldnt be surprised at anything.

No more should I; but I should be thankful. Even when I hid things from you, Erskine, I never pretended I shouldnt be thankful if this happened, did I? Oh, and youll be thankful, too, when you see them happy  as we are happy!

Holland sat for some minutes with bent head, picking lichen from granite.

My dear girl, he said at length, and tenderly, dont let us talk any more about it. I dare say I have taken a rotten view of it all along. I only thought  that he didnt deserve her, and that neither of them could care enough. It seems I was more or less wrong; but there is nothing further to be said until we know.

He leant over the battlements, gazing down into the toy town below. Ruth brooked his silence for a time. Then he heard her saying:

They are a very long while. Hes certainly helping her to take a photograph.

I hope hell get a negative, said Erskine, with a laugh.

They came at last.

How long have you been there, Erskine? shouted Tiny from below. She held one end of the tripod, by which Manister was tugging her uphill.

About ten minutes.

Not as much, Erskine, said Ruth.

We have been photographing that charming mosque, Manister said, as he set down the camera and wiped his forehead; you meant us to, didnt you, Holland?

Of course I did.

And have you got a negative? asked poor Ruth.



A month to make up her mind! cried Erskine Holland, on hearing at second hand what had actually happened in the mosque. No wonder he wouldnt stay and dine, and no wonder he is going back to Lisbon to-morrow. By Jove! he must be fond of her to stand it at all. To go and wait a month!

He offered to wait six, said Ruth.

Then hes a fool, said Erskine quietly. Tell me, Ruth, is it a thing one may speak about? One would like, of course, to say something pleasant. After all, its very like an engagement, and I could at least tell her that I like him. I did like him to-day. Under the circumstances he behaved capitally; only I do think him a fool not to have insisted on her deciding one way or the other.

I dont think Id mention the matter unless she does, Ruth said doubtfully. She told me to tell you she would rather not speak of it at present. You see she has thought of you already! She says you will find her the same as ever if only you will try to look as though you didnt know anything about it. She declares that she means to make the most of her time for the next month wherever she may be, and she hopes you have ordered the donkeys for to-morrow. Still she is troubled, and if she thought you didnt disapprove  if she thought you approved  I can see that it would make a difference to her. She thinks so much of your opinion  only she doesnt want to speak to you herself about this until it is a settled thing. But if you would send her your blessing, dear, I know she would appreciate that.

Then take it to her by all means, said Erskine, heartily enough. Tell her I think she is very wise to have left it open  you neednt say what I think of Manister for letting her do so. But you may say, if she likes to hear it, that I think him a jolly good fellow, who will make her very happy if she can really feel she cares for him. Tell her it all hangs on that. Thats what we have to impress upon her, and youre the proper person to do so. I only felt one ought to say something pleasant. Wait a moment  tell her Ill do my best to give her a good time until December if none of us are ever to have one again!

Tiny was sitting at the dressing table in her room, slowly and deliberately burning a photograph in the flame of a candle. The photograph was on a yellow mount which Ruth remembered, and as she drew near Tiny turned it face downward to the flame, which smacked still more of a former occasion.

Tiny! cried Ruth in alarm, laying her hand on the young girls shoulder. What on earth are you burning, dear?

My boats, replied Christina grimly; and turning the photograph over, the face of Jack Swift was still uncharred.

So youve carried his photograph with you all this time?

He is as good a friend as I shall ever have.

Then why burn him if he is only a friend?

Perhaps he would like to be more; and perhaps there was once a moment when he might have been. But now I shall duly marry Lord Manister  if he has patience.

Then why keep poor Lord Manister in suspense, Tiny, dearest?

Because Im not in love with him; and I question whether hes as much in love with me as he imagines  I told him so.

As it is, you may find it difficult to draw back.

Exactly; so I am burning my boats. Jack, my dear, thats the last of you!

Her voice satisfied Ruth, who, however, could see no more of her face than the curve of her cheek, and beyond it the blackened film curling from the burning cardboard.


CHAPTER XVII. THE HIGH SEAS.

Hes done it at last!

Erskine brandished a letter as he spoke, and then leant back in his chair with a guffaw that alarmed the Portuguese waiters. The letter was from Herbert Luttrell, a Cambridge man of one months standing, of whose academic outset too little had been heard. His sisters were anxious to know what it was that he had done at last; they put this question in the same breath.

Oh, it might be worse, said Erskine cheerfully. He has stopped short of murder!

We should like to know how far he got, Tiny said, while Ruth held out an eager hand for the letter.

I dont think you must read it, my dear; but the fact is he has at last filled up somebodys eye!

Tiny breathed a sigh of relief.

Is he in prison? asked Ruth.

No, not yet; but I am afraid he must be in bad odor, though perhaps not with everybody.

Whose was the eye? Christina wanted to know.

The proctors! suggested Ruth.

Not yet, again  you must give the poor boy time, my dear. It may be the proctors turn next, but at present your little brother has contented himself with filling the eye of the man who was coaching his college trials. Its a time-honored privilege of the coach to use free language to his crew, and it doesnt give offense as a rule; but it seems to have offended Herbert. Young Australia dont like being sworn at, and Herbert admits that he swore back from his thwart, and said that he fancied he was as good a man as the coach, but he hoped to find out when they got to the boathouse. They did find out; and Herbert has at last filled up an old country eye; and for my part I dont think the less of him for doing so.

The less! cried Tiny, whose blue eyes were alight. I think all the more of him. Im proud of Herbs! You have too many of those savage old customs, Erskine; you need Young Australia to come and knock them on the head!

Well, as long as he doesnt knock a proctor on the head, as Ruth seems to fear! If he does that theres an end of him, so far as Cambridge is concerned. He tells me the eye was unpopular, otherwise Im afraid he would have had a warm time of it; though a quick fist and an arm thats stronger than it looks are wonderful things for winning the respect of men, even in these days.

And maynt we really see the letter? Tiny said wistfully.

Erskine shook his head.

I am very sorry, but Im afraid I must treat it as private. Its a verbatim report. I can only tell you that Herbert seems to have been justified, more or less, though he is perhaps too modest to report himself as fully as he reports the eye. He says nothing else of any consequence. He doesnt mention work of any kind; but hes not there only, or even primarily, to pass exams. On the whole, we mustnt fret about the eye, so long as the dear boy keeps his hands off the authorities.

Their hotel was no longer at Cintra, but in Lisbon, where Mr. Holland was being sadly delayed by the business men of the most unbusinesslike capital in Europe. Already it was the middle of November. They had left Cintra as long ago as the 5th of the month, expecting to sail from Lisbon on the 7th; but out of his experience Erskine ought to have known better. It is true that on landing in the country he had attended first to business. The business was connected with the forming of a company for certain operations on Portuguese territory in the East, the capital coming from London; a board was necessary in both cities, and very necessary indeed were certain negotiations between the London directors, as represented by Erskine Holland, and their colleagues in Lisbon. The latter had promised to do much while Erskine was at Cintra, and duly did nothing until he returned; knowing their kind of old, he ought never to have gone. He quite deserved to have to wait and worry and smoke more Portuguese cigarettes than were either agreeable or good, with the women on his hands; with all his knowledge of the country and the people he might have known very well how it would be  as indeed Erskine was told in a letter from Lombard Street, where an amusing dispatch of his from Cintra had rather irritated the senior partners.

Thus Mr. Holland had his own worries throughout this trip, but it is a pleasure to affirm that his sister-in-law did not add to them after that first day at Cintra. Thenceforward she had behaved herself as a perfectly rational and even a contented being. She had appreciated the other sights of Cintra even more than Pena (which had hardly been given a fair chance), and most of all that gorgeous garden of Monserrat, where the trees of the world are grouped together, and among them the gum trees which were so dear to Christina. She had even been overcome by a bloodthirsty desire to witness the bullfight on the Sunday; and Erskine had taken her, because her present frame was not one to discourage; but it must be confessed that Tiny was disappointed by the tameness of this sport rather than revolted by its cruelty. Negatively, she had been behaving better still; the Cintra donkey, the locality of the English hotel, and other associations of the first day never once perceptibly affected either her spirits or her temper. She had shown, indeed, so dead a level of cheerfulness and good sense as to seem almost uninteresting after the accustomed undulations; but in point of fact she had never been more interesting to those in her secret. She had promised to give Lord Manister his answer in a month, and meanwhile she was displaying all the even temper and equable spirits of settled happiness. She ate healthily, she declared that she slept well, and otherwise she was amazingly and consistently serene. That was her perversity, once more, but on this occasion her perversity admitted of an obvious explanation. The explanation was that she had never been in doubt about her decision, that in her heart she was more than satisfied, and that she had asked for a months respite chiefly for freedoms sake. The matter was discussed no more between the sisters, because Tiny refused to discuss it, declaring that she had dismissed it from her mind till December. And to Erskine she never once mentioned it while they were in Portugal, nor had she the least intention of doing so on the homeward voyage, which they were able ultimately to make within a week of the arrival of Herberts letter.

But the voyage was rough, and Tiny happened to be a remarkably good sailor, which made her very tiresome once more. Holland had his hands full in attending to his wife in the cabin, while keeping an eye on her sister, who would remain on deck. Through the worst of the weather the unreasonable girl clung like a limpet to the rail, staring seaward at the misty horizon, or downward at the milky wake, until her pale face was red and rough and sparkling with dried spray.

I do wish you would come below, Erskine said to her, in a tone of entreaty, toward dusk on the second day, but by no means for the first time. Theres not another woman on deck; and youve chosen the one spot of the whole vessel where theres most motion.

Until he joined her Tiny had indeed been the only soul on the hurricane deck, where she stood, leaning on the after-rail, with eyes for nothing but the steamers track. They were on the hem of the bay and the wind was ahead, so the boat was pitching; and you must be a good sailor to enjoy leaning over the after-rail with this motion  but that is what Christina was. The wind welded her garments to the wire network underneath, and loosened her hair, and lit lamps in her ears; but it seemed that she liked it, and that the long, frothy trail had a strong fascination for her; for when she answered, it was without lifting her eyes from the sea.

You see, I like being different from other people; thats what I go in for! Honestly, though, I love being up here, and I think you might let me stay. However, thats no reason why you should stay too  if it makes you feel uncomfortable.

Thanks, I think I am proof, returned Erskine rather brusquely, for this is a point on which most men are either vain or sensitive; but of course Ill leave you, if you prefer it.

On the contrary, I should like you to stay, Christina murmured  in such a lonely little voice that Erskine stayed.

It was difficult to believe in this young ladys sincerity, however. She not only made no further remark herself, but refused to acknowledge one of Erskines. Men do not like that, either. Tinys eyes had never been lifted from the endless race of white water, now rising as though to their feet, now sinking from under them as the steamer labored end on to the wind. Apparently she had forgotten that Erskine was there, as also that she had asked him to remain. He was on the point of leaving her to her reverie when she swung round suddenly, with only one elbow on the rail, and looked up at him with a pout that turned slowly to a smile.

Erskine, youve come and spoilt everything!

My dear child, I told you I would go if you liked, you know.

Ah, that was too late; youd spoilt it then. It wont come back.

Do you mean that I have broken some spell? If thats the case I am very sorry.

That wont mend it  you cant mend spells, said Tiny, laughing ruefully. Perhaps its as well you cant; and perhaps its a good thing you came, she added more briskly. I had humbugged myself into thinking I was on my way back to Australia. That was all.

But if I were to go mightnt you humbug yourself again?

I dont think I want to, the girl answered thoughtfully; at any rate I dont want you to go. Dont you think its jolly up here? To me its as good as a gallop up the bush  and I think were taking our fences splendidly! But it was jollier still thinking that England was over there, nodding her head at the wake, and that every five minutes or so it was a mile further away  instead of the other thing.

Poor old England!

No, Erskine, I meant a mile nearer Australia  that was the jolly feeling, Tiny made haste to explain. You know I didnt mean anything else  you know how I have enjoyed being with you and Ruth. Only I cant help wishing I was on my way back to Melbourne instead of to Plymouth. Id give so much to see Australia again.

Well, so you will see it again.

Her eyes sped seaward as she shook her head.

Why on earth shouldnt you? said Erskine, laughing.

You know why.

Now he saw her meaning, and held his tongue. This was the subject on which he understood it to be her desire that they should not speak. To himself, moreover, it was a highly unattractive topic, and he was thoroughly glad to have it ignored as it had been; but if she alluded to the matter herself that was another thing, and he must say something. So he said:

Is it really so certain, Tiny?

On my part absolutely. Im only climbing down!

Erskine was reminded of the pleasant things he had thought of saying to her at Cintra; they had been by him so long that he found himself saying them now as though he meant every word.

My congratulations must keep till the proper time; but when that comes they may surprise you. My dear girl, I should like you to understand that youre not the only person whose opinion has changed since we were at Essingham. If I may say so at this stage of the proceedings, and if it is any satisfaction to you to hear it, I for one am going to be very glad about this thing, I think him such a first-rate fellow, Tiny!

For a moment Christina gazed acutely at her brother-in-law. I wonder if thats sincere? she said reflectively. Then her eyes hurried back to the sea.

I think hes a very good fellow indeed, said Erskine with emphasis.

The girl gave a little laugh. Oh, hes all that; the question is whether thats enough.

It is, if he really loves you  as I think he must.

Oh, if its enough for him to be in love!

There followed a great pause, during which the thought of pleasant things to say was thrown overboard and left far astern.

I only hope, Erskine said at last, with an earnest ring in his voice which was new to Christina, that you are not going to make the greatest mistake of your life!

I hope not also.

Ah, dont make light of it! he cried impetuously. If you marry without love youll ruin your life, I dont care who it is you marry! To marry for affection, or for esteem, or for money  theyre all equally bad; there is no distinction. Take affection  for a time you might be as happy as if it were something more; but remember that any day you might see somebody that you could really love. Then you would know the difference, and it would embitter your whole existence with a quiet, private, unsuspected bitterness, of which you can have no conception. And so much the worse if you have married somebody who is honestly and sufficiently fond of you. His love would cut you to the heart  because you could only pretend to return it  because your whole existence would be a living lie!

He was extremely unlike himself. His voice trembled, and in the dying light his face was gray. These things made his words impressive, but the girl did not seem particularly impressed. Had she remembered the one previous occasion when a similar conversation had taken place between them, the strangeness of his manner must have been driven home to her by contrast; but the contrast was a double one, and her own share in it kept her from thinking of the time when she had been serious and he had not, and now, when he was more serious than she had ever known him, she met him with a frivolous laugh.

Well, really, Erskine, Ive never heard you so terribly in earnest before! I think I had better not tell Ruth what you have said; my dear man, you speak as though youd been there!

It was some time before he laughed.

If only you yourself would be more in earnest, Tiny! You may say this comes badly from me. I know there has been more jest than earnest between me and you. But if I was never serious in my life before I am now, and I want you, too, to take yourself seriously for once. You see, Tiny, I am not only an old married man by this time, but I am your European parent as well. I am entitled to play the heavy father, and to give you a lecture when I think you need one. My dear child, I have been in the world about twice as long as you have, and I know men and have heard of women who have poisoned their whole lives by marrying with love on the other side only; and the greater their worldly goods, the greater has been their misery! And rather than see you do as they have done   The sentence snapped. You shant do it! he exclaimed sharply. Youre far too good to spoil yourself as others have done and are doing every day.

Who told you I was good? inquired Christina, with a touch of the coquetry which even with him she could not entirely repress. You never had it from me, most certainly. Let me tell you, Erskine, that Im bad  bad  bad! And if I havent shocked you sufficiently already it is evidently time that I did; so youll please to understand that if I marry Lord Manister it is partly because I think I owe it to him; otherwise its for the main chance purely. And I think its very unkind of you to make me confess all this, she added fretfully. I never meant to speak to you about it at all. Only I cant bear you to think me better than I am.

Erskine shook his head sadly.

At least you have a better side than this, Tiny  this is not you at all! You love and admire all that is honest and noble, and fresh and free; you should give that love and admiration a chance. But Im not going to say any more to worry you. If you really, with your eyes open, are going to marry a man whom you do not love, I can only tell you that you will be doing at best a very cynical thing. And yet  I can understand it. This he added more to himself than to the girl.

He was turning away, but she laid a restraining hand upon his arm.

Dont go, she exclaimed impulsively. I cant let you go when  when you understand me better than anyone else ever did  and when I am never, never going to speak to you like this again.

If only I could help you!

You cannot! Tiny cried out. Im too far gone to be helped. I feel hopelessly bad and hard, and nobody can mend that. But if theres one grain of goodness in my composition that wasnt there when I came over to England, you may know, Erskine, if you care to know it, that its you, and you alone, who have put it there!

Nonsense, he said; what good have I done you?

You have talked sense to me, as only one other man ever did  and he wasnt as clever as you are. Youve given me books to read, and theyre the first good books I ever read in my life; you have dug a sort of oyster knife into my miserable ignorance! You have been a real good pal to me, Erskine, and you must never turn your back on me, whatever I do. I know you never will. I believe in you as I believe in very few people on this footstool; but theres one thing you can do for me now that will be even kinder than anything that you have ever done yet.

Theres nothing that I wouldnt do for you, Tiny, said Erskine tenderly. What is it?

The corners of her mouth twitched  her eyes twinkled.

Its not to say another serious word to me this month! I know I began it this time; I wont do so again. Im trying to be happy in my own way, if youll only let me. Im trying to make the most of my time. When Im really engaged I shall need all the help and advice you can give me; for I mean to be very good to him, Erskine; I do indeed! Then of course I shall need to cultivate the finest manners; but until it actually comes off Im trying to forget about it  dont you see? Im doing my level best to forget!

What Erskine saw was the tears in her eyes, but he saw them only for an instant; instead of his leaving Christina on the deck it was she who left him; and there he stood, between the high seas and the gathering shades of night, until both were black.

It was their last conversation of the kind.

One more night was spent at sea; the next they were all back in Kensington. Here they were greeted with a pleasant surprise: Herbert was in the house to meet them. Cambridge seemed already to have done him good; he was singularly polite and subdued, though a little uncommunicative. They, however, had much to tell him, so this was not noticed immediately. His sisters supposed that he was in London for the night only, as he said he had come down from Cambridge that day. It was not until later that they knew that he had been sent down. Erskine broke the news to them.

Im afraid, he added, that theyve sent him down for good and all. The fact is, Ruth, your fears have been realized. He has done his best to fill another eye; and this time the proctors! He says he shall go back to Melbourne immediately.

Never! cried Ruth; and she went straight to her brother, who was smoking viciously in another room.

Yes, by ghost! drawled Herbert through his hooked nose. Im going to clear out. Im full up of England, Ruth, and I guess Englands full up of me. The best thing I can do is to go back, and turn boundary rider or whim driver. Thats about all Im fit for, and its what Im going to do. The Ballaarat sails on the 2d  Ive been to the office and taken my berth already. My oath, I drove there straight from Liverpool Street this afternoon!

Nor was there any moving him from his purpose, though Ruth tried for half an hour there and then. Twice that time Herbert spent afterward in Tinys room; but it was not known whether Tiny also had attempted to dissuade him. When he left her the girl stood for five minutes with a foot on the fender and an elbow on the mantelpiece. Then she sought Ruth in haste.

Ruth had just gone upstairs. Erskine was surprised to see her back in his study almost immediately, and startled by her mode of entrance, which suggested sudden illness in the house.

What in the world has happened? he said, sitting upright in his chair.

Happened? cried Ruth bitterly. It is the last straw! I give her up. I wash my hands of her. I wish she had never come over!

Tiny? Why, what has she been doing now?

It isnt what she has been doing  it is what she says shes going to do. You may be able to bring her to reason, but I never shall. I wont try  I wash my hands of her. I will say no more to her. But it is simply disgraceful! She is far worse than Herbert!

Has she unmade her mind, Holland asked eagerly.

No, no, no! But worse, I call it. O Erskine, if you knew what she says  

I am waiting to hear.

Youll never guess!

No, I give it up.

So must Tiny  I never heard a madder idea in my life!

Than what, my dear?

Her going out with Herbert in the Ballaarat!


CHAPTER XVIII. THE THIRD TIME OF ASKING.

December was at hand soon enough, and with the month came Lord Manister for his answer. Though more than slightly nervous he entered the modest house in Kensington with his head very high; and certain inappropriate sensations visited him during the few minutes he was kept waiting in the drawing room. He did not sit down. Then it was Tiny Luttrell who opened the door, and those sensations made good their escape from a bosom in which they had no business. In the living presence of the person one proposes to marry there are some misgivings that had need be impossible  Christina little suspected her privilege of shutting the door on Manisters with her own hand. He sat down at her example.

But if he was nervous so was she, and as he came bravely to the point she found it more and more difficult to meet his hungry eyes. It was rather rare for Christina to experience any difficulty of the kind. She rose, and stood in front of the fire, with her back to the room and Lord Manister. There, with her forehead resting on the rim of the mantelpiece (for Tiny that was not far to bend), and while the hot fire scorched her plain gray skirt and gave a needed color to the downcast face, she heard what Manister had to say. Soon she knew that he was saying it with his elbow on one end of the mantelpiece; and liked him for facing her so, and compelling her to face him. But when she found him waiting for his answer, she gave him it without lifting her eyes from the fire.

No!

He had asked her whether she had been able to make up her mind. The answer she had given was, indeed, the truth; but it had been prepared for a more conclusive question. She was vexed with him for the question he had chosen to put first; and the more so because it had snatched from her an admission which she had not intended to make. But she had not made up her mind  that was the simple truth; and now she trusted that he would make up his.

Instead of which he said sadly, after a pause:

I wanted to give you six months!

It was very wrong of you to give me one, she answered with startling ingratitude.

Why wrong?

You might have seen that I was unworthy of you.

I might have given up loving you, I suppose, in a second!

I wish you would  

I never shall!

If you ever began, Christina added to her own sentence. At last her face was raised, and now it was his eyes that fell before the cool acumen of her smile.

You dont believe in me yet! he groaned. Not yet, though I wait, wait, wait.

No one asked you to wait, Lord Manister was reminded.

But you see that I cant help it! You see that I am miserable about you!

This indeed was sufficiently plain; and the sight of his misery was softening Christina by degrees. She said more kindly:

Listen to me, Lord Manister. It is a month since you saw me. At this moment you may feel what you are saying. Very well, then, you do feel it; but have you felt it throughout the last month? Have you felt so patient  you are far too patient  all the time? Has it never seemed to you that my keeping you in doubt, even for one month, was a piece of impertinence you ought never to have stood? Wouldnt your friends simply think you mad if they knew how you were allowing me to use you? Havent you yourself occasionally remembered who you are, and who I am, and burst out laughing? I must say I have; it sometimes seems to me so utterly absurd  And you see you cant answer my questions!

He could not; one after another they had penetrated to the quick.

They are not fair questions, Manister said doggedly. What may have crossed my mind when I have felt worried and wretched has nothing to do with it. Isnt it enough that I tell you I can wait your own good time  that I feel a pride in waiting, now we are together and I am looking in your eyes?

No, I dont think thats quite enough, replied Christina softly. It would hardly be enough, you know, if you only felt me worth waiting for while you were with me. That would mean that for some reason I fascinated you. And fascination isnt love, Lord Manister. I dont want to be rude  much less unkind  but I cant believe that you have ever been really in love with me; I simply cant!

Yet she had never felt so near to that belief before. Her words, however, helped Lord Manister back to his dignity.

Of course you must believe only what you choose, said he loftily. One cannot force you to believe in ones sincerity. I suppose I spoilt you for believing in mine some time since. At all events you were fond of me once! Only a month ago you liked me all but well enough to marry me. Yet now you do not know!

Therefore the decision is left to you, Lord Manister; you must give me up.

Never! while you are free.

His teeth were clenched.

But do consider. Most probably I shall never care enough for you to marry you. And oh! I wonder how you can look at me when no other girl in the world would refuse you!

Cant you see that this is part of your charm? cried the young man impulsively. You are the one girl I know who is not worldly. You are the one girl I want!

Christina shook her head.

If I have any charm at all, you oughtnt to know what it is  you ought to love me you cant say why  theres no sizing up real love! she informed him rapidly, but with a smile. Theres another thing, too. You cannot be used to being treated as I have treated you in many ways. I have often been intensely rude to you. I cant help thinking there must be a good deal of pique in your feeling toward me.

There is more real love, returned Manister, if I know it!

I wonder if you do know it? said the girl, with a laugh; but she was wondering very seriously in her heart. He protested no more; she liked him for that, too, as also for the briskness in his tone and manner when he spoke next.

You say you dont care for me enough, and you say I dont care for you properly, and we wont argue any more about either matter for the moment. He had flung back his head from the hand that had shaded his eyes; his elbow remained on the chimney-piece, but now he was standing erect. There is something else, said Lord Manister, that has prevented you from coming to a decision.

There is certainly one thing that has had something to do with it.

May I ask what it is?

Certainly, Lord Manister. I am going back to Australia.

Soon? This was after a pause, during which their eyes had not met.

Sooner than was intended.

Is it  is it for any special reason that  that you have kept from me?

He was agitated by a sudden thought, which she read. She shook her head reassuringly.

No, it is not to get married, nor yet engaged.

Then there is no one out there?

There is no one anywhere that I could marry for love. Thats the simple truth. I am going back to Australia because Herbert is going. Cambridge doesnt suit him, and Im sorry to say he doesnt suit Cambridge. We came over together, so we are going back together. That, I promise you, is the whole and only explanation. I myself did not want to go so soon.

But surely you are not going this year?

We are  before Christmas.

As Tiny spoke her glance went to the window: she was very anxious to see the snow before she sailed, but none had fallen yet, though December had come in dull and raw.

But your people here must be very much against that?

They were, but now it is settled.

You must have promised to come back!

Christina seemed surprised.

Yes, I said I would come back some day.

And you shall! cried Manister passionately. You shall come back as my wife! Do you suppose I am going to stop short at this, when but for your brother you would have been mine to-day? I dont mean to say he has influenced you, except by going back so soon; you love Australia, and you must needs go back with him. Then go! I told you to take six months; you have taken one of them. When the other five are up I am coming to you again wherever you may be. Till then I will take no answer; and whatever it may be in the end I bow to it  I bow to it!

His passion surprised and even moved Christina; but his humility stirred up in her soul a contempt which mingled strangely with her pity. Women of spirit cannot admire the man who will submit to anything at their hands. Christina would willingly have given admiration in exchange for the love in which she was beginning to believe; it would have pleased her sense of justice, it would have promoted her self-respect to make some such small payment on account. With Manisters patience she had none at all. She was disappointed in him. Her foot tapped angrily on the fender.

But I dont want you to wait! exclaimed Christina ungraciously. I have told you so already.

Still I mean to do so, and it serves me right.

This touched her generosity.

Ah, dont say that! she cried earnestly. Oh, Lord Manister, I have forgotten all old scores  I never think of them now! The balance has been the other way so long; and I do not deserve another chance.

Ah, but Tiny  darling  it is I who am asking for that!

His tone compelled her to meet his gaze  its intensity made her wince.

You believe in me! he cried joyously. Say only that you believe in me, and I will go away now. I will go away happy and proud  to wait  for you.

Then Tiny laid her little hand on his arm, and her eyes that had filled with tears answered him to his present satisfaction. He held her hand for just a few seconds before he went, and in kindness she returned his pressure. Then the shutting of the front door down below made her realize that he was gone. And she had time to dry her eyes and to gather herself together before Ruth, whose hopes had been dead some days, came into the room with a dejected mien and pointedly abstained from asking questions.

If it interests you to hear it, Tiny said lightly, I am converted to your creed at last; I believe in Lord Manister!

But you are not engaged to him, Ruth said wearily; I see you are not.

I am not; but he insists on waiting. If only he wasnt so tame! But I cant help believing in him now; and that settles it.

Nothing is settled until you are engaged, said the matter-of-fact sister, with a sigh.

Nevertheless Im going to try with all my might to care for him, now that I see that he must really care for me. And let me tell you that I shall consider myself all the more bound to him because I havent said yes, and because were not actually engaged!

Yes? said the other incredulously. That is so like you, Tiny!

And Ruth almost sneered.


CHAPTER XIX. COUNSELS OPINION.

The worst of it all was this: that the young man himself had not invariably that confidence in his own affections which displayed itself so bravely and so convincingly at a psychological moment. Not that Manister was insincere, exactly. If you come to think of it, you may deceive others with perfect innocence, having once deceived yourself. And this was exactly what had happened.

There was one distinctive feature of the case: away from Christina Luttrell the poor fellow had already had his doubts of himself; in her presence those doubts were as certain to evaporate as snowflakes in the warmth of the sun.

Even as he went down Mrs. Hollands stairs Manister was joined by certain invisible companions  the misgivings that had made their escape as Christina entered the room. They had waited for him on the landing outside the door. They led and followed him downstairs. They linked arms with him in the street. They stifled him in his hansom, which they boarded ruthlessly. In one of the silent rooms of the club to which he drove they talked to him silently, sitting on the arms of his saddle-back chair and arguing all at once. Powerless to shake them off he was forced to bear with them, to hear what they had to say, to answer them where he could.

Mingling with the importunate voices of his inner consciousness were the remembered words of the girl. She had asked him whether he had never burst out laughing as the affair presented itself in certain lights; he did so now, silently, it is true, but with exceeding bitterness. She had told him that it was not enough that he should feel willing to wait for her when they were together; and now that he had left her, though so lately, he was certainly less inclined to be patient. She had suggested that he was more fascinated than in love; and already he knew that her suggestion had given shape and utterance to a vague suspicion of his own soul. She had gone so far as to hint at the possible secret of his infatuation, and there again she had hit the mark; though apart from her talent of torture her sweet looks and charming ways had been strong wine to Manister from the first. Still her snubs had piqued his passion in the beginning of things out in Melbourne; and here in Europe she had virtually refused him three times. Modest he might be, and yet know that this were a rare experience for such as himself at the hands of such as Tiny Luttrell. On the whole, the experience was sufficiently complete as it stood; yet he could not help wishing to win; indeed, he had gone too far to draw back, and for that reason alone the idea of defeat in the end was intolerable to him. And this was the one spring of his actions which seemed to have escaped Christinas notice; the others she had detected with an acuteness which made him wonder, for the first time, whether on her very merits she would be a comfortable person to live with, after all.

Gradually, however, these echoes of the late interview grew fainter in his ears, and its upshot came home to Manister with sensations of chagrin sharper than any he had endured in all his life before. His feelings when refused by this girl in the previous August, and under peculiarly humiliating circumstances, were enviable compared with his feelings now. Then he had deserved his humiliation  at least he was generous enough to say so  and he had taken what he called his punishment in a very manly spirit. But the desire to win had sent him on a secret mission to Cintra, on the chance of seeing her there, and his present feelings reminded him of those with which he had beaten his retreat from Portugal. For he had gone there for a final answer, and had come back without one; and to-day he had suffered afresh that selfsame humiliation, only in an aggravated form, and more voluntarily than ever. She had never asked him to wait; he had offered on both occasions to wait six months  nay, he had insisted on waiting. Even now, within a couple of hours after the event, he could scarcely credit his own weakness and stultification. He was by no means so weak in affairs wherein the affections played no part. He firmly believed that no other woman could have twisted him round her finger as this one had done. But here, perhaps, we have merely the everyday spectacle of a young man discerning exceptional excuses for a realized infirmity; and the point is that Manister realized his weakness this evening as he had never done before. The girl herself had made him look inward. She had suggested fascination, not love. That suggestion stuck painfully. Yet he was not sure.

Never had he felt so horribly unsure of himself; in the midst of his self-distrust there came to him, suddenly, the recollection that she distrusted him no longer, and there was actually some comfort in this thought, which is strange when you note its fellows, but due less to the contradictoriness of human nature than to the supremacy of a young mans vanity. He stood well with her now. She believed in him at last. Propped up by these reflections, he began almost to believe in himself. At least a momentary complacency was the result.

The improvement in his spirits allowed Lord Manister to give heed to another portion of his organism which had for some time been inviting him to go into another room and dine. Now he did so, with a sharp eye for acquaintances, whom he had no desire to meet. For this reason he had driven to the club which he had joined most recently; it was not a young mans club, so he felt fairly safe from his friends. Yet he had hardly ordered his soup, and was searching the wine list for the choice brand which the circumstances seemed to demand, when a heavy hand dropped upon his shoulder, and his glance leapt from the wine list to the last face he expected or wished to see  that of his kinsman Captain Dromard.

Captain Dromard was a cousin of the present earl, and notoriously the rolling stone of his house. Manister had seen him last in Melbourne, and ever since had borne him a grudge which he was not likely to forget. Had he dreamt that the captain (who had been last heard of in Borneo) was in London, Manister would have shunned this club in order to avoid the risk of meeting him; but it seemed that Captain Dromard had landed in England only that morning: and they dined together, of course; and Manister made the best of it. His kinsman was a big, grizzled, florid man, with an imperial, and with a comic wicked cut about him which made one laugh. But he retained an unpleasant trick of treating Manister as a mere boy: for instance, he was in time to choose the brand, and, as he said before the waiter, to prevent Manister from poisoning himself. He was, however, an entertaining person, and at his best to-night, being wont to delight in London for a day or two before realizing the infernal qualities of the climate and arranging fresh travels. But Manister was not entertained; he tried to appear so, but the captain saw through the pretense, and immediately scented a woman. There were reasons why the rolling stone was particularly good at detecting this element  which always interested him. His interest was unusual in the present instance, owing to certain reminiscences of Manister in Melbourne during his own flying visit to that port. It was during a subsequent week-end in England that Captain Dromard had alarmed the countess, with a result of which he was as yet unaware; but he did not hesitate to make inquiries now, and he began by asking Manister how he had managed to get out of the scrape in which he had left him.

I remember no scrape, said Manister stiffly.

You dont? Well, perhaps I put it too strongly, conceded the captain. Well say no more about it, my boy. Devilish pretty little thing, though; remember her well, but could never recall her name. By the bye, Im afraid I terrified your mother over that; feared she was going to cable you home next day; was sorry I spoke.

So was I, Manister said dryly, but, by an effort, not forbiddingly, so that the captain saw no harm in raising his glass.

Well, heres to the ladys health, my boy, whoever she was, and wherever she may be!

Manister smiled across his glass and drained it in silence. There was a glitter in his young eyes which made it difficult for the captain to drop the subject finally. Manister had been drinking freely, without becoming flushed, which is another sign of trouble. The captain could not help saying confidentially:

You know, Harry, your mother was so keen for you to marry one of old Acklams daughters. Thats what frightened her. But it is to come off some day, isnt it?

Cant say, said Lord Manister.

It ought to, Harry. I like to see a young fellow with your position marry properly, and settle down. I dont know which of the Garths it is, but Ive always heard one of em was the girl you liked.

Suppose the girl you like wont marry you? Manister exclaimed, with a sudden change of manner, and in the tone of one consulting an authority.

Well, theres an end ont.

Ah, but suppose she cant make up her mind?

You might give her a month  though I wouldnt.

Suppose a month is not enough for her?

The captain stared; his bronzed forehead became barred with furrows; his eyes turned stony with indignation.

A month not enough for her to make up her mind  about you? he said at length incredulously. Good God, sir, see her to the devil!

Then Lord Manister showed his teeth. Though he had consulted the captain, he took his advice badly. He said you could not be much in love to be choked off so easily; he hinted that his kinsman had never been much in love. Captain Dromard intimated in reply that whether that was the case or not he was not without experience of a sort, and he could tell Harry that no woman under heaven was worth kneeling in the mud to, which Harry said hotly was unnecessary information. So they went elsewhere to smoke, and later on to a music hall, the subject having been left for good in the club coffee room. The following afternoon, however, Lord Manister drove through the snow with a very resolute front to show to Tiny Luttrell, who was just then passing Deal in the Ballaarat, without having given him the faintest notion yesterday that she was to sail to-day.


CHAPTER XX. IN HONOR BOUND.

Aboard the Ballaarat Christina committed a new eccentricity, but it may be well to state at once, a perfectly harmless one. She confided in another girl  a practice which Tiny had avoided all her life. And this very girl had offended her at first sight by looking aggressively happy when the boat sailed and all nice women were in tears.

There had been a time when Christina seldom cried, but in England she had grown very soft in some ways, and she looked her last at it, and at the snow that had fallen in the night as if to please her, through blinding tears. She had never in her life felt more acutely wretched than when saying good-by to Ruth and Erskine, and her sorrow was heightened by the feeling that she had been both unkind and ungrateful to Ruth, to whom she clung for forgiveness at the last moment. The reason why her parting words were jocular, though broken, was because the sight of an honest, smiling face, which might have blushed for smiling then, sent a fleam of irritation through her heart that awoke the latent mischief in her wet eyes.

I do wish you would ask Erskine to throw a snowball at that depressing person, she whispered to Ruth, who does nothing but laugh and look really happy! If it was only put on for the sake of her friends I could forgive her; but it isnt. Tell him I mean it  theres no fun in me to-day; and you may also tell him that it would have been only brotherly of him to kiss me on this occasion, when we may all be going to the bottom!

Erskine, who had crossed the gangway before his wife, so that she need not feel that he overheard her final words to her own kin, shook his head at Tiny when Ruth joined him on the quay. But his smile was lifeless; there was no fun in him either to-day. He drew his wifes arm through his own, and Tiny saw the last of them standing together thus. They stood in snow and mud, but the railway shed behind them was a great sheet of unsullied whiteness, softly edging the bright December sky, and Christina never forgot her first glimpse of the snow and her last of Ruth and Erskine. When their figures were gone and only the snow was left for Christinas eyes, they filled afresh, and she broke hastily from Herbert, who was himself uncommonly dejected. She hurried unsteadily to her cabin, to find her cabin companion singing softly to herself as she unstrapped her rugs; for her cabin companion was, of course, the odiously cheerful person who already on deck had done violence to Christinas feelings.

Thus the acquaintance began in a particularly unpromising manner; but the cheerful person turned out to be as bad a sailor as Christina was a good one, and she met with much practical kindness at Christinas hands, which had a clever, tender way with them, though in other respects the good sailor was not from the first so sympathetic. It is harder than it ought to be to sympathize with the seasick when one is quite well ones self; still Christina found it impossible not to admire her extraordinary companion, who kept up her spirits during a whole week spent in her berth, and was more cheerful than ever at the end of it, when she could scarcely stand. Then Christina expressed her admiration, likewise her curiosity, and received a simple explanation. The cheerful person was on her way to Colombo and the altar-rails. Her trousseau was in the hold.

The two became exceeding fast friends, and their friendship was founded on mutual envy. Tiny was envied for the various qualities which made her greatly admired on board, for that admiration itself, and for the marked manner in which she paid no heed to it; and she envied her friend a very ordinary love story, now approaching a very ordinary end. The cheerful girl was plain, unaccomplished, and not at all young. But there was one whom she loved better than herself; she was properly engaged; she was happy in her engagement; her soul was settled and at peace. Also she was good, and Christina envied her far more than she envied Christina, who would listen wistfully to the commonplace expression of a commonplace happiness, but was herself much more reserved. It was only when the other girl guessed it that she admitted that she also was as good as engaged. The other girl clamored to know all about it; and ultimately, in the Indian Ocean, she discovered that Christina was not the least in love with the man to whom she was as good as engaged. Then this honest person spoke her mind with extreme freedom, and Christina, instead of being offended, opened her own heart as freely, merely keeping to herself the mans name and never hinting at his high degree. She declared that she was morally bound to him, adding that she had treated him badly enough already; her friend ridiculed the bond, and told her how she would be treating him worse than ever. Christina argued  it was curious how fond she was of arguing the matter, and how she allowed herself to be lectured by a stranger. But these two were not strangers now; the cheerful girl was the best friend Tiny had ever made among women. They parted with a wrench at Colombo, where Tiny saw the other safely into the arms of a gentleman of a suitably happy and ordinary appearance; and so one more friend passed in and out of the young girls life, leaving a deeper mark in the three weeks than either of them suspected.

The rest of the voyage dragged terribly with Christina, which is an unusual experience for the prettiest girl aboard an Australian liner; only on this voyage the prettiest girl was also the most unsociable. Beyond her late companion (whose berth remained empty to depress Christina whenever she entered the cabin) Miss Luttrell had formed few acquaintances and no friendships between London and Colombo; between Colombo and Melbourne she simply preyed upon herself. Herbert remonstrated with her, and the third officer  who had been fourth on the boat in which they had come over  was excessively interested, remembering the difference six months earlier. Then, indeed, Christina had found a good deal to say to all the officers, including the captain, whom she had chaffed notoriously; but now she would stay out late and alone on the starlit deck without ever breaking the rules by conversing with the officer of the watch (her pet trick formerly), and only the third, who knew her of old, had the right to bid her good-day. Tinys cheerful friend had left her wretched and apprehensive. She saw the Southern Cross rise out of the Southern Sea without a thrill of welcome, but rather with a vague dismay; from the after-rail she said good-by to the Great Bear with a shudder at the thought of seeing it again. Neither end of the earth presented a very peaceful prospect to Christina as she hovered between the two on the steamers deck. She had quite made up her mind to return to England, however, and to reward Lord Manisters long-suffering docility by marrying him at the end of the six months. Meanwhile she would enjoy Australia and tell only one of her friends there. One she must tell, and with her own lips, in case she should be misjudged. And thinking not a little of her own justification, she invented a small sophistry with which to defend herself as occasion might arise. She argued that two men were in love with her, that she herself was in love with neither, but that she liked one of them too well to marry him without love. Therefore, she said, the easiest way out of it was to marry the other, who not only had less in him to satisfy, but who had more to give in place of real happiness. She was proud of this argument. She was sorry it had not occurred to her before stopping at Colombo  forgetting that she had told her friend of only one man who was in love with her. But the heart starves on sophistry with nothing to it; and with Christina the voyage dragged cruelly to its end.

But the moment she landed in Melbourne a good thing happened to her  she was snatched out of herself. A common shock and anxiety awaited both Christina and Herbert Luttrell: they found their mother in tears over a piece of very bad news from Wallandoon. It seemed that Mr. Luttrell had gone up to the station the week before to choose the site for a well which he was about to sink at considerable expense, and that he was now lying at the old homestead with a broken leg, the result of a buggy accident with a pair of young horses. He was able to write with his own hand in pencil, and he mentioned that Swift had fetched a surgeon from the river in the quickest time ever known; that the surgeon had set the leg quite successfully, so that there was no occasion for anxiety, though naturally he should be unable to leave Wallandoon for some weeks. He expressed forcibly the hope that his wife would not think of joining him there; she was not strong enough, and he needed no attention. Nevertheless, had the Ballaarat arrived one day later, Mrs. Luttrell would have gone. Her two children were in time to restrain her, but only by undertaking to go instead. Before they could realize that they had spent an afternoon and a night in Melbourne they had left the city and had embarked on an inland voyage of five hundred miles up country.

So their first full day ashore was spent in a railway carriage; but all that night the stars were in their eyes, and the gum trees racing by on either hand, and the warm wind fanning their faces, because Tiny would never travel inside the coach. They were back in Riverina. The Murray coiled behind them; the Murrumbidgee lay before. And the night after that they were creeping across the desert of the One Tree Plain, with the Lachlan lying ahead and the Murrumbidgee left behind. Here the leather-hung coach labored in the mud, for the Lachlan district was suffering before it could profit from a rather heavy rainfall three days old; and the driver flogged seven horses all night long instead of mildly chastening five, and the girl at his side could not have slept if she had tried, but she did not try. To her the night seemed too good to miss. The stars shone brilliantly from rim to rim of the unbroken plain, and upward from the overflowing crab-holes, and even in the flooded ruts, where the coach wheels split and scattered them like quicksilver beneath the thumb. There was no conversation on the coach. On the eve of facing his father Herbert was rehearsing his defense, while Tiny was just reveling in the night, and feeling very happy, so she said.

For a couple of hours before dawn they rested at Booligal. But Booligal is notorious for its mosquitoes, and there had been three inches of rain there, so the rest was a mockery. Tiny had a bed to lie down on, but she did not lie long. She was found by Herbert (who smoked six pipes in those two hours), leaning against one of the veranda posts as if asleep on her feet, but with eyes fixed intently upon a dull, reddening arc on the very edge of the darkling plain.

By the time we get there, said Herbert severely, youll be just about dished! What on earth are you doing out here instead of taking a spell when you can get it?

Im watching for the sun, murmured Christina, without moving. Its a regular Australian dawn; you never saw one like it in England. Here the sun gets up in the middle of the night, and there he very often doesnt get up at all. Oh, but its glorious to be back  dont you think so, old Herbs?

I might  if it wasnt for the governor.

Tiny flushed with shame. She had forgotten the accident. Being reminded of it she turned her back on the sunrise in deep contrition, but she had not taken Herberts meaning.

I funk facing him, said he gloomily. I have nothing to say for myself, and if I had a fellow couldnt say it with the poor governor lying on his back.

Poor old Herbs! said Tiny kindly. I dont think you have much to fear, however. It was our mistake in wanting you to go to Cambridge when youd been your own boss always. You were born for the bush  Im not sure that we both werent!

He did not hear her sigh.

Its all very well for you to talk, Tiny! You havent to make your peace with anybody  you havent to confess that youve made a ghastly fool of yourself!

Have I not? exclaimed the girl bitterly.

I thought you werent going to mention his name? Herbert said in surprise.

No more I am, replied Tiny, recovering herself. So, as you say, it is all very well for me to talk. And as she turned a ball of fire was balanced on the distant rim of the plain, and the arc above was now a semicircle of crimson, which blended even yet with the lingering shades of night.

Even Herbert was not in all Tinys secrets. He never dreamt that she had before her an ordeal far worse than his own. When they sighted the little township where the station buggy always met the coach, he thought her excitement due to obvious and natural causes. The township roofs gleamed in the afternoon sun for half an hour before one could distinguish even a looked-for object, such as a buggy drawn up in the shade at the hotel veranda. Herbert had time to become excited himself, in spite of the ignoble circumstances of his return.

I see it! he exclaimed with confidence, at five hundred yards. And good old Bushman and Brownlock are the pair. Id spot em a mile off.

Can you see who it is in the buggy? asked Tiny, at two hundred. She was sitting like a mouse between Herbert and the driver.

I shall in a shake; I think its Jack Swift.

He did not know how her heart was beating. At fifty yards he said, It isnt Swift; its one of the hands. Ive never seen this joker before.

Ah! said Tiny, and that was all. Herbert had no ear for a tone.


CHAPTER XXI. A DEAF EAR.

The manager of Wallandoon was harder at work that afternoon than any man on the run. This was generally the case when there was hard work to be done; when there was not, however, Swift had a way of making work for himself. He had made his work to-day. Nothing need have prevented his meeting the coach himself; but it had occurred to Swift that he would be somewhat in the way at the meeting between Mr. Luttrell and his children, while with regard to his own meeting with Christina he felt much nervousness, which night, perhaps, would partly cloak. This, however, was an instinct rather than a motive. Instinctively also he sought by violent labor to expel the fever from his mind. He was absurdly excited, and his energy during the heat of the day was little less than insane. So at any rate it seemed to the youth who was helping him by looking on, while Swift covered in half a tank with brushwood. The tank had been almost dry, but was newly filled by the rains, and the partial covering was designed to delay evaporation. But Swift himself would execute his own design, and thought nothing of standing up to his chest in the water, clothed only in his wide-awake, though he was the manager of the station. The young storekeeper did not admire him for it, though he could not help envying the manager his thick arms, which were also bronzed, like the managers face and neck, and in striking contrast to the whiteness of his deep chest and broad shoulders. There had been a change in storekeepers during recent months, a change not by any means for the better.

Near the tank were some brushwood yards, which were certainly in need of repairs, but the need was far from immediate. Swift, however, chose to mend up the fences that night, while he happened to be on the spot, and his young assistant had no choice but to watch him. It was dark when at last they rode back together to the station, silent, hungry, and not pleased with one another; for Swift was one of those energetic people whom it is difficult to help unless you are energetic yourself; and the new storekeeper was not. This youth did little for his rations that day until the homestead was reached. Then the manager left him to unsaddle and feed both horses, and himself walked over to the veranda, whence came the sound of voices.

Mr. Luttrell was lying in the long deck chair which had been procured from a neighboring station, and Herbert was smoking demurely at his side. Christina was not there at all.

You will find her in the dining room, Mr. Luttrell said, as his son and the manager shook hands. She has gone to make tea for you; she means to look after us all for the next few weeks.

The dining room was at the back of the house, and as Swift walked round to it he stepped from the veranda into the heavy sand in which the homestead was planted. He could not help it. His love had grown upon him since that short week with her, nine months before. He felt that if his eyes rested upon her first he could take her hand more steadily. So he stood and watched her a moment as she bent over the tea table with lowered head and busy fingers, and there was something so like his dreams in the sight of her there that he almost cried out aloud. Next instant his spurs jingled in the veranda. She raised her head with a jerk; he saw the fear of himself in her eyes  and knew.

It did not blind him to her haggard looks.

When they had shaken hands he could not help saying, It is evident that the old country doesnt agree with you, as you feared. And when it was too late he would have altered the remark.

Seeing that its six weeks since I left it, and that I have been traveling night and day since I landed, you are rather hard on the old country.

So she answered him, her fingers in the tea caddy, and her eyes with them. The lamplight shone upon her freckles as Swift studied her anxiously. Perhaps, as she hinted, she was only tired.

I say, I cant have you making tea for me! Swift exclaimed nervously. You are worn out, and I am accustomed to doing all this sort of thing for myself.

Then you will have the kindness to unaccustom yourself! I am mistress here until papa is fit to be moved.

And not a day longer. He knew it by the way she avoided his eyes. Yet he was forced to make conversation.

Why do you warm the teapot?

It is the proper thing to do.

I never knew that!

I dare say it isnt the only thing you never knew. I shouldnt wonder if you swallowed your coffee with cold milk?

Of course we do  when we have coffee.

Ah, it is good for you to have a housekeeper for a time, said Christina cruelly, she did not know why.

Its my firm belief, remarked Swift, that you have learnt these dodges in England, and that you did not detest the whole thing!

The words had a far-away familiar sound to Christina, and they were spoken in the pointed accents with which one quotes.

Did I say I should detest the whole thing? asked Christina, marking the tablecloth with a fork.

You did; they were your very words.

Come, I dont believe that.

I cant help it; those were your words. They were your very last words to me.

And you actually remember them?

She looked at him, smiling; but his face put out her smile, and the wave of compassion which now swept over hers confirmed the knowledge that had come to him with her first frightened glance.

The storekeeper, who came in before more was said, was the unconscious witness of a well-acted interlude of which he was also the cause. He approved of Miss Luttrell at the tea tray, and was to some extent recompensed for the hard days work he had not done. He left her with Swift on the back veranda, and they might have been grateful to him, for not only had his advent been a boon to them both at a very awkward moment, but, in going, he supplied them with a topic.

What has happened to my little Englishman? Christina asked at once. I hoped to find him here still.

I wish you had. He was a fine fellow, and this one is not.

Then you didnt mean to get rid of my little friend?

No. Its a very pretty story, Swift said slowly, as he watched her in the starlight. His father died, and he went home and came in for something; and now that little chap is actually married to the girl he used to talk about!

Tiny was silent for some moments. Then she laughed.

So much for my advice! His case is the exception that proves my rule.

I happen to remember your advice. So you still think the same?

Most certainly I do.

He laughed sardonically. You might just as well tell me outright that you are engaged to be married.

The girl recoiled.

How do you know? she cried. Who has told you?

You have  now. Your eyes told me twenty minutes ago.

But it isnt true! Nobody knows anything about it! It isnt a real engagement yet!

I have no doubt it will be real enough for me, answered Swift very bitterly; and he moved away from her, though her little hands were stretched out to keep him.

Dont leave me! she cried piteously. I want to tell you. I will tell you now, if you will only let me.

He faced about, with one foot on the veranda and the other in the sand.

Tell me, he said, if it is that old affair come right; that is all I care to know.

It is; but it hasnt come right yet  perhaps it never will. If only you would let me tell you everything!

Thank you; I dare say I can imagine how matters stand. I think I told you it would all come right. I am very glad it has.

Jack!

But Jack was gone. In the starlight she watched him disappear among the pines. He walked so slowly that she fancied him whistling, and would have given very much for some such sign of outward indifference to show that he cared; but no sound came to her save the chirrup of the crickets, which never ceased in the night time at Wallandoon. And that made her listen for the champing of the solitary animal in the horse yard, until she heard it, too, and stood still to listen to both noises of the night. She remembered how once or twice in England she had seemed to hear these two sounds, and how she had longed to be back again in the old veranda. Now she was back. This was the old, old veranda. And those two old sounds were beating into her brain in very reality  without pause or pity.

Why, Tiny, said Herbert later, this is the second time to-day! I believe you can sleep on end like a blooming native-companion. Youre to come and talk to the governor; he would like you to sit with him before we carry him into his room.

Would he? Tiny cried out, and a moment later she was kneeling by the deck chair and sobbing wildly on her fathers breast.

Just because I told her shed dish herself, remarked Herbert, looking on with irritation, shes been and gone and done it. Thats still her line!


CHAPTER XXII. SUMMUM BONUM.

For a month Christina declined to leave her fathers side, much against his will, but the girls will was stronger. She was as though tethered to the long deck chair until the lame man became able to leave it on two sticks. Then she flew to the other extreme.

North of the Lachlan the recent rains had been less heavy than in Lower Riverina. On Wallandoon less than two inches had fallen, and by February it was found necessary to resume work at the eight-mile whim. But the whim driver had gone off with his check when the rain gave him a holiday, and he had never returned. There was a momentary difficulty in finding a man to replace him, and it was then that Miss Tiny startled the station by herself volunteering for the post. At first Mr. Luttrell would not hear of the plan, but the managers opinion was not asked, and he carefully refrained from giving it, while Herbert (who was about to be intrusted with a mob of wethers for the Melbourne market) took his sisters side. He pointed out with truth that any fool could drive a whim under ordinary circumstances, and that, as Tiny would hardly petition to sleep at the whim, the long ride morning and evening would do her no harm. Mr. Luttrell gave in then. He had tried in vain to drive the young girl from his side. She had watched over him with increasing solicitude, with an almost unnatural tenderness. She had shown him a warmer heart than heretofore he had known her to possess, and an amount of love and affection which he felt to be more than a fathers share. He did not know what was the matter, but he made guesses. It had been his lifelong practice not to interfere with his children; hence the earliest misdeeds of his daughter Tiny; hence, also, the academic career of his son Herbert. Mr. Luttrell put no questions to the girl, and none concerning her to her brother, which was nice of him, seeing that her ways had made him privately inquisitive; but he took Herberts advice and let Christina drive the eight-mile whim.

The experiment proved a complete success, but then plain whim driving is not difficult. Christina spent an hour or so two or three times a day in driving the whim horse round and round until the tank was full, after which it was no trouble to keep the troughs properly supplied. The rest of her time she occupied in reading or musing in the shadow of the tank; but each day she boiled her billy in the hut, eating very heartily in her seclusion, and delighting more and more in the temporary freedom of her existence, as a boy in holidays that are drawing to an end. The whim stood high on a plain, the wind whistled through its timbers, and each evening the girl brought back to the homestead a higher color and a lighter step. In these days, however, very little was seen of her. She would come in tired, and soon secrete herself within four newspapered walls; and she went out of her way to discourage visitors at the whim. Of this she made such a point that the manager, on coming in earlier than usual one afternoon, was surprised when Herbert, whom he met riding out from the station, informed him that he was on his way to the eight-mile to look up the whim driver. Herbert seemed to have something on his mind, and presently he told Swift what it was. He had awkward news for Tiny, which he had decided to tell her at once and be done with it. But he did not like the job. He liked it so little that he went the length of confiding in Swift as to the nature of the news. The manager annoyed him  he had not a remark to make.

Herbert rode moodily on his way. He was sorry that he had spoken to Swift (whose stolid demeanor was a surprise to him, as well as an irritation); he had undoubtedly spoken too freely. With Swift still in his thoughts, Luttrell was within a mile of the whim, and cantering gently, before he became aware that another rider was overtaking him at a gallop; and as he turned in his saddle, the manager himself bore down upon him with a strange look in his good eyes.

I want you to let me  tell Tiny! Jack Swift said hoarsely, as Herbert stared. Jacks was a look of pure appeal.

You?

Yes  You understand?

Thats all right! I thought I couldnt have been mistaken, said Herbert, still looking him in the eyes. By ghost, Jack, youre a sportsman!

He held out his hand, and Swift gripped it. In another minute they were a quarter of a mile apart; but it was Swift who was riding on to the whim, very slowly now, and with his eyes on the black timbers rising clear of the sand against the sky. He could never look at them without hearing words and tones that it was still bitter to remember; and now he was going  to break bad news to Tiny? That was his undertaking.

He found the whim driver with her book in the shadow of the tank.

Good-afternoon, Christina said very civilly, though her eyebrows had arched at the sight of him. Have you come to see whether the troughs are full, or am I wanted at the homestead?

Neither, said Swift, smiling; only the mail is in, and there are letters from England.

How good of you! exclaimed the girl, holding out her hand.

Swift was embarrassed.

Now you will pitch into me! I havent seen the letters, and I dont know whether there is one for you: but I met Herbert, and he told me he had heard from your sister; and  and I thought you might like to hear that, as I was coming this way.

It is still good of you, said Christina kindly; and that made him honest.

It isnt a bit good, because I came this way to speak to you about something else.

Really?

Yes, because one sees so little of you now, and soon you will be going. The truth is something has been rankling with me ever since the night you arrived  nothing you said to me; it was my own behavior to you  

Which wasnt pretty, interrupted Tiny.

I know it wasnt; I have been very sorry for it. When you offered to tell me about your engagement I wouldnt listen. I would listen now!

And now I shouldnt dream of telling you a word, Tiny said, staring coolly in his face; not even if I were engaged.

Well, it amounts to that, Swift told her steadfastly, for he knew what he meant to say, and was not to be deterred by the snubs and worse to which he was knowingly laying himself open.

Pray how do you know what it amounts to?

On your side, at any rate, it amounts to an engagement; for you consider yourself bound.

Upon my word! cried Tiny hastily. Do you mind telling me how you come to know so much about my affairs?

I am naturally interested in them after all these years.

How very kind of you! How interested you were when I foolishly offered to tell you myself! So you have been talking me over with Herbert, have you?

We have spoken about you to-day for the first time; that is why Im here.

Christina was white with anger.

And I suppose, she sneered, that you have told him things which I have forgotten, and which you might have forgotten as well!

I dont think you do suppose that, Swift said gently. No, he merely told me about your engagement.

Then why do you want me to tell you?

Because you alone can tell me what I most want to know.

Oh, indeed!

Yes  whether you are happy!

She had found her temper, which enabled her to put a keener edge on the words, That, I should say, is not your business; and she stared at Swift coldly where he stood, with his hands behind him, looking down upon her without wincing.

I am not so sure, said he sturdily. I loved you dearly; I could have made you happy.

It is well you think so, was the best answer she could think of for that; and she did not think of it at once. Do you know who he is? she added later.

Herbert told me. It seems you have tampered with a splendid chance.

I have tampered with three. I shall jump at the next  if I get another.

And if you dont?

Involuntarily she drew a deep breath at the thought. Her head was lifted, and her blue eyes wandered over the yellow distance of the plains with the look of a prisoner coming back into the world.

Nobody could blame him, she said at last, and I should be rightly served.

Swift crouched in front of her, almost sitting on his heels to peer into her face.

Tiny, he suddenly cried, you dont love him one bit!

But I think he loves me, she answered, hanging her head, for he held her hand.

Not as I do, Tiny! Never as I have done! I have loved you all the time, and never anyone but you. And you  you care for me best; I see it in your eyes; I feel it in your hand. Dont you think that you, too, may have loved me all the time?

If I have, she murmured, it has been without knowing it.

It was without knowing it that she trod upon the truth. Their voices were trembling.

Darling, he whispered, this would be home to you. Its the same old Wallandoon. You love it, I know; and I think  you love  

She snatched her hand from his, and sprang to her feet. He, too, rose astounded, gazing on every side to see who was coming. But the plain was flecked only with straggling sheep, bleating to the troughs. His gaze came back to the girl. Her straw hat sharply shadowed her face like a highwaymans mask, her blue eyes flashing in the midst of it, and her lips below parted in passion.

You? I hate you! I do consider myself bound, and you would make me false  you would tempt me through my love for the bush, for this place  you coward!

Swift reddened, and there was roughness in his answer:

I cant stand this, even from you. I have heard that all women are unfair; you are, certainly. What you say about my tempting you is nonsense. You have shown me that you love me, and that you dont love the other man; you know you have. You have now to show whether you have the courage of your love  to give him up  to marry me.

This method must have had its attractions after anothers; but it hurt, because Tiny was sensitive, with all her sins.

You have spoken very cruelly, she faltered, delightfully forgetting how she had spoken herself. I could not marry anyone who spoke to me like that!

Oh, forgive me! he cried, covered with contrition in an instant. I am a rough brute, but I promise   He stopped, for her head had drooped, and she seemed to be crying. He stood away from her in his shame. Yes, I am a rough brute, he repeated bitterly; but, darling, you dont know how it roughens one, bossing the men!

Still she hung her head, but within the widened shadow of her hat he saw her red mouth twitching at his clumsiness. Yet, when she raised her face, her smile astonished him, it was so timorous; and the wondrous shyness in her lovely eyes abashed him far more than her tears.

I dare say  I need that! he heard her whisper in spurts. I think I should like  you  to boss  me  too.



These things and others were tersely told in a letter written in the hot blast of a north wind at Wallandoon, and delivered in London six weeks later, damp with the rain of early April. The letter arrived by the last post, and Ruth read it on the sofa in her husbands den, while Erskine paced up and down the room, listening to the sentences she read aloud, but saying little.

So you see, said Ruth as she put the thin sheets together and replaced them in their envelope, she accepted him before she knew of Lord Manisters engagement. He knew of it, and had undertaken to tell her, but that was only to give himself a last chance. Had she heard of it first he would never have spoken again.

I question that, Erskine said thoughtfully. He might not have spoken so soon; but his love would have proved stronger than his pride in the end. Yet I like him for his pride. That was what she needed, and what Manister lacked. It is very curious.

I wonder if you really would like him, said Ruth, who no longer cared for the sound of Lord Manisters name. I dont remember much about him, except that we all thought a good deal of him; but somehow I dont fancy hes your sort.

I wasnt aware that I had a sort, Erskine said, smiling.

Oh, but you have. I am not your sort. But Tiny was!

He laughed heartily.

Then we four have chosen sides most excellently! It is quite fatal to marry your own sort. Didnt you know that, my dear?

No, I didnt, said Ruth, watching him from the sofa; but I am very glad to hear it, and I quite agree. You and Tiny, for instance, would have jeered at everything in life until you were left jeering at one another. Dont you think so? she added wistfully, after a pause.

I think youre an uncommonly shrewd little person, Erskine remarked, smiling down upon her kindly, so that her face shone with pleasure.

Do you? she said, as he helped her to rise. You used to think me so dense when Tiny was here; and I dare say I was  beside Tiny.

My dearest girl, said Erskine, taking his wife in his arms, and speaking in a troubled tone, you have never said that sort of thing before, and I hope you never will again. Tiny was Tiny  our Tiny  but surely wisdom was not her strongest point? She amused us all because she wasnt quite like other people; but how often am I to tell you that I am thankful you are not like Tiny?

Ah, if you really were! Ruth whispered on his shoulder.

But I always was, he answered, kissing her; and they smiled at one another until the door was shut and Ruth had gone, for there was now between them an exceeding tenderness.

Ruth had left him her letter, so that he might read it for himself; but though he lit a pipe and sat down, it was some time before Erskine read anything. Had Ruth returned and asked him for his thoughts, he would have confessed that he was wondering whether Tinys husband would understand the girl he had managed to tame; and whether he had a fine ear for a joke. As wondering would not tell him, he at length turned to the letter; and that did not tell him either; but before he turned the first of the many leaves, it was as though the child herself was beside him in the room.

The qualities she mentioned in her beloved were all of a serious character, and the praises she bestowed upon him, at her own expense, were a little tiresome to one who did not know the man. Erskine turned over with excusable impatience, and was rewarded on the next page by a sufficiently just summary of Lord Manister; even here, however, Tiny took occasion to be very hard on herself. She declared  possibly she would have said it in any case, but it happened to be true  that she had never loved Lord Manister. On the way she had ill-used him she harped no more; his own solution of his difficulties had, indeed, broken that string. But she spoke of her temptation (incidentally remarking that the hall windows haunted her still), and said she would perhaps have yielded to it outright but for her visit to Wallandoon before sailing for England; and that she would certainly have done so at the third asking had it not been for that stronger temptation to go back with Herbert to Australia. As it was, she had gone back fully determined to marry Lord Manister in the end. And if that decision had been furthered to the smallest extent by any sort of consideration for another, she did not say so; neither did she seek to defend her own behavior at any point, for this was not Tinys way. However, with Jack she had burned to justify herself, because love puts an end to ones ways. She had longed to tell him everything with her own lips, and to have him forgive and excuse her on the spot. This she admitted. But she denied having known what her unreasonable longing really was. Did Ruth remember the burning of the boats at Cintra? Well, she had spoken the truth about Jack then; she had never known until the night of her last arrival at the station; she had never been quite miserable until the succeeding days. Reverting to Manister, she supposed the discovery of her departure the day after their interview  in which she had studiously refrained from revealing its imminence  had proved the last straw with him; she added that such a result had been vaguely in her mind at the time, but that she had never really admitted it among her hopes. Yet it seemed she had cured him just when she gave him up for incurable  and how thankful she was! A well-felt word about Lord Manisters future happiness and so on led her to her own; and Erskine slid his eye over that, but had it arrested by a loving little description of the old home to which she was coming back for good. It was a hot wind as she wrote, and the beginning of a word dried before she got to the end of it  so she affirmed. The roof was crackling, and the shadows in the yard were like tanks of ink. Out on the run the salt-bush still looked healthy after the rains. She had given up whim driving; the manager had put in his word. But she was taking long rides, all by herself; and the lonely grandeur of the bush appealed to her just as it had when she first came back to it nearly a year ago; and the deep sky and yellow distances and dull leaves were all her eyes required; and she thought this was the one place in the world where it would be easy to be good.

The letter came rather suddenly to its end. There were some very kind words about himself, which Erskine read more than once. Then he sat staring into the fire, until, by some fancys trick, the red coals turned pale and took the shape of a girls sweet face with blemishes that only made it sweeter, with dark hair, and generous lips, and eyes like her own Australian sky. And the eyes lightened with fun and with mischief, with recklessness, and bitterness, and temper; and in each light they were more lovable than before; but last of all they beamed clear and tranquil as the blue sea becalmed; and in their depths there shone a soul.

THE END
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CHAPTER I THE LITTLE MUSICIAN

They were terribly sentimental words, but the fellow sang them as though he meant every syllable. Altogether, the song was not the kind of thing to go down with a back-block audience, any more than the singer was the class of man.

He was a little bit of a fellow, with long dark hair and dark glowing eyes, and he swayed on the music-stool, as he played and sang, in a manner most new to the young men of Taroomba. He had not much voice, but the sensitive lips took such pains with each word, and the long, nervous fingers fell so lightly upon the old piano, that every one of the egregious lines travelled whole and unmistakable to the farthest corner of the room. And that was an additional pity, because the piano was so placed that the performer was forced to turn his back upon his audience; and behind it the young men of Taroomba were making great game of him all the time.

In the moderate light of two kerosene lamps, the room seemed full of cord breeches and leather belts and flannel collars and sunburnt throats. It was not a large room, however, and there were only four men present, not counting the singer. They were young fellows, in the main, though the one leaning his elbow on the piano had a bushy red beard, and his yellow hair was beginning to thin. Another was reading The Australasian on the sofa; and a sort of twist to his mustache, a certain rigor about his unshaven chin, if they betrayed no sympathy with the singer, suggested a measure of contempt for the dumb clownery going on behind the singers back. Over his very head, indeed, the red-bearded man was signalling maliciously to a youth who with coarse fat face and hands was mimicking the performer in the middle of the room; while the youngest man of the lot, who wore spectacles and a Home-bred look, giggled in a half-ashamed, half-anxious way, as though not a little concerned lest they should all be caught. And when the song ended, and the singer spun round on the stool, they had certainly a narrow escape.

Great song! cried the mimic, pulling himself together in an instant, and clapping out a brutal burlesque of applause.

Shut up, Sandy, said the man with the beard, dropping a yellow-fringed eyelid over a very blue eye. Dont you mind Mr. Sanderson, sir, he added to the musician; hes not a bad chap, only he thinks hes funny. Well show him what funniment really is in a minute or two. Ive just found the very song! But whats the price of the last pretty thing?

Of Love Flees before the Dawn? said the musician, simply.

Yes.

Its the same as all the rest; you see  

Here the mimic broke in with a bright, congenial joke.

Love how much? cried he, winking with his whole heavy face. I dont, chaps, do you?

The sally was greeted with a roar, in which the musician joined timidly, while the man on the sofa smiled faintly without looking up from his paper.

Never mind him, said the red-bearded man, who was for keeping up the fun as long as possible; hes too witty to live. What did you say the price was?

Most of the songs are half a crown.

Come, I say, thats a stiffish price, isnt it?

Plucky stiff for fleas! exclaimed the wit.

The musician flushed, but tossed back his head of hair, and held out his hand for the song.

I cant help it, gentlemen. I cant afford to charge less. Every one of these songs has been sent out from Home, and I get them from a man in Melbourne, who makes me pay for them. Youre five hundred miles up country, where you cant expect town prices.

Keep your hair on, old man! said the wit, soothingly.

My what? My hair is my own business!

The little musician had turned upon his tormentor like a knife. His dark eyes were glaring indignantly, and his nervous fingers had twitched themselves into a pair of absurdly unserviceable white fists. But now a freckled hand was laid upon his shoulder, and the man with the beard was saying, Come, come, my good fellow, youve made a mistake; my friend Sanderson meant nothing personal. Its our way up here, you know, to chi-ak each other and our visitors too.

Then I dont like your way, said the little man, stoutly.

Well, Sandy meant no offence, Ill swear to that.

Of course I didnt, said Sanderson.

The musician looked from one to the other, and the anger went out of him, making way for shame.

Then the offence is on my side, said he, awkwardly, and I beg your pardon.

He took a pile of new music from the piano, and was about to go.

No, no, were not going to let you off so easily, said the bearded man, laughing.

Youll have to sing us one more song to show theres no ill feeling, put in Sanderson.

And heres the song, added the other. The very thing. I found it just now. There you are The Worlds Creation!

Not that thing! said the musician.

Why not?

Its a comic song.



The very thing we want.

Well buy up your whole stock of comic songs, said Sanderson.

Hear, hear, cried the silent youth who wore spectacles.

I wish you would, the musician said, smiling.

But we must hear them first.

I hate singing them.

Well, give us this one as a favor! Only this one. Do.

The musician wavered. He was a very sensitive young man, with a constitutional desire to please, and an acute horror of making a fool of himself. Now the whole soul of him was aching with the conviction that he had done this already, in showing his teeth at what had evidently been meant as harmless and inoffensive badinage. And it was this feeling that engendered the desperate desire at once to expiate his late display of temper, and to win the good opinion of these men by fairly amusing them after all. Certainly the song in demand did not amuse himself, but then it was equally certain that his taste in humor differed from theirs. He could not decide in his mind. He longed to make these men laugh. To get on with older and rougher men was his great difficulty, and one of his ambitions.

We must have this, said the man with the beard, who had been looking over the song. The words are first chop!

I cant stand them, the musician confessed.

Why, are they too profane?

They are too silly.

Well, they aint for us. Climb down to our level, and fire away.

With a sigh and a smile, and a full complement of those misgivings which were a part of his temperament, the little visitor sat down and played with much vivacity a banjo accompaniment which sounded far better than anything else had done on the antiquated, weather-beaten bush piano. The jingle struck fire with the audience, and the performer knew it, as he went on to describe himself as straight from Old Virginia, with his head stuffed full of knowledge, in spite of the fact that he had never been to Frisco or any other college; the entertaining information that this world it was created in the twinkling of two cracks bringing the first verse to a conclusion. Then came the chorus  of which there can scarcely be two opinions. The young men caught it up with a howl, with the exception of the reader on the sofa, who put his fingers in his ears. This is how it went:

Oh, walk up, Mr. Pompey, oh, walk up while I say,

Will you walk into the banjo and hear the parlor play?

Will you walk into the parlor and hear the banjo ring?

Oh, listen to de darkies how merrily dey sing!

The chorus ended with a whoop which assured the soloist that he was amusing his men; and having himself one of those susceptible, excitable natures which can enter into almost anything, given the fair wind of appreciation to fill their sails, the little musician began actually to enjoy the nonsense himself. His long fingers rang out the tinkling accompaniment with a crisp, confident touch. He sang the second verse, which built up the universe in numbers calculated to shock a religious or even a reasonably cultivated order of mind, as though he were by no means ashamed of it. And so far as culture and religion were concerned he was tolerably safe  each fresh peal of laughter reassured him of this. That the laugh was with him he never doubted until the end of the third verse. Then it was that the roars of merriment rose louder than ever, and that their note suddenly struck the musicians trained ear as false. He sang through the next verse with an overwhelming sense of its inanity, and with the life gone out of his voice and fingers alike. Still they roared with laughter, but he who made them knew now that the laugh was at his expense. He turned hot all over, then cold, then hotter than ever. A shadow was dancing on the music in front of him; he could hear a suppressed titter at the back of the boisterous laughter; something brushed against his hair, and he could bear it all no longer. Snatching his fingers from the keys, he wheeled round on the music-stool in time to catch the heavy youth Sanderson in the mimic act of braining him with a chair; his tongue was out like a brats, his eyes shone with a baleful mirth, while the red-bearded man was rolling about the room in an ecstasy of malicious merriment.

The singer sprang to his feet in a palsy of indignation. His dark eyes glared with the dumb rage of a wounded animal; then they ranged round the room for something with which to strike, and before Sanderson had time to drop the chair he had been brandishing over the others head, the musician had snatched up the kerosene lamp from the top of the piano, and was poising it in the air with murderous intent. Yet his anger had not blinded him utterly. His flashing eyes were fixed upon the fat mocking face which he longed to mark for life, but he could also see beyond it, and what he saw made him put down the lamp without a word.

At the other side of the room was a door leading out upon the veranda; it had been open all the evening, and now it was the frame of an unlooked-for picture, for a tall, strong girl was standing upon the threshold.

Well, I never! said she, calmly, as she came into their midst with a slow, commanding stride. So this is the way you play when Im away, is it? What poor little mice they are, to be sure!

Sanderson had put down the chair, and was looking indescribably foolish. The boy in the spectacles, though he had been a merely passive party to the late proceedings, seemed only a little less uncomfortable. The man on the sofa and the little trembling musician were devouring the girl with their eyes. It was the personage with the beard who swaggered forward into the breach.



Good-evening, Naomi, said he, holding out a hand which she refused to see. This is Mr. Engelhardt, who has come to tune your piano for you. Mr. Engelhardt  Miss Pryse.

The hand which had been refused to the man who was in a position to address Miss Pryse as Naomi, was held out frankly to the stranger. It was a firm, cool hand, which left him a stronger and a saner man for its touch.

I am delighted to see you, Mr. Engelhardt. I congratulate you on your songs, and on your spirit, too. It was about time that Mr. Sanderson met somebody who objected to his peculiar form of fun. He has been spoiling for this ever since I have known him!

Come, I say, Naomi, said the man who was on familiar terms with her, it was all meant in good part, you know. Youre rather rough upon poor Sandy.

Not so rough as both you and he have been upon a visitor. I am ashamed of you all!

Her scornful eyes looked black in the lamplight; her eyebrows were black. This with her splendid coloring was all the musician could be sure of; though his gaze never shifted from her face. Now she turned to him and said, kindly:

I have been enjoying your songs immensely  especially the comic one. I came in some time ago, and have been listening to everything. You sing splendidly.

These gentlemen will hardly agree with you.

These gentlemen, said Miss Pryse, laying an unpleasant stress on the word, disagree with me horribly at times. They make me ill. What a lot of songs you have brought!

I brought them to sell, said the young fellow, blushing. I have just started business  set up shop at Deniliquin  a music-shop, you know. I am making a round to tune the pianos at the stations.

What a capital idea! You will find ours in a terrible state, Im afraid.

Yes, it is rather bad; I was talking about it to the boss before I started to make a fool of myself.

To the boss, do you say?

Yes.

And pray which is he?

The piano-tuner pointed to the bushy red beard.

Why, bless your life, cried Naomi Pryse, as the red beard split across and showed its teeth, hes not the boss! Dont you believe it. If youve anything to say to the boss, youd better come outside and say it.

But which is he, Miss Pryse?

Hes a she, and youre talking to her now, Mr. Engelhardt!


CHAPTER II A FRIEND INDEED

Do you mean to say that you have never heard of the female boss of Taroomba? said Naomi Pryse, as she led the piano-tuner across the veranda and out into the station-yard. The moon was gleaming upon the galvanized-iron roofs of the various buildings, and it picked out the girls smile as she turned to question her companion.

No, I never heard of you before, replied the piano-tuner, stolidly. For the moment the girl and the moonlight stupefied him. The scene in the room was still before his eyes and in his ears.

Well, thats one for me! What station have you come from to-day?

Kerulijah.



And you never heard of me there! Ah, well, Im very seldom up here. Ive only come for the shearing. Still, the whole place is mine, and Im not exactly a cipher in the business either; I rather thought I was the talk of the back-blocks. At one time I know I was. Im very vain, you see.

You have something to be vain about, said the piano-tuner, looking at her frankly.

She made him a courtesy in the moonlit yard.

Thank you kindly. But Im not satisfied yet; I understand that you arrived in time for supper; didnt you hear of me at table?

I just heard your name.

Who mentioned it?

The fellow with the beard.

Prettily?

I think so. He was wondering where you were. He seems to know you very well?

He has known me all my life. He is a sort of connection. He was overseer here when my father died a year or two ago. He is the manager now.

But you are the boss?

I am so! His name, by the way, is Gilroy  my mother was a Gilroy, too. See? Thats why he calls me Naomi; I call him Monty when I am not wroth with him. I am disgusted with them all to-night! But you mustnt mind them; its only their way. Did you speak to the overseer, Tom Chester?

Which was he?

The one on the sofa.

No, he hardly spoke to me.

Well, hes a very good sort; you would like him if you got to know him. The new chum with the eye-glasses is all right, too. I dont believe those two were to blame. As for Mr. Sanderson, I wouldnt think any more about him if I were you; he really isnt worth it.

I forgive him, said the musician, simply; but I shall never forgive myself for playing the fool and losing my temper!

Nonsense! It did them good, and theyll think all the more of you. Still, I must say Im glad you didnt dash the kerosene lamp in Mr. Sandersons face!

The what? cried Engelhardt, in horror.

The lamp; you were brandishing it over your head when I came in.



The lamp! To think that I caught up the lamp! I cant have known what I was doing!

He stood still and aghast in the sandy yard; they had wandered to the far side of it, where the kitchen and the laundry stood cheek-by-jowl with the wood-heap between them, and their back-walls to the six-wire fence dividing the yard from the plantation of young pines which bordered it upon three sides.

You were in a passion, said Miss Pryse, smiling gravely. Theres nothing in this world that I admire more than a passion  its so uncommon. So are you! There, I owed you a pretty speech, you know! Do you mind giving me your arm, Mr. Engelhardt?

But Engelhardt was gazing absently at the girl, and the road between ear and mind was choked with a multitude of new sensations. Her sudden request made no impression upon him, until he saw her stamping her foot in the sand. Then, and awkwardly enough, he held out his arm to her, and her firm hand caught in it impatiently.

How slow you are to assist a lady! Yet I feel sure that you come from the old country?



I do; but I have never had much to do with ladies.

The piano-tuner sighed.

Well, its all right; only I wanted you to take my arm for Monty Gilroys benefit. Hes just come out on to the veranda. Dont look round. This will rile him more than anything.

But why?

Why? Oh, because he showed you the hoof; and when a person does that, he never likes to see another person being civil to the same person. See? Then if you dont, youd better stand here and work it out while I run into the kitchen to speak to Mrs. Potter about your room.

But Im not going to stay! the piano-tuner cried, excitedly.

Now what are you giving us, Mr. Engelhardt? Of course you are going to stay. Youre going to stay and tune my poor old piano. Why, your horse was run out hours ago!

But I cant face those men again  

What rubbish!

After the way I made a fool of myself this evening!

It was they who made fools of themselves. Theyll annoy you no more, I promise you. In any case, they all go back to the shed to-morrow evening; its seven miles away, and they only come in for Sunday. You neednt start on the piano before Monday, if you dont like.

Oh, no, Ill do it to-morrow, Engelhardt said, moodily. He now felt bitterly certain that he should never make friends with the young men of Taroomba, and shamefully thankful to think that there would be a set occupation to keep him out of their way for the whole of the morrow.

Very well, then; wait where you are for two twos.

Engelhardt waited. The kitchen-door had closed upon Miss Naomi Pryse; there was no sense in watching that any longer. So the piano-tuners eyes climbed over the waterspout, scaled the steep corrugated roof, and from the wide wooden chimney leapt up to the moon. It was at the full. The white clear light hit the young man between his expressive eyes, and still he chose to face it. It gave to the delicate eager face an almost ethereal pallor; and as he gazed on without flinching, the raised head was proudly carried, and the little man looked tall. To one whom he did not hear when she lifted the kitchen-latch and opened the door, he seemed a different being; she watched him for some moments before she spoke.

Well, Mr. Engelhardt?

Well, said he, coming down from the moon with an absent smile, and slowly.

I have been watching you for quite a minute. I believe it would have been an hour if I hadnt spoken. I wish I hadnt! Were going to put you in that little building over there  we call it the barracks. Youll be next door to Tom Chester, and hell take care of you. Theres no occasion to thank me; you can tell me what youve been thinking about instead.

I wasnt thinking at all.

Now, Mr. Engelhardt! said Naomi, holding up her finger reprovingly. If you werent thinking, I should like to know what you were doing?

I was waiting for you.

I know you were. It was very good of you. But you were smiling, too, and I want to know the joke.

Was I really smiling?

Havent I told you so? Have you signed the pledge against smiles? You look glum enough for anything now.

Yes?



Very much yes! I wish to goodness youd smile again.

Oh, Ill do anything you like. He forced up the corners of his mouth, but it was not a smile; his eyes ran into hers like bayonets.

Then give me your arm again, she said, and let me tell you that Im very much surprised at you for requiring to be told that twice.

Im not accustomed to ladies, Engelhardt explained once more.

Thats all right. Im not one, you know. Im going to negotiate this fence. Will you have the goodness to turn your back?

Engelhardt did so, and saw afar off in the moonlit veranda the lowering solitary figure of the manager, Gilroy.

Yes, he sees us all right, Miss Pryse remarked from the other side of the fence. Itll do him good. Come you over, and well make his beard curl!

The piano-tuner looked at her doubtfully, but only for one moment. The next he also was over the fence and by her side, and she was leading him into the heart of the pines, her strong kind hand within his arm.

Well just have a little mouch round, she said, confidentially. You neednt be frightened.

Frightened! he echoed, defiantly. The hosts of darkness could not have frightened such a voice.

You see, Im the boss, and Im obliged to show it sometimes.

I see.

And you have given me an opportunity of showing it pretty plainly.

Oh!

Consequently, Im very much obliged to you; and I do hope you dont mind helping me to shock Monty Gilroy?

I am proud.

But the kick had gone out of his voice, and to her hand his arm was suddenly as a log of wood. She mused a space. Then  

It isnt everyone I would ask to help me in such  in such a delicate matter, she said, in a troubled tone. You see I am a woman at the mercy of men. Theyre all very kind and loyal in their own way, but their way is their own, as you know. I thought as I had given you a hand with them  well, I thought you would be in sympathy.

I am, I am  Heaven knows!

The log had become exceedingly alive.



Then let us skirt in and out, on the edge of the plantation, so that Mr. Gilroy may have the pleasure of seeing my frock from time to time.

Im your man.

No, not that way  this. There, Im sure he must have seen me then.

He must.

Its time we went back; but this will have done him all the good in the world, said Naomi.

Its a pity you havent a manager whom you can respect and like, the piano-tuner remarked.

Naomi started. She also stopped to lace up her shoe, which necessitated the withdrawal of her hand from the piano-tuners arm; and she did not replace it.

Oh, but I do like him, Mr. Engelhardt, she explained as she stooped. I like Mr. Gilroy very much; I have known him all my life, you know. However, thats just where the disadvantage comes in  hes too much inclined to domineer. But dont you run away with the idea that I dislike him; that would never do at all.

The piano-tuner felt too small to apologize. He had made a deadly mistake  so bad a one that she would take his arm no more. He looked up at the moon with miserable eyes, and his brain teemed with bitter self-upbraiding thoughts. His bitterness was egregiously beyond the mark; but that was this young mans weakness. He would condemn himself to execution for the pettiest sin. So ashamed was he now that he dared not even offer her his hand when they got back to the veranda, and she consigned him to the boy in spectacles, who then showed him his room in the barracks. And his mistake kept him awake more than half that night; it was only in the gray morning he found consolation in recollecting that although she had declared so many times that she liked Monty Gilroy, she had never once said she respected him.

Had he heard a conversation which took place in the station-yard later that night, but only a little later, and while the full moon was in much the same place, the piano-tuner might have gone to sleep instead of lying awake to flagellate his own meek spirit; though it is more likely that he would have lain quietly awake for very joy. The conversation in question was between Naomi Pryse and Montague Gilroy, her manager, and it would scarcely repay a detailed report; but this is how it culminated:



I tell you that I found you bullying him abominably, and whenever I find you bullying anybody Ill make it up to that body in my own way. And I wont have my way criticised by you.

Very good, Naomi. Very good indeed! But if you want to guard against all chance of the same thing happening next week, I should recommend you to be in for supper next Saturday, instead of gallivanting about the run by yourself and coming in at ten oclock at night.

The run is mine, and Ill do what I like while Im here.

Well, if you wont listen to reason, you might at least remember our engagement.

You mean your engagement? I remember the terms perfectly. I have only to write you a check for the next six months salary any time I like, to put an end to it. And upon my word, Monty, you seem to want me to do so to-night!


CHAPTER III HARD TIMES

It was the middle of the Sunday afternoon, when the young men of Taroomba were for the most part sound asleep upon their beds. They were wise young men enough, in ways, and to punctuate the weeks of hard labor at the wool-shed with thoroughly slack Sundays at the home station was a practice of the plainest common-sense. To do otherwise would have been to fly in the face of nature. Yet just because Naomi Pryse chose to settle herself in the veranda outside the sitting-room door with a book, the young man who had worked harder than any of the others during the week must needs be the one to spend the afternoon of rest at her feet, and with nothing but a lean veranda-post to shelter his broad back from the sun.

This was Tom Chester, of whom Naomi had spoken highly to her protégé, the piano-tuner. Tom was newly and beautifully shaved, and he had further observed the Sabbath by putting on a white shirt and collar, and a suit of clothes in which a man might have walked down Collins Street; but he seemed quite content to sit in them on the dirty veranda boards, for the sake of watching Naomi as she read. She had not a great deal to say to him, but she had commanded him to light his pipe, and as often as she dropped the book into her lap to make a remark, she could reckon upon a sympathetic answer, preceded by a puff of the tobacco-smoke she loved.

It is a dreadful noise, though, isnt it? Naomi had observed more than once.

It is so, Tom Chester would answer, with a smile and another puff.

He made such a point of setting to work this morning, you know, and its so good of him to work on Sunday. I dont see how we can stop him.

Then Naomi would sit silent, but not reading, and would presently announce that she had counted the striking of that note twenty-nine times in succession. Once she made it sixty-six; but the piano-tuner behind the closed door had broken his own record, and seemed in a fair way of hammering out the same note a hundred times running, when Monty Gilroy came tramping along the veranda with blinking yellow eyelashes, and his red face pale with temper. Miss Pryse was keeping tally aloud when the manager blundered upon the scene.

I say, Naomi, how long is this to go on? exclaimed Gilroy, in a tone that was half-complaining, half-injured, but wholly different from that which he had employed toward her the night before.

Eighty-three, eighty-four, eighty-five, counted Naomi, giving him a nod and a smile.

I hadnt been asleep ten minutes when he awoke me with his infernal din.

Ninety, ninety-one, ninety-two, ninety-three  

Its no joke when a man has been over the board the whole week, said Gilroy, trying to smile nevertheless.

Ninety-seven, ninety-eight  well, Ill be jiggered!

Ninety-eight it is, said Tom Chester.

Yes, hes changed the note. He might have given it a couple more! Still, its the record. Now, Monty, please forgive us; were trying to make the best of a bad job, as you see.

It is a bad job, assented Gilroy, whose rueful countenance concealed (but not from the girl) a vile temper smouldering. Its pretty rough, I think, on us chaps whove been working like Kanakas all the week.

Well, but you were pretty rough upon poor Mr. Engelhardt last night; so dont you think that it serves you quite right?

Poor Mr. Engelhardt! echoed Gilroy, savagely. So it serves us right, does it? He forced a laugh. What do you say, Tom?

I think it serves you right, too, answered Tom Chester, coolly.

Gilroy laughed again.

So youre crackin, old chap, said he, genially. He generally was genial with Tom Chester, for whom he entertained a hatred enhanced by fear. But I say, Naomi, need this sort of thing go on all the afternoon?

If it doesnt he will have to stay till to-morrow.

Ah! I see.

I thought you would. The piano was in a bad way, and he said there was a long days work in it; but he seems anxious to get away this evening, thats why he began before breakfast.

Then let him stick to it, by all means, and well all clear out together. Ill see that his horse is run up  Ill go now.



He went.

Thats the most jealous gentleman in this colony, said Naomi to her companion. Hed rather suffer anything than leave this little piano-tuner and me alone together!

Poor little chap, said Chester of the musician; he had nothing to say about Gilroy, who was still in view from the veranda, a swaggering figure in the strong sunlight, with his hands in his cross-cut breeches pockets, his elbows sticking out, and the strut of a cock on its own midden. Tom Chester watched him with a hard light in his clear eye, and a moistening of the palms of his hands. Tom was pretty good with his fists, and for many a weary month he had been spoiling for a fight with Monty Gilroy, who very likely was not the only jealous gentleman on Taroomba.

All this time the piano-tuner was at his fiendish work behind the closed door, over which Naomi Pryse had purposely mounted guard. Distracting repetitions of one note were varied only by depressing octaves and irritating thirds. Occasionally a chord or two promised a trial trip over the keys, but such promises were never fulfilled. At last Naomi shut her book, with a hopeless smile at Tom Chester, who was ready for her with an answering grin.

Really, I cant stand it any longer, Mr. Chester.

You have borne it like a man, Miss Pryse.

I wanted to make sure that nobody bothered him. Do you think we may safely leave him now?

Quite safely. Gilroy is up at the yards, and Sanderson only plays the fool to an audience. Let me pull you out of your chair.

Thanks. Thats it. Let us stroll up to the horse-paddock gate and back; then it will be time for tea; and lets hope our little tuner will have finished his work at last.

I believe he has finished now, Tom Chester said, as they turned their backs on the homestead. Hes never run up and down the board like that before.

The board! said Miss Pryse, laughing. No, dont you believe it; he wont finish for another hour.

Tom Chester was right, however. As Naomi and he passed out of earshot, the piano-tuner faced about on the music-stool, and peered wistfully through the empty room at the closed door, straining his ear for their voices. Of course he heard nothing; but the talking on the veranda had never been continuous, so that did not surprise him. It gladdened him, rather. She was reading. She might be alone; his heart beat quicker for the thought. She had sat there all day, of her own kind will, enduring his melancholy performance; now she should have her reward. His eyes glistened as he searched in his memory for some restful, dreamy melody, which should at once soothe and charm her ears aching from his crude unmusical monotonies. Suddenly he rubbed his hands, and then stretching them out and leaning backward on the stool he let his fingers fall with their lightest and daintiest touch upon Naomis old piano.

He had chosen a very simple, well-known piece; but it need not be so well known in the bush. Miss Pryse might never have heard it before, in which case she could not fail to be enchanted. It was the Schlummerlied of Schumann, and the piano-tuner played it with all the very considerable feeling and refinement of which he was capable, and with a smile all the time for its exceeding appropriateness. What could chime more truly with the lazy stillness of the Sunday afternoon than this sweet, bewitching lullaby? Engelhardt had always loved it; but never in his life had he played it half so well. As he finished  softly, but not so softly as to risk a single note dropping short of the veranda  he wheeled round again with a sudden self-conscious movement. It was as though he expected to find the door open and Naomi entranced upon the threshold. It is a fact that he sat watching the door-handle to see it turn, first with eagerness, and at last with acute disappointment. His disappointment was no greater when he opened the door himself and saw the book lying in the empty chair. That, indeed, was a relief. To find her sitting there unmoved was what his soul had dreaded.

But now that his work was done, the piano-tuner felt very lonely and unhappy. To escape from these men with whom he could not get on was his strongest desire but one; the other was to stay and see more of the glorious girl who had befriended him; and he was torn between the two, because his longing for love was scarcely more innate than his shrinking from ridicule and scorn. He knew this, too, and had as profound a scorn for himself as any he was likely to meet with from another. His saving grace was the moral courage which enabled him to run counter to his own craven inclinations.

Thus in the early morning he had apologized to Sanderson, the store-keeper, for the loss of his temper overnight; after lying awake for hours chewing the bitterness of this humiliating move, he had determined upon it in the end. But determination was what he had  it takes not a little to bring you to apologize in cold blood to a rougher man than yourself. Engelhardt had done this, and more. At breakfast and at dinner he had made heroic efforts to be affable and at ease with the men who despised him; though each attempt touched a fresh nerve in his sensitive, self-conscious soul. And now, because from the veranda he could descry Gilroy and Sanderson up at the stock-yards, and because these men were the very two whose society he most dreaded, his will was that he must join them then and there.

He was a man himself; and if he could not get on with other men, that was his own lookout. No doubt, too, it was his own fault. It was a fault of which he swore an oath that he would either cure himself or suffer the consequences like a man. He may even have taken a private pride in being game against the grain. There is no fathoming the thoughts that generate action in egotistical, but noble, natures, whose worst enemy is their own inner consciousness.

Gilroy and Sanderson were in the horse-yard, leaning backward against the heavy white rails. Their pipes were in their mouths, and they were watching Sam Rowntree stalk a wiry bay horse that took some catching. Sam was the groom, and he had just run up all the horses out of the horse-paddock. The yard was full of them. Gilroy hauled a freckled hand out of a cross pocket to point at the piano-tuners nag.

Poor-looking devil, said he.

Yes, the kind you see when youre out without a gun, remarked the wit. Quite good enough for a thing like him, though. Some association of ideas caused him to glance round toward the homestead through the rails. By the hokey, heres the thing itself! he cried.

The pair watched Engelhardt approach.

Id like to break his beastly head for him, muttered the manager. The cheek of him, spoiling our spell with that cursed row!

The piano-tuner came up with a pleasant smile that was an effort to him, and pretended not to notice Sandersons stock remark, that queer things come out after the rain.

Youll be glad to hear, gentlemen, that Ive finished my job, said he, airily.

Thank God, growled Gilroy.

I know its been a great infliction  

Oh, no, not at all, said Sanderson, winking desperately. We liked it. Its just what we do like. You bet!

The wiry bay horse had been caught by this time, and Sam Rowntree was saddling it, by degrees, for the animal was obviously fresh and touchy. Engelhardt watched the performance with a bitter feeling of envy for all Australian men, and of contempt for himself because they contemned him. The fault was his, not theirs. He was of a different order from these rough, light-hearted men  of an altogether inferior order, as it seemed to his self-criticising mind. But that was no excuse for his not getting on with them, and as a rider puts his horse at a fence again and again, so Engelhardt spurred himself on to one more effort to do so.

Thats your horse, Mr. Gilroy?

Yes.

I saw the G on the left shoulder.



You mean the near shoulder; a horse hasnt a left.

No? Im not well up in horses. Whats his name?

Hard Times.

Thats good! I like his looks, too  not that I know anything about horses.

Here Sanderson whispered something to Gilroy, who said carelessly to Engelhardt:

Can you ride?

I can ride my own moke.

Like a turn on Hard Times?

Yes! I should.

This was said in a manner that was all the more decided for the moments of deliberation which preceded it. The piano-tuner was paler even than usual, but all at once his jaw had grown hard and strong, and there was a keen light in his eyes. The others looked at him, unable to determine whether it was a good rider they were dealing with or a born fool.

Fetch him out of the yard, Sam, said Gilroy to the groom. This gentleman here is going to draw first blood.

Sam Rowntree stared.

Youd better not, mister, said he, looking doubtfully at the musician. Hes fresh off the grass  hasnt had the saddle on him for two months.



Get away, Sam. The gentleman means to take some of the cussedness out of him. Isnt that it, Engelhardt?

I mean to try, said Engelhardt, quietly.

A lanky middle-aged bushman, who had loafed across from the mens hut, here spat into the sand without removing the pipe from his teeth, and put in his word.

Becod, then yere a brave man! He bucks like beggary. Hes bucked me as high as a blessed house!

Well see how high he can buck me, said Engelhardt.

Gilroy was losing interest in the proceedings. The little fool could ride after all; instead of being scored off, he was going to score. The manager thrust his hands deep in his cross pockets, and watched sullenly, with his yellow eyelashes drooping over his blue eyes. Suddenly he strode forward, crying:

What the blazes are you up to, you idiot?

Engelhardt had shown signs of mounting on the off-side, but was smiling as though he had done it on purpose.

Hes all right, said the long stockman with the pipe. He knows a thing or two, my word.



But his style of mounting in the end hardly tallied with this theory. The piano-tuner scrambled into the saddle, and kicked about awkwardly before finding his stirrups; and the next thing he did was to job the horses mouth with the wanton recklessness of pure innocence. The watchers held their breath. As for Hard Times, he seemed to know that he was bestridden by an unworthy foeman, to appreciate the humor of the situation, and to make up his evil mind to treat it humorously as it deserved. Away he went, along the broad road between homestead and yards, at the sweetest and most guileless canter. The rider was sitting awkwardly enough, but evidently as tight as he knew how. And he needed all the grip within the power of his loins and knees. Half-way to the house, without a single premonitory symptom, the wiry bay leapt clean into the air, with all its legs gathered up under its body, its head tucked between its knees, and its back arched like a bent bow. Down it came, with a thud, then up again like a ball, again and again, and yet again.

At the first buck Engelhardt stuck nobly; he evidently had been prepared for the worst. The second displayed a triangle of blue sky between his legs and the saddle; he had lost his stirrups and the reins, but was clinging to the mane with all ten fingers, and to the saddle with knees and shins.

Sit tight! roared Gilroy. Stick to him! yelled Sanderson. Slide off as he comes down! shouted the groom.

But if Engelhardt heard them he did not understand. He only knew that for the first time in his life he was on a buck-jumper, and that he meant to stay there as long as the Lord would let him. A wild exhilaration swamped every other sensation. The blue sky fell before him like a curtain at each buck; at the fifth his body was seen against it like a burst balloon; and after that, Hard Times was left to the more difficult but less exciting task of bucking himself out of an empty saddle.

They carried Engelhardt toward the house. But Naomi came running out and met them half-way, and Tom Chester was at her back. From the veranda the two had seen it happen. And in all that was done during the next minutes Naomi was prime mover.

You call yourselves men. Men indeed! Theres more manhood lying here than ever there was or will be in the two of you put together!

Hear, hear!



The voices were those of Miss Pryse and Tom Chester. They were the first that Engelhardt heard when his senses came back to him. But the first thing that was said to him when he opened his eyes was said by Gilroy:

Why the devil didnt you tell us you couldnt ride?

He did not answer, but Tom Chester said coolly before them all:

He can ride a jolly sight better than you can, Gilroy. You sit five bucks and Ill give you five notes.

There was bad blood in the air. The piano-tuner could not help it. His head was all wrong, and his right arm felt red-hot from wrist to elbow; he discovered that it was bare, and in the hands of Miss Pryse. He felt ashamed, it was such a thin arm. But Miss Pryse smiled at him kindly, and he smiled faintly back at her; he just saw Tom Chester tearing the yellow backs off a novel, and handing them to the kneeling girl; then once more he closed his eyes.

Hes off again, said Naomi. Thank God I can set a joint. Theres nothing to watch, all of you! Sam, you may as well turn out this gentlemans horse again. If anybody thought of getting rid of him to-night, theyve gone the wrong way about it, for now he shall stay here till hes able to go on tuning pianos.

And as she spoke Naomi looked up, and sent her manager to the rightabout with a single stare of contempt and defiance.


CHAPTER IV THE TREASURE IN THE STORE

When Engelhardt regained consciousness he found himself spread out on his bed in the barracks, with Tom Chester rather gingerly pulling off his clothes for him as he lay. The first thing he saw was his own heavily splintered arm stretched stiffly across his chest. For the moment this puzzled him. His mind was slow to own so much lumber as a part of his person. Then he remembered, and let his lids fall back without speaking. His head ached abominably, but it was rapidly clearing, both as to what had happened and what was happening now. With slight, instinctive movements, first of one limb, then another, he immediately lightened Tom Chesters task. Presently he realized that he was between the sheets and on the point of being left to himself. This put some life in him for perhaps the space of a minute.

Thank you, he said, opening his eyes again. That was awfully good of you.

What was? asked the other, in some astonishment. I thought you were stunned.

No, not this last minute or two; but my heads splitting; I want to sleep it off.

Poor chap! Ill leave you now. But what induced you to tackle Hard Times, when you werent a rider, sweet Heaven only knows!

I was a fool, said Engelhardt, wearily.

You leave that for us to say, returned the other. Youve got some pluck, whatever you are, and thats about all you want in the bush. So long.

He went straight to Naomi, who was awaiting him outside with considerable anxiety. They hovered near the barracks, talking all things over for some time longer. Then Naomi herself stole with soft, bold steps to the piano-tuners door. There she hesitated, one hand on the latch, the other at her ear. It ended in her entering his room on tiptoe. A moment later she was back in the yard, her fine face shining with relief.

Hes sleeping like a baby, she said to Chester. I think we may perhaps make our minds easy about him now  dont you? I was terribly frightened of concussion; but thats all right, or he wouldnt be breathing as he is now. Well let him be for an hour or two, and then send Mrs. Potter to him with some toast and tea. Perhaps youll look him up last thing, Mr. Chester, and give him a hand in the morning if he feels well enough to get up?

Certainly I would, Miss Pryse, if I were here; but we were all going out to the shed to-night, as usual, so as to make an early start  

I know; I know. And very glad I shall be to get quit of the others; but I have this poor young man on my mind, and you at least must stop till morning to see me through. I shall mention it myself to Mr. Gilroy.

Very well, said Chester, who was only too charmed with the plan. Ill stop, with all my heart, and be very glad to do anything that I can.

With Chester it was certainly two for himself and one for the unlucky Engelhardt. He made the most of his evening with Naomi all to himself. It was not a very long evening, for Gilroy delayed his departure to the last limit, and then drove off in a sullen fury, spitting oaths right and left and lashing his horses like a madman. This mood of the managers left Chester in higher spirits than ever; he had the satisfaction of feeling himself partly responsible for it. Moreover, he had given Gilroy, whom he frankly detested, the most excellent provocation to abuse him to his face before starting; but, as usual, the opening had been declined. Such were the manager of Taroomba and his subordinate the overseer; the case was sufficiently characteristic of them both. As for Chester, he made entertaining talk with Naomi as long as she would sit up, and left her with an assurance that he would attend to the piano-tuner like a mother. Nor was he much worse than his word; though the patient knew nothing until awakened next morning by the clatter and jingle of boots and spurs at his bedside.

What is it? he cried, struggling to sit up.

Me, said Chester. Lie perfectly tight. I only came to tell you that your breakfasts coming in directly, and to see how you are. How are you? Had some sleep?

Any quantity, said Engelhardt, with a laugh that slipped into a yawn. I feel another man.

Hows the arm?

I dont feel to have one. I suppose its broken, is it?

No, my boy, only dislocated. So Miss Pryse said when she fixed it up, and she knows all about that sort of thing. Hows the head?

Right as the bank!

I dont believe you. Youre the color of candles. If you feel fit to get up, after youve had something to eat, Im to give you a hand; but if I were you Id lie in.

Die first, cried the piano-tuner, laughing heartily with his white face.

Well, well see. Here comes Mother Potter with your breakfast. Ill be back in half an hour, and well see about it then.

Chester came back to find the piano-tuner half dressed with his one hand. He was stripped and dripping to the waist, and he raised his head so vigorously from the cold water, at the overseers entrance, that the latter was well splashed.

Dry me, he cried.

The overseer did his best.

I feel as fit as a Strad, panted Engelhardt.



What may that be?

A fiddle and a half.

Then you dont look it.

But I soon shall. Whats a dislocated arm? Steady on, I say, though. Easy over the stones!

Chester was nonplussed.

My dear fellow, youre bruised all over. Itd be cruel to touch you with a towel of cotton-wool.

Go on, said Engelhardt. I must be dried and dressed. Dry away! I can stand it.

The other exercised the very greatest care; but ribs and shoulders on the same side as the injured arm were fairly dappled with bruises, and it was perfectly impossible not to hurt. Once he caught Engelhardt wincing. He was busy at his back, and only saw it in the mirror.

I am hurting you! he cried.

Not a bit, sir. Fire away!

The white face in the mirror was still racked with pain.

Where did you get your pluck? asked Chester, casually, when all was over.

From my mother, was the prompt reply; such as I possess.

My boy, said Chester, youve as much as most! And, without thinking, he slapped the other only too heartily on the bruised shoulder. Next moment he was sufficiently horrified at what he had done, for this time the pain was more than the sufferer could conceal. In an instant, however, he was laughing off his friends apologies with no less tact than self-control.

Youre about the pluckiest little devil Ive ever seen, said the overseer at last. I thought so yesterday  I know so to-day.

The piano-tuner beamed with joy. What rot, however, was all he said.

Not it, my boy! Youre a good sort. Youve got as much pluck in one hair of your head  though they are long uns, mind  as that fellow Gilroy has in his whole composition. Now I must be off to the shed. I should stroll about in the air, if I were you, but keep out of the sun. If you care to smoke, youll find a tin of cut-up on the corner bracket in my room, and Miss Prysell give you a new pipe out of the store if you want one. Youll see her about pretty soon, I should say. Oh, yes, she had breakfast with me. She means to keep you by main force till youre up to piano-tuning again. Serve Gilroy jolly well right, the brute! So well meet again this week-end; meanwhile, good-by, old chap, and more power to the arm.

Engelhardt watched the overseer out of sight, with a mingled warmth and lightness of heart which for the moment were making an unusually happy young man of him. This Chester was the very incarnation of a type that commonly treated him, as he was too ready to fancy, with contempt; and yet that was the type of all others whose friendship and admiration he coveted most. All his life he had been so shy and so sensitive that the good in him, the very best of him, was an unknown quantity to all save those who by accident or intimacy struck home to his inner nature. The latter was true as steel, and brave, patient, and enduring to an unsuspected degree; but a cluster of small faults hid this from the ordinary eye. The man was a little too anxious to please  to do the right thing  to be liked or loved by those with whom he mixed. As a natural consequence, his anxiety defeated his design. Again, he was a little too apt to be either proud or ashamed of himself  one or the other  he never could let himself alone. Wherefore appreciation was inordinately sweet to his soul, and the reverse proportionately bitter. Mere indifference hurt him no less than active disdain; indeed, where there was the former, he was in the bad habit of supposing the latter; and thus the normal current of his life was never clear of little unnecessary griefs of which he was ashamed to speak, but which he only magnified by keeping them to himself. Perhaps he had his compensating joys. Certainly he was as often in exceedingly high spirits as in the dumps, and it is just possible that the former are worth the latter. In any case he was in the best of spirits this morning; nor by any means ashamed of his slung arm, but rather the reverse, if the whole truth be told. And yet, with a fine girl like Naomi, and a smart bushman like Tom Chester, both thinking well of him together, there surely was for once some slight excuse for an attack of self-satisfaction. It was transitory enough, and rare enough, too, Heaven knows.

In this humor, at all events, he wandered about the yard for some time, watching the veranda incessantly with jealous eyes. His saunterings led him past the rather elaborate well, in the centre of the open space, to the store on the farther side. This was a solid isolated building, very strongly built, with an outer coating of cement, and a corrugated roof broken on the foremost slope by a large-sized skylight. A shallow veranda ran in front, but was neither continued at the ends nor renewed at the back of the building. Nor were there any windows; the piano-tuner walked right round to see, and on coming back to the door (a remarkably strong one) there was Naomi fitting in her key. She was wearing an old black dress, an obvious item of her cast-off mourning, and over it, from her bosom to her toes, a brilliantly white apron, which struck Engelhardt as the most charming garment he had ever seen.

Good business! she cried at sight of him. I know how you are from Mr. Chester. Just hold these things while I take both hands to this key; it always is so stiff.

The things in question, which she reached out to him with her left hand, consisted of a box of plate-powder, a piece of chamois leather, a tooth-brush, and a small bottle of methylated spirits; the lot lying huddled together in a saucer.

That does it, continued Naomi as the lock shot back with a bang and the door flew open. Now come on in. You can lend me your only hand. I never thought of that.

Engelhardt followed her into the store. Inside it was one big room, filled with a good but subdued light (for as yet the sun was beating upon the hinder slope of corrugated iron), and with those motley necessaries of station life which are to be seen in every station store. Sides of bacon, empty ration-bags, horse-collars and hames, bridles and reins, hung promiscuously from the beams. Australian saddles kept their balance on stout pegs jutting out from the walls. The latter were barely lined with shelves, like book-cases, but laden with tinned provisions of every possible description, sauces and patent medicines in bottles, whiskey and ink in stone jars, cases of tea, tobacco, raisins, and figs. Engelhardt noticed a great green safe, with a couple of shot-guns and a repeating-rifle in a rack beside it, and two or three pairs of rusty hand-cuffs on a nail hard by. The floor was fairly open, but for a few sacks of flour in a far corner. It was cut up, however, by a raised desk with a high office-stool to it, and by the permanent, solid-looking counter which faced the door. A pair of scales, of considerable size and capacity, was the one encumbrance on the counter. Naomi at once proceeded to remove it, first tossing the weights onto the flour bags, one after the other, and then lifting down the scales before Engelhardt had time to help her. Thereafter she slapped the counter with her flat hand, and stood looking quizzically at her guest.

You dont know whats under this counter, she said at last, announcing an obvious fact with extraordinary unction.

I dont, indeed, said the piano-tuner, shaking his head.

Nor does your friend Mr. Sanderson, though hes the store-keeper. Hes out at the shed during shearing-time, branding bales and seeing to the loading of the drays. But all the rest of the year he keeps the books at that desk or serves out rations across this counter; and yet he little dreams whats underneath it.

You interest me immensely, Miss Pryse.

I wonder if I dare interest you any more?

You had better not trust me with a secret.

Why not? Do you mean that you couldnt keep one?

I dont say that; but I have no right  

Right be bothered, cried Naomi, crisply; theres no question of right.



Engelhardt colored up.

I was only going to say that I had no right to get in your way and perhaps make you feel it was better to tell me things than to turn me out, he explained, humbly. I shall turn myself out, since you are too kind to do it for me. I meant in any case to take a walk in the pines.

Did I invite you to come in here, or did I not? inquired Miss Pryse.

Well, only to carry these things. Here they are.

He held them out to her, but she refused to look at them.

When I tell you I dont want you, then it will be time for you to go, she said. Since you dont live here, theres not the least reason why you shouldnt know what no man on the place knows, except Mr. Gilroy. Besides, you can really help me. So now will you be good?

Ill try, said Engelhardt, catching her smile.

Then I forgive everything. Now listen to me. My dear father was the best and kindest man in all the world; but he had his fair share of eccentricity. I have mine, too; and you most certainly have yours; but thats neither here nor there. My father came of a pretty good old Welsh family. In case you think Im swaggering about it, let me tell you Id like to take that family and drop the whole crew in the well outside  yes, and heat up the water to boil em before theyd time to drown! I owe them nothing nice, dont you believe it. They treated my father shamefully; but he was the eldest son, and when the old savage, his father, had the good taste to die, mine went home and collared his dues. He didnt get much beyond the family plate; but sure enough he came back with that. And didnt the family sit up, thats all! However, his eccentricity came in then. He must needs bring that plate up here. Its here still. Im sitting on it now!

Indeed, she had perched herself on the counter while speaking; and now, spinning round where she sat, she was down on the other side and fumbling at a padlock before her companion could open his mouth.

Isnt it very dangerous? he said at length, as Naomi stood up and set the padlock on the desk.

Hardly that. Mr. Gilroy is absolutely the only person who knows that it is here. Still, the bank would be best, of course, and I mean to have it all taken there one of these days. Meanwhile, I clean my silver whenever I come up here. Its a splendid opportunity when my young men are all out at the shed. I did a lot last week, and I expect to finish off this morning.

As she spoke the top of the counter answered to the effort of her two strong arms, and came up with a jerk. She raised it until it caught, when Engelhardt could just get his chin over the rim, and see a huge, heavily clamped plate-chest lying like a kernel in its shell. There were more locks to undo. Then the baize-lined lid of the chest was raised in its turn. And in a very few minutes the Taroomba store presented a scene which it would have been more than difficult to match throughout the length and breadth of the Australian bush.


CHAPTER V MASTERLESS MEN

Naomi had seated herself on the tall stool at the bookkeepers desk, on which she had placed in array the silver that was still unclean. This included a fine old epergne, of quaint design and exceedingly solid proportions; a pair of candlesticks, in the familiar form of the Corinthian column  more modern, but equally handsome in their way; a silver coffee-pot with an ivory handle; and a number of ancient skewers. She tackled the candlesticks first. They were less tarnished than might have been expected, and in Naomis energetic hands they soon regained their pristine purity and lustre. As she worked she talked freely of her father, and his family in Wales, to Engelhardt, for whose benefit she had unpacked many of the things which she had already cleaned, and set them out upon the counter after shutting it down as before. He, too, was seated, on the counters farther edge, with his back half-turned to the door. And the revelation of so much treasure in that wild place made him more and more uneasy.

I should have thought youd be frightened to have this sort of thing on the premises, he could not help saying.

Frightened of what?

Well  bushrangers.

They dont exist. Theyre as extinct as the dodo. But that reminds me!

She broke off abruptly, and sat staring thoughtfully at the door, which was standing ajar. She even gave the steps of her Corinthian column a rest from tooth-brush and plate-powder.

That reminds you?

Yes  of bushrangers. We once had some here, before they became extinct.

Since youve had the plate?

Yes; it was the plate they were after. How they got wind of it no one ever knew.

Is it many years ago?

Well, I was quite a little girl at the time. But I never shall forget it! I woke in the night, hearing shots, and I ran into the veranda in my night-dress. There was my father behind one of the veranda posts, with a revolver in each hand, roaring and laughing as though it were the greatest joke in the world; and there were two men in the store veranda, just outside this door. They were shooting at father, all they knew, but they couldnt hit him, though they hit the post nearly every time. Ill show you the marks when we go over to lunch. My father kept laughing and shooting at them the whole time. It was just the sort of game he liked. But at last one of the men fell in a heap outside the door, and then the other bolted for his horse. He got away, too; but he left something behind him that hell never replace in this world or the next.

What was that? asked Engelhardt with a long breath.

His little finger. My father amputated it with one of his shots. It was picked up between this and the place where he mounted his horse. Father got him on the wing! said Naomi, proudly.

Was he caught?

No, he was never heard of again.

And the man who was shot?

He was as dead as sardines. And who do you suppose he turned out to be?

Engelhardt shook his head.

Tigerskin the bushranger! No less! It was a dirty burgling business for a decent bushranger to lose his life in, now wasnt it? For they never stuck up the station, mind you; they were caught trying to burst into the store. Luckily, they didnt succeed. The best of it was that at the inquest, and all that, it never came out what it was they really wanted in our store. Soon afterward my father had the windows blocked up and the whole place cemented over, as you see it now.

Naomi was done. Back went the tooth-brush to work on the Corinthian column, and Engelhardt saw more of the pretty hair, but less of the sweet face, as she bent to her task with redoubled vigor. Sweet she most certainly was in his sight, and yet she could sit there, and tell him of blood spilt and life lost before her own soft eyes, as calmly as though such sights were a natural part of a young girls education. For a space he so marvelled at her that there was room in his soul for no other sensation. Then the towering sun struck down through the skylight, setting light to the silver, and brushing the girls hair as she leant forward, so that it shone like spun copper. From that moment the piano-tuner could only and slavishly admire; but he was not allowed much time for this slightly perilous recreation. Abruptly, impulsively, as she did most things, Naomi raised her face and gave him a nod.

Now, Mr. Engelhardt, its your turn to talk. Ive done my share. Who are you, where do you come from, and whats your ambition in life? It really is time I knew something more about you.

The poor fellow was so taken aback, and showed it so plainly, that Naomi simplified her question without loss of time.

It doesnt matter who you are, since youre a very nice young man  which is the main thing. And I know that you hail from old England, which is all I have any business to know. But come! you must have some ambitions. I like all young men to have their ambitions. I distrust them when they have none. So whats yours? Out with it quick!

She discerned delight behind his blushes.

Come on, I cant wait! What is it?

I suppose its music.

I knew it. Oh, but thats such a splendid ambition!

Do you really think so?

Its grand! But what do you aspire to do? Mephistopheles or Faust in the opera? Or sentimental songs in your dress-suit, with a tea-rose in your button-hole and a signet-ring plain as a pike-staff to the back row? Somehow or other I dont think youre sleek enough for a tenor or coarse enough for a bass. Certainly I know nothing at all about it.

Oh, Miss Pryse, I cant sing a bit!

My dear young man, Ive heard you.

I only tried because they made me  and to sell my wretched songs.

Then is it to be solos on the piano?

Im not good enough to earn my rations at that.



The organ  and a monkey? Burnt cork and the bones?

Oh, Miss Pryse!

Well, then, what?

How can I say it? I should like, above everything else  if only I ever could!  to write music  to compose. He said it shyly enough, with downcast eyes, and more of his blushes.

And why not?

Well, I dont know why not  one of these days.

His tone had changed. He had tossed up his head erect. She had not laughed at him after all!

I should say that you would compose very well indeed, remarked Naomi, naïvely.

I dont know that; but some day or other I mean to try.

Then why waste your time tuning pianos?

To keep myself alive meanwhile. I dont say that I shall ever do any good as a composer. Only thats what youd call my ambition. In any case, I dont know enough to try yet, except to amuse myself when Im alone. I have no technique. I know only the rudiments of harmony. I do get ideas; but theyre no use to me. I havent enough knowledge  of treatment  of composition  to turn them to any account. But I shall have some day! Miss Pryse, do you know why Im out here? To make enough money to go back again and study  and learn my trade  with plenty of time and pains  which all trades require and demand. I mean all artistic trades. And Im not doing so very badly, seeing Ive only been out three years. I really am beginning to make a little. It was my mothers idea, my coming out at all. I wasnt twenty-three at the time. It was a splendid idea, like everything she does or says or thinks! How I wish you knew my mother! She is the best and cleverest woman in all the world, though she is so poor, and has lived in a cottage all her life. My father was a German. He was clever, too, but he wasnt practical. So he never succeeded. But my mother is everything! One day I shall go back to her with my little pile. Then we shall go abroad together  perhaps to Milan  and I shall study hard-all, and well soon find out whether theres anything in me or not. If there isnt, back I come to the colonies to tune pianos and sell music; but my mother shall come with me next time.



You will find that there is something in you, said Naomi. I can see it.

Indeed, it was not unreasonable to suppose that there was something behind that broad, high forehead and those enthusiastic and yet intelligent eyes. The mouth, too, was the delicate, mobile mouth of the born artist; the nostrils were as sensitive as those of a thoroughbred racehorse; and as he spoke the young mans face went white-hot with sheer enthusiasm. Clearly there was reason in what Naomi thought and said, though she knew little about music and cared less. He beamed at her without answering, and she spoke again.

Certainly you have ambition, she said; and honestly, theres nothing I admire so much in a young man. Please understand that I for one am with you heart and soul in all you undertake or attempt. I feel quite sure that I shall live to see you famous. Oh, isnt it splendid to be a man and aim so high?

It is, he answered, simply, out of the frankness of his heart.

Even if you never succeed, it is fine to try!

Thank Heaven for that. Even if you never succeed!

But you are going to  



Or going to know the reason why!

To a sympathetic young woman who believes in him, and thus stimulates his belief in himself; who is ready with a nod and a smile when his mind outstrips his tongue; who understands his incoherences, and is with him in his wildest nights; to such a listener the ordinary young man with enthusiasm can talk by the hour together, and does. Naomi was one such; she was eminently understanding. Engelhardt had enthusiasm. He had more than it is good for a man to carry about in his own breast. And there is no doubt that he would have spent the entire morning in putting his burden, bit by bit, upon Naomi as she sat and worked and listened, had no interruption occurred. As it was, however, she interrupted him herself, and that in the middle of a fresh tirade, by suddenly holding up her finger and sharply enjoining silence.

Dont you hear voices? she said.

He listened.

Yes, I do.

Do you mind seeing who it is?

He went to the door. There are two men hanging about the station veranda, he said. Stay! Now they have seen me, and are coming this way.



Naomi said not one word, but she managed to fetch over the office-stool in the haste with which she sprang to the ground. At a run she rounded the counter, and reached the door just as the men came up. She pushed Engelhardt out first, and then followed him herself, locking the door and putting the key in her pocket before turning to the men. Last of all, but in her most amiable manner, she asked them what they wanted.

Travellers rations, said one.

Especially meat, added the other.

Very good, said Naomi, go to the kitchen and get the meat first. Mr. Engelhardt, you may not know the station custom of giving rations to travellers. We dont give meat here as a rule; so will you take these men over to the kitchen, and tell Mrs. Potter I wish them each to have a good helping of cold mutton? Then bring them back to the store.

We dont seek no favors, growled the man who had spoken first.

No? said Naomi, with a charming smile. But Im sure you need some meat. Whats more, I mean you to have some!

Suppose we take the tea and flour first, now we are at the store!



Ah, I cant attend to you for a few minutes, said the girl, casually. As she spoke she turned and left them, and Engelhardt gathered her unconcern from the snatch of a song as she entered the main building. The men accompanied him to the kitchen in a moody silence. As for himself, he already felt an extraordinary aversion for them both.

And indeed their looks were against them. The one who had spoken offensively about the meat was a stout, thick-set, middle-aged man, who gave an impression of considerable activity in spite of his great girth. Half his face was covered with short gray bristles, like steel spikes. Though his hands were never out of his pockets, he carried his head like a man of character; but the full force of a bold, insolent, vindictive expression was split and spoilt by the most villanous of squints. Nevertheless the force was there. It was not so conspicuous in his companion, who was, however, almost equally untoward-looking in his own way. He was of the medium size, all bone and gristle like a hawk, and with no sign upon his skin of a drop of red blood underneath. The hands were brown and furry as an apes, with the nails all crooked and broken by hard work. The face was as brown, and very weather-beaten, with a pair of small black eyes twinkling out of the ruts and puckers like pools in the sun upon a muddy road. This one rolled as he walked, and wore brass rings in his ears; and Engelhardt, who had come out from England in a sailing ship, saw in a moment that he was as salt as junk all through. Decidedly he was the best of the two, though his eyes were never still, nor the hang of his head free and honest. And on the whole the piano-tuner was thankful when his share of the trouble with these men was at an end, and they all came back to the store.

Rather to his surprise, Naomi was there before them, and busy weighing out the travellers quantum of sugar, tea, and flour, for each man. What was really amazing, however, was the apparent miracle that had put every trace of the silver out of sight.

No work for us on the station? said the stout man, before they finally sheered off, and in a tone far from civil, to Engelhardts thinking.

None, Im afraid, said Naomi, again with a smile.

Nor yet at the shed? inquired the other, civilly enough.



Nor yet at the shed, I am sorry to say.

So long, then, said the fat man, in his impudent manner. Mayhap we shall be coming to see you again, miss, one o these fine days or nights. My dear, you look out for us! You keep your spare-room in readiness! A feather-bed for me  

Stow it, mate, said the other tramp, as he hitched his swag across his shoulders. Cant you hump your bluey and come away decent?

If you dont, cried Engelhardt, putting in his little word in a gigantic voice, it will be the worse for you!

The big fellow laughed and swore.

Will it, my little man? said he. Are you going to make it the worse? Ive a blessed good mind to take and crumple you up for manure, I have. And a blessed bad barrerful youd make! See here, my son, I reckon youve got one broke bone about you already; mind out that I dont leave a few pals to keep it company. A bit more of your cheek, and Ill make you so as your own sweetheart  a fine girl she is, as ought to be above the likes of you; but I suppose youre better than nothing  I tell you Ill make you so as your sweetheart  

It was the mans own mate who put a stop to this.

Cant you shut it and come on? he cried, with a kind of half-amused anger. Wot good is this going to do either me or you, or any blessed body else?

Itll do somebody some harm, returned the other, if he opens his mouth again. Yes, Ill clear out before I smash im! Good-by, my dear, and a bigger size to you in sweethearts. So long, little man. You may thank your broke arm that your eads not broke as well!

They were gone at last. Naomi and Engelhardt watched them out of sight from the veranda, the latter heaving with rage and indignation. He was not one to forget this degradation in a hurry. Naomi, on the other hand, who had more to complain of, being a woman, was in her usual spirits in five minutes. She took him by the arm, and told him to cheer up. He made bitter answer that he could never forgive himself for having stood by and heard her spoken to as she had been spoken to that morning. She pointed to his useless arm, and laughed heartily.



As long as they didnt see the silver, said she, I care very little what they said.

But I care!

Then you are not to. Do you think they saw the silver?

No; Im pretty sure they didnt. How quickly you must have bundled it in again!

There was occasion for quickness. We must put it to rights after lunch. Meanwhile come along and look here.

She had led the way along the veranda, and now stood fingering one of the whitewashed posts. It was pocked about the middle with ancient bullet-marks.

This was the post my father stood behind. Not much of a shelter, was it?

Engelhardt seemed interested and yet distrait. He made no answer.

Why dont you speak? cried Naomi. What has struck you?

Nothing much, he replied. Only when you heard the voices, and I went to the door, the big brute was showing the little brute this very veranda-post!

Naomi considered.

Theres not much in that, she said at last. Its the custom for travellers to wait about a veranda; and what more natural than their spotting these holes and having a look at them? As long as they didnt spot my silver! Do you know why I came over to the house before putting it away?

No.

To get this, said Naomi, pulling something from her pocket. She was laughing rather shyly. It was a small revolver.


CHAPTER VI £500

And what is your other name, Mr. Engelhardt?

Hermann.

Hermann Engelhardt! Thats a lovely name. How well it will look in the newspapers!

The piano-tuner shook his head.

It will never get into them now, said he, sadly.

What nonsense! exclaimed the girl. When you have told me of all the big things you dream of doing one day! Youll do them every one when you go home to England again; Ill put my bottom dollar on you.



Ah, but the point is whether I shall ever go back at all.

Of course you will.

I have a presentiment that I never shall.

Since when? inquired Naomi, with a kindly sarcasm.

Oh, I always have it, more or less.

You had it very much less this morning, when you were telling me how youd go home and study at Milan and I dont know where-all, once youd made the money.

But I dont suppose I ever shall make it.

Bless the man! cried Naomi, giving him up, for the moment in despair. She continued to gaze at him, however, as he leant back in his wicker chair, with hopeless dark eyes fixed absently upon the distant clumps of pale green trees that came between glaring plain and cloudless sky. They were sitting on the veranda which did not face the station-yard, because it was the shady one in the afternoon. The silver had all been properly put away, and locked up as carefully as before. As for the mornings visitors, Naomi was herself disposed to think no more of them or their impudence; it is therefore sad to relate that her present companion would allow her to forget neither. With him the incident rankled characteristically; it had left him solely occupied by an extravagantly poor opinion of himself. For the time being, this discolored his entire existence and prospects, draining his self-confidence to the last drop. Accordingly, he harped upon the late annoyance, and his own inglorious share in it, to an extent which in another would have tried Naomi very sorely indeed; but in him she rather liked it. She had a book in her lap, but it did not interest her nearly so much as the human volume in the wicker chair at her side. She was exceedingly frank about the matter.

Youre the most interesting man I ever met in my life, was her very next remark.

I cant think that!

He had hauled in his eyes some miles to see whether she meant it.

Nevertheless, its the case. Do you know why youre so interesting?

No, that I dont!

Because youre never the same for two seconds together.

His face fell.

Among other reasons, added Naomi, nodding kindly.

But Engelhardt had promptly put himself upon the spit. He was always doing this.



Yes, I know Im a terribly up-and-down kind of chap, said he, miserably; theres no happy medium about me.

When you are good you are very good indeed, and when you are bad you are horrid! Thats just what I like. I cant stand your always-the-same people. They bore me beyond words; they drill me through and through! Still, you were very good indeed this morning, you know. It is too absurd of you to give a second thought to a couple of tramps and their insolence!

I cant help it. Im built that way. To think that I should have stood still to hear you insulted like that!

But you didnt stand still.

Oh, yes, I did.

Well, I wish you wouldnt bother about it. I wish you wouldnt bother about yourself.

When I am bad I am horrid, he said, with a wry smile, and thats now.

No, I tell you I like it. I never know where Ive got you. Thats one reason why youre so interesting.

His face glowed, and he clasped her with his glance.

How kind you are! he said, softly. How you make the best of one, even at ones worst! But oh, how bitterly you make me wish that I were different!

Im very glad that youre not, said Naomi; everybody else is different.

But I would give my head to be like everybody else  to be hail-fellow with those men out at the shed, for instance. They wouldnt have stood still this morning.

Wouldnt you as soon be hail-fellow with me? asked the girl, ignoring his last sentence.

A million times sooner, of course! But surely you understand?

I think I do.

I know you do; you understand everything. I never knew anyone like you, never!

Then were quits, said Naomi, as though the game were over. And she closed her eyes. But it was she who began it again; it always was.

You have one great fault, she said, maternally.

I have a thousand and one.

There you are. You think too much about them. You take too much notice of yourself; thats your great fault.

Yet I didnt think I was conceited.



Not half enough. Thats just it. Yet you are egotistical.

He looked terribly crestfallen. I suppose I am, he said, dolefully. In fact, I am.

Then youre not, so there!

Which do you mean?

I only said it to tease you. Do you suppose Id have said such a thing if Id really thought it?

I shouldnt mind what you said. If you really do think me egotistical, pray say so frankly.

Of course I dont think anything of the kind!

Is that the truth?

The real truth.

(It was not.)

If its egotistical to think absolutely nothing of yourself, continued Naomi, and to blame yourself and not other people for every little thing that goes wrong, then I should call you a twenty-two-carat egotist. But even then your aims and ambitions would be rather lofty for the billet.

They never seemed so to me, he whispered, until you sympathized with them.

Of course I sympathize, said Naomi, laughing at him. It was necessary to laugh at him now and then. It kept him on his feet; this time it led him from the abstract to the concrete.

If only I could make enough money to go home and study, to study even in London for one year, murmured Engelhardt, as his eyes drifted out across the plains. Then I should know whether my dreams ever were worth dreaming. But I have taken root out here, I am beginning to do well, better than ever I could have hoped. At our village in the old country I was glad enough to play the organ in church for twelve pounds a year. Down in Victoria they gave me fifty without a murmur, and I made a little more out of teaching. Oh! didnt I tell you I started life out here as an organist? Thats how it was I was able to buy this business, and I am doing very well indeed. Two pounds for tuning a piano! They wouldnt credit it in the old country.

The man before you used to charge three. A piano-tuner in the bush is an immensely welcome visitor, mind. I dont think I should have lowered my terms at all, especially when you have no intention of doing this sort of thing all your days.

Ah, well, I shall never dare to throw it up.



Nevers not a word I like to hear you use, Mr. Engelhardt. Remember that youve only been out here three years, and that you are not yet twenty-six. You told me so yourself this morning.

Its perfectly true, said Engelhardt. But theres ones mother to consider. I told you about her. I am beginning to send her so much money now. It would be frightful to give that up, just because there are tunes in my head now and then, and I cant put them together in proper harmony.

I should say that your mother would rather have you than your money, Mr. Engelhardt.

Perhaps so, but not if I were on her hands composing things that nobody would publish.

That couldnt be. You would succeed. Something tells me that you would. I see it in your face; I did this morning. I know nothing about music, yet I feel so certain about you. The very fact that you should have these ambitions when you are beginning to do well out here, that in itself is enough for me.

He shook his head, without turning it to thank her by so much as a look. The girl was glad of that. Though he had so little confidence in himself, she knew that the dreams of which he had spoken more freely and more hopefully in the morning were thick upon him then, as he sat in the wicker chair and looked out over the plains, with parted lips and such wistful eyes that Naomis mind went to work at the promptings of the heart in her which he touched. It was a nimble, practical mind, and the warm heart beneath it was the home of noble impulses, which broke forth continually in kind words and generous acts. Naomi wore that heart upon her sweet frank face, it shone with a clear light out of the fearless eyes that were fixed now so long and so steadily upon the piano-tuners eager profile. She watched him while the shadow of the building grew broader and broader under his eyes, until all at once it lost its edges, and there were no more sunlit patches on the plain. Still he neither moved nor looked at her. At last she touched him on the arm. She was sitting on his right, and she laid her fingers lightly upon the splints and bandages which were her own handiwork.

Well, Mr. Engelhardt?

He started round, and she was smiling at him in the gloaming, with her sweet warm face closer to his than it had ever been before.



I have been very rude, he stammered.

I am going to be much ruder.

Now you are laughing at me.

No, I am not. I was never farther from laughing in my life, for I fear that I shall offend you, though I do hope not.

He saw that something was upon her mind.

You couldnt do it if you tried, he said, simply.

Then I want to know how much money you think you ought to have to go home to England with a clear conscience, and to give yourself heart and soul to music for a year certain? I am so inquisitive about it all.

She was employing, indeed, and successfully, a tone of pure and indefensible curiosity. He thought for some moments before answering. Then he said, quite innocently:

Five hundred pounds. That would leave me enough to come back and start all over again out here if I failed. I wouldnt tackle it on less.

But you wouldnt fail. I know nothing about it, but I have my instincts, and I see success in your face. I see it there! And I want to bet on you. I have more money than is good for any girl, and I want to back you for five hundred pounds.



It is very kind of you, he said, but you would lose your money. He did not see her meaning. The southern night had set in all at once; he could not even see her strenuous eyes.

How dense you are, she said, softly, and with a little nervous laugh. Cant you see that I want to lend you the money?

To lend it to me!

Why not?

Five hundred pounds!

My dear young man, Im ashamed to say that I should never feel it. Its a sporting offer merely. Of course Id charge interest  youd dedicate all your nice songs to me. Why dont you answer? I dont like to see you in the bush, it isnt at all the place for you; and I do want to send you home to your mother. You might let me, for her sake. Have you lost your tongue?

Her hand had remained upon the splints and bandages; indeed, she had forgotten that there was a living arm inside them, but now something trivial occurred that made her withdraw it, and also get up from her chair.

Are you on, or are you not?

Oh, how can I thank you? What can I say?



Yes or no, replied Naomi, promptly.

No, then. I cant  I cant  

Then dont. Now not another word! No, theres no offence on either side, unless its I that have offended you. It was great cheek of me, after all. Yes, it was! Well, then, if it wasnt, will you have the goodness to lend me your ears on an entirely different matter?

Very well; with all my heart; yet if only I could ever thank you  

If only you would be quiet and listen to me! How are the bruises behaving? Thats all I want to hear now.

The bruises? Oh, theyre all right; Id quite forgotten I had any.

You can lean back without hurting?

Rather! If I put my weight on the left side it doesnt hurt a bit.

Think you could stand seven miles in a buggy to-morrow morning?

Couldnt I!

Then I thought of driving over to the shed in the morning; and you shall come with me if youre good.

For an instant he looked radiant. Then his face clouded over as he thought again of her goodness and his own ingratitude.

Miss Pryse, he began  and stuck  but his tone spoke volumes of remorse and self-abasement.

Evidently she was getting to know that tone, for she caught him up with a look of distinct displeasure.

Only if youre good, mind! she told him, sharply. Not on any account unless!

And Engelhardt said no more.


CHAPTER VII THE RINGER OF THE SHED

A sweet breeze and a flawless sky rendered it an exquisite morning when Naomi and her piano-tuner took their seats behind the kind of pair which the girl loved best to handle. They were youngsters both, the one a filly as fresh as paint, the other a chestnut colt, better broken, perhaps, but sufficiently ready to be led astray. The very start was lively. Engelhardt found himself holding on with his only hand as if his life depended on it, instead of on the firm gloved fingers and the taut white-sleeved arm at his side. He looked from the pair of young ones to that arm and those fingers, and back again at the pair. They were pulling alarmingly, especially the filly. Engelhardt took an anxious look at the drivers face. He was prepared to find it resolute but pale. He found it transfigured with the purest exultation. After all, this was the daughter of the man who had returned the bushrangers fire with laughter as loud as his shots; she was her fathers child; and from this moment onward the piano-tuner felt it a new honor to be sitting at her side.

How do you like it? she found time to ask him when the worst seemed over.

First-rate, he replied.

Not in a funk?

Not with you.

Thats a blessing. The filly needs watching  little demon! But she shant smash your other arm for you, Mr. Engelhardt, if I can prevent it. No screws loose, Sam, I hope?

Not if I knows it, miss!

Sam Rowntree had jumped on behind to come as far as the first gate, to open it. Already they were there, and as Sam ran in front of the impatient pair the filly shied violently at a blue silk fly-veil which fluttered from his wide-awake.

That nice youth is the dandy of the mens hut, explained Naomi, as they tore through the gates, leaving Sam and his fly-veil astern in a twinkling. I darent say much to him, because hes the only man the hut contains just at present. The rest spend most nights out at the shed, so I should be pretty badly off if I offended Sam. I wasnt too pleased with the state of the buggy, as a matter of fact. Its the old Shanghai my father used to fancy, and somehow its fallen on idle days; but it runs lighter than anything else weve got, and its sweetly swung. Thats why I chose it for this little trip of ours. Youll find it like a feather-bed for your bruises and bones and things  if only Sam Rowntree used his screw-hammer properly. Feeling happy so far?

Engelhardt declared that he had never been happier in his life. There was more truth in the assertion than Naomi suspected. She also was happy, but in a different way. A tight rein, an aching arm, a clear course across a five-mile paddock, and her beloved Riverina breeze between her teeth, would have made her happy at any time and in any circumstances. The piano-tuners company added no sensible zest to a performance which she thoroughly enjoyed for its own sake; but with him the exact opposite was the case. She was not thinking of him. He was thinking only of her. She had her young bloods to watch. His eyes spent half their time upon her grand strong hand and arm. Suddenly these gave a tug and a jerk, both together. But he was in too deep a dream either to see what was wrong or to understand his companions exclamation.

He didnt! she had cried.

Didnt what? said Engelhardt. And who, Miss Pryse?

Sam Rowntree didnt use his screw-hammer properly. Wretch! The near swingle-trees down and trailing.

It took Engelhardt some moments to grasp exactly what she meant. Then he saw. The near swingle-tree was bumping along the ground at the fillys heels, dragged by the traces. Already the filly had shown herself the one to shy as well as to pull, and it now appeared highly probable that she would give a further exhibition of her powers by kicking the Shanghai to matchwood. Luckily, the present pace was too fast for that. The filly had set the pace herself. The filly was keeping it up. As for the chestnut, it was contentedly playing second fiddle with traces drooping like festoons. Thus the buggy was practically being drawn by a single rein with the fillys mouth at one end of it and Naomis hand at the other.

Once let the bar tickle her hoofs, and shell hack us to smithereens, said the latter, cheerfully. Well euchre her yet by keeping this up! And she took her whip and flogged the chestnut.

But this did not ease the strain on her left hand and arm, for the chestnuts pace was nothing to the fillys, so that even with the will he had not the power to tighten his traces and perform his part. Engelhardt saw the veins swelling in the section of wrist between the white sleeve and the dogskin glove. He reached across and tried to help her with his left hand; but she bade him sit quiet, or he would certainly tumble out and be run over; and with her command she sent a roar of laughter into his ear, though the veins were swelling on her forehead, too. Truly she was a chip of the old block, and the grain was as good as ever.

It came to an end at last.

Hurray! said Naomi. I see the fence.

Engelhardt saw it soon after, and in another minute the horses stood smoking, and the buggy panting on its delicate springs, before a six-bar gate which even the filly was disinclined to tackle just then.

Do you think you can drive through with your one hand, and hold them tight on tother side? said Naomi. Clap your foot on the break and try.

He nodded and managed creditably; but before opening the gate Naomi made a temporary fixture of the swingle-tree by means of a strap; and this proved the last of their troubles. The shed was now plainly in sight, with its long regular roof, and at one end three huts parallel with it and with each other. To the left of the shed, as they drove up, Naomi pointed out the drafting yards. A dense yellow cloud overhung them like a lump of London fog.

Theyre drafting now, said Naomi. I expect Mr. Gilroy is drafting himself. If so, lets hope hes too busy to see us. It would be a pity, you know, to take him away from his work, she added next instant; but Engelhardt was not deceived.

They drove down the length of the shed, which had small pens attached on either side, with a kind of port-hole opening into each. Out of these port-holes there kept issuing shorn sheep, which ran down little sloping boards, and thus filled the pens. At one of the latter Naomi pulled up. It contained twice as many sheep as any other pen, and a good half of them were cut and bleeding. The pens were all numbered, and this one was number nineteen.

Bear that in mind, said Naomi. Nineteen!

Engelhardt looked at her. Her face was flushed and her voice unusually quiet and hard. But she drove on without another word, save of general explanation.

Each man has his pen, she said, and shears his sheep just inside those holes. Then the boss of the shed comes round with his note-book, counts out the pens, and enters the number of sheep to the number of each pen. If a shearer cuts his sheep about much, or leaves a lot of wool on, he just runs that mans pen  doesnt count em at all. At least, he ought to. It seems he doesnt always do it.

Again her tone was a singular mixture of hard and soft.

Mr. Gilroy is over the shed, isnt he? said Engelhardt, a little injudiciously.

He is, returned Naomi, and that was all.

They alighted from the buggy at the farther end of the shed, where huge doors stood open, showing a confused stack of wool-bales within, and Sanderson, the store-keeper, engaged in branding them with stencil and tar-brush. He took off his wide-awake to Naomi, and winked at the piano-tuner. The near-sighted youth was also there, and he came out to take charge of the pair, while Engelhardt entered the shed at Naomis skirts.

Beyond the bales was the machine which turned them out. Here the two wool-pressers were hard at work and streaming with perspiration. Naomi paused to see a bale pressed down and sewn up. Then she led her companion on to where the wool-pickers were busy at side tables, and the wool-sorter at another table which stood across the shed in a commanding position, with a long line of shearers at work to right and left, and an equally long pen full of unshorn sheep between them. The wool-sorters seemed the softest job in the shed. Boys brought him fleeces  perhaps a dozen a minute  flung them out upon the table, and rolled them up again into neat bundles swiftly tied with string. These bundles the wool-sorter merely tossed over his shoulder into one or other of the five or six bins at his back.



He gets a pound a thousand fleeces, Naomi whispered, and we shear something over eighty thousand sheep. He will take away a check of eighty odd pounds for his six weeks work.

And what about the shearers?

A pound a hundred. Some of them will go away with forty or fifty pounds.

It beats piano-tuning, said Engelhardt, with a laugh. They crossed an open space, mounted a few steps, and began threading their way down the left-hand aisle, between the shearers and the pen from which they had to help themselves to woolly sheep. The air was heavy with the smell of fleeces, and not unmusical with the constant swish and chink of forty pairs of shears.

Well, Harry? said Naomi, to the second man they came to. Harry is an old friend of mine, Mr. Engelhardt  he was here in the old days. Mr. Engelhardt is a new friend, Harry, but a very good one, for all that. How are you getting on? Whats your top-score?

Ninety-one, miss  I shore ninety-one yesterday.

And a very good top-score, too, Harry. Id rather spend three months over the shearing than have sheep cut about and wool left on. What was that number I asked you to keep in mind, Mr. Engelhardt?

Nineteen, Miss Pryse.

Ah, yes! Whos number nineteen, Harry?

Harry grinned.

They call him the ringer of the shed, miss.

Oh, indeed. That means the fastest shearer, Mr. Engelhardt  the man who runs rings round the rest, eh, Harry? Whats his top-score, do you suppose?

Something over two hundred.

I thought as much. And his name?

Simons, miss.

Point him out, Harry.

Why, there he is; that big chap now helping himself to a woolly.

They turned and saw a huge fellow drag out an unshorn sheep by the leg, and fling it against his moleskins with a clearly unnecessary violence and cruelty.

Come on, Mr. Engelhardt, said Naomi, in her driest tones; I have a word to say to the ringer of the shed. I rather think he wont ring much longer.

They walked on and watched the long man at his work. It was the work of a ruffian. The shearer next him had started on a new sheep simultaneously, and was on farther than the brisket when the ringer had reached the buttocks. On the brisket of the ringers sheep a slit of livid blue had already filled with blood, and blood started from other places as he went slashing on. He was either too intent or too insolent to take the least heed of the lady and the young man watching him. The young mans heart was going like a clock in the night, and he was sufficiently ashamed of it. As for Naomi, she was visibly boiling over, but she held her tongue until the sheep rose bleeding from its fleece. Then, as the man was about to let the poor thing go, she darted between it and the hole.

Tar here on the brisket! she called down the board.

A boy came at a run and dabbed the wounds.

Why didnt you call him yourself? she then asked sternly of the man, still detaining his sheep.

What business is that of yours? he returned, impudently.

That you will see presently. How many sheep did you shear yesterday?

Two hundred and two.

And the day before?



Two hundred and five.

That will do. Its too much, my man, you cant do it properly. Ive had a look at your sheep, and I mean to run your pen. Whats more, if you dont intend to go slower and do better, you may throw down your shears this minute!

The man had slowly lifted himself to something like his full height, which was enormous. So were his rounded shoulders and his long hairy arms and hands. So was his face, with its huge hook-nose and its mouthful of yellow teeth. These were showing in an insolent yet savage grin, when a good thing happened at a very good time.

A bell sounded, and someone sang out, Smoke-oh!

Instantly many pairs of shears were dropped; in the ensuing two minutes the rest followed, as each man finished the sheep he was engaged on when the bell rang. Thus the swish and tinkle of the shears changed swiftly to a hum of conversation mingled with deep-drawn sighs. And this stopped suddenly, miraculously, as the shed opened its eyes and ears to the scene going forward between its notorious ringer and Naomi Pryse, the owner of the run.



In another moment men with pipes in their hands and sweat on their brows were edging toward the pair from right and left.

Your name, I think, is Simons? Naomi was saying, coolly, but so that all who had a mind might hear her. I have no more to say to you, Simons, except that you will shear properly or go where they like their sheep to have lumps of flesh taken out and lumps of wool left on.

Since when have you been over the board, miss? asked Simons, a little more civilly under the eyes of his mates.

I am not over the board, said Naomi, hotly, but I am over the man who is.

She received instant cause to regret this speech.

We wish you was! cried two or three. You wouldnt make a blooming mull of things, you wouldnt!

Ill take my orders from Mr. Gilroy, and from nobody else, said Simons, defiantly.

Well, you may take fair warning from me.

Thats as I like.

Its as I like, said Naomi. And look here, I wont waste more words upon you and I wont stand your impertinence. Better throw down your shears now  for Ive done with you  before I call upon your mates to take them from you.

We dont need calling, miss, not we!

Half a dozen fine fellows had stepped forward, with Harry at their head, and the affair was over. Simons had flung his shears on the floor with a clatter and a curse, and was striding out of the shed amid the hisses and imprecations of his comrades.

Naomi would have got away, too, for she had had more than enough of the whole business, but this was not so easy. Someone raised three cheers for her. They were given with a roar that shook the iron roof like thunder. And to cap all this a gray old shearer planted himself in her path.

Its just this way, miss, said he. We liked Simons little enough, but, begging your pardon, we like Mr. Gilroy less. He doesnt know how to treat us at all. He has no idea of bossing a shed like this. And mark my words, miss, unless you remove that man, and give us some smarter gentleman like, say, young Mr. Chester  

Ay, Chesterll do!

He knows his business!

Hes a man, he is  



And the man for us!

Unless you give us someone more to our fancy, like young Mr. Chester, concluded the old man, doing his best to pacify his mates with look and gesture, therell be further trouble. This is only the beginning. Therell be trouble, and maybe worse, until you make a change.

Naomi felt inexpressibly uncomfortable.

Mr. Gilroy is the manager of this station, said she, for once with a slight tremor in her voice. Any difference that you have with him, you must fight it out between you. I am quite sure that he means to be just. I, at any rate, must interfere no more. I am sorry I interfered at all.

So they let her go at last, the piano-tuner following close upon her heels. He had stuck to her all the time with shut mouth and twitching fingers, ready for anything, as he was ready still. And the first person these two encountered in the open air was Gilroy himself, with so white a face and such busy lips that they hardly required him to tell them he had heard all.

I am very sorry, Monty, said the girl, in a distressed tone which highly surprised her companion; but I simply couldnt help it. You cant stand by and see a sheep cut to pieces without opening your mouth. Yet I know I was at fault.

Its not much good knowing it now, returned Gilroy, ungraciously, as he rolled along at her side; you should have thought of that first. As it is, youve given me away to the shed, and made a tough job twice as tough as it was before.

I really am very sorry, Monty. I know I oughtnt to have interfered at all. At the same time, the man deserved sending away, and I am sure you would have been the first to send him had you seen what I saw. I know I should have waited and spoken to you; but I shall keep away from the shed in future.

That wont undo this mornings mischief. I heard what the brutes said to you!

Then you must have heard what I said to them. Dont try to make me out worse than I am, Monty.

She laid her hand upon his arm, and Engelhardt, to his horror, saw tears on her lashes. Gilroy, however, would not look at her. Instead, he hailed the store-keeper, who had passed them on his way to the huts.

Make out Simonss account, Sandy, he shouted at the top of his voice, and give him his check. Miss Pryse has thought fit to sack him over my head!

Instantly her penitence froze to scorn.

That was unnecessary, she said, in the same quiet tone she had employed toward the shearer, but dropping her arm and halting dead as she spoke. If this is the way you treat the men, no wonder you cant manage them. Come, Mr. Engelhardt!

And with this they turned their back on the manager, but not on the shed; that was not Naomis way at all. She was pre-eminently one to be led, not driven, and she remained upon the scene, showing Engelhardt everything, and explaining the minutest details for his benefit, much longer than she would have dreamt of staying in the ordinary course of affairs. This involved luncheon in the managers hut, at which meal Naomi appeared in the highest spirits, cracking jokes with Sanderson, chaffing the boy in spectacles, and clinking pannikins with everyone but the manager himself. The latter left early, after steadily sulking behind his plate, with his beard in his waistcoat and his yellow head presented like a bulls. Tom Chester was not there at all. Engelhardt was sorry, though the others treated him well enough to-day  Sanderson even cutting up his meat for him. It was three oclock before Naomi and he started homeward in the old Shanghai.

With the wool-shed left a mile behind, they overtook a huge horseman leading a spare horse.

Thats our friend Simons, said Naomi. I wonder what sort of a greeting hell give me. None at all, I should imagine.

She was wrong. The shearer reined up on one side of the track, and gave her a low bow, wide-awake in hand, and with it a kind of a glaring grin that made his teeth stand out like brass-headed nails in the afternoon sunshine. Naomi laughed as they drove on.

Pretty, wasnt it? That man loves me to distraction, I should say. On the whole we may claim to have had a rather lively day. First came that young lady on the near side, whos behaving herself so angelically now; and then the swingle-tree, which theyve fixed up well enough to see us through this afternoon at any rate. Next there was our friend Simons; and after him, poor dear Monty Gilroy  who had cause to complain, mind you, Mr. Engelhardt. We mustnt forget that I had no sort of right to interfere. And now, unless Im very much mistaken, were on the point of meeting two more of our particular friends.

In fact, a couple of tramps were approaching, swag on back, with the slow swinging stride of their kind. Engelhardt colored hotly as he recognized the ruffians of the day before. They were walking on opposite sides of the track, and as the buggy cut between them the fat man unpocketed one hand and saluted them as they passed.

Not got a larger size yet? he shouted out. Why, that aint a man at all!

The poor piano-tuner felt red to his toes, and held his tongue with exceeding difficulty. But, as usual, Naomi and her laugh came to his rescue.

How polite our friends are, to be sure! A bow here and a salute there! Birds of a feather, too, if ever I saw any; you might look round, Mr. Engelhardt, and see if theyre flocking together.

They are, said he, next minute.

Then Naomi looked for herself. They were descending a slight incline, and, sure enough, on top of the ridge stood the two tramps and the mounted shearer. Stamped clean against the sky, it looked much as though horses and men had been carved out of a single slab of ebony.


CHAPTER VIII THREE SHADOWS

That night the piano-tuner came out in quite a new character, and with immediate success. He began repeating poetry in the moonlit veranda, and Naomi let him go on for an hour and a half; indeed, she made him; for she was in secret tribulation over one or two things that had happened during the day, and only too thankful, therefore, to be taken out of herself and made to think on other matters. Engelhardt did all this for her, and in so doing furthered his own advantage, too, almost as much as his own pleasure. At all events, Naomi took to her room a livelier interest in the piano-tuner than she had felt hitherto, while her own troubles were left, with her boots, outside the door.

It was true she had been interested in him from the beginning. He had so very soon revealed to her what she had never come in contact with before  a highly sensitized specimen of the artistic temperament. She did not know it by this name, or by any name at all; but she was not the less alive to his little group of interesting peculiarities, because of her inability to label the lot with one phrase. They interested her the more for that very reason; just as her instinct as to the possibilities that were in him was all the stronger for her incapacity to reason out her conviction in a satisfactory manner. Her intellectual experience was limited to a degree; but she had seen success in his face; and she now heard it in his voice when he quoted verses to her, so beautifully that she was delighted to listen whether she followed him or not. Her faith in him was sweetly unreasonable, but it was immensely strong. She was ready and even eager to back him heavily; and there are those who would rather have one brave girl do that on instinct, than win the votes of a hundred clear heads, basing their support upon a logical calculation.

For reasons of her own, however, Naomi decided overnight to take her visitor a little less seriously to his face. She had been too confidential with him concerning station affairs past and present; that she must drop, and at the same time discourage him from opening his heart to her, as he was beginning to do, on the slightest provocation. These resolutions would impose a taboo on nearly all the subjects they had found in common. She quite saw that, and she thought it just as well. Too much sympathy with this young man might be bad for him. Naomi realized this somewhat suddenly in the night, and it kept her awake rather longer than she liked. But she rose next morning fully resolved to eschew conversation of too sympathetic a character, and to encourage her young friend in quotations from the poets instead. Obviously this was quite as great a pleasure to him, while it was a much safer one  or so Naomi thought in her innocence. But then it was a very genuine pleasure to her, too, because the poetry was entirely new to her, and her many-sided young man knew so much and repeated it so charmingly.

It was incredible, indeed, what a number of the poets of all ages he had at his finger-ends, and how justly he rendered their choicest numbers. Their very names were mostly new to Naomi. There was consequently an aboriginal barbarity about many of her comments and criticisms, and more than once the piano-tuner found it impossible to sit still and hear her out. This was notably the case at their second poetical séance, when Naomi had got over her private depression on the one hand, and was full of her new intentions toward the piano-tuner on the other. He would jump out of his chair, and fume up and down the veranda, running his five available fingers through his hair until the black shock stood on end. It was at these moments that Naomi liked him best.

He had been giving her Tears, idle tears (because she had heard of Tennyson, she said) on the Wednesday morning in the veranda facing the station-yard. He had recited the great verses with a force and feeling all his own. Over one of them in particular his voice had quivered with emotion. It was the dear emotion of an æsthetic soul touched to the quick by the sheer beauty of the idea and its words. And Naomi said:

Thats jolly; but you dont call it poetry, do you?

His eyes dried in an instant. Then they opened as wide as they would go. He was speechless.

It doesnt rhyme, you know, Naomi explained, cheerfully.

No, said Engelhardt, gazing at her severely. It isnt meant to; its blank verse.



Its blank bad verse, if you ask me, said Naomi Pryse, with a nod that was meant to finish him; but it only lifted him out of his chair.

Well, upon my word, said the piano-tuner, striding noisily up and down, as Naomi laughed. Upon my word!

Please make me understand, pleaded the girl, with a humility that meant mischief, if he had only been listening; but he was still wrestling with his exasperation. I cant help being ignorant, you know, she added, as though hurt.

You can help it  thats just it! he answered, bitterly. Ive been telling you one of the most beautiful things that Tennyson himself ever wrote, and you say it isnt verse. Verse, forsooth! Its poetry  its gorgeous poetry!

It may be gorgeous, but I dont call it poetry unless it rhymes, said Naomi, stoutly. Gordon always does.

Gordon, the Australian poet, she was forever throwing at his head, as the equal of any of his English bards. They had already had a heated argument about Gordon. Therefore Engelhardt said merely:

Youre joking, of course?

I am doing nothing of the sort.



Then pray what do you call Shakespeare  pausing in front of her with his hand in his pocket poetry or prose?

Prose, of course.

Because it doesnt rhyme?

Exactly.

And why do you suppose its chopped up into lines?

Oh, I dont know  to moisten it perhaps.

I beg your pardon?

To make it less dry.

Ah! Then it doesnt occur to you that there might be some law which decreed the end of a line after a certain number of beats, or notes  exactly like the end of a bar of music, in fact?

Certainly not, said Naomi. There was a touch of indignation in this denial. He shrugged his shoulders and then turned them upon the girl, and stood glowering out upon the yard. Behind his back Naomi went into fits of silent laughter, which luckily she had overcome before he wheeled round suddenly with a face full of eager determination. His heart now appeared set upon convincing her that verse might be blank. And for half an hour he stood beating his left hand in the air, and declaiming, in feet, certain orations of Hamlet, until Mrs. Potter, the cook-laundress, came out of the kitchen to protect her young mistress if necessary. It was not necessary. The broken-armed gentleman was standing over her, shaking his fist and talking at the top of his voice; but Miss Pryse was all smiles and apparent contentment; and, indeed, she behaved much better for awhile, and did her best to understand. But presently she began to complain of the quotations (for he was operating on the famous soliloquy), and to profane the whole subject. And the question of blank verse was discussed between them no more.

She could be so good, too, when she liked, so appreciative, so sympathetic, so understanding. But she never liked very long. He had a tendency to run to love-poems, and after listening to five or six with every sign of approval and delight, Naomi would suddenly become flippant at the sixth or seventh. On one occasion, when she had turned him on by her own act aforethought, and been given a taste of several past-masters of the lyric, from Waller to Locker, and including a poem of Brownings which she allowed herself to be made to understand, she inquired of Engelhardt whether he had ever read anything by a man called Swinton.

Swinburne, suggested Engelhardt.

Are you sure? said Naomi, jealously. I believe its Swinton. Im prepared to bet you that it is!

Where have you come across his name? the piano-tuner said, smiling as he shook his head.

In the preface to Gordons poems.

Engelhardt groaned.

It mentions Swinton  what are you laughing at? All right! Ill get the book and settle it!

She came back laughing herself.

Well? said Engelhardt.

You know too much! Not that I should accept anything that preface says as conclusive. It has the cheek to say that Gordon was under his influence. You give me something of his, and well soon see.

Something of Swinburnes?

Oh, you neednt put on side because you happen to be right according to a preface. Ill write and ask The Australasian! Yes, of course I mean something of his.

Engelhardt reflected. Theres a poem called A Leave-taking, said he, tentatively, at length.



Then trot it out, said Naomi; and she set herself to listen with so unsympathetic an expression on her pretty face, that he was obliged to look the other way before he could begin. The contrary was usually the case. However, he managed to get under way:

Let us go hence, my songs; she will not hear.

Let us go hence together without fear;

Keep silence now, for singing-time is over,

And over all old things and all things dear.

She loves not you nor me as all we love her.

Yea, though we sang as angels in her ear,

She would not hear.

Let us rise up and part; she will not know.

Let us go seaward as the great winds go,

Full of blown sand and foam; what help is there?

There is no help, for all these things are so,

And all the world is bitter as a tear.

And how these things are, though ye strove to show

She would not know.

Let us go home and hence; she will not weep  

Stop a moment, said Naomi, Im in a difficulty. I cant go on listening until I know something.

Until you know what? said Engelhardt, who did not like being interrupted.



Who its all about  who she is! cried Naomi, inquisitively.

Who  she  is, repeated the piano-tuner, talking aloud to himself.

Yes, exactly; who is she?

As if it mattered! Engelhardt went on in the same aside. However, who do you say she is?

I? She may be his grandmother for all I know. Im asking you.

I know you are. I was prepared for you to ask me anything else.

Were you? Then why is she such an obstinate old party, anyway? She wont hear and she wont know. What will she do? Now it seems that you cant even make her cry! She will not weep was where youd got to. As you seem unable to answer my questions, youd better go on till she does.

Im so likely to go on, said Engelhardt, getting up.

Naomi relented a little.

Forgive me, Mr. Engelhardt; Ive been behaving horribly. Im sorry I spoke at all, only I did so want to know who she was.

I dont know myself.

I was sure you didnt!



Whats more, I dont care. What has it got to do with the merits of the poem?

I wont presume to say. I only know that it makes all the difference to my interest in the poem.

But why?

Because I want to know what she was like.

But surely to goodness, cried Engelhardt, you can imagine her, cant you? Youre meant to fill her in to your own fancy. You pays your money and you takes your choice.

I get precious little for my money, remarked Naomi, pertinently, if I have to do the filling in for myself!

Engelhardt had been striding to and fro. Now he stopped pityingly in front of the chair in which this sweet Philistine was sitting unashamed.

Do you mean to say that you like to have every little thing told you in black and white?

Of course I do. The more the better.

And absolutely nothing left to your own imagination?

Certainly not. The idea!

He turned away from her with a shrug of his shoulders, and quickened his stride up and down the veranda. He was visibly annoyed. She watched him with eyes full of glee.

I do love to make you lose your wool! she informed him in a minute or two, with a sudden attack of candor. I like you best when you give me up and wash your hands of me!

This cleared his brow instantaneously, and brought him back to her chair with a smile.

Why so, Miss Pryse?

Must I tell you?

Please.

Then its because you forget yourself, and me, too, when I rile you; and youre delightful whenever you do that, Mr. Engelhardt.

Naomi regretted her words next moment; but it was too late to unsay them. He went on smiling, it is true, but his smile was no longer naïve and unconsidered; no more were his recitations during the next few hours. His audience did her worst to provoke him out of himself, but she could not manage it. Then she tried the other extreme, and became more enthusiastic than himself over this and that, but he would not be with her; he had retired into the lair of his own self-consciousness, and there was no tempting him out any more. When he did come out of himself, it was neither by his own will nor her management, and the moment was a startling one for them both.

It was late in the afternoon of that same Wednesday. They were sitting, as usual, in the veranda which overlooked not the station-yard but the boundless plains, and they were sitting in silence and wide apart. They had not quarrelled; but Engelhardt had made up his mind to decamp. He had reasoned the whole thing out in a spirit of mere common-sense; yet he was reasoning with himself still, as he sat in the quiet veranda; he thought it probable that he should go on with his reasoning  with the same piece of reasoning  until his dying hour. He looked worried. He was certainly worrying Naomi, and annoying her considerably. She had given up trying to take him out of himself, but she knew that he liked to hear himself saying poetry, and she felt perfectly ready to listen if it would do him any good. Of course she was not herself anxious to hear him. It was entirely for his sake that she put down the book she was reading, and broached the subject at last.

Have you quite exhausted the poetry that you know by heart, Mr. Engelhardt?



Quite, Im afraid, Miss Pryse; and Im sure you must be thankful to hear it.

Now youre fishing, said Naomi, with a smile (not one of her sweetest); weve quarrelled about all your precious poets, its true, but thats why I want you to trot out another. Im dying for another quarrel, dont you see? Out with somebody fresh, and let me have shies at him!

But I dont know them all off by heart  Im not a walking Golden Treasury, you know.

Think! commanded Naomi. When she did this there was no disobeying her. He had found out that already.

Have you ever heard of Rossetti  Dante Gabriel?

Kill whose cat? cried Naomi.

He repeated the poets name in full. She shook her head. She was smiling now, and kindly, for she had got her way.

There is one little thing of his  but a beauty  that I once learnt, Engelhardt said, doubtfully. Mind, Im not sure that I can remember it, and I wont spoil it if I cant; no more must you spoil it, if I can.

Is there some sacred association, then?

He laughed. No, indeed! Theres more of a sacrilegious association, for I once swore that the first song I composed should be a setting for these words.

Remember, youve got to dedicate it to me! Whats the name of the thing?

Three Shadows.

Lets have them, then.

Very well. But I love it! You must promise not to laugh.

Begin, she said, sternly, and he began:

I looked and saw your eyes

In the shadow of your hair,

As the traveller sees the stream

In the shadow of the wood;

And I said, My faint heart sighs

Ah me! to linger there,

To drink deep and to dream

In that sweet solitude.

Go on, said Naomi, with approval. I hope you dont see all that; but please go on.

He had got thus far with his face raised steadfastly to hers, for he had left his chair and seated himself on the edge of the veranda, at her feet, before beginning. He went on without wincing or lowering his eyes:

I looked and saw your heart

In the shadow of your eyes,

As a seeker sees the gold

In the shadow of the stream;



And I said, Ah me! what art

Should win the immortal prize,

Whose want must make life cold

And heaven a hollow dream?

Surely not as bad as all that? said Naomi, laughing. He had never recited anything so feelingly, so slowly, with such a look in his eyes. There was occasion to laugh, obviously.

Am I to go on, said Engelhardt, in desperate earnest, or am I not?

Go on, of course! I am most anxious to know what else you saw.

But the temptation to lower the eyes was now hers; his look was so hard to face, his voice was grown so soft.

I looked and saw your love

In the shadow of your heart,

As a diver sees the pearl

In the shadow of the sea;

And I murmured, not above

My breath, but all apart  

Here he stopped. Her eyes were shining. He could not see this, because his own were dim.

Go on, she said, nodding violently, do go on!

Thats all I remember.



Nonsense! What did you murmur?

I forget.

You do no such thing.

Ive said all I mean to say.

But not all I mean you to. I will have the lot.

And, after all, his were the eyes to fall; but in a moment they had leapt up again to her face with a sudden reckless flash.

There are only two more lines, he said; you had much better not know them.

I must, said she. What are they?

Ah! you can love, true girl,

And is your love for me?

No, Im afraid not, said Naomi, at last.

I thought not.

Nor for anybody else  nor for anybody else!

She was leaning over him, and one of her hands had fallen upon his neck  so kindly  so naturally  like a mothers upon her child.

Then you are not in love with anybody else! he cried, joyously. You are not engaged!

Yes, she answered, sadly. I am engaged.



Then Naomi learnt how it feels to quench the fire in joyous eyes, and to wrinkle a hopeful young face with the lines of anguish and despair. She could not bear it. She took the head of untidy hair between her two soft hands, and pressed it down upon the open book on her knees until the haunting eyes looked into hers no more. And as a mother soothes her child, so she stroked him, and patted him, and murmured over him, until he could speak to her calmly.

Who is he? whispered Engelhardt, drawing away from her at last, and gazing up into her face with a firm lip. What is he? Where is he? I want to know everything!

Then look over your shoulder, and you will see him for yourself.

A horseman had indeed ridden round the corner of the house, noiselessly in the heavy sand. Monty Gilroy sat frowning at them both from his saddle.


CHAPTER IX NO HOPE FOR HIM

Im afraid I have interrupted a very interesting conversation? said Gilroy, showing his teeth through his beard.

Naomi smiled coolly.

What if I say that you have, Monty?

Then Im sorry, but it cant be helped, replied the manager, jumping off his horse, and hanging the bridle over a hook on one of the veranda-posts.

Ah, I thought as much, said Naomi, dryly. She held out her hand, however, as she spoke.

But Gilroy had stopped before setting foot in the veranda. He stood glaring at Engelhardt, who was not looking at him, but at the fading sky-line away beyond the sand and scrub, and with a dazed expression upon his pale, eager face. The piano-tuner had not risen; he had merely turned round where he sat, at the sound of Gilroys voice.

Now, however, he seemed neither to see nor to heed the manager, though the latter was towering over him, white with mortification.



Now then, Mr. Piano-tuner, jump up and clear; Ive ridden over to see Miss Pryse on urgent business  

Leaving your manners behind you, evidently, observed that young lady, or I think you would hardly be ordering my visitors out of my veranda and my presence!

Then will you speak to the fellow? said Gilroy, sulkily. He seems deaf, and I havent ridden in for my own amusement. I tell you its an important matter, Naomi.

Mr. Engelhardt! said Naomi, gently. He turned at once. Mr. Gilroy, she went on to explain, has come from the shed to see me about something or other. Will you leave us for a little while?

Certainly, Miss Pryse. He rose in sudden confusion. I  I beg your pardon. I was thinking of something else.

It was only Naomis pardon that he begged. He had not looked twice at Gilroy; but as he rounded the corner of the building, he glanced sharply over his shoulder. He could not help it. He felt instinctively that a glimpse of their lovers greeting would do something toward his cure. All that he saw, however, was Naomi with her back to the wall, and her hands laid firmly upon the wicker chair-back where her head had rested a moment before. Across this barrier Gilroy had opened so vehement a fire upon her that Engelhardt thought twice about leaving them alone together. As he hesitated, however, the girl shot him a glance which commanded him to be gone, while it as plainly intimated her perfect ability to take care of herself.

Once out of her sight, the piano-tuner turned a resolute back upon the homestead, determining to get right away from it for the time being  to get away and to think. He did not, however, plunge into the plantation of pines, in which Naomi and he had often wandered during these last few days, that seemed a happy lifetime to him now that he felt they were over. He took the broad, sandy way which led past the stables to the mens hut on the left, and to the stock-yards on the right. Behind the yards the sun was setting, the platform for the pithing of bullocks, and the windlass for raising their carcasses, standing out sharp and black against the flaming sky; and still farther to the right, where there were sheep-yards also, a small yellow cloud rose against the pink like a pillar of sand. Engelhardt knew little enough of station life, but he saw that somebody was yarding-up a mob of sheep for the night. He went on to have a look at the job, which was over, however, before he reached the spot. Three horses were trotting off in the direction of the horse-paddock, while, coming away from the yard, carrying their saddles and bridles, were two of the station hands and the overseer, Tom Chester.

Hulloa, Engelhardt, still here? said the latter, cheerily, as they met. How goes the arm?

First-rate, thanks. Im off to-morrow.

Yes? Come on back to the homestead, and help me shave and brush up. Ive been mustering seventeen miles from the shed. Weve run the mob into these yards for the night, and Im roosting in the barracks.

So is Mr. Gilroy, I fancy.

The devil he is! Has he come in from the shed, then?

Yes; within the last ten minutes.

Chester looked black.

You didnt hear what for, I suppose?

To speak to Miss Pryse about some important matter; thats all I know.

I should have thought theyd had enough to say to each other yesterday, to last Gilroy for a bit. Im mustering, you know; but I heard all about it when I got back to the shed last night. Some of the men came to me in a sort of deputation. They hate Gilroy about as much as I do, and they want him out of that. If hes a sensible man hes come in to chuck up the sponge himself.

Tom Chester flung his saddle and bridle over the rail as they passed the stable, and walked on to the station-yard, and across it to the little white barracks, without another word. Engelhardt followed him into his room and sat down on the bed. He felt that they understood one another. That was what made him say, while Chester was stropping his razor:

You dont love Gilroy, I imagine.

No, I dont, replied Tom Chester, after a pause.

But Miss Pryse does! Engelhardt exclaimed, bitterly.

The other made a longer pause. He was lathering his chin. Not she, said Tom, coolly, at length.

Not! But shes engaged to him, I hear!

Theres a sort of understanding.

Only an understanding?



Well, she doesnt wear a ring, for one thing.

I wish you would tell me just how it stands, said Engelhardt, inquisitively. His heart was beating, nevertheless.

Tell you? said Tom Chester, looking only into the glass as he flourished his razor. Why, certainly. I dont wonder at your wanting to know how a fine girl like that could go and engage herself to a God-forsaken image like Gilroy. I dont know, mind you. I wasnt here in Mr. Pryses time; but everyone says he was a good sort, and that the worse thing he ever did was to take on Gilroy, just because he was some sort of relation of his dead wifes. Hes second cousin to Miss Pryse, thats what Gilroy is; but he was overseer here when the boss was his own manager, and when he died Gilroy got the management, naturally. Well, and then he got the girl, too  the Lord knows how. She knew that her father thought well of the skunk, and no doubt she herself felt it was the easiest way out of her responsibilities and difficulties. Ay, she was a year or two younger then than she is now, and he got the promise of her; but Ill bet you an even dollar he never gets her to keep.



The piano-tuner had with difficulty sat still upon the bed, as he listened to this seemingly impartial version of the engagement which had numbed his spirit from the moment he heard of it. Tom Chester had spoken with many pauses, filled by the tinkle of his razor against a healthy beard three days old. When he offered to bet the dollar, he was already putting the razor away in its case.

I wont take you, said Engelhardt. You dont think shell marry him, then? he added, anxiously.

Tar here on the brisket, remarked Chester, in the shearers formula, as he dabbed at a cut that he had discovered under his right jaw. Whats that! Marry him? No; of course she wont.

Engelhardt waited while the overseer performed elaborate ablutions and changed his clothes. Then they crossed over together to the front veranda, which was empty; but as they went round to the back the sound of voices came fast enough to their ears. The owner and her manager were still talking in the back veranda, which was now in darkness, and their voices were still raised. It was Tom Chesters smile, however, that helped Engelhardt to grasp the full significance of the words that met their ears. Gilroy was speaking.

All right, Naomi! You know best, no doubt. You mean to paddle your own canoe, you say, and thats all very well; but if Tom Chester remains on at the shed therell be a row, I tell you straight.

Between whom? Naomi inquired.

Between Tom Chester and me. I tell you hes stirring up the men against me! You yourself did mischief enough yesterday; but when he came in he made bad worse. It may be an undignified thing to do, for the boss of the shed; but I cant help that, I shall have to fight him.

Fight whom? said Chester, in a tone of interest, as he and Engelhardt came upon the scene together.

You, replied Naomi, promptly. You have arrived in the nick of time, Mr. Chester. I am sorry to hear that you two dont hit it off together at the shed.

So thats it, is it? said Tom Chester, quietly, glancing from the girl to Gilroy, who had not opened his mouth. And youre prepared to hit it off somewhere else, are you? Im quite ready. I have been wanting to hit it off with you, Gilroy, ever since Ive known you.



His meaning was as plain as an italicised joke. They all waited for the managers reply.

Indeed! said he, at length, out of the kindly dark that hid the color of his face. So you expect me to answer you before Miss Pryse, do you?

On the contrary, Id far rather you came down to the stables and answered me there. But you might repeat before Miss Pryse whatever it is you were telling her about me behind my back.

I shall do nothing of the sort.

Then I must do it for you, said Naomi, firmly.

Do, said Gilroy. And diving his hands deep into his cross-pockets, he swaggered off the scene with his horse at his heels and his arm through the reins.

I think I can guess the kind of thing, Miss Pryse, Tom Chester waited to say; you neednt trouble to tell me, thank you. A moment later he had followed the manager, and the piano-tuner was following Tom; but Naomi Pryse remained where she was. She had not lifted a finger to prevent the fight which, as she saw for herself, was a good deal more imminent than he had imagined who warned her of it five minutes before.



Will you take off your coat? said Chester, as he caught up to Gilroy between homestead and stables.

Is it likely? queried Gilroy, without looking round.

That depends whether youre a man. The lights the same for both. There are lanterns in the stables, whether or no. Will you take off your coat when we get there?

To you? Manager and overseer? Dont be a fool, Tom.

Ill show you whos the fool in a brace of shakes, said Tom Chester, following Gilroy with a swelling chest. I never thought you had much pluck, but, by God, I dont believe youve got the pluck of a louse!

Gilroy led on his horse without answering.

Have you got the pluck of a louse? the overseer sang into his ear. Gilroy was trembling, but he turned as they reached the stable.

Take off your coat, then, said he, doggedly; Ill leave mine inside.

Gilroy led his horse into the stable. Instead of taking off his coat, however, Tom Chester stood waiting with his arms akimbo and his eyes upon the open stable-door.

Arent you going to take it off? said an eager yet nervous voice at his side. Dont you mean to fight him after all?

It was the piano-tuner, whose desire to see the manager soundly thrashed was at war with his innate dread of anything approaching a violent scene. He could be violent himself when his blood was up, but in his normal state the mere sound of high words made him miserable.

Hulloa! I didnt see that you were there, remarked Chester, with a glance at the queer little figure beside him. Lord, yes; Ill fight him if hes game, but I wont believe that till I see it, so well let him strip first. The fellow hasnt got the pluck of  I knew he hadnt! Thats just what I should have expected of him!

Before Engelhardt could realize what was happening, a horse had emerged from the shadow of the stable-door, a mans head and wide-awake had risen behind its ears as they cleared the lintel, and Gilroy, with a smack of his whip on the horses flank and a cut and a curse at Tom Chester, was disappearing in the dusk at a gallop. Chester had sprung forward, but he was not quick enough. When the cut had fallen short of him, he gathered himself together for one moment, as though to give chase on foot; then stood at ease and watched the rider out of sight.

Next time, my friend, said he, you wont get the option of standing up to me. No; by the Lord, Ill take him by the scruff of his dirty neck, and Ill take the very whip hes got in his hand now, and Ill hide him within an inch of his miserable life. Thats the way we treat curs in these parts, dye see? Come on, Engelhardt. No, well stop and see which road he takes when he gets to the gate. I can just see him opening it now. I might have caught him up there if Id thought. Ah! hes shaking his fist at us; he shall smell mine before hes a day older! And hes taken the township track; hell come back to the shed as drunk as a fool, and if the men dont dip him in the dam I shall be very much surprised.

And Miss Pryse is going to marry a creature like that, cried Engelhardt, as they walked back to the house.

Not she, said Chester, confidently.

Yet theres a sort of engagement.

There is; but it would be broken off to-morrow if I were to tell Miss Pryse to-night of the mess hes making of everything out at the shed. The men do what they like with him, and he goes dropping upon the harmless inoffensive ones, and fining them and running their sheep; whereas he darent have said a word to that fellow Simons, not to save his life. I tell you thered have been a strike last night if it hadnt been for me. The men appealed to me, and I said what I thought. So his nibs sends me mustering again, about as far off as he can, while he comes in to get Miss Pryse to give me the sack. Of course thats what hes been after. Thats the kind of man he is. But heres Miss Pryse herself in the veranda, and well drop the subject, dye see?

Naomi herself never mentioned it. Possibly from the veranda she had seen and heard enough to enable her to guess the rest pretty accurately. However that may be, the name of Monty Gilroy never passed her lips, either now in the interval before dinner, or at that meal, during which she conversed very merrily with the two young men who faced one another on either side of her. She insisted on carving for them both, despite the protests of the more talkative of the two. She rattled on to them incessantly  if anything, to Engelhardt more than to the overseer. But there could be no question as to which of these two talked most to her. Engelhardt was even more shy and awkward than at his first meal at Taroomba, when Naomi had not been present. He disappeared immediately after dinner, and Naomi had to content herself with Tom Chesters company for the rest of the evening.

That, however, was very good company at all times, while on the present occasion Miss Pryse had matters for discussion with her overseer which rendered a private interview quite necessary. So Engelhardt was not wanted for at least an hour; but he did not come back at all. When Chester went whistling to the barracks at eleven oclock he found the piano-tuner lying upon his bed in all his clothes.

Hulloa, my son, are you sick? said Tom, entering the room. The risen moon was shining in on all sides of the looking-glass.

No, Im well enough, thanks. I felt rather sleepy.

You dont sound sleepy! Miss Pryse was wondering what could be the matter. She told me to tell you that you might at least have said good-night to her.

Ill go and say it now, cried Engelhardt, bounding from the bed.

Ah, now youre too late, you see, said Chester, laughing a little unkindly as he barred the doorway. You didnt suppose Id come away before I was obliged, did you? Come into my room, and Ill tell you a bit of news.

The two rooms were close together; they were divided by the narrow passage that led without step or outer door into the station-yard. It was a lined, set face that the candle lighted up when Tom Chester put a match to it; but that was only the piano-tuners face, and Tom stood looking at his own, and the smile in the glass was peculiar and characteristic. It was not conceited; it was merely confident. The overseer of Taroomba was one of the smartest, most resolute, and confident young men in the back-blocks of New South Wales.

The news, he said, turning away from the glass and undoing his necktie, may surprise you, but Ive expected it all along. Didnt I tell you before dinner that Miss Pryse would be breaking off her rotten engagement one of these days! Well, then, shes been and done it this very afternoon.

Thank God! cried Engelhardt.

Amen, echoed Chester, with a laugh. He had paid no attention to the piano-tuners tone and look. He was winding a keyless watch.



And is he going on here as manager? Engelhardt asked, presently.

No, thats the point. Naomi seems to have told him pretty straight that she could get along without him, and on second thoughts hes taken her at her word. She got a note an hour ago to say she would never see him again. Hed sent a chap with it all the way from the township.

Do you mean to say he isnt coming back?

Thats the idea. You bet he had it when he shook his fist at us as he opened that gate. He was shaking his fist at the station and all hands on the place, particularly including the boss. Shes to send his things and his check after him to the township, where theyll find him drunk, you mark my words. Good riddance to the cur! Of course he was going to marry her for her money; but shes tumbled to him in time, and a miss is as good as a mile any day in the week.

He finished speaking and winding his watch at the same moment. It was a gold watch, and he set it down carelessly on the dressing-table, where the candle shone upon the monogram on its back.

He has nothing of his own? queried Engelhardt, with jealous eyes upon the watch.

Not a red cent, said Tom Chester, contemptuously. He lived upon the old boss, and of course he meant to live upon his daughter after him. He was as poor as a church-mouse.

So indeed was the piano-tuner. He did not say as much, however, though the words had risen to his lips. He said no more until the overseer was actually in bed. Then a flash of inspiration caused him to ask, abruptly,

Are you anything to do with Chester, Wilkinson, & Killick, the big wool-people down in Melbourne?

To do with em? repeated Tom, with a smile. Well, yes; at least, Im Chesters son.

Ive heard that you own more Riverina stations than any other firm or company?

Yes; this is about the only one around here that we havent got a finger in. Thats why I came here, by the way, for a bit of experience.

Then you dont want to marry her for her money. Youll have more than she ever will! Isnt that so?



What the blue blazes do you mean, Engelhardt?

Chester had sat bolt upright in his bed. The piano-tuner was still on the foot of it, and all the fire in his being had gone into his eyes.

Mean? he cried. Who cares what I mean! I tell you that she thinks more of you than ever she thought of Gilroy. She has said so to me in as many words. I tell you to go in and win!

He was holding out his left hand.

I intend to, said Tom Chester, taking it good-naturedly enough. Thats exactly my game, and everybody must know it, for Ive been playing it fair and square in the light of day. I may lose; but I hope to win. Good-night, Engelhardt. Shall I look you up in the morning? We make a very early start, mind.

Then you neednt trouble. But I do wish you luck!

Thanks, my boy. I wish myself luck, too.


CHAPTER X MISSING

Naomis room opened upon the back veranda, and in quitting it next morning it was not unnatural that she should pause to contemplate the place where so many things had lately happened, which, she felt, must leave their mark upon her life for good or evil. It was here that she might have seen the danger of unreserved sympathy with so sensitive and enthusiastic a nature as that of the piano-tuner. Indeed, she had seen it, and made suitable resolutions on the spot; but these she had broken, and wilfully shut her eyes to that danger until the young man had told her, quite plainly enough, that he loved her. Nay, she had made him tell her that, and until he did so she had purposely withheld from him the knowledge that she was already engaged. That was the cruel part of it, the part of which she was now most sincerely ashamed. Yet some power stronger than her own will had compelled her to act as she had done, and certainly she had determined beforehand to take the first opportunity of severing all ties still existing between herself and Monty Gilroy. And it was here that she had actually broken off her engagement with him within a few minutes of her announcement of it to Hermann Engelhardt. Still she was by no means pleased with herself as she stepped out into the flood of sunshine that filled the back veranda of a morning, and saw everything as it had been overnight, even to the book she had laid aside open when Gilroy rode up. It was lying shut in the self-same spot. This little difference was the only one.

She went round to the front of the house, looking out rather nervously for Engelhardt on the way. Generally he met her in the front veranda, but this morning he was not there. Mrs. Potter was laying the breakfast-table, but she had not seen him either. She looked searchingly at her young mistress as she answered her question.

Are you quite well, miss? she asked at length, without preamble. You look as though you hadnt slep a wink all night.

No more I have, said Naomi, calmly.

Good gracious, miss! cried Mrs. Potter, clapping down the plate-basket with a jingle. Whatever has been the matter? That nasty toothache, Ill be bound!



No, it wasnt a tooth this time. I may as well tell you what it was, added Naomi, since youre bound to know sooner or later. Well, then, Mr. Gilroy has left the station for good, and I am not ever going to marry him. Thats all.

And Im thankful  

Mrs. Potter checked herself with a gulp.

So am I, said her mistress, dryly; but its a little exciting, and I let it keep me awake. You are to pack up his boxes, please, so that I may send them to the township in the spring-cart. But now make haste with the tea, for I need a cup badly, and Ill go and sing out to Mr. Engelhardt. Did you call him, by the way?

Yes, miss, I called him as usual.

Naomi left the breakfast-room, and was absent some three or four minutes. She came back looking somewhat scared.

Ive called him, too, she said, at the top of my voice. But theres no making him hear anything. Ive hammered at his door and at his window, too; both are shut, as if he wasnt up. I do wish that you would come and see whether he is.

A moment later Mrs. Potter was crossing the sandy yard, with Naomi almost treading on her ample skirts until they reached the barracks, which the elderly woman entered alone. No sooner, however, had she opened Engelhardts door than she called her mistress to the spot. The room was empty. It was clear at a glance that the bed had not been slept in.

If he hasnt gone away and left us without a word! cried Mrs. Potter, indignantly.

I am looking for his valise, said Naomi. Where has he generally kept it?

Just there, underneath the dressing-table. He has taken it with him. Theres nothing belonging to him in the room!

Except that half-crown under the tumbler, which is evidently meant for you. No, Mrs. Potter, Im afraid youre right. The half-crown settles it. I should take it if I were you. And now Ill have my breakfast, if you please.

But, miss, I cant understand  

No more can I. Make the tea at once, please. A little toast is all that I require with it.

And Naomi went slowly back toward the house, but stopped half way, with bent head and attentive eyes, and then went slower still. She had discovered in the sand the print of feet in stockings only. These tracks led up to the veranda, where they ended opposite the sitting-room door, which Naomi pushed open next moment. The room wore its ordinary appearance, but the pile of music which Engelhardt had brought with him for sale had been removed from the top of the piano to the music-stool; and lying conspicuously across the music, Naomi was mortified to find a silk handkerchief of her own, which the piano-tuner had worn all the week as a sling for his arm. She caught it up with an angry exclamation, and in doing so caught sight of some obviously left-handed writing on the topmost song of the pile. She stooped and read:

These songs for Miss Pryse, with deep gratitude for all her kindness to Hermann Engelhardt.

It was a pale, set face that Mrs. Potter found awaiting her in the breakfast-room when the toast was ready and the tea made. Very little of the toast was eaten, and Mrs. Potter saw no more of her young mistress until the mid-day meal, to which Naomi sat down in her riding-habit.

Just wait, Mrs. Potter, said she, hastily helping herself to a chop. Take a chair yourself. I want to speak to you.



Very good, miss, said the old lady, sitting down.

I want to know when you last set eyes on Sam Rowntree.

Let me see, miss. Oh, yes, I remember; it was about this time yesterday. He came to the kitchen, and told me he was going to run up a fresh mob of killing-sheep out of Top Scrubby, and how much meat could I do with? I said half a sheep, at the outside, and that was the last I saw of him.

He never came near you last night?

That he didnt, miss. I was looking out for him. I wanted  

You didnt see him in the distance, or hear him whistling?

No, indeed I didnt.

Well, he seems to have vanished into space, said Naomi, pushing away her plate and pouring out a cup of tea.

Its too bad, said Mrs. Potter, with sympathy and indignation in equal parts. I cant think what he means  to go and leave us alone like this.

I cant think what Mr. Chester meant by not telling me that he was gone, remarked Naomi, hotly.

I xpect he knew nothing about it, miss. He went off before daylight, him and the two men that come in with the sheep they was to take on to the shed.

How can you know that? inquired Naomi, with a touch of irritation. Her tea was very hot, and she was evidently in a desperate hurry.

Because Mr. Chester asked me to put his breakfast ready for him overnight; and I did, too, and when I got up at six hed had it and gone long ago. The teapot was cold. The men had gone, too, for I gave em their suppers last night, and they asked for a snack to take before their early start this morning. They must all have got away by five. They wouldnt hardly try to disturb Sam so early as all that; so they werent to know he wasnt there.

Well, he wasnt, said Naomi, and its disgraceful, thats what it is! Here we are without a man on the place, and there are nearly a hundred at the shed! I have had to catch a horse, and saddle it for myself. As she spoke Naomi made a last gulp at her hot tea, and then jumped up from the table.

You are going to the shed, miss?

No; to the township.

Ah, thats where youll find him!

I hope I may, said Naomi, softly, and her eyes were far away. She was in the veranda, buttoning her gloves.

I meant Sam Rowntree, miss.

Naomi blushed.

I meant Mr. Engelhardt, said she, stoutly. They are probably both there; but I have no doubt at all about Mr. Engelhardt. I am going to fetch the mail, but I hope I shall see that young gentleman, too, so that I may have an opportunity of telling him what I think of him.

I should, miss, I should that! cried Mrs. Potter, with virtuous wrath. I should give him a piece of my mind about his way of treating them thats good and kind to him. Im sure, miss, the notice you took of that young man  

Come, I dont think hes treated you so badly, interrupted Naomi, tartly. Moreover, I am quite sure that he must have had some reason for going off so suddenly. I am curious to know what it was, and also what he expects me to do with his horse. If he had waited till this morning I would have sent him in with the buggy, and saved him a good old tramp. However, you dont mind being left in charge for an hour or so  eh, Mrs. Potter? No one ever troubles the homestead during shearing, you know.



Oh, I shall be all right, miss, thank you, Mrs. Potter said, cheerfully; and she followed Naomi out into the yard, and watched her, in the distance, drag a box out of the saddle-room, mount from it, and set off at a canter toward the horse-paddock gate.

But Naomi did not canter all the way. She performed the greater part of her ride at a quiet amble, leaning forward in her saddle most of the time, and deciding what she should say to the piano-tuner, while she searched the ground narrowly for his tracks. She had the eagle eye for the trail of man or beast, which is the natural inheritance of all children of the bush. Before saddling the night-horse, she had made it her business to discover every print of a stocking sole that had been left about the premises during the night; and there were so many that she had now a pretty definite idea of the movements of her visitor prior to his final departure from the station. He had spent some time in aimless wandering about the moonlit yard. Then he had stood outside the kitchen, just where she had left him standing on the night of his arrival; and afterward had crossed the fence, just where they had crossed it together, and steered the very same course through the pines which she had led him that first evening. Still in his stockings, carrying his boots in his one hand and his valise under that arm (for she came to a place where he had dropped one boot, and, in picking it up, the valise also), he had worked round to the back veranda, and sat long on the edge, with his two feet in the soft sand, staring out over the scrub-covered, moonlit plain, just as he had sat staring many a time in broad daylight. Of all this Naomi was as certain as though she had seen it, because it was childs play to her to follow up the trail of his stockinged feet and to sort them out from all other tracks. But it ought to have been almost as easy to trace him in his boots on the well-beaten road to the township, and it was not.

The girl grew uncomfortable as she rode on and on without ever striking the trail; and the cutting sentences which she had prepared for the piano-tuner escaped her mind long before she reached the township, and found, as she now expected, that nobody answering to his description had been seen in the vicinity.

Naomi was not the one to waste time in a superfluity of inquiries. She saw in a moment that Engelhardt had not been near the place, and a similar fact was even more easily ascertained in the matter of Sam Rowntree. The township people knew him well. His blue fly-veil had not enlivened their hotel verandas for a whole week. So Naomi received her mail-bag and rode off without dismounting. A glimpse which she had caught of a red beard, at the other side of the broad sandy road, and the sound of a well-known voice shouting thickly, added to her haste. And on this journey she never once drew rein until her horse cantered into the long and sharp-cut shadows of the Taroomba stables.

As Naomi dismounted, Mrs. Potter emerged from the homestead veranda. The good woman had grown not a little nervous in her loneliness. Her looks as she came up were in striking contrast to those of her mistress. The one was visibly relieved; the other had come back ten times more anxious than she had gone away.

No one been near you, Mrs. Potter?

Not a soul, miss. Oh, but its good to see you back! I thought the afternoon was never coming to an end.

They are neither of them at the township, said Naomi, with a miserable sigh.



Nor have they been there at all  neither Mr. Engelhardt nor Sam Rowntree!

Mrs. Potter cudgelled her poor brains for some  for any  kind of explanation.

Sam did tell me  she had begun, when she was promptly shut up.

Who cares about Sam? cried Naomi. Hes a good bushman; he can take care of himself. Besides, wherever he is, Sam isnt bushed. But anything may have happened to Mr. Engelhardt!

What do you think has happened? the old lady asked, inanely.

How am I to know? was the wild answer. I have nothing to go on. I know no more than you do.

Yet she stood thinking hard, with her horse still bridled and the reins between her fingers. She had taken off the saddle. Suddenly she slipped the reins over a hook and disappeared into the saddle-room. And in a few moments she was back, with a blanched face, and in her arms a packed valise.

Is this Mr. Engelhardts?

Mrs. Potter took one look at it.

It is, she said. Yes, it is his!

Take it, then, said Naomi, mastering her voice with difficulty, while I hunt up his saddle and bridle. If they are gone, all the better. Then I shall know he has his horse; and with a horse nothing much can happen to one.

She disappeared again, and was gone a little longer; but this time she came back desperately self-possessed.

I have found his saddle. His bridle is not there at all. I know its his saddle, because its a pretty good one, and all our decent saddles are in use; besides, they all have the station brand upon them. This one has no brand at all. It must be Mr. Engelhardts; and now I know exactly what he has done. Shall I tell you?

Mrs. Potter clasped her hands.

He has taken his bridle, said Naomi, still in a deadly calm, and he has set out to catch his horse. How he could do such a thing I cant conceive! He knows the run of our horse-paddock no more than you do. He has failed to find his horse, tried to come back, and got over the fence into Top Scrubby. You dont know what that means! Top Scrubbys the worst paddock we have. Its half-full of mallee, its six miles whichever way you take it, and the only drop of water in it is the tank at the township corner. Or he may be in the horse-paddock all the time. People who dont know the bush may walk round and round in a single square mile all day long, and until they drop. But its no good our talking here; wherever he is, I mean to find him.

As she spoke she caught her saddle from the rail across which she had placed it, and was for flinging it on to her horse again, when Mrs. Potter interposed. The girl was trembling with excitement. The sun was fast sinking into the sand and scrub away west. In half an hour it would be dark.

And no moon till ten or eleven, said Mrs. Potter, with sudden foresight and firmness. You mustnt think of it, miss; you mustnt, indeed!

How can you say that? Why should you stop me? Do you mean me to leave the poor fellow to perish for want of water?

My dear, you could do no good in the dark, said Mrs. Potter, speaking as she had not spoken to Naomi since the latter was a little girl. Besides, neither you nor the horse is fit for anything more until youve both had something to eat and drink.

Its true!

Naomi said this in helpless tones and with hopeless looks. As she spoke, however, her eyes fastened themselves upon the crimson ball just clear of the horizon, and all at once they filled with tears. Hardly conscious of what she did or said, she lifted up her arms and her voice to the sunset.

Oh, my poor fellow! My poor boy! If only I knew where you were  if only I could see you now!


CHAPTER XI LOST IN THE BUSH

Had Naomi seen him then she would have found some difficulty in recognizing Hermann Engelhardt, the little piano-tuner whom already she seemed to have known all her life. Yet she had made a singularly shrewd guess at his whereabouts. Top Scrubby held him fast enough. And when Naomi stretched her arms toward the sunset, it is a strange fact that she also stretched them toward the lost young man, who was lying between it and her, not three miles from the spot on which she stood.

Within a mile of him ran the horse-paddock fence, which he had crossed by mistake at three oclock that morning. He had never seen it again. All day he had wandered without striking track, or fence, or water. Once indeed his heart had danced at the sudden revelation of footprints under his very nose. They were crisp and clean and obviously recent. All at once they took a fatally familiar appearance. Slowly he lifted his right foot and compared the mark of it with the marks he had discovered. They were identical. To put the matter beyond a doubt he got both his feet into a couple of the old footprints. They fitted like pipes in a case. And then he knew that he was walking in circles, after the manner of lost men, and that he stood precisely where he had been three hours before.

That was a bitter moment. There were others and worse before sundown. The worst of all was about the time when Naomi flung out her arms and cried aloud in her trouble.

His staggering steps had brought him at last, near sundown, within sight of a ridge of pines which he seemed to know. The nearer he came to them the surer did he become that they were the station pines themselves. Footsore and faint and parched as he was, he plucked up all his remaining strength to reach those pines alive. If he were to drop down now it would be shameful, and he deserved to die. So he did not drop until he gained the ridge, and found the pines merely the outer ranks of a regular phalanx of mallee scrub. There was no mallee among the station pines. Nor would it have been possible to get so near to the homestead without squeezing through the wires of two fences at least. He had made a hideous and yet a fatuous mistake, and, when he realized it, he flung himself on his face in the shade of a hop-bush and burst into tears. To think that he must perish miserably after all, when, not five minutes since, he had felt the bottle-neck of the water-bag against his teeth  the smell of the wet canvas in his nostrils  the shrinking and lightening of the bag between his palms as the deep draught of cold water brought his dead throat to life.

It was all over now. He turned his face to the sand, and waited sullenly for the end. And presently a crow flew down from a pine, and hopped nearer and nearer to the prostrate body, with many a cautious pause, its wise black head now on one side, now on the other. Was it a dead body or a man asleep? There would have been no immediate knowing had not the crow been advancing between the setting sun and the man. Its shadow was a yard long when it came between Engelhardts eyes, which were wide open, and the patch of sand that was warm with his breath. An instant later the crow was away with a hoarse scream, and Engelhardt was sitting up with a still hoarser oath upon his lips; indeed, he was inarticulate even to his own ears; but he found himself shaking his only fist at the crow, now a mere smut upon the evening sky, and next moment he was tottering to his feet.

He could hardly stand. His eyes were burning, his tongue swollen, his lips cracking like earth in a drought. He was aching, too, from head to foot, but he was not yet food for the crows. He set his teeth, and shook his head once or twice. Not yet  not yet.

The setting sun made a lane of light through the pines and mallee. The piano-tuner looked right and left along this lane, wondering which way to turn. He had no prejudice in the matter. All day he had been making calculations, and all day his calculations had been working out wrong. Like the struggles of a fly in a spiders web, each new effort left him more hopelessly entangled than the last. So now, without thinking, for thought was of no avail, he turned his face to the sunset, and, after half an hours painful stumbling, was a mile farther from the station, and a mile deeper in the maze of Top Scrubby.

Night had fallen now, and the air was cool and sweet. This slightly refreshed him, and the continual chewing of leaves also did him some little good, as indeed it had done all day. But he was becoming troubled with a growing giddiness in addition to his other sufferings, and he well knew that the sands of his endurance were almost run. When the stars came out he once more altered his course, taking a new line by the Southern Cross; but it could not be for long, he was losing strength with every step. About this time it occurred to him to cut a branch for a staff, but when he took out his knife he was too weak to open the blade. A fatal lassitude was creeping over him. He could no longer think or even worry. Nothing mattered any more! Naomi  his mother  the plans and aspirations of his own life  they were all one to him now, and of little account even in the bulk. It had not been so a few hours earlier, but body and mind were failing together, and with no more hope there was but little more regret. His head and his heart grew light together, and when at last he determined to sit down and be done with it all, his greatest care was the choice of a soft and sandy place. It was as though he had been going to lie down for the night instead of for all time. And yet it was this, the mere fad of a wandering mind, that saved him; for before he had found what he wanted, suddenly  as by a miracle  he saw a light.

In a flash the man was alive and electrified. All the nerves in his body tightened like harp-strings, and the breath of life swept over them, leaving his heart singing of Naomi and his mother and the deeds to be done in this world. And the thrill remained; for the light was no phantom of a rocking brain, but a glorious reality that showed brighter and lighter every moment.

Yet it was a very long way off. He might never reach it at all. But he rushed on with never a look right or left, or up or down, as if his one chance of life lay in keeping his grip of that light steadfast and unrelaxed. His headlong course brought him twice to his knees with a thud that shook him to the very marrow. Once he ran his face into a tangle of small branches, and felt a hot stream flowing over his lips and chin; he sucked at it as it leapt his lips, and reeled on, thanking heaven that he could still see out of his eyes. The light had grown into a camp-fire, and he could hear mens voices around it. Their faces he could not see  only the leaping, crackling fire. He tried to coo-ee, but no sound would come. The thought crossed him that even now, within sight and ear-shot of his fellow-men, he might drop for good. His heart kept throbbing against his ribs like an egg boiling in a pan, and his every breath was as a mans last gasp. He passed some horses tethered among the trees. Then before the fire there stood a stout figure with shaded eyes and pistols in his belt; another joined him; then a third, with a rifle; and the three loomed larger with every stride, until Engelhardt fell sprawling and panting in their midst, his hat gone, his long hair matted upon his forehead, and the white face beneath all streaming with sweat and blood.

By God, hes dying! said one of the men, flinging away his fire-arm. Yank us the water-bag, mate, and give the cuss a chance.

Engelhardt looked up, and saw one of his two enemies, the swagmen, reaching out his hand for the bag. It was the smaller and quieter of the pair  the man with the weather-beaten face and the twinkling eye  and as Engelhardt looked further he saw none other than Simons, the discharged shearer, handing the dripping bag across. But a third hand stretched over and snatched it away with a bellowing curse.

What a blessed soft pair you are! Cant you see who e is? Its is bloomin little nibs with the broke arm, and not a damned drop does he get from me!

Come on, Bill, said the other tramp. Why not?

He knows why not, said Bill, who, of course, was the stout scoundrel with the squint. Dont you, sonny? And he kicked Engelhardt in the side with his flat foot.

Easy, mate, easy. The beggars dying!

All the better! If he dont look slippy about it Ill take an slit his throat for him!

Well, give him a drop o water first.

Ay, give im a drink, whether or no, put in Simons. No tortures, mate! The plain things good enough for me.

And me, too!

Why, Bosn, cried Bill, youve got no more spunk than a blessed old ewe! You sailors and shearers are plucky fine chaps to go mates with in a job like ours! You wouldnt have done for poor old Tigerskin!

To hell with Tigerskin, said Simons, savagely. Weve heard more than enough of him. Give the beggar a drink, or, by cripes, Im off it!

All right, boys, all right. You neednt get so scotty about it, matey. But he shant drink more thans good for im, and he shant drink much at a time, or ell burst is skin!

As he spoke Bill uncorked the water-bag, hollowed a filthy palm, flooded it, and held it out to the piano-tuner, who all this time had been sitting still and listening without a word.

Drink out o my hand, said he, or not at all.

But Engelhardt could only stare at the great hairy paw thrust under his nose. It had no little finger. He was trying to remember what this meant.

Drink out o that, you swine, thundered Bill, and be damned to you!

Human nature could endure no more. Instead of drinking, Engelhardt knocked the mans hand up, and made a sudden grab at the water-bag. He got it, too, and had swallowed a mouthful before it was plucked away from him. The oaths came pouring out of Bills mouth like sheep racing through a gate. But the piano-tuner had tasted what was more to him than blood, and he made a second dash at the bag, which resulted in a quantity of water being spilled; so without struggling any more, he fell upon his face with his lips to the wet sand.

Let the joker suck, said Bill; Ill back the sand!

But Engelhardt rolled over on his left side and moved no more.

Simons knelt over him.

Hes a stiff un, mates. My blessed oath he is! Thats number two, an both on em yours, Bill.

Bill laughed.

Thatll be all right, said he. Wheres my pipe got to? Im weakenin for a smoke.


CHAPTER XII FALLEN AMONG THIEVES

There was life in Engelhardt yet, though for some time he lay as good as dead. The thing that revived him was the name of Naomi Pryse on the lips of the late ringer of the Taroomba shed. The piano-tuner listened for more without daring to open his eyes or to move a muscle. And more came with a horrifying flow of foul words.

She had the lip to sack me! But Ill be even with her before the nights out. Yes, by cripes, by sunrise shell wish shed never been born!

Its not the girl were after, said Bills voice, with a pause and a spit. Its the silver. And Engelhardt could hear him puffing at his pipe.

Its gold and silver. Shes the gold.

I didnt dislike her, said the sailor-man. Id leave her be.

She didnt sack you from the shed. Twelve pound a week it meant, with that image over the board!

Bosnd let the whole thing be, I do believe, said Bill, if we give im alf a chance.

Not me, said Bosn. Ill stick to my messmates. But weve stiffened two people already. Its two too many.

What about your skipper down at Sandridge?

Well, I reckon hes a stiff un, too.

Then none o your skite, mate, said Bill, knocking out a clay pipe against his heel. Look ye here, lads; its a blessed Providence thats raked us together, us three. Heres me, straight out o quod, coming back like a bird to the place where theres a good thing on. Heres Bosn, hes bashed in his skippers skull and cut and run for it. We meet and we pal on. The likeliest pair in the Colony! And heres old Simons, knocked cock-eye by this ere gal, and swearing revenge by all thats bloody. He has a couple of horses, too  just the very thing we wanted  so hes our man. Is he on? He is. Do we join hands an cuss an swear to see each other through? We do  all three. Dont we go to the township for a few little necessaries an have a drink on the whole thing? We do. Stop a bit! Doesnt a chap and a horse come our way, first shot off? Dont we want another horse, an take it, too, ay and cook that chaps hash in fit an proper style? Of course we do. Then whats the good o talking? Tigerskin used to say, Well swing together, matey, or by God well drive together in a coach-and-four with yeller panels and half-a-dozen beggars in gold lace and powdered wigs. So thats what I say to you. Theres that silver. Well have it and clear out with it at any blessed price. Weve let out some blood already. A four-hundred-gallon tankful more or less can make no difference now. We can only swing once. So drink up, boys, and make your rotten lives happy while you have em. Theres only one thing to settle: whether do we start at eleven, or twelve, or one in the morning?

Engelhardt heard a pannikin passed round and sucked at by all three. Then a match was struck and a pipe lit. His veins were frozen; he was past a tremor.

Elevens too early, said Simons; its getting on for ten already. Im for a spell before we start; theres nothing like a spell to steady your nerve.

Id make it eight bells  if not seven, argued the Bosn. The moonll be up directly. The lower she is when we start, the better for us. You said the station lay due east, didnt you, Bill? Then itll be easy steering with a low moon.

The other two laughed.

These ere sailors, said Bill, theyre a blessed treat. Always in such an almighty funk of getting bushed. Ive known dozens, and theyre all alike.

Theres no fun in it, said the Bosn. Look at this poor devil.

Engelhardt held his breath.

I suppose he is corpsed? said Bill.

Dead as junk.

Well, hes saved us the trouble. Id have stuck the beggar as soon as Id stick a sheep. Theres only one more point, lads. Do we knock up her ladyship, and make her let us into the store  

Lug her out by her hair, suggested Simons. Ill do that part.

Or do we smash into it for ourselves? Thats the game Tigerskin an me tried, ten years ago. It wasnt good enough. You know how it panned out. Still, we aint got old Pryse to reckon with now. He was a terror, he was! So what do you say, boys? Show hands for sticking-up  and now for breaking in. Then that settles it.

Engelhardt never knew which way it was settled.



The she-devil! said Simons. The little snake! I can see her now, when she come along the board and sang out for the tar-boy all on her own account. That little deader, there, he was with her. By cripes, if she isnt dead herself by morning shell wish she was! I wonder how shell look to-night? Not that way, by cripes, thats one thing sure! You leave her to me, mates! I shall enjoy that part. She shant die, because thats what shed like best; but she shall apologize to me under my own conditions  you wait and see what they are. Theyll make you smile. The little devil! Twelve pound a week! By cripes, but Ill make her wish she was as dead as her friend here. Ill teach her  

Stiffen me purple, roared Bill, if the jokers not alive after all!

The rogues were sitting round their fire in a triangle, Simons with his back to the supposed corpse; when he looked over his shoulder, there was his dead man glaring at him with eyes like blots of ink on blood-stained paper.

Engelhardt, in fact, had been physically unable to lie still any longer and hear Naomi so foully threatened and abused. But the moment he sat up he saw his folly, and tried, quick as thought, to balance it by gaping repeatedly in Simonss face.

I beg your pardon, Im sure, said he, in the civilest manner. Id been asleep, and couldnt think where I was. I assure you I hadnt the least intention of interrupting you.

His voice was still terribly husky. Bill seized the water-bag and stuck it ostentatiously between his knees. Simons only scowled.

Please go on with what you were saying, said Engelhardt, crawling to the fire and sitting down between these two worthies. All I ask is a drink and a crust. Ive been out all day without bite or sup. Yes, and all last night as well! Thats all I ask. I am dead tired. Id sleep like a stone.

No one spoke, but presently, without a word, Bill took a pannikin, filled it from the water-bag, and sullenly handed it to the piano-tuner. Then he knifed a great wedge from a damper and tossed it across. Engelhardt could scarcely believe his eyes, so silently, so unexpectedly was it done. He thanked the fellow with unnecessary warmth, but no sort of notice was taken of his remarks. He was half afraid to touch without express permission the water which he needed so sorely. He even hesitated, pannikin in hand, as he looked from one man to the other; but the villanous trio merely stared at him with fixed eyeballs, and at last he raised it to his lips and swallowed a pint at one draught.

Even the mouthful he had fought for earlier in the evening  even that drop had sent a fresh stream of vitality swimming through his veins. But this generous draught made a new man of him in ten seconds. He wanted more, it is true; but the need was now a mere desire; and then there was the damper under his eyes. He never knew how hungry he was until he had quenched his thirst and started to eat. Until he had finished the slice of damper, he took no more heed of his companions than a dog with a bone. Bill threw him a second wedge, and this also he devoured without looking up. But his great thirst had never been properly slaked, and the treatment he was now receiving emboldened him to hold out the pannikin for more water. Even this was granted him, but still without a word. Since he had arisen and joined them by the fire, not one of the men had addressed a single remark to him, and his own timid expressions of thanks and attempts at affability had been received all alike in impenetrable silence. Nor were the ruffians talking among themselves. They just sat round the fire, their rough faces reddened by the glow, their weapons scintillating in the light, and stared fixedly at the little man who had stumbled among them. Their steady taciturnity soon became as bad to bear as the conversation he had overheard while feigning insensibility. There was a kind of sinister contemplation in their looks which was vague, intangible, terrifying. Then their vile plot ringing in his ears, with dark allusions to a crime already committed, made the piano-tuners position sickening, intolerable. He spoke again, and again received no answer. He announced that he was extremely grateful to them for saving his life, but that he must now push on to the township. They said nothing to this. He wished them good-night; they said nothing to that. Then he got to his feet, and found himself on the ground again quicker than he had risen. Bill had grabbed him by the ankle, still without a syllable. When Engelhardt looked at him, however, the heavy face and squinting eyes met him with a series of grimaces, so grotesque, so obscene, that he was driven to bury his face in his one free hand, and patiently to await his captors will. He heard the Bosn chuckling; but for hours, as it seemed to him, that was all.

Who is the joker? said Bill, at last. What does he do for his rations?

They say as e tunes pianners, said Simons.

Then he dont hang out on Taroomba?

No; e only come the other day, an goes an breaks his arm off a buck-jumper. So they were saying at the shed.

Well, he enjoyed his supper, didnt he? Its good to see em enjoying theirselves when their time is near. Boys, you was right; it would have been a sin to send im to ell with an empty belly an a sandy throat. If ever I come to swing, Ill swing with a warm meal in my innards, my oath!

Engelhardt held up his head.

So you mean to kill me, do you? said he, very calmly, but with a kind of scornful indignation. Bill gave him a horrible leer, but no answer.

I suppose theres nothink else for it, said Simons, half-regretfully; though mark you, mates, Im none so keen on the kind o game.

No more aint I, cried the Bosn, with vigor. Id give the cove a chance, Bill.



How? said Bill.

Id lash the beggar to a tree and leave him to snuff out for hisself.

Engelhardt laughed aloud in mock gratitude.

Oh, I aint partickler as to ways, said Bill. One ways as good as another for me. Theres no bloomin urry, anyow. The moon aint up yet, and before we go this beggars got to tell us things. He heard what we was saying, mates. I seen it in his eye. Didnt you, you swine?

Engelhardt took no kind of notice.

Didnt you  you son of a mangy bandicoot?

Still Engelhardt would have held his tongue; but Bill started kicking him on one side, and Simons on the other; and the pain evoked an answer in a note of shrill defiance.

I did! he cried. I heard every word.

Were after that silver.

I know you are.

Youve seen it?

I have.

Tell us all about it.

Not I!

For this he got a kick on each side.

Is it in the store yet?



No answer.

Is the chest easy to find?

No answer.

Is it covered up?

Or underground?

Or made to look like something else?

Each man contributed a question; none elicited a word; no more did their boots; it was no use kicking him.

There was a long pause. Then Bill said:

Youve lost your hat. You need another. Here you are.

He had blundered to his feet, stepped aside out of the ring of light, and spun a wide-awake into Engelhardts lap. He started. It was adorned with a blue silk fly-veil.

Recognize it?

He had recognized it at once; it was Sam Rowntrees; and Sam Rowntree had been missing, yesterday, before Engelhardt himself said his secret farewell to the homestead.

He looked for more. No more was said. The villains had relapsed into that silence which was more eloquent of horror than all their threats. But Bill now flung fresh branches on the fire; the wood crackled; the flames spurted starward; and in the trebled light, Engelhardt, peering among the trees for some further sign of Sam, saw that which set the pores pringling all over his skin.

It was the glint of firelight upon a pair of spurs that hung motionless in the scrub  not a yard from the ground  not ten paces from the fire.

He looked again; the spurs were fixed to a pair of sidespring boots; the boots hung out of a pair of moleskins, with a few inches of worsted sock in between. All were steady, immovable as the stars above. He could see no higher than the knees; but that was enough; a hoarse cry escaped him, as he pointed with a quivering finger, and turned his white face from man to man.

Neither Simons nor the Bosn would meet his look; but Bill gripped his arm, with a loud laugh, and dragged him to his feet.

Come and have a look at him, he said. He isnt pretty, but hell do you good.

Next instant Engelhardt stood close to the suspended body of the unfortunate Rowntree. Both hands were tied behind his back, his hair was in his eyes, and the chin drooped forward upon his chest like that of a man lost in thought.

See what youll come to, said Bill, giving the body a push that set it swinging like a pendulum, while the branch creaked horribly overhead. See what youll come to if you dont speak out! It was a good ten minutes before he stopped kicking and jingling his spurs; youre lighter, and itd take you longer. Quarter of an hour, I guess, or twenty minutes.

Engelhardt had reeled, and would have fallen, but the Bosn jumped up and caught him in his arms.

He did more.

Listen to reason, messmate, said the sailor, with a touch of rude friendliness in his lowered tone. There aint no sense in keeping mum with us. If you wont speak, youll swing at the yard-arm along with tother cove in a brace of shakes; if you will, youll get a chance whether or no. Besides, what good do you think you can do? We know all thats worth knowing. Anything you tell usll make less trouble in at the homestead  not more.

All right, said Engelhardt, faintly. Let me sit down; Ill tell you anything you like.

Thats more like. Take my place, then youll be stern-on to that poor devil. Now then, Bill, fire away. The little mans hisself again.

Good for him, growled Bill. Look at me, you stuck pig, and answer questions. Wheres that chest?

In the store.

Didnt I say so! Never been shifted! Whereabouts in the store?

Inside the counter.

Much of a chest to bust into?

Two locks, and clamps all over.

Wheres the keys?

I dont know. Miss Pryse keeps them.

She wont keep em long. See here, you devil, if you look at me again like that Ill plug your eyes into your mouth! You seem to know a fat lot about this silver. Have you seen it, or havent you?

I have.

What is there?

Not much. A couple of candlesticks; a few spoons; some old skewers; a biscuit-box; a coffee-pot  but its half ivory; an epergne  

What the ells that? None o your Greek, you swine!

Its a thing for flowers.

Why didnt you say so, then? What else?

Let me see  

Youd best look slippy!

Well, theres not much more. A cake-basket, some napkin-rings, and a pair of nut-crackers. And thats about all. Its all I saw, anyhow.

All silver?

I shouldnt think it.

You liar! You plucky well know it is. And not a bad lot neither, even if it was the lot. By the Lord, Ive a good mind to strip and sit you on that fire for not telling me the truth!

Easy, mate, easy! remonstrated the Bosn. That sounds near enough.

By cripes, cried Simons, its near enough for me. Taint the silver I want. Its the gold, and thats the girl!

You wont get her, said Engelhardt.

Why not?

Shell put a bullet through you.

Can she shoot straight?

As straight as her father, I should say. I never saw him. But Ive seen her.

What do?

Stand in the veranda and knock a crow off the well fence  with her own revolver.

By cripes, thats a lie.

(It was.)

Im not so blooming sure, said Bill. I recollect how the old man dropped Tigerskin at nigh twenty yards. She was with him, too, at the time  a kid out of bed. I took a shot at her and missed. Shed be as likely as not to knock a hole through one or other of us, lads, if you hadnt got me to see you through. You trust to Bill for ideas! Hes got one now, but itll keep. See here, you swine, you! When was it you saw all what you pretend to have seen, eh?

Engelhardt laughed. His answer could do no harm, and it gave him a thrill of satisfaction to score even so paltry a point against his bestial antagonist.

It was the day you two came around the station.

That morning?

Yes.

Where did you see it?

In the store.

Before we came?

While you were there. When Miss Pryse locked the door, it was all over the place. While we were in the kitchen she got it swept out of sight.

Good God! screamed Bill; if only Id known. You little devil, if only Id guessed it!

His vile face was convulsed and distorted with greed and rage; his hairy, four-fingered fist shaking savagely in Engelhardts face. Bosn remonstrated again.

Whats the sense o that, messmate? For Gods sake shut it! A fat lot we could ha done without a horse between us.

We could have rushed the store, stretched em stiff  

And carried a hundredweight o silver away in our bluies! No, no, my hearty; its a darn sight better as it is. What do you say, Simons?

Im glad you waited, but Im bleedin dry.

An me, too, said Bill, sulkily, as he uncorked a black bottle. Give us that pannikin, you spawn!

Engelhardt handed it over unmoved. He was past caring what was said or done to him personally. Bill drank first.

Heres fun! said he, saluting the other two simultaneously with a single cross-eyed leer.

An they say so  an we hope so! chanted the Bosn, who came next. Anyway, heres to the moon, for there she spouts!

As he raised his pannikin, he pointed it over Engelhardts shoulder, and the latter involuntarily turned his head. He brought it back next moment, with a jerk and a shudder. Far away, behind the scrub, on the edge of the earth, lay the moon, with a silvery pathway leading up to her, and a million twigs and branches furrowing her face. But against the top of the great white disc there fell those horrible boots and spurs, in grisly silhouette, and still swaying a little to the mournful accompaniment of the groaning bough above. Surely the works of God and man were never in ghastlier contrast than when Engelhardt turned his head without thinking and twitched it back with a shudder. And yet to him this was not the worst; he was now in time to catch that which made the blood run colder still in all his veins.


CHAPTER XIII A SMOKING CONCERT

Simons was toasting Naomi Pryse. It took Engelhardt some moments to realize this. The language he could stand; but no sooner did he grasp its incredible application than his self-control boiled over on the spot.

Stop it! he shrieked at the shearer. How dare you speak of her like that? How dare you?

The foul mouth fell open, and the camp-fire flames licked the yellow teeth within. Engelhardt was within a few inches of them, with a doubled fist and reckless eyes. To his amazement, the man burst out laughing in his face.

The little cuss has spunk, said he. I like to see a cove stick up for is gal, by cripes I do!

So do I, said Bosn. Brayvo, little man, brayvo!

My oath, said Bill, Id have cut is stinkin throat for alf as much if Id been you, matey!

Not me, said Simons. Ill give im a drink for is spunk. Ere, kiddy, you wish us luck!

He held out the pannikin. Engelhardt shook his head. He was, in fact, a teetotaler, who had made a covenant with himself, when sailing from old England, to let no stimulant pass his lips until his feet should touch her shores again. The covenant was absolutely private and informal, as between a man and his own body, but no power on earth would have made him break it.



Come on, said Simons. By cripes, we take no refusals here!

I must ask you to take mine, nevertheless.

Why?

Because I dont drink.

Well, youve got to!

I shall not!

Simons seemed bent upon it. Perhaps he had taken a drop too much himself; indeed, none of the three were entirely above such a suspicion; but it immediately appeared that this small point was to create more trouble than everything that had gone before. Small as it was, neither man would budge an inch. Engelhardt said again that he would not drink. Simons swore that he should either drink or die. The piano-tuner cheerfully replied that he expected to die in any case, but he wasnt going to touch whiskey for anybody; so he gave Simons leave to do what he liked and get it over  the sooner the better. The shearer promptly seized him by his uninjured wrist, twisted it violently behind his back, and held out his hand to Bosn for the pannikin. Engelhardt was now helpless, his left arm a prisoner and in torture, his right lying useless in a sling. Bosn, however, came to his rescue once more, by refusing to see good grog wasted when there was little enough left.

Whats the use? said he. If the silly devil wont drink, well make him sing us a song. He says he tunes pianners. Let him tune up now!

Thats better, assented Bill. The joker shall give us a song before we let his gas out; and Ill drink his grog. Give it here, Bosn.

The worst of a gang of three is the strong working majority always obtainable against one or other of them. Simons gave in with a curse, and sent Engelhardt sprawling with a heavy kick. As he picked himself up, they called upon him to sing. He savagely refused.

All right, said Bill, well string him up an be done with him. Im fairly sick o the swine  I am so!

By cripes, so am I.

Then up he goes.

The other beggars got the rope, said Bosn.

Then cut him down. He wont improve by hanging any longer. We aint a-going to eat him, are we? Cut him down, and sling this one up. Its your job, Bosn.



Bosn was disposed to grumble. Bill cut him short.

All right, said he, getting clumsily to his feet, Ill do it myself. You call yourself a bloomin man! Id make a better bloomin man than you with bloomin baccy-ash. Out of the light, you cripple, an the thingll be done in half the time you take talking about it!

Engelhardt was left sitting between Simons and the ill-used Bosn. The latter had his grumble out, but Bill took no more account of him. As for the shearer, the ferocity of his attitude toward the doomed youth was now second to none. He sat very close to him, with a hellish scowl and a great hand held ready to blast any attempt at escape. But none was made. The piano-tuner stuck his thumbs into his ears, covered his closed eyes with his palms, and tried both to think and to pray. He could not think; vague visions of Naomi crowded his mind, but they formed no thought. Nor could he pray for anything but courage to meet his fate. Within a few yards of him was the body of a dead man murdered by these thieves among whom he himself had fallen. He could not but doubt that they were about to murder him too. His last hour had come. He wanted courage. That was all he asked for as he sat with plugged ears and tight-shut eyes.

He was aroused by a smart kick in the ribs. As he got up to go to his doom, Bill seized him by the shoulders and pushed him roughly toward the hanging rope; it hung so low, it bisected the rising moon.

Let me alone, he cried, wriggling fiercely. I can get there without your help.

Well, well see.

He got there fast enough. A little deeper in the scrub he could see a shapeless mass of moleskin and Crimean shirting, with a spurred boot half covered by a stiff hand. He was thankful to turn his face to the blazing camp-fire, even though the noose went round his neck as he did so.

Now then, said Bill, hauling the rope taut, will you give us a song or wont you?

He could not speak.

If you sing us a song we may give you another hour, said the Bosn from the ground. Simons and he had been whispering together. Bill shook his head at them.

That rests with me, said he to Engelhardt. Dont you make any mistake.



Another hour! cried the young man, bitterly, as he found his voice. Whats another hour? If youre men at all, put an end to me now and be done with it.

Hows that? said Bill, hauling him upon tip-toe. No, no, sonny, we want our song first, he added, as he let the rope fall slack again.

Sing up, and theres no saying whatll happen, cried the Bosn, cheerily.

What shall I sing?

Anything you like.

Something funny to cheer us up.

Ay, ay, a comic song!

Engelhardt wavered  as once before under the eyes and ears of a male audience. Ill do my best, he said at last. And Bosn clapped.

A minute later the bushrangers camp was the scene of as queer a performance as ever was given. A very young man, with a pallid, blood-stained face, and a rope round his neck, was singing a comic song to a parcel of cut-throats who were presently to hang him, as they had hanged already the corpse at his heels. Meanwhile they surrendered themselves like simple innocents to a thorough enjoyment of the fine fun provided. The replenished camp-fire lit their villanous faces with a rich red glow. They grinned, they laughed, they displayed their pleasure and satisfaction each after his own fashion. The fat man shook in his fat; the long man showed his grinning teeth; the sailor-man slapped his thighs and rolled on the ground in paroxysms of spirituous mirth. It must have been the humor of the situation, rather than that of the song, which so powerfully appealed to them. The former had the piquant charm of being entirely their own creation. The latter was that poetic paraphrase of the early chapters of the Book of Genesis which the singer had tried upon another back-block audience but a few nights before. Of the two, this audience, as such, was decidedly the better. At any rate they let him get to the end. And when that came, and Bosn clapped again, even the other two joined in the applause.

By cripes, said Simons, thats not so bad!

Bad? cried the enthusiastic Bosn. Its as good as fifty plays. Well have some more, and Ill give you a song myself.

Right! said Bill. The nights still young. Stiffin me purple if we havent forgot them weeds we laid in at the township! Out with em, mateys, an pass round the grog; well make a smokin concert of it. A bloomin smoker, so help me never!

The cigars were unearthed from the pockets of Bill himself. He and Simons at once put two of them in full blast. Meantime, Bosn was trying his voice.

Any of you know any sailors chanties? said he.

A pause, and then  

Yes, I do.

The voice was none other than Engelhardts.

You? The devil you do! Hows that, then?

I came out in a sailing ship.

What do you know?

Some of the choruses.

Blow the land down?

Yes  best of all.

Then well have that! Messmates you join his nibs in the chorus. I sing yarn and chorus too. Ready? Steady! Here goes!

And in a rich, rolling voice, that had been heard above many a gale on the high seas, he began with the familiar words:

Oh, where are you going to, my pretty maid?  

Yo-ho, blow the land down!

Oh, where are you going to, my pretty maid?  

And give us some time to blow the land down!



The words were not long familiar. They quickly became detestable. The farther they went, of course, the more they appealed to Simons, Bill, and the singer himself. As for Engelhardt, obviously he was in no position to protest; nor could mere vileness add at all to his discomfort, with that noose still round his neck, and the rope-end still tight in Bills clutch. Then the refrain for every other line was no bad thing in itself; at all events, he joined in throughout, and at the close stood at least as well with his persecutors as before.

It now appeared, however, that sailors chanties were the Bosns weakness. He insisted on singing two more, with topical and impromptu verses of his own. As, for instance:

The proud Miss Pryse may toss er ead  

An they say so  an we hope so  

The proud Miss Pryse will soon be dead  

The poor  old  gal!

Or again, and as bad:

Oh, they call me Hanging Johnny  

Hurray! Pull away!

An Ill soon hang you, my sonny  

Hang  boys  hang!

These are but opening verses. There were many more in each case, and they were bad enough in all respects. And yet Engelhardt chimed in at his own expense  even at Naomis  because it might be that his life and hers depended upon it. He was beginning to have his hopes, partly from the delay, partly from looks and winks which he had seen exchanged; and his hopes led to ideas, because his brain had never been clearer and busier than it was now become. He was devoutly thankful not to have been twice forced to sing. The second time, however, was still to come. It was announced by a jerk of the rope that went near to dislocating his neck.

This image is doing nothink for is living, an yet were letting im live! cried Bill, in a tone of injured and abused magnanimity. Sing, you swine, or swing! One o the two.

What sort will you have this time? asked Engelhardt, meekly. His meekness was largely put on, however. The black bottle had been going round pretty freely; in fact, it was quite empty. Another had been broached, and the men were both visibly and audibly in their cups.

Another comic! cried Simons and the Bosn in one breath.

No, something serious this trip, Bill said, contradictiously. You know warri mean, you lubber  somethin soothin for a night-cap  somethin Christy-mental. Go ahead an be damned to ye!

Engelhardt had no time to consider, to reflect, to choose. The signal to start instantly was given by a series of sharp, throttling jerks at the rope. Almost before he was himself aware of it, he was giving them the well-known Swannee River. It was the first Christy-mental song that had risen to his mind and lips. Moreover, he gave it with all the pathos and expression of which he was capable, and that, as we know, was not inconsiderable. They did not join in the chorus. This made it the easier. He tried to forget that these men were there, and, throwing his gaze aloft, sung softly  even sweetly  to the stars. Doubtless it was all acting, and by a cunning instinct that he went so slow in the final chorus:

Oh, my heart is sad and weary,

Everywhere I roam;

Oh, darkies, but my heart is weary,

Far from the old folks at home.

And yet one knows that it is possible to act and to feel at one and the same time; and, incredible as it may seem in the circumstances, Engelhardt found it so just then. He did think of the dear old woman at home; and being an artist to his boots, he gave his emotions their head, and sang to these blackguards as he would have sung to Naomi herself. And the effect was extraordinary  if in part due to the whiskey. When the young man lowered his eyes there was the maudlin Bosn snivelling like a babe, and the other two sucking their cigars to life with faces as long as lanterns.

Lads, said Bill, the nights still young. What matter does it make when we tackle the station? Itll keep. We ony got to get there before mornin. Taint midnight yet. His voice was thickish.

If the moon gets much higher, hiccoughed the Bosn, well never get there at all. Well never find it! And he dried his eyes on his sleeve.

Bill took no notice of this. But he shook up his companions, linked arms between the two, and halted them in front of Engelhardt. They all three swayed a little as they stood, yet all three were still dangerously sober; and the second bottle was empty now; and there was no third. Engelhardt confronted them with hope, but not confidence, and listened, more eagerly than he dared to show, to Bills harangue.

Young man, said he, youre not such a cussed swines I thought. Sing or swing, says I. You sings like a man. So you shant swing at all  not yet. No saying what well do in an hour or two. Praps were going to take you along with us to the station, to show us things, an praps we aint. You make your miseral life happy, to go on with. You bloomin beggar, you, we respite you! Bosn, take the same rope an lash the joker to that tree.

Bill stopped to see it done. He was quite sober enough to be sufficiently particular in this matter; as was Bosn, to perform his part in sailor-like fashion. In five minutes the thing was done.

What do you think of that? cried the seaman, with a certain honest sort of deep-sea pride.

Itll do, matey.

By cripes, hell never get out of that!

In fact, from his chin to his knees, the poor piano-tuner was encased in a straight-waistcoat of rope  the rope that had been round his neck for the last half-hour. Even the injured arm was inside. Nor could he move his feet, for they were tied separately at the ankles. Otherwise there was only one knot in what was indeed a masterpiece of its kind.

I hope youll be comfortable, said the Bosn, with a quaint touch of remorse, for split me if you didnt sing like a blessed cock-angel! And never you fear, he added, under his breath, for we aint agoin to hang you. Not us! And if theres anything we can do for you afore we take our spell, say the word, messmate, say the word.

The piano-tuner shook his head.

Then so long and  

Stop! you might give us a cigar.

It was given readily.

Thanks; and now you might light it.

This also was done, with a brand from the dying fire.

Good-night, said Bosn.

And thank you, added Engelhardt.

The sailor stopped to give a last admiring glance at his handiwork; then he joined his companions, who were already spread out upon the broad of their backs; and Engelhardt was left to himself at last  unable to move hand or foot  with a corpse at hand and the murderers under his eyes  with the risen moon shining full upon his face, and the vilest of vile cigars held tight between his teeth.

And he was no smoker; tobacco made him sick.

Nevertheless, he kept that bad weed alight, and very carefully alight, for ten minutes by guess-work. Then he depressed his chin, knocked off an inch of ash against the top-most coil, applied the red end to the rope, and sucked and puffed for his life and Naomis.


CHAPTER XIV THE RAID ON THE STATION

Those same dark hours of this eventful night were also the slowest and the dreariest on record in the mind of Naomi Pryse. She too had waited for the moon. At sundown she had stabled her horse, and left it with a fine feed of chaff and oats as priming for the further work she had in view. This done, she had consented, under protest, to eat something herself; but had jumped up early to fill with her own hands a water-bag and a flask of which she could have no need for hours. It made no matter. She must be up and doing this or that; it was intolerable sitting still even to eat and drink. Besides, how could she eat, how could she drink, when he who should have shared her meal was perhaps perishing of hunger and thirst in Top Scrubby? It was much more comforting to cut substantial slices of mutton and bread, to put them up in a neat packet, and to set this in readiness alongside the flask and the water-bag. Then came the trouble. There was nothing more to be done.

It was barely eight oclock, and no moon for two hours and a half.

Naomi went round to the back veranda, picked up the book she had been reading the day before, and marched about with it under her arm. She had not the heart to sit down and read. Her restless feet took her many times to the kitchen and Mrs. Potter, who shook her good gray head and remonstrated with increasing candor and asperity.

Go to look for him? she cried at last. When the time comes for that, youll be too dead tired to sit in your saddle, miss. If you start before the moons well up, therell be no telling a hoof-mark from a foot-print without getting off every time. Youve said so yourself, Miss Naomi. Then why not go straight to your bed and lie down for two or three hours? Ill bring you a cup of tea at half-past eleven, and you can be away by twelve.

Naomi sighed.

It is so long to wait  doing nothing! He may be dying, poor fellow; and yet what can one do in the dark?

Lie down and rest, said Mrs. Potter, dryly.

Well, I will try, but not on my bed  on the sitting-room sofa, I think. Will you light the lamp there, please? And bring the tea at eleven; Ill start at half-past.

Naomi took a short stroll among the darkling pines  the way that she had taken the piano-tuner in the first moments of their swift friendship  the way that he had taken alone last night. She reached the sitting-room with moist, wistful eyes, which startled themselves as she confronted the mirror over the chimney-piece whereon stood the lamp. She stood for a little, however, looking at herself  steadfastly  inquisitively  as though to search out the secrets of her own heart. She gave it up in the end, and turned wearily away. What was the use of peering into her own heart now, when so often aforetime she had seemed to know it, and had not? There was no use; and as it happened, no need. For the first thing her eyes fell upon, as she turned, was the pile of music lying yet where Engelhardt had placed it, on the stool. The next was his little inscription on the uppermost song. She knelt to read it again; when she had done so the two uncertain, left-handed, pencilled lines were wet and blotched with her tears, and she rose up knowing what she had never known before.

At eleven-thirty  she had set her heart upon that extra half hour if let alone  Mrs. Potter rattled the tea-tray against the sitting-room door and entered next moment. She found her mistress on the sofa certainly, but lying on her back and staring straight at the ceiling. Her face was very white and still, but she moved it a little as the door opened. She had not slept? Not a wink. Her book was lying in her lap; it had never been opened. Mrs. Potter was not slow to exhibit her disappointment, not to say her disgust. But Naomi sprang up with every sign of energy, and finished her tea in five minutes. In ten she had her horse saddled. In twelve she had cantered back to the veranda, and was receiving from Mrs. Potter the water-bag, the flask, and the packet of bread and meat.

Have his room nice and ready for him, said the girl, excitedly, and the kettle boiling, so that we may both have breakfast the instant we get in. It will be a pretty early breakfast, youll see! Do you think you can do without sleep as long as I can?

Well, I know I shant lie down while youre gone, miss.

Then Ill be tremendously quick, I will indeed. I only wish Id started long ago. The moon is splendid now. You can see miles  

Then look there, Miss Naomi!

Where?

Past the stables  across the paddock  toward the fence.

Naomi looked. A black figure was running toward them in the moonlight.

Who can it be, Mrs. Potter? Not Mr. Engelhardt  

Who else?

But he is reeling and staggering! Could it be some drunken roustabout? And yet thats just his height  it must be  it is  thank God!

Her curiosity first, and then her amazement, kept Naomi seated immovable in her saddle. She wondered later why she had not cantered to meet him. She did not stir even when his stertorous breathing came painfully to her ears. It was only when the quivering, spent, and speechless young man threw his arms across the withers of her horse, and his white face fell forward upon the mane, that Naomi silently detached the water-bag which she had strapped to her saddle, and held it to his lips with a trembling hand. At first he shook his head. Then he raised his wild eyes to hers with a piteously anxious expression.

You have heard  that they are coming?

No  who?

You have heard, or why are you on horseback?

To look for you. I was on the point of starting. I made sure you must be bushed.

I was. But I got to a camp. They looked after me; I am all right. And now they are coming in here  theyre probably on their way! Each little sentence came in a fresh gasp from his parched throat.

But who?

Those two tramps who came the other day, and Simons, the ringer of the shed. Villains  villains every one!

Ah! And what do they want?

Cant you guess? The silver! The silver! That fat brute who insulted you so, who do you suppose he is? Tigerskins mate  just out of prison  the man whose finger your father shot off ten years ago! You remember how he kept his hands in his pockets the other day? Well, that was the reason. Now there isnt a moment to lose. I listened to their plans. Half an hour ago  or it may be an hour  they lay down for a spell. They were drunk, but not very. They only meant to rest for a bit; then theyre coming straight here. They left me tied up  they were going to bring me with them  Ill tell you afterward how I got loose. I darent stop a moment, even to cut adrift their horses. I just bolted for the moon  Id heard them say the station lay due east  and here I am. Thank God Ive found you up and mounted! It couldnt have been better; its providential. Now you mustnt get off at all; you must just ride right on to the shed.

Must I? said Naomi, with a tight lip and a keen eye, but a touch of the old banter in her tone.

We could follow on foot. Meanwhile you would rouse them out at the shed  

And my silver?

Engelhardt was silent. The girl leant forward in her saddle, and laid a hand upon his shoulder.



No, no, Mr. Engelhardt! Captains dont quit their ships in such a hurry as all that. Im captain here, and Ill stick to mine. It isnt only the silver. Still my father smelt powder for that silver, and the least I can do is to follow his lead.

She slid to the ground as she spoke.

You will barricade yourself in the store? said Engelhardt.

Exactly. It was fixed up for this very kind of thing, after the first fuss with Tigerskin. Theyll never get in.

And you mean to stick to your guns inside?

To such as I have  most certainly.

Then I mean to stick to you.

Very well.

But think  think before its too late! They are devils, Miss Pryse  beasts! I have seen them and heard them. Better a hundred times be dead than at their mercy. For Gods sake, take the horse before they are upon us!

I stop here, said Naomi, decidedly.

Yet Mrs. Potter and I could hold the store as easily as you could. They shall not get your silver while Im alive.

My mind is made up, said the girl, in a voice which silenced his remonstrances; but I agree with you that somebody ought to start off for the shed. I think that you should, Mr. Engelhardt, if you feel equal to it.

Equal to it! Its so likely I would ride off and leave two women to the mercy of those brutes! If it really must be so, then I think the sooner we all three get into the store  

It was Mrs. Potter who here put in her amazing word. While the young people stood and argued, her eyes had travelled over every point of the saddled horse. And now she proposed that she should be the one to ride to the shed for help.

You! the two cried in one breath, as they gazed at her ample figure.

And why not? said the hardy woman. Wasnt I born and bred in the bush? Couldnt I ride  bareback, too  before either of you was born? Im not so light as I used to be, and I havent the nerve either; but what I have is all there in the hour of need, Miss Naomi. Let me go now. Im ready this minute.

Naomi had seemed lost in thought.

Very well! cried she, whipping her eyes from the ground. But you dont know the way to the shed, and I must make your directions pretty plain. Run to the back of the kitchen, Mr. Engelhardt, youll see a lot of clothes-props. Bring as many as you can to the store veranda.

Engelhardt darted off upon his errand. Already they had wasted too many minutes in words. His brain was ablaze with lurid visions of the loathsome crew in Top Scrubby; of the murderous irruption imminent at any moment; of the unspeakable treatment to be suffered at those blood-stained hands  not only by himself  that mattered little  but by a woman  by Naomi of all women in the world. God help them both if the gang arrived before they were safe inside the store! But until the worst happened she need not know, nor should she guess, how bad that worst might be. Poor Rowntrees fate, and even his own ill-usage by those masterless men, were things which Engelhardt was not the man to tell to women in the hour of alarm. He was clear enough as to that; and having done up to this point all that a man could do, he jumped at the simple task imposed by Naomi, and threw himself into it with immense vigor and a lightened heart. As he dropped his first clothes-prop in the store veranda, Naomi and the housekeeper were still talking, though the latter was already huddled up in the saddle. When he got back with a second, both women were gone; with a third, Naomi was unlocking the store door; with the fourth and last, she had lit a candle inside, and was sawing one of the other props in two.

Thatll do, she said, as her saw ran through the wood. Now hold this one up for me.

She pointed to another of the stout poles. She made him hold it with one end inside, and the other protruding through the opening. Then she made a mark on the prop at the level of the door, sawed it through at her mark, and cut down the other two in the same fashion. In less than five minutes the four poles had become eight, which cumbered the floor within. Then Naomi rose from her knees, flung the saw back into the tool-box, and made a final survey with the candle. A few flakes of sawdust lay about the shallow veranda. She fetched a broom from a corner of the store and whisked them away. Then she removed the key to the inside, and was about to lock the door upon herself and Engelhardt when he suddenly stopped her.

Hold on! he cried. I want your boots.



My boots?

Yes, those youve got on  with the dust on em, just as they are. They must be left outside your door, and your door must be locked; you must keep the key.

Naomi gave him a grateful, an admiring smile.

That is a happy thought. Ill get it myself. While Im gone you might fetch in the axe from the wood-heap; Id almost forgotten it.

They ran off in different directions. Next minute they were both back in the store, Engelhardt with the axe. Naomi took it from him, and set it aside without a word. Her face was blanched.

I heard something, she whispered. I heard a cry. Oh, if theyve seen me!

Well lock the door as quietly as possible.

This was done.

Now the props, said Naomi.

Engelhardt had guessed what they were for. He helped her to fix them, with one wedged between floor and counter, and the other pressing the heavy woodwork of the door. It now appeared how craftily Naomi had cut her timbers. They met the door, two at the top, two at the bottom, and four about the centre. Still the brave engineer was distressed.

I meant to hammer them down, she murmured. Now I darent.

Well put all our weight on them instead, said Engelhardt. They did so with a will, until each prop had creaked in turn. Then they listened.

Out with the light, said Naomi. There are no windows to give us away  but still!

He blew it out. As yet his own ears had heard nothing, and he was beginning to wonder whether Naomi had been deceived. They listened a little longer. Then she said:

Were provisioned for a siege. Did you see the flask and things on the counter?

I did. How in the world did you find time to get them ready?

I had them ready before you came. They were for you.

The two were crouching close together between the props. It was a natural though not a necessary attitude. The moon was shining through the skylight upon one of the walls; the multifarious tins and bottles on the shelves made the most of the white light; and faint reflections reached the faces of Naomi and the piano-tuner  so close to each other, so pale, so determined, and withal so wistful as their eyes met. Engelhardt first looked his thanks, and then stammered them out in a broken whisper. Even as he did so the girl raised a finger to her lips.

Hark! There they are.

Yes, I hear them. They wont hear us yet a bit.

They mustnt hear us at all; but off with your boots  we may have to move about.

She had already kicked off her shoes, and now, because he had only one of his own, she pulled off his boots with her two hands.

You should not have done that!

Why not?

Its dreadful! Just as though you were my servant.

Mr. Engelhardt, we must be everything to each other  

She shot up her hand and ceased. The voices without were now distinguishable.

To-night! he muttered, bitterly, before heeding them.

Naomi, on the other hand, was at the last pitch of attention; but not to him. She inclined her head as she knelt to hear the better. The voices were approaching from one side.

Ay, thats where he dropped  just there! said one. It was Tigerskins mate, Bill.

Take the key from the door! Engelhardt whispered to Naomi, who was the nearer it. They had forgotten to do this. For one wild moment the girl hesitated, then she cautiously reached out her hand and withdrew the key without a scratch.

So this is the crib! they heard Bosn say.

The same old crib, said Bill. Same as it was ten years ago, only plastered up a bit. I suppose it is locked, mate?

The handle was tried. The door shook ever so little. The two inside gazed at the props and held their breath. If one of them should be shaken down!

Ay, its locked all right; and I reckon its true enough about the girl sleeping with the key under her pillow, and all.

Blast your reckonings! said Bill. Make sure the key aint in the door on tother side.

The thimbleful of starlit sky which Naomi had been watching for the last minute and a half was suddenly wiped away. She heard Bosn breathing hard as he stooped and peered. The key grew colder in her hand.

No, there aint no key, Bill.

Thats all right. Theyre both in their beds then, and that little suck-o-my-thumb hasnt got here yet. When he does, God elp him!

The voices were those of Bill and Bosn. For the moment these two seemed to be alone together.

Ay, ay, wed string the beggar up fast enough another time!

String him up? Yes, by his heels, and shoot holes through him while he dangled.

Beginning where you dont kill. Holy smoke! but I wish hed turn up now.

So do I  the swine! But here comes the ringer. What cheer, matey?

Its right, said Simons. The little devils locked her door; but there are her boots outside, same as if she was stoppin at a blessed otel. A fat lot she cared whether her precious pal was bushed or whether he wasnt! We thought you was telling us lies, mother, but, by cripes, you wasnt!

I should think not! said a fourth voice. She wouldnt believe he was lost, but I knew he was; so I just saddled the night-horse after she was in bed and asleep, and was going straight to the shed to raise a search-party!

The pair within were staring at each other in dumb horror. That fourth voice was but too well known to them both. It was Mrs. Potters.


CHAPTER XV THE NIGHT ATTACK

See here, mother! said Bill. Theres one or two things we want to know. Spit out the truth, and thatll be all right. Tell us one lie, and therell be an end of you. Understand?

I ought to.

Right you are, then; now you know. What about this key?

She keeps it in her room.

Under her pillow, eh?

That I cant say; but she will tell you.

So we reckon. Now look here. Will you take your oath theres not another soul on the premises but you and her?

The pair within again held their breath. They must be discovered; but the longer they could postpone it the shorter would be their danger. Mrs. Potters heart was stout, however, and her tongue ready.

I swear it, she cried, heartily.

What makes you so cussed sure?

Why, it stands to reason. By rights there ought to be four of us. Thats with Sam Rowntree and Mr. Engelhardt. Sams gone off on his own hook somewhere  Bill chuckled but nobody knows where. Mr. Engelhardts lost, as I told you. So theres nobody left but mistress and me. How could there be?

I dont know or care a curse how there could be. I only know that if there is, youll have a pill to take without opening your mouth for it. About this chap thats lost; youll take your oath he didnt turn up before you left the station just now?

I told you he hadnt, as soon as ever you overtook me.

Youve got to swear it! said Bill, savagely.

I swore it then.

So she did, said Simons, who had been grumbling openly during this cross-examination. Whats the good of going over the same track twice, mate? Let her give us the feed she promised, and then lets get to work.



And so say I! cried the Bosn.

You shall have your supper in five minutes, said Mrs. Potter, if youll let me get it.

All right, missus, said Bill, after a pause. Only mind, if we catch you in any hanky-panky, by God Ill screw your neck till I put your face where your back-hair ought to be. Dont you dare get on the cross with us, or therell be trouble! Come on, chaps. You show the way to the dining-room, mother, and light up; then well....

The rest sounded indistinct in the store. The low crunching of the foot-falls in the sandy yard changed to a crisp clatter upon the homestead veranda. Naomi waited for that sign; then with a white face and eager hands she began to tear down, prop by prop, the barricade on which their very lives depended.

She shall not suffer for this, whoever else does, she muttered. At least she shant suffer alone.

You mean to open the door?

Yes, and catch her as she passes. To get to the kitchen she must pass close to the store. Well open the door, and if shes wise shell pass three or four times without turning her head; shell wait till theyre well at work; then shell come back for something else  and slip in.

As she spoke Naomi went round to the gun-rack, took down the Winchester repeating-rifle, loaded it and came back to the front of the store. Then she directed Engelhardt to unlock the door, she helping him to be gentle with the key. The lock was let back by degrees. A moment later the door was wide open, with Naomi standing as in a frame, the Winchester in her hands.

The station-yard lay bathed and purified in the sweet moonlight. The well-palings opposite, and the barracks beyond, were as though newly painted white. The main building Naomi could not see without putting out her head, for it ran at right angles with the store, and she was standing well inside. But the night wind that blew freshly in her face bore upon it the noise of oaths and laughter from the dining-room, and presently that of footsteps, too. At this Naomi laid a finger on the trigger and stood like a rock, with the piano-tuner, like its shadow, at her side. But it was only Mrs. Potter who stepped into the moonlight. So far all was as Naomi had hoped and calculated.

But no further. When the poor soul saw the open door she stopped dead, hesitated half a second, and then ran like a heavy doe for it and Naomi. The latter had made adverse signals in vain. She drew aside to let the woman in, and was also in time to prevent Engelhardt from slamming the door. She shut it gently, turned the key with as much care as before, and with a sternly whispered hush! kept still to listen. The other two stood as silent, though Mrs. Potter, in the moment of safety and of reaction, was heaving and quivering all over, shedding tears like rain, and swaying perilously where she stood. But she kept her feet bravely during that critical minute; it was but one; the next, a shout of laughter from the distance made it clear that by a miracle the incident had passed unobserved and unsuspected.

We may think ourselves lucky, said Naomi, severely. Next moment she had thrown her arms round the old womans neck, and was covering her honest wrinkled face with her tears and kisses.

The practical Engelhardt was busily engaged in replacing the props against the door. His one hand made him slow at the work. Naomi was herself again in time to help him, and now there was sturdy Mrs. Potter to lend her weight. The supports were soon firmer than ever, with gimlets and bradawls driven into the door above those at the greatest slant, which were thus in most danger of being forced out of place. Then came a minutes breathing-space.

I had just got through the first gate, Mrs. Potter was saying, when I heard a galloping, and they were on me. Nay, Miss Naomi, it isnt anything to be proud of. I just said the first things that came into my head about you both; there was no time to think. Its only a mercy its turned out so well.

It was presence of mind, said Naomi. We have scored an hour through it, and may another if they are long in missing you. If we can hold out till morning, someone may ride in from the shed. Dont you hear them talking still?

Yes; theyre more patient than I thought theyd be.

They think youre busy in the kitchen. When they find youre not, theyll waste their time looking all over the place for you  everywhere but here.

Ay, but theyll come here in the end, and then may the Lord have mercy on our souls!



Come, come. Theyre not going to get in as easily as all that. And if they do, what with the Winchester  

Hush! said Engelhardt. He was kneeling among the props, with his ear close to the bottom of the door.

All three listened. The voices were louder and more distinct. The men had come outside.

I dont believe shes there at all, said one. I see no light.

Go you and have a look, Bosn. Prick the old squaw up with the pint o your knife. But if you find her trying to hide, or up to any o them games, Id slit her throat and save the barney.

By cripes, so would I!

Ay, ay, messmates, but well see  well see.

All the voices were nearer now. Naomi had taken Mrs. Potters hand, and was squeezing it white. For some moments they could make out nothing more. Bosn had evidently gone over to the kitchen. The other two were talking in low tones somewhere near the well-palings. Suddenly a muffled shout from the kitchen reached every ear.

Shes not here at all.



Not there!

Come and look for yourselves.

By gock, cried Bill, let me just get my grip on her fat neck!

A moment later the three could be heard ransacking the kitchen, and calling upon the fugitive to come out, with threats and imprecations most horrible to hear even in the distance; but as they drew nearer, working swiftly from out-building to out-building, like ferrets in a rabbit-warren, the ferocity of their language rose to such a pitch that the hunted woman within fell back faint and trembling upon the counter. Naomi was quick as thought with the flask; but her own cool hand and steady eyes were as useful as the brandy, and the fit passed as swiftly as it had come. While it lasted, however, the only one to follow every move outside was the assiduous Engelhardt. He had not yet risen from his knees; but he raised himself a little as Mrs. Potter stood upright again, supported by Naomi.

Its all right, he whispered. Theyve no idea where you are. Simons has had a look in the barracks, and Bosn in the pines. But theyve given you up now. Theyre holding a council of war within five yards of us!



Lets listen, said Naomi. Their language wont kill us.

They had quite given up Mrs. Potter. This was evident from the tail-end of a speech in which Bill bitterly repented not having stiffened both her and Engelhardt at sight.

As for getting to the shed, said Simons, who was the obvious authority on this point, thatll take her a good hour and a half on foot. Itd be a waste of time and trouble to ride after her, though Id like to see Bill at work on her  I should so! If she had her horse, itd be another thing.

Ay, ay, cried the Bosn. Let the old gal rip.

Bill had been of the same opinion a moment before; but this indecent readiness to be beaten by an old woman was more than he could share or bear. He told his mate so in highly abusive terms. They retorted that he was beaten by that same old woman himself. Bill was not so sure of that; what about the bedroom with the boots outside? Nobody had looked in there.

A brisk debate ensued, in which the voice of Simons rose loudest. Bill, on the other hand, spoke in a much lower tone than usual; his words did not penetrate into the store; it was as though they were meant not to. And yet it was Bill who presently cried aloud:

Then thats agreed. We all three go together to rouse her up anyhow, whether the old gals there or whether she isnt. Come on!

Apparently they went then and there.

Nice for me! whispered Naomi. Nice for us both, Mrs. Potter, if we werent safe  

A bovine roar seemed to burst from their very midst. It was Bill outside the door.

Tricked em, by God! he yelled. Here they are. Never mind that room. I tell you theyre here  both of em; I heard em whispering.

Bill, youre a treat, said the Bosn, running up. I never saw such a man  

Wheres Simons?

He was bound to have a look for hisself. Here he comes. Well, messmate, where is she?

Not there, cried Simons, with an oath. The rooms as empty as we are. Theres been no one in it all night.

Bill laughed.

I knew that, matey. You might have saved yourself the trouble when I sang out. Shes  in  here. And he kicked the store door three times with all his might.

Who is? said Simons.

Both on em. What did I tell you? They started whisperin the moment they thought wed sheered off.

Theyre not whisperin now, said Simons, at the keyhole. By cripes, lets burst the door in!

Hold on, said Bill. If theyre not born fools theyll listen to reason. Out o the light, matey. See here, ladies, if you walk out now you may live to spin the yarn, but if you dont He broke away into nameless blasphemies.

The cruel voice came hoarse and hot through the keyhole. Engelhardt opened his mouth to reply, but Naomi clapped a warm palm upon it, and with the other hand signalled silence to Mrs. Potter.

Weve given em their chance, said Bill, after a pause. Come on, chaps. One, two, all together  now!

There was a stampede of feet in the shallow veranda, and then a thud and a crash, as the three men hurled themselves against the door. But for their oaths outside, in the store it was as though nothing had happened. Not a timber had given, not a prop was out of place. Naomis white face wore a smile, which, however, was instantly struck out by a loud report and a flash through the keyhole.

Engelhardt crouched lower, picked something from the floor, and passed it up to Naomi in his open hand.

She carried it into the moonlight. It was a wisp of the musicians long hair, snipped out by the bullet.

They stood aside from the keyhole. More bullets came through, but all at the same angle. The women caught up a sack of flour, rolled it over the counter, and with Engelhardts help jammed it between the props, so that the top just covered the keyhole. Next moment there was a rush against the door, and for the second time all the harm was done to the besiegers, not the besieged.

Well be black and blue before weve anything to show for it! they heard the Bosn groaning.

Theres more than women in this, said Bill. Theres that spawn that I should have strung up if it hadnt been for you two white-feathers. Its yourselves youve got to thank for this. I might have known it the moment I caught sight o that lump o lard on horseback. The swines been in here all the time!

He has! shouted Engelhardt at the top of his excited voice; and its where youll never get, not a man of you! You take that from me!

For a short space there was a hush outside. Then arose such a storm of curses and foul threats that the women within put their fingers in their ears. When they withdrew them, all was silence once more, and this time it lasted.

They must have gone for something! exclaimed Naomi.

They have, said the piano-tuner, coolly. A battering-ram!

Then nows our time, cried the girl. Its absurd to think of our being cooped up here with any quantity of fire-arms, and no chance of using one of them! First we must light up. Chop that candle in two, Mrs. Potter. Itll see us through to daybreak, and theres nothing to keep dark any longer, so the more light now the better. Ah, heres the tool-box, and yes! heres the brace and bits. Now this is my little plan.

She took the brace, fitted it with the largest bit, and was making for the door.



What are you going to do? said Engelhardt.

Make a loop-hole to fire through.

And for them to fire through, too!

Well, that cant be helped.

Excuse me, I think it can. Ive been puzzling the thing out for the last hour. Ive a better plan than that!

Let me hear it.

A tomahawk!

She gave him one from the tool-box.

May I hack the roofing a bit?

As much as ever you like.

Now a pile of boxes  here  just at the left of the door  and four feet high.

The women had it ready in a twinkling. They then helped him to clamber to the top  no easy matter with an arm that was not only useless, but an impediment at every turn. When he stood at his full height his head touched the corrugated iron some twenty inches from the obtuse angle between roof and wall.

He reached out his hand for the tomahawk, and at the height of his eyes he hacked a slit in the iron, prising the lower lip downward until he could see well out into the yard. Then, a handbreadth above the angle, he made a round hole with the sipke of the tomahawk, and called for a revolver. Naomi produced a pair. He took one, and worked the barrel in the round hole until it fitted loosely enough to permit of training. Then he looked down. There was no sign of the thieves.

Have you plenty of cartridges, Miss Pryse?

Any amount.

Well, I dont expect to spill much blood with them; but, on the other hand, Im not likely to lose any myself. The work and the danger had combined to draw his somewhat melancholy spirit out of itself. Or perhaps it was not the danger itself, but the fact that he shared it with Naomi Pryse. Whatever the cause, the young man was more light-hearted than was his wont. Theyll fire at the spot I fire from, he explained, with a touch of pride; theyll never think of my eyes being two feet higher up, and their bullets must strike the roof at such an angle that no charge on earth would send them through. Mind, itll be the greatest fluke if I hit them; but they arent to know that; and at any rate I may keep them out of worse mischief for a time.

You may and you will, said Naomi, enthusiastically. But still we shall want my loop-hole!

Why so?

The veranda!

For some moments Engelhardt said nothing. When at last he found his voice it was to abuse himself and his works with such unnecessary violence that again that soft warm palm lay for an instant across his lips. His pride in his own ingenuity had been cruelly humbled, for he had to confess that he had entirely forgotten to reckon with the store-veranda, a perfect shelter against even the deadliest fusillade from his position.

Very well, he cried at last. Well drill a hole through the door, but we must drill it near the top, and at an angle, so that they cant put a bullet through it at a distance.

Then let me do it, said Naomi. She sprang upon the flour-bag, and the hole was quickly made. Still the men did not return. Lucky thing I remembered the axe in time! she continued, remaining where she was. They would have hacked in the door in no time with that. I say, Mr. Engelhardt, this is my post. I mean to stick here.

Never! he cried.



But you cant work both revolvers.

Well, then, let us change places. Youll probably shoot straighter than I should. Ill stand on the flour-bag with the barrel of the other revolver through the hole youve made. If any one of them gets in a line with it  well, therell be a villain less!

And Mrs. Potter shall load for us, cried Naomi. Do you know how?

Cant say I do, miss.

Then Ill show you.

This was the work of a moment. The old bush-woman was handy enough, and cool enough too, now that she was getting used to the situation. It was her own idea to bring round the storekeepers tall stool, to plant it among the props, within reach of Naomi on the boxes and of Engelhardt on the flour-bag, and to perch herself on its leather top with the box of cartridges in her lap. Thus prepared and equipped, this strange garrison waited for the next assault.

Here they come, cried Naomi at last, with a sudden catch in her voice. Theyre carrying a great log they must have fished out from the very bottom of the wood-heap. All the top part of the heap was small wood, and I guess theyve wasted some more time in hunting for the axe. But here they are! She pushed her revolver through the slit in the roof, and the sharp report rang through the store.

Hit anybody? said Engelhardt next moment.

No. Theyre stopping to fire back. Ah, you were right.

As she spoke there was a single report, followed by three smart raps on the sloping roof. The bullet had ricochetted like a flat stone flung upon a pond. Another and another did the same, and Naomi answered every shot.

For Gods sake take care! cried the piano-tuner.

I am doing so.

Hit any one yet?

Not yet; its impossible to aim; and theyve never come nearer than the well-palings. Ah!

What now?

Theyre charging with the log.

Engelhardt slipped his revolver into his pocket, and grasped the shelf that jutted out over the lintel. He felt that the shock would be severe, and so it was. It came with a rush of feet and a volley of loud oaths  a crash that smashed the lock and brought three of the clothes-props clattering to the ground. But those secured by gimlet and bradawl still held; and though the lower part of the door had given an inch the upper fitted as close as before, and the hinges were as yet uninjured.

One more does it! cried Bill. One more little rush like the last, and then, by God, if we dont make the three of you wish you was well dead, send me to quod again for ten year! Aha, you devil with the pistol! Very nice youd got it arranged, but it dont cover us here. No, no, weve got the bulge on you now, you swine you! And you cant hit us, neither! Were going to give you one chance more when weve got our breath  just one, and then  

By holding on to the shelf when the crash came Engelhardt had managed to stand firm on the flour-bag. Seeing that the door still held, though badly battered, he had put his eye to the loop-hole bored by Naomi, and it had fallen full on Bill. A more bestial sight he had never seen, not even in the earlier hours of that night. The bloated face was swimming with sweat, and yet afire with rage and the lust for blood. The cross-eyes were turned toward the holes in the roof, hidden from them by the veranda, and the hairy fist with the four fingers was being savagely shaken in the same direction. The man was standing but a foot from the door, and when Engelhardt removed his eye and slipped his pistol-barrel in the place, he knew that it covered his midriff, though all that he could see through the half-filled hole was a fragment of the obscene, perspiring face. It was enough to show him the ludicrous change of expression which followed upon a sudden lowering of the eyes and a first glimpse of the protruding barrel. Without a moments hesitation Engelhardt pressed the trigger while Bill was stupidly repeating:

And then  and then  

A flash cut him short, and as the smoke and the noise died away, Engelhardt, removing the pistol once more and applying his eye, saw the wounded brute go reeling and squealing into the moonshine with his hand to his middle and the blood running over it. To the well-palings he reeled, dropping on his knees when he got there, but struggling to his feet and running up and down and round and round like a mad bull, still screaming and blaspheming at the top of his voice, and with the blood bubbling over both his hands, which never ceased to hug his wound. His mates rushed up to him, but he beat them off, cursing them, spitting at them, and covering them with blood as he struck at them with his soaking fists. It was their fault. They should have let him have his way. He would have done for that hell-begotten swine who had now done for him. It was they who had killed him  his own mates  and he told them so with shrieks and curses, varied with sobs and tears, and yet again with wild shots from a revolver which he plucked from his belt. But he dropped the pistol after madly discharging it twice, and clapping his hand to his middle, as though he could only live by pressing the wound with all his force, he rushed after them, foaming at the mouth and squirting blood at every stride. At last he seemed to trip, and he fell forward in a heap, but turned on one side, his knees coming up with a jerk, his feet treading the air as though running still. And for some seconds they so continued, like the screws of a foundering steamer; then he rolled over heavily; his two companions came up at a walk; one of them touched him with his foot; and Engelhardt stepped down from the flour-bag with a mouth that had never relaxed, and a frown that had never gone.

Naomi was no longer standing on the boxes; but she was sitting on them, with her face in her hands; and in the light of the two candle-ends, Mrs. Potter was watching her with a white dazed face.

Cheer up! said Engelhardt. The worst is over now.

Is he dead? said Naomi, uncovering her face.

As dead as a man can be.

And you shot him?

She knew that he had; but the thing seemed incredible as she sat and looked at him; and by the time it came fully home to her, the little musician was inches taller in her eyes.

Yes, I shot the brute; and Ill shoot that shearer, too, if I get half a chance.

Naomi felt nervous about it, and sufficiently shocked. She was dubiously remarking that they had not committed murder, when she was roughly interrupted.

Havent they!

Whom have they murdered?

Youll see.

I know! cried Mrs. Potter, with sudden inspiration; but even as they looked at her, a voice was heard shouting from a respectful distance outside.

Were going, it cried. Weve had enough of this, me and Simons have. Only when they find that chap in the paddock, recollect it was Bill that hung him. But for us hed have hung you, too!

They listened very closely, but they heard no more. Then Naomi stood up to look through the slit in the roof.

The yard is empty, she cried. Their horses are gone! Oh, Mr. Engelhardt  Mr. Engelhardt  we are saved!


CHAPTER XVI IN THE MIDST OF DEATH

The candle-ends had burnt out in the store; the moon no longer shone in through the skylight; but the latter was taking new shape, and a harder outline filled with an iron-gray that whitened imperceptibly, like a mans hair. The strange trio within sat still and silent, watching each other grow out of the gloom like figures on a sensitive film. The packet of meat and bread was reduced to a piece of paper and a few crumbs; the little flask was empty, and the water-bag half its former size; but now that all was over, the horror of the night lay heavier upon them than during the night itself. It was Naomi who broke the long silence at last.

They have evidently gone, she said. Dont you think we might venture now?

It is for you to decide, said Engelhardt.

What do you think, Mrs. Potter?

If you ask me, Miss Naomi, I think its beneath us to sit here another minute for a couple of rascals who will be ten miles away by this time.

Then let us go. I will take the Winchester, and if they are still about we must just slip in again quicker than we came out. But I think its good enough to chance.

So do I, said the piano-tuner, most decidedly.

Then down with the props. They have served us very well, and no mistake! You must keep them in your kitchen, Mrs. Potter, as a trophy for all time.

The old woman made no reply. Of what she was thinking none ever knew. Her life had run in a narrow, uneventful groove. Its sole adventure was probably the one now so nearly at an end. Ten years ago she had been ear-witness of a somewhat similar incident. And now she had played a part, and no small part, in another and a worse. At her age she might have come out shaken and shattered to the verge of imbecility, after such a night. Or she might have felt inordinately proud of her share in the bushrangers repulse. But when at last the battered door stood wide open, and the keen morning air chilled their faces, and the red morning sky met their eyes, the old woman looked merely sad and thoughtful, and years older since the day before. Her expression touched Naomi. Once more she threw her young arms about the wrinkled neck, and left kisses upon the rough cheek, and words of grateful praise in the old ears. Meanwhile Engelhardt had pushed past them both and marched into the middle of the yard.

Its all right, I think, said he, standing purposely between the women and the hideous corpse by the well-palings. Yes, the coast is clear. But theres the horse you rode, Mrs. Potter, and Bills horse, too, apparently, tied side by side to the fence.

May God forgive them all, said Mrs. Potter, gravely, as she walked across the yard at Naomis side.

They were the last words she ever uttered. As she spoke, the crack of a rifle, with the snap of a pistol before and after, cut the early stillness as lightning cuts the sky. Naomi wheeled round and levelled her Winchester at the two men who were running with bent backs from a puff of smoke to a couple of horses tethered among the pines beyond kitchen and wood-heap. She sighted the foremost runner, but never fired. A heavy fall at her side made her drop the Winchester and turn sharply round. It was Mrs. Potter. She was lying like a log, with her brave old eyes wide open to the sky, and a bullet in her heart.

Take me away, said the girl, faintly, as she got up from her knees. I can bear no more.

There are the horses, answered the piano-tuner, pointing to the two that were tied up to the fence. I should dearly like to give chase!

No, no, no! cried Naomi, in an agony. Hasnt there been enough bloodshed for one night? We will ride straight to the shed. They have taken the very opposite direction. Let us start at once!

In an instant, he said, and ran indoors for something to throw over the dead woman. The girl was again kneeling beside her, when he came back with a table-cloth. And she was crying bitterly when, a minute later, he slipped his left hand under her foot and helped her into the saddle.

They never drew rein until the long, low wool-shed was well in sight. The sun was up. It was six oclock. They could see the shearers swarming to the shed like bees to a hive. The morning air was pungent as spiced wine. Some color had come back to Naomis cheeks, and it was she who first pulled up, forcing Engelhardt to do the same.

Friday morning! she said, walking her horse. Can you realize that you only came last Saturday night?

I cannot.

No more can I! We have been through so much  

Together.

Together and otherwise. I think you must have gone through more than I can guess, when you were lost in Top Scrubby, and when you fell in with those fiends. Will you tell me all about it some time or other?

Im afraid there will be no opportunity, said Engelhardt, speaking with unnatural distinctness. I must be off to-day.

To-day!

Her blank tone thrilled him to the soul.

Of course, he said, less steadily. Why not? I did my best to get away the night before last. Thank God I didnt succeed in that!

Why did you go like that?

You know why.

I know why! What do you mean? How can I know anything?

Very easily, he bitterly replied, staring rigidly ahead with his burning face. Very easily indeed, when I left you that letter!

What letter, Mr. Engelhardt?

The awful nonsense I was idiot enough to slip into your book!

The book I was reading?

Yes.

Then I have never had your letter. I havent opened that book since the day before yesterday, though more than once I have taken it up with the intention of doing so.

Well, thank Heaven for that!

But why?

Because I said  



Well, what did you say?

She caught his bridle, and, by stopping both horses, forced him to face her at last.

Surely you can guess? I had just got to know about Tom Chester, and I felt there was no hope for me, so I thought  

Stop! what had you got to know about Tom Chester, please?

That he cared for you.

Indeed! To me thats a piece of news. Mind, I care for him very much as a friend  as a hand.

Then you dont  

No, indeed I dont.

Oh, Naomi, what am I to say? In that letter I said it all  when I had no hope in my heart. And now  

And now you have called that letter awful nonsense, and yourself an idiot for writing it!

She was smiling at him  her old, teasing smile  across the gap between their horses. But his eyes were full of tears.

Oh, Naomi, you know what I meant!

And I suppose it has never occurred to you what I mean?

He stared at her open-eyed.

Will you marry me? he blurted out.

Well see about that, said Naomi, as he took her hand and they rode onward with clasped fingers. But Ill tell you what I am on to do. Im on to put Taroomba in the market this very day, and to back you for all that it fetches. After that theres Europe  your mother  Milan  and anything you like, my dear fellow, for the rest of our two lives.


THE UNBIDDEN GUEST

[image: img20.jpg]

CONTENTS

CHAPTER I.

CHAPTER II.

CHAPTER III.

CHAPTER IV.

CHAPTER V.

CHAPTER VI.

CHAPTER VII.

CHAPTER VIII.

CHAPTER IX.

CHAPTER X.

CHAPTER XI.

CHAPTER XII.

CHAPTER XIII.

CHAPTER XIV.

CHAPTER XV.

CHAPTER XVI.

CHAPTER XVII.

CHAPTER XVIII.

CHAPTER XIX.

CHAPTER XX.

CHAPTER XXI.

 



[image: img21.jpg]

The original frontispiece


CHAPTER I.

THE GIRL FROM HOME.

ARABELLA was the first at the farm to become aware of Mr. Teesdales return from Melbourne. She was reading in the parlour, with her plump elbows planted upon the faded green table-cloth, and an untidy head of light-coloured hair between her hands; looking up from her book by chance, she saw through the closed window her father and the buggy climbing the hill at the old mares own pace. Arabella went on reading until the buggy had drawn up within a few feet of the verandah posts and a few more of the parlour window. Then she sat in doubt, with her finger on the place; but before it appeared absolutely necessary to jump up and run out, one of the men had come up to take charge of the mare, and Arabella was enabled to remove her finger and read on.

The parlour was neither very large nor at all lofty, and the shut window and fire-place closely covered by a green gauze screen, to keep the flies out, made it disagreeably stuffy. There were two doors, but both of these were shut also, though the one at the far end of the room, facing the hearth, nearly always stood wide open. It led down a step into a very little room where the guns were kept and old newspapers thrown, and where somebody was whistling rather sweetly as the other door opened and Mr. Teesdale entered, buggy-whip in hand.

He was a frail, tallish old gentleman, with a venerable forehead, a thin white beard, very little hair to his pate, and clear brown eyes that shone kindly upon all the world. He had on the old tall hat he always wore when driving into Melbourne, and the yellow silk dust-coat which had served him for many a red-hot summer, and was still not unpresentable. Arabella was racing to the end of a paragraph when he entered, and her father had stolen forward and kissed her untidy head before she looked up.

Bad girl, said he, playfully, to let your old father get home without ever coming out to meet him!

I was trying to finish this chapter, said Arabella. She went on trying.

I know, I know! I know you of old, my dear. Yet I cant talk, because I am as bad as you are; only I should like to see you reading something better than the Family Cherub. There were better things in the little room adjoining, where behind the shooting lumber was some motley reading, on two long sagging shelves; but that room was known as the gun-room, and half those books were hidden away behind powder-canisters, cartridge-cases, and the like, while all were deep in dust.

You read it yourself, father, said Arabella as she turned over a leaf of her Family Cherub.

I read it myself. More shame for me! But then Ive read all them books in the little gun-room, and thats what I should like to see you reading now and then. Now why have you got you door shut, Arabella, and whos that whistling in there?

Its our John William, Miss Teesdale said; and even as she spoke the door in question was thrown open by a stalwart fellow in a Crimean shirt, with the sleeves rolled up from arms as brown and hard-looking as mellow oak. He had a breech-loader in one hand and a greasy rag in the other.

Holloa, father! cried he, boisterously.

Well, John William, what are you doing?

Cleaning my gun. What have you been doing, thats more like it? What took you trapesing into Melbourne the moment I got my back turned this morning?

Why, hasnt your mother told you?

Havent seen her since I came in.

Well, but Arabella

Arabella! Im full up of Arabella, said John William contemptuously; but the girl was still too deep in the Family Cherub to heed him. Theres no getting a word out of Arabella when shes on the read; so whats it all about, father?

Ill tell you; but youd better shut you window, John William, or I dont know what your motherll say when she comes in and finds the place full o flies.

It was the gun-room window that broke the law of no fresh air, causing Mr. Teesdale uneasiness until John William shut it with a grumble; for in this homestead the mistress was law-maker, and indeed master, with man-servant and maid-servant, husband and daughter, and a particularly headstrong son, after her own heart, all under her thumb together.

Now then, father, what was it took you into Melbourne all of a sudden like that?

A letter by the English mail, from my old friend Mr. Oliver.

Never heard tell of him, said John William, making spectacles of his burnished bores, and looking through them into the sunlight. Already he had lost interest.

Mr. Teesdale was also occupied, having taken from his pocket a very large red cotton handkerchief, with which he was wiping alternately the dust from his tall hat and the perspiration from the forehead whereon the hat had left a fiery rim. Now, however, he nodded his bald head and clicked his lips, as one who gives another up.

Well, well! Never heard tell of him  you whove heard me tell of him time out o mind! Nay, come; why, youre called after him yourself! Ay, we called you after John William Oliver because he was the best friend that ever we had in old Yorkshire or anywhere else; the very best; and you pretend youve never heard tell of him.

What had he got to say for himself? said Mr. Olivers namesake, with a final examination of the outside of his barrels.

Plenty; hes sent one of his daughters out in the Parramatta, that got in with the mail yesterday afternoon; and of course he had given her an introduction to me.

Whats that? exclaimed John William, looking up sharply, as he ran over the words in his ear. I say, father, we dont want her here, he added earnestly.

Oh, did you find out where she was? Have you seen her? What is she like? cried Arabella, jumping up from the table and joining the others with a face full of questions. She had that instant finished her chapter.

I dont know what shes like; I didnt see her; I couldnt even find out where she was, though I tried at half a dozen hotels and both coffee-palaces, said the farmer with a crestfallen air.

All the better! cried John William, grounding his gun with a bang. We dont want none of your stuck-up new chums or chumesses here, father.

I dont know that; for my part, I should love to have a chance of talking to an English young lady, Arabella said, with a backward glance at her Family Cherub. Theyre very rich, the Olivers, she added for her brothers benefit; thats their house in the gilt frame in the best parlour, the house with the tower; and the group in the frame to match, that is the Olivers, isnt it, father?

It is, my dear; thats to say, it was, some sixteen years ago. We must get you group and see which one it is that has come out, and then Ill read you Mr. Olivers letter, John William. If only hed written a mail or two before the child started! However, if weve everything made snug for her to-night, Ill lay hands on her to-morrow if shes in Melbourne; and then she shall come out here for a month or two to start with, just to see how she likes it.

How dye know shell want to come out here at all? asked John William. Dont you believe it, father; she wouldnt care for it a little bit.

Not care for it? Not want to come out and make her home with her parents old friends? Then shes not her fathers daughter, cried Mr. Teesdale indignantly; shes no child of our good old friends. Why, it was Mr. Oliver who gave me the watch I hush! Was that your mother calling?

It was. David! David! Have you got back, David? the harsh voice came crying through the lath-and-plaster walls.

Mr. Teesdale scuttled to the door. Yes, my dear, Ive just got in. No, Im not smoking. Where are you, then? In the spare room? All right, Im coming, Im coming. And he was gone.

Mothers putting the spare room to rights already, Arabella explained.

Im sorry to hear it; lets hope it wont be wanted.

Why, John William? It would be such fun to have a young lady from Home to stay with us!

Im full up o young ladies, and Im just sick of the sound of Home. Shell be a deal too grand for us, and there wont be much fun in that. Whats the use o talking? If it was a son of this here old Olivers itd be a different thing; wed precious soon knock the nonsense out of him; Id undertake to do it myself; but a girls different, and I jolly well hope shell stop away. We dont want her here, I tell you. We havent even invited her. Its a piece of cheek, is the whole thing!

John William was in the parlour now, sitting on the horse-hair sofa, and laying down the law with freckled fist and blusterous voice, as his habit was. It was a good-humoured sort of bluster, however, and indeed John William seldom opened his mouth without displaying his excellent downright nature in one good light or another. He had inherited his mothers qualities along with her sharp, decided features, which in the son were set off by a strong black beard and bristling moustache. He managed the farm, the men, Arabella, and his father; but all under Mrs. Teesdale, who managed him. Not that this masterful young man was so young in years as you might well suppose; neither John William nor Arabella was under thirty; but their lives had been so simple and so hard-working that, going by their conversation merely, you would have placed the two of them in their teens. For her part, too, Arabella looked much younger than she was, with her wholesome, attractive face and dreamy, inquisitive eyes; and as for the brother, he was but a boy with a beard, still primed with rude health and strength, and still loaded with all the assorted possibilities of budding manhood.

Ive taken down the group, said Mr. Teesdale, returning with a large photograph in a gilt frame; and here is the letter on the chimney-piece. Well have a look at them both again.

On the chimney-piece also were the old mans spectacles, which he proceeded to put on, and a tobacco jar and long clay pipe, at which he merely looked lovingly; for Mrs. Teesdale would have no smoking in the house. His own chair stood in the cosy corner between the window and the hearth; and he now proceeded to pull it up to his own place at the head of the table as though it were a meal-time, and that gilt-framed photograph the only dish. Certainly he sat down to it with an appetite never felt during the years it had hung in the unused, ornamental next room, without the least prospect of the Teesdales ever more seeing any member of that group in the flesh. But now that such a prospect was directly at hand, there was some sense in studying the old photograph. It was of eight persons: the parents, a grandparent, and five children. Three of the latter were little girls, in white stockings and hideous boots with low heels and elastic sides; and to the youngest of these three, a fair-haired child whose features, like those of the whole family, were screwed up by a strong light and an exposure of the ancient length, Mr. Teesdale pointed with his finger-nail.

Thats the one, said he. She now is a young lady of five or six and twenty.

Dont think much of her looks, observed John William.

Oh, you cant tell what she may be like from this, Arabella said, justly. She may be beautiful now; besides, look how the sun must have been in her eyes, poor little thing! Whats her name again, father?

Miriam, my dear.

Miriam! I call it a jolly name, dont you, Jack?

Its a beast of a name, said John William.

Stop while I read you a bit of the letter, cried the old man, smiling indulgently. I wont give you all of it, but just this little bit at the end. Hes been telling me that Miriam has her own ideas about things, has already seen something of the world, and isnt perhaps quite like the girls I may remember when we were both young men  

Didnt I tell you? interrupted John William, banging the table with his big fist. Shes stuck-up! We dont want her here.

But just hark how he ends up. I want you both to listen to these few lines: It may even be that she has formed habits and ways which were not the habits and ways of young girls in our day, and that you may like some of these no better than I do. Yet her heart, my dear Teesdale, is as pure and as innocent as her mothers was before her, and I know that my old friend will let no mere modem mannerisms prejudice him against my darling child, who is going so far from us all. It has been a rather sudden arrangement, and though the doctors ordered it, and Miriam can take care of herself as only the girls nowadays can, still I would never have parted with her had I not known of one tried friend to meet and welcome her at the other end. Keep her at your station, my dear Teesdale, as long as you can, for an open-air life is, I am convinced, what she wants above all things. If she should need money, an accident which may always happen, let her have whatever she wants, advising me of the amount immediately. I have told her to apply to you in such an extremity, which, however, I regard as very unlikely to occur. I have also provided her with a little note of introduction, with which she will find her way to you as soon as possible after landing. And into your kind old hands, and those of your warm-hearted wife, I cheerfully commend my girl, with the most affectionate remembrances to you both, and only regretting that business will not allow me to come out with her and see you both once more. Then he finishes  calls himself my affectionate friend, same as when we were boys together. And its two-and-thirty years since we said good-bye! added Mr. Teesdale as he folded up the letter and put it away.

He pushed his spectacles on to his forehead, for they were dim, and sat gazing straight ahead, through the inner door that stood now wide open, and out of the gun-room window. This overlooked a sunburnt decline, finishing, perhaps a furlong from the house, at the crests of the river timber, that stood out of it like a hedge, by reason of the very deep cut made by the Yarra, where it formed the farm boundary on that side. And across the top of the window (to one sitting in Mr. Teesdales place) was stretched, like a faded mauve ribbon, a strip of the distant Dandenong Ranges; and this and the timber were the favourite haunts of the old mans eyes, for thither they strayed of their own accord whenever his mind got absent elsewhere, as was continually happening, and had happened now.

Its a beautiful letter! exclaimed Arabella warmly.

I like it, too, John William admitted; but I shant like the girl. That kind dont suit me at all; but Ill try to be civil to her on account of the old man, for his letter is right enough.

Mr. Teesdale looked pleased, though he left his eyes where they were.

Ay, ay, my dears, I thought you would like it. Ah, but all his letters are the same! Two-and-thirty years, and never a year without at least three letters from Mr. Oliver. Hes a business man, and he always answers promptly. Hes a rich man now, my dears, but he doesnt forget the early friends, not he, though theyre at the other end of the earth, and as poor as hes rich.

Yet he doesnt seem to know how were situated, for all that, remarked John William thoughtfully. Look how he talks about our station, and of your advancing money to the girl, as though we were rolling in it like him! Have you never told him our circumstances, father?

At the question, Mr. Teesdales eyes fell twenty miles, and rested guiltily upon the old green tablecloth.

I doubt a station and a farm convey much the same thing in the old country, he answered crookedly.

That you may bet they do! cried the son, with a laugh; but he went on delivering himself of the most discouraging prophecies touching the case in point. The girl would come out with false ideas; would prove too fine by half for plain people like themselves; and at the best was certain to expect much more than they could possibly give her.

Well, as to that, said the farmer, who thought himself lucky to have escaped a scolding for never having told an old friend how poor he was as to that, we can but give her the best weve got, with mebbe a little extra here and there, such as we wouldnt have if we were by ourselves. The eggsll be fresh, at any rate, and I think that shell like her sheets, for your mother is getting out them at we brought with us from Home in 51. There was just two pairs, and shes had em laid by in lavender ever since. We can give her a good cup o tea, an all; and you can take her out possum-shooting, John William, and teach her how to ride. Yes, well make a regular bush-girl of her in a month, and send her back to Yorkshire the picture of health; though as yet Im not very clear whats been the matter with her. But if she takes after her parents ever so little shell see that were doing our best, and thatll be good enough for any child of theirs.

From such a shabby waistcoat pocket Mr. Teesdale took so handsome a gold watch, it was like a ring on a beggars finger; and he fondled it between his worn hands, but without a word.

Mr. Oliver gave you that watch, didnt he, father? Arabella said, watching him.

He did, my dear, said the old man proudly. He came and saw us off at the Docks, and he gave me the watch on board, just as we were saying good-bye; and he gave your mother a gold brooch which neither of you have ever seen, for Ive never known her wear it myself.

Arabella said she had seen it.

Now his watch, continued Mr. Teesdale, has hardly ever left my pocket  save to go under my pillow  since he put it in my hands on July 3, 1851. Heres the date and our initials inside the case; but youve seen them before. Ay, but there are few who came out in51  and stopped out  who have done as poorly as me. The day after we dropped anchor in Hobsons Bay there wasnt a living soul aboard our ship; captain, mates, passengers and crew, all gone to the diggings. Every man Jack but me! It was just before you were born, John William, and I wasnt going. It may have been a mistake, but the Lord knows best. To be sure, we had our hard times when the diggers were coming into Melbourne and shoeing their horses with gold, and filling buckets with champagne, and standing by with a pannikin to make everybody drink that passed; if you wouldnt, youd got to take off your coat and show why. I remember one of them offering me a hundred pounds for this very watch, and precious hard up I was, but I wouldnt take it, not I, though I didnt refuse a sovereign for telling him the time. Ay, sovereigns were the pennies of them days; not that I fingered many; but I never got so poor as to part with Mr. Olivers watch, and you never must either, John William, when its yours. Ay, ay, chuckled Mr. Teesdale, as he snapped-to the case and replaced the watch in his pocket, and its gone like a book for over thirty years, with nothing worse than a cleaning the whole time.

You must mind and tell that to Miriam, father, said Arabella, smiling.

I must so. Ah, my dear, I shall have two daughters, not one, and youll have a sister while Miriam is here.

That depends what Miriam is like, said John William, getting up from the sofa with a Hugh and going back idly to the little room and his cleaned gun.

I know what she will be like, said Arabella, placing the group in front of her on the table. She will be delicate and fair, and rather small; and I shall have to show her everything, and take tremendous care of her.

I wonder if shell have her mothers hazel eyes and gentle voice? mused the farmer aloud, with his eyes on their way back to the Dandenong Ranges. I should like her to take after her mother; she was one of the gentlest little women that ever I knew, was Mrs. Oliver, and I never clapped eyes

The speaker suddenly turned his head; there had been a step in the verandah, and some person had passed the window too quick for recognition.

Who was that? said Mr. Teesdale.

I hardly saw, said Arabella, pushing back her chair. It was a woman.

And now shes knocking! Run and see who it is, my dear.

Arabella rose and ran. Then followed such an outcry in the passage that Mr. Teesdale rose also. He was on his legs in time to see the door flung wide open, and the excited eyes of Arabella reaching over the shoulder of the tall young woman whom she was pushing into the room.

Here is Miriam, she cried. Heres Miriam found her way out all by herself!


CHAPTER II.

A BAD BEGINNING.

AT the sound of the voices outside, John William, for his part, had slipped behind the gun-room door; but he had the presence of mind not to shut it quite, and this enabled him to peer through the crack and take deliberate stock of the fair visitant.

She was a well-built young woman, with a bold, free carriage and a very daring smile. That was John Williams first impression when he came to think of it in words a little later. His eyes then fastened upon her hair. The poor colour of her face and lips did not strike him at the time any more than the smudges under the merry eyes. The common stamp of the regular features never struck him at all, for of such matters old Mr. Teesdale himself was hardly a judge; but the girls hair took John Williams fancy on the spot. It was the most wonderful hair: red, and yet beautiful. There was plenty of it to be seen, too, for the straw hat that hid the rest had a backward tilt to it, while an exuberant fringe came down within an inch of the light eyebrows. John William could have borne it lower still. He watched and listened with a smile upon his own hairy visage, of which he was totally unaware.

So this is my old friends daughter! the farmer had cried out.

And youre Mr. Scarsdale, are you? answered the girl, between fits of intermittent, almost hysterical laughter.

Eh? Yes, yes; Im Mr. Teesdale, and this is my daughter Arabella. You are to be sisters, you two.

The visitor turned to Arabella and gave her a sounding kiss upon the lips.

And maynt I have one too? old Teesdale asked. Im that glad to see you, my dear, and you know youre to look upon me like a father as long as you stay in Australia. Thank you, Miriam. Now I feel as if youd been here a week already!

Mr. Teesdale had received as prompt and as hearty a kiss as his daughter before him.

Mrs. Teesdale is busy, but shell come directly, he went on to explain. Do you know what shes doing? Shes getting your room ready, Miriam. We knew that you had landed, and Ive spent the whole day hunting for you in town. Just to think that you should have come out by yourself after all! But our John William was here a minute ago. John William, what are you doing?

Cleaning my gun, said the young man, coming from behind his door, greasy rag in hand.

Nay, come! You finished that job long ago. Come and shake hands with Miriam. Look, here she is, safe and sound, and come out all by herself!

Im very glad to see you, said the son of the house, advancing, dirty palms foremost, but Im sorry I cant shake hands!

Then Id better kiss you too!

She had taken a swinging step forward, and the red fringe was within a foot of his startled face, when she tossed back her head with a hearty laugh.

No, I think I wont. Youre too old and youre not old enough  see?

John Williamll be three-and-thirty come January, said Mr. Teesdale gratuitously.

Yes? Thats ten years older than me, answered the visitor with equal candour. Exactly ten!

Nay, come  not exactly ten, the old gentleman said, with some gravity, for he was a great stickler for the literal truth; only seven or eight, I understood from your father?

The visitor coloured, then pouted, and then burst out laughing as she exclaimed, You oughtnt to be so particular about ladies ages! Surely two or three years is near enough, isnt it? Im ashamed of you, Mr. Teesdale; I really am! And David received such a glance that he became exceedingly ashamed of himself; but the smile that followed it warmed his old heart through and through, and reminded him, he thought, of Miriams mother.

Meantime, the younger Teesdale remained rooted to the spot where he had been very nearly kissed. He was still sufficiently abashed, but perhaps on that very account a plain speech came from him too.

Youre not like what I expected. No, Im bothered if you are!

Much worse? asked the girl, with a scared look.

No, much better. Ten thousand times better! cried the young man. Then his shyness overtook him, and, though he joined in the general laughter, he ventured no further remarks. As to the laughter, the visitors was the most infectious ever heard in the weather-board farmhouse. Arabella shook within the comfortable covering with which nature had upholstered her, and old David had to apply the large red handkerchief to his furrowed cheeks before he could give her the message to Mrs. Teesdale, for which there had not been a moment to spare out of the crowded minute or two which had elapsed since the visitors unforeseen arrival.

Go, my dear, he said now, and tell your mother that Miriam is here. Thats it. Mrs. T. will be with us directly, Miriam. Ah, I thought this photographd catch your eye sooner or later. Youll have seen it once or twice before, eh? Just once or twice, Im thinking. The group still lay on the table at Mr. Teesdales end.

Who are they? asked the visitor, very carelessly; indeed, she had but given the photograph a glance, and that from a distance.

Who? Why, yourselves; your own family.

All the lot of you when you were little, cried David, snatching up the picture and handing it across. We were just looking at it when you came, Miriam; and I made you out to be this one, look  this poor little thing with the sun in her eyes.

The old man was pointing with his finger, the girl examining closely. Their heads were together. Suddenly she raised hers, looked him in the eyes, and burst out laughing.

How clever you are! she said. Im not a bit like that now, now am I?

She made him look well at her before answering. And in all his after knowledge of it, he never again saw quite so bold and débonnaire an expression upon that cool face framed in so much hot hair. But from a mistaken sense of politeness, Mr. Teesdale made a disingenuous answer after all, and the subject of conversation veered from the girl who had come out to Australia to those she had left behind her in the old country.

That conversation would recur to Mr. Teesdale in after days. It contained surprises for him at the time. Later, he ceased to wonder at what he had heard. Indeed, there was nothing wonderful in his having nourished quite a number of misconceptions concerning a family of whom he had set eyes on no member for upwards of thirty years. It was those misconceptions which the red-haired member of that family now removed. They were all very natural in the circumstances. And yet, to give an instance, Mr. Teesdale was momentarily startled to ascertain that Mrs. Oliver had never been so well in her life as when her daughter sailed. He had understood from Mr. Oliver that his wife was in a very serious state with diabetes. When he now said so, the innocent remark made Miss Oliver to blush and bite her lips. Then she explained. Her mother had been threatened with the disease in question, but that was all. The real fact was, her father was morbidly anxious about her mother, and to such an extent that it appeared the anxiety amounted to mania.

She put it in her own way.

Pas mad on ma, she said. You cant believe a word he says about her.

Mr. Teesdale found this difficult to believe of his old friend, who seemed to him to write so sensibly about the matter. It made him look out of the gun-room window. Then he recollected that the girl herself lacked health, for which cause she had come abroad.

And what was the matter with you, Miriam, said he, for your father only says that the doctors recommended the voyage?

Oh, thats all he said, was it?

Yes, thats all.

And you want to know what was the matter with me, do you?

No, I was only wondering. Its no business of mine.

Oh, but Ill tell you. Bless your life, Im not ashamed of it. It was late nights  it was late nights that was the matter with me.

Nay, come, cried the farmer; yet, as he peered through his spectacles into the bright eyes sheltered by the fiery fringe, he surmised a deep-lying heaviness in the brain behind them; and he noticed now for the first time how pale a face they were set in, and how gray the marks were underneath them.

The voyage hasnt done you much good, either, he said. Why, you arent even sunburnt.

No? Well, you see, Im such a bad sailor. I spent all my time in the cabin, thats how it was.

Yet the Argus says you had such a good voyage?

Yes? I expect they always say that. It was a beast of a voyage, if you ask me, and quite as bad as late nights for you, though not nearly so nice.

Ah, well, well soon set you up, my dear. This is the place to make a good job of you, if ever there was one. But where have you been staying since you landed, Miriam? Its upwards of twenty-four hours now.

The guest smiled.

Ah, thats tellings. With some people who came out with me  some swells that I knew in the West End, if you particularly want to know; not that Im much nuts on em, either.

Dont you be inquisitive, father, broke in John William from the sofa. It was his first remark since he had sat down.

Well, perhaps I mustnt bother you with any more questions now, said Mr. Teesdale to the girl; but I shall have a hundred to ask you later on. To think that youre Mr. Olivers daughter after all! Ay, and I see a look of your mother and all now and then. They did well to send you out to us, and get you right away from them late hours and that nasty society  though here comes one thatll want you to tell her all about that by-and-by.

The person in question was Arabella, who had just re-entered.

Society? said she. My word, yes, I shall want you to tell me all about society, Miriam.

Do you hear that, Miriam? said Mr. Teesdale after some moments. She had taken no notice.

Whats that? Oh yes, I heard; but I shant tell anybody anything more unless you all stop calling me Miriam.

This surprised them; it had the air of a sudden thought as suddenly spoken.

But Miriams your name, said Arabella, laughing.

Your father has never spoken of you as anything else, remarked Mr. Teesdale.

All the same, Im not used to being called by it, replied their visitor, who for the first time was exhibiting signs of confusion. I like people to call me what Im accustomed to being called. You may say its a pet name, but its what Im used to, and I like it best.

What is, missy? said old Teesdale kindly; for the girl was staring absently at the opposite wall.

Tell us, and well call you nothing else, Arabella promised.

The girl suddenly swept her eyes from the wall to Mr. Teesdales inquiring face. You said it just now, she told him, with a nod and her brightest smile. You said it without knowing when you called me Missy. Thats what they always call me at home  Missy or the Miss. You pays your money and you takes your choice.

Then I choose Missy, said Arabella. And now, father, I came with a message from my mother; she wants you to take Missy out into the verandah while we get the tea ready. She wasnt tidy enough to come and see you at once, Missy, but she sends you her love to go on with, and she hopes that youll excuse her.

Of course she will, answered Mr. Teesdale for the girl; but will you excuse me, Missy, if I bring my pipe out with me? Im just wearying for a smoke.

Excuse you? cried Missy, taking the old mans arm as she accompanied him to the door. Why, bless your life, I love a smoke myself.

John William had jumped up to follow them; had hesitated; and was left behind.

There! said Arabella, turning a shocked face upon him the instant they were quite alone.

She was joking, said John William.

I dont think it.

Then you must be a fool, Arabella. Of course she was only in fun.

But she said so many queer things; and oh, John William, she seems to me so queer altogether!

Well, what the deuce did you expect? cried the other in a temper. Didnt her own father say that she was something out of the common? What do you know about it, anyway? What do you know about  modern mannerisms? Didnt her own father let on that she had some? Even if she did smoke, I shouldnt be surprised or think anything of it; depend upon it they smoke in society, whether they do or they dont in your rotten Family Cherub. But she was only joking when she said that; and I never saw the like of you, Arabella, not to know a joke when you hear one. And John William stamped away to his room; to reappear in a white shirt and his drab tweed suit, exactly as though he had been going into Melbourne for the day.

It was Mrs. Teesdale, perhaps, who put this measure into her sons head; for, as he quitted the parlour, she pushed past him to enter it, in the act of fastening the final buttons of her gray-stuff chapel-going bodice. Now, then, Arabella, she cried sharply, let blind down and get them things off table. And on to it, as she spoke, Mrs. Teesdale flung a clean white folded table-cloth which she had carried between elbow and ribs while busy buttoning her dress. As for Arabella, she obeyed each order instantly, displaying an amount of bustling activity which only showed itself on occasions when her mother was particularly hot and irritable; the present was one.

Mrs. Teesdale was a tall, strong woman who at sixty struck one first of all with her strength, activity, and hard, solid pluck. Her courage and her hardness too were written in every wrinkle of a bloodless, weather-beaten face that must have been sharp and pointed even in girlhood; and those same dominant qualities shone continually in a pair of eyes like cold steel  the eyes of a woman who had never given in. The woman had not her husbands heart full of sympathy and affection for all but the very worst who came his way. She had neither his moderately good education, nor his immoderately ready and helping hand even for the worst. Least of all had she his simple but adequate sense of humour; of this quality and all its illuminating satellites Mrs. Teesdale was totally devoid. Yet, but for his wife, old David would probably have found himself facing his latter end in one or other of the Benevolent Asylums of that Colony; whereas with the wifes character inside the husbands skin, it is not improbable that the name of David Teesdale would have been known and honoured in the land where his days had been long indeed, but sadly unprofitable.

Arabella, then, who had inherited some of Davids weak points, just as John William possessed his mothers strong ones, could work with the best of them when she liked and Mrs. Teesdale drove. In ten minutes the tea was ready; and it was a more elaborate tea than usual, for there was quince jam as well as honey, and, by great good luck, cold boiled ham in addition to hot boiled eggs. Last of all, John William, when he was ready, picked a posy of geraniums from the bed outside the gun-room outer door (which was invisible from the verandah, where David and the visitor could be heard chatting), and placed them in the centre of the clean table-cloth. Then Mrs. Teesdale drew up the blind; and a nice sight met their eyes.

Mr. Teesdale was discovered in earnest expostulation with the girl from England, who was smoking his pipe. She had jumped on to the wooden armchair upon which, a moment ago, she had no doubt been seated; now she was dancing upon it, slowly and rhythmically, from one foot to the other, and while holding the long clay well above the old mans reach, she kept puffing at it with such immense energy that the smoke hung in a cloud about her rakish fringe and wicked smile, under the verandah slates. A smile flickered also across the entreating face of David Teesdale; and it was this his unpardonable show of taking the outrage in good part, that made away with the wifes modicum of self-control. Doubling a hard-working fist, she was on the point of knocking at the window with all the might that it would bear, when her wrist was held and the blind let down. And it was John William who faced her indignation with the firm front which she herself had given him.

I am very sorry, mother, said he quietly, but you are not going to make a scene.

Such was the power of Mrs. Teesdale in her own home, she could scarcely credit her hearing. Not going to? she cried, for the words had been tuned neither to question nor entreaty, but a command. Let go my hands this moment, sir!

Then dont knock, said John William, complying; and there was never a knock; but the woman was blazing.

How dare you? she said; and indeed, man and boy, he had never dared so much before.

You were going to make a scene, said he, as kindly as ever; and though we didnt invite her, she is our guest

You may be ashamed of yourself! I dont care who she is; she shant smoke here.

She is also the daughter of your oldest friends; and hasnt her own father written to say she has ways and habits which the girls hadnt when you were one? Not that smokings a habit of hers: not likely. Ill bet shes only done this for a lark. And youre to say nothing more about it, mother, do you see?

Draw up the blind, said Mrs. Teesdale, speaking to her son as she had spoken to him all his life, but, for the first time, without confidence. Draw up the blind, and disobey me at your peril.

Then promise to say nothing about it to the girl.

They eyed each other for a minute. In the end the mother said: To the girl? No, of course I wont say anything to her  unless it happens again. It was not even happening when the blind was drawn up, and it never did happen again. But Mrs. Teesdale had given in, for once in her life, and to one of her own children. Moreover, there was an alien in the case, who was also a girl; and this was the beginning between these three.


CHAPTER III.

AU REVOIR.

IT was not a very good beginning, and the first to feel that was John William himself. He felt it at tea. During the meal his mouth never opened, except on business; but his eyes made up for it.

He saw everything. He saw that his mother and Missy would never get on; he knew it the moment they kissed. There was no sounding smack that time. The visitor, for her part, seemed anxious to show that even she could be shy if she tried; and as for Mrs. Teesdale and her warm greeting, it was very badly done. The tone was peevish, and her son, for one, could hear between the words. Youre our old friends child, he heard her saying in her heart, but I dont think I shall like you; for youve come without letting me know, youve smoked, and youve set my own son against me  already. He was half sorry that he had checked, what is as necessary to some as the breath they draw, a little plain speaking at the outset. But sooner or later, about one thing or another, this was bound to come; and come it did.

I cant think, Miriam, said Mrs. Teesdale, how you came by that red hair o yours! Your fathers was very near black, and your mothers a light brown wi a streak o gold in it; but there wasnt a red hair in either o their heads that I can remember.

At this speech John William bit off an oath under his beard, while David looked miserably at his wife, and Arabella at their visitor, who first turned as red as her hair, and then burst into a fit of her merriest laughter.

Well, I cant help it, can I? cried she, with a good-nature that won two hearts, at any rate. I didnt choose my hair; it grew its own colour  all Ive got to do is to keep it on!

Yes, but its that red! exclaimed Mrs. Teesdale stolidly, while John William chuckled and looked less savage.

Ah, you could light your old pipe at it, said Missy to the farmer, making the chuckler laugh outright.

Not so Mr. Teesdale. My dear, he said to his wife; my dear!

Well, but I could understand it, David, if her parents hairs had any red in em. In the only photograph we have of you, Miriam, which is that group there taken when you were all little, you look to have your mothers fair hair. I cant make it out.

No? said Missy, sweetly. Then you didnt know that red always comes out light in a photograph?

Oh, I know nothing at all about that, said Mrs. Teesdale, with the proper disregard for a lost point. Then have the others all got red hair too?

N  no, Im the only one.

Well, thats a good thing, Miriam, Im sure it is!

Nay, come, my dear, thatll do, whispered David; while John William said loudly, to change the subject, Youre not to call her Miriam, mother.

And why not, I wonder?

Because shes not used to it. She says they call her Missy at home; and we want to make her at home here, surely to goodness!

Missy had smiled gratefully on John William and nodded confirmation of his statement to Mrs. Teesdale, who, however, shook her head.

Ay, but I dont care for nicknames at all, said she, without the shadow of a smile; I never did and I never shall, John William. So, Miriam, youll have to put up with your proper name from me, for Im too old to change. And Im sure its not an ugly one, added the dour woman, less harshly. Is your cup off, Miriam? she added to that; she did not mean to be quite as she was.

It was at this point, however, that the visitor asked Mr. Teesdale the time, and that Mr. Teesdale, with a sudden eloquence in his kind old eyes, showed her the watch which Mr. Oliver had given him; speaking most touchingly of her fathers goodness, and kindness, and generosity, and of their lifelong friendship. Thus the long hand marked some minutes while the watch was still out before it appeared why Missy wanted to know the time. She then declared she must get back to Melbourne before dark, a statement which provoked some brisk opposition, notably on the part of Mr. Teesdale. But the girl showed commendable firmness. She would go back as she had come, by the six oclock bus from the township. None of them, however, would hear of the bus, and John William waited until a compromise had been effected by her giving way on this point; then he went out to put-to.

This proved a business. The old mare had already made one journey into Melbourne and back; and that was some nine miles each way. There was another buggy-horse, but it had to be run up from the paddock. Thus twenty minutes elapsed before John William led horse and trap round to the front of the house. He found the party he had left mildly arguing round the tea-table, now assembled on the grass below the red-brick verandah. They were arguing still, it seemed, and not quite so mildly. Missy was buttoning a yellow glove, the worse for wear, and she was standing like a rock, with her mouth shut tight. Mr. Teesdale had on his tall hat and his dust-coat, and the whip was once more in his hand; at the sight of him his sons heel went an inch into the ground.

Only fancy! cried the old man in explanation. She says shes not coming back to us any more. She doesnt want to come out and stay with us!

Arabella echoed the Only fancy! while Mrs. Teesdale thought of the old folks who had been young when she was, and said decisively, But shell have to.

John William said nothing at all; but it was to him the visitor now looked appealingly.

It isnt that I shouldnt like it  that isnt it at all  its that you wouldnt like me! Oh, you dont know what I am. You dont, I tell you straight. Im not fit to come and stay here  I should put you all about so  theres no saying what I shouldnt do. You cant think how glad I am to have seen you all. Its a jolly old place, and I shall be able to tell em all at home just what its like. But youd far better let me rest where I am  you  you  you really had.

She had given way, not to tears, indeed, but to the slightly hysterical laughter which had characterised her entry into the parlour when John William was looking through the crack. Now she once more made her laughter loud, and it seemed particularly inconsequent. Yet here was a sign of irresolution which old David, as the wisest of the Teesdales, was the first to recognise. Moreover, her eyes were flying from the weather-board farmhouse to the river timber down the hill, from the soft cool grass to the peaceful sky, and from hay-stack to hen-yard, as though the whole simple scene were a temptation to her; and David saw this also.

Nonsense, said he firmly; and to the others, Shell come back and stay with us till shes tired of us  well never be tired of you, Missy. Ay, of course she will. You leave her to me, Mrs. T.

Then, said Missy, snatching her eyes from their last fascination, a wattle-bush in bloom, will you take all the blame if I turn out a bad egg?

A what? said Mrs. Teesdale.

Of course we will, cried her husband, turning a deaf ear to John William, who was trying to speak to him.

You promise, all of you!

Of course we do, answered the farmer again; but he had not answered John William.

Then Ill come, and your blood be on your own heads.

For a moment she stood smiling at them all in turn; and not a soul of them saw her next going without thinking of this one. The low sun struck full upon the heavy red fringe, and on the pale face and the devil-may-care smile which it over-hung just then. At the back of that smile there was a something which seemed to be coming up swiftly like a squall at sea; but only for one moment; the next, she had kissed the women, shaken hands with the young man, mounted into the buggy beside Mr. Teesdale, and the two of them were driving slowly down the slope.

I think, John William, said his mother, that you might have driven in this time, instead o letting your father go twice.

Didnt I want to? replied John William, in a bellow which made Missy turn her head at thirty yards. He was bent on going. Hes the most pig-headed old man in the Colony. He wouldnt even answer me when I spoke to him about it just now.

He turned on his heel, and mother and daughter were at last alone, and free to criticise.

For a young lady fresh from England, began the former, I must say I thought it was a shabby dress  didnt you?

Shabby isnt the word, said Arabella; if you ask me, I call her whole style flashy  as flashy as it can stick.


CHAPTER IV.

A MATTER OF TWENTY POUNDS.

THIS is jolly! exclaimed Missy, settling herself comfortably at the old mans side as she handed him back the reins. They had just jogged out of the lowest paddock, and Mr. Teesdale had been down to remove the slip-rails and to replace them after Missy had driven through.

Very nicely done, the farmer said, in his playful, kindly fashion. I see youve handled the ribbons before.

Never in my life!

Indeed? I should have thought that with all them horses and carriages every one of you would have learnt to ride and drive.

Yes, you would think so, Missy said, after a pause; but in my case youd think wrong. I cant bear horses, so I tell you straight. One flew at me when I was a little girl, and Ive never gone near em since.

Flew at you! exclaimed Mr. Teesdale. Nay, come!

Well, you know what I mean. Id show you the bite

Oh, it bit you? Now I see, now I see.

You saw all along!

No, it was such a funny way of putting it.

You knew what I meant, persisted Missy. If youre going to make game of me, Ill get down and walk. Shall we be back in Melbourne by seven?

Mr. Teesdale drew out his watch with a proud smile and a tender hand. He loved consulting it before anybody, but Missys presence gave the act a special charm. He shook his head, however, in answer to her question.

Well not do it, said he; its ten past six already.

Then how long is it going to take us?

Well, not much under the hour; you see

A groan at his side made Mr. Teesdale look quickly round; and there was trouble under the heavy fringe.

I must be there soon after seven! cried the girl petulantly.

Ay, but where, Missy? Ill do my best, said David, snatching up the whip, if youll tell me where it is you want to be.

Its the Bijou Theatre  Im supposed to be there by seven  to meet the people Im staying with, you know.

David had begun to use the whip vigorously, but now he hesitated and looked pained. I am sorry to hear its a theatre you want to get to, said he gravely.

Why, do you think them such sinks of iniquity  is that it? asked the girl, laughing.

I never was in a theatre in my life, Missy; I dont approve of them, my dear.

No more do I  no more do I! But when youre staying with people you cant always be your own boss, now can you?

You could with us, Missy.

Well, thats bully; but I cant with these folks. Theyre regular terrors for the theatre, the folks Im staying with now, and I dont know what theyll say if I keep em waiting long. Think you can do it?

Not by seven; but I think we might get there between five and ten minutes past.

Thank God!

Mr. Teesdale wrinkled his forehead, but said nothing. Evidently it was of the first importance that Missy should not keep her friends waiting. Of these people, however, she had already spoken so lightly that David was pleased to fancy her as not caring very much about them. He was pleased, not only because they took her to the theatre, but because he wanted no rival Australian friends for his old friends child; the farm, if possible, must be her only home so long as she remained in the Colony. When, therefore, the girl herself confirmed his hopes the very next time she opened her mouth, the old man beamed with satisfaction.

These folks Im staying with, said Missy Im not what you call dead nuts on em, as I said before.

Im glad to hear it, chuckled David, because we want you all to ourselves, my dear.

So you think! Some day youll be sorry you spoke.

Nonsense, child. What makes you talk such rubbish? Youve got to come and make your home with us until youre tired of us, as Ive told you already. Where is it they live, these friends of yours?

Where do they live? repeated Missy. Oh, in Kew.

Ah  Kew.

The name was spoken in a queer, noticeable tone, as of philosophic reflection. Then the farmer smiled and went on driving in silence; they were progressing at a good speed now. But Missy had looked up anxiously.

What do you know about Kew? said she.

Not much, replied David, with a laugh; only once upon a time I had a chance of buying it  and had the money too!

You had the money to buy Kew?

Yes, I had it. There was a man who took me on to a hill and showed me a hollow full of scrub and offered to get me the refusal of it for an old song. I had the money and all, as it happened, but I wasnt going to throw it away. The place looked a howling wilderness; but it is now the suburb of Kew.

Think of that. Arent you sorry you didnt buy it?

Oh, it makes no difference.

But youd be so rich if you had!

I should be a millionaire twice over, said the farmer, complacently, as he removed his ruin of a top-hat to let in the breeze upon his venerable pate. Missy sat aghast at him.

It makes me sick to think of it, she exclaimed. I dont know what I couldnt do to you! If Id been you Id have cut my throat years ago. To think of the high old time you could have had!

I never had that much desire for a high old time, said Mr. Teesdale with gentle exaltation.

Havent I, then, thats all! cried his companion in considerable excitement. It makes a poor girl feel bad to hear you go on like that.

But youre not a poor girl.

Missy was silenced.

Yes, I am, she said at last, with an air of resolution. It was not, however, until they were the better part of a mile nearer Melbourne.

You are what?

A poor girl.

Nonsense, my dear. I wonder what your father would say if he heard you talk like that.

Hes got nothing to do with it.

Not when hes worth thousands, Missy?

Not when hes thousands of miles away, Mr. Teesdale.

Mr. Teesdale raised his wrinkled forehead and drove on. A look of mingled anxiety and pain aged him years in a minute. Soon the country roads were left behind, and the houses began closing up on either side of a very long and broad high road. It was ten minutes to seven by Mr. Teesdales watch when he looked at it again. It was time for him to say the difficult thing which had occurred to him two or three miles back, and he said it in the gentlest tones imaginable from an old man of nearly seventy.

Missy, my dear, is it possible (so he put it) that you have run short of the needful?

Its a fact, said Missy light-heartedly.

But how, my dear, have you managed to do that?

How? Lets see. I gave a lot away  to a woman in the steerage  whose husband went and died at sea. He died of dropsy. I nursed him, I did. Rather! I helped lay him out when he was dead. But dont go telling anybody  please.

Mr. Teesdale had shuddered uncontrollably; now, however, he shifted the reins to his right hand in order to pat Missy with his left.

Youre a noble girl. You are that! Yet its only what I should have expected of their child. I might ha known youd be a noble girl.

But you wont tell anybody?

Not if youd rather I didnt. That proves your nobility! About how much would you like, my dear, to go on with?

Oh, twenty pounds.

Mr. Teesdale drew the breeze in through the broken ranks of his teeth.

Wouldnt  wouldnt ten do, my dear?

Ten? Lets think. No, I dont think I could do with a penny less than twenty. You see, a wave came into the cabin and spoilt all my things. I want everything new.

But I understood you had such a good voyage, Missy?

Not from me you didnt! Besides, it was my own fault: I gone and left the window open, and in came a sea. Didnt the captain kick up a shine! But I told him it was worse for me than for him; and look at the old duds Ive got to go about in all because! Why, I look quite common  I know I do. No; I must have new before I come out to stay at the farm.

Im sure our Arabella dresses simple, the farmer was beginning; but Missy cut him short, and there was a spot of anger on each of her pale cheeks as she broke out:

But this aint simple  its common! I had to borrow the most of it. All my things were spoilt. I cant get a new rig-out for less than twenty pounds, and without everything new

Nay, come! cried old David, in some trouble. Of course Ill let you have anything you want  I have your fathers instructions to do so. But  but there are difficulties. Its difficult at this moment. You see the banks are closed, and  and

Oh, dont you be in any hurry. Send it when you can; then Ill get the things and come out afterwards. Why, here we are at Lonsdale Street!

But I want you to come out soon. How long would it take you to get everything?

To-days Thursday. If I had it to-morrow I could come out on Monday.

Then you shall have it to-morrow, said David, closing his lips firmly. Though the banks are closed, theres the man we send our milk to, and he owes me a lump more than twenty pound. Ill go to him now and get the twenty from him, or Ill know the reason why! Yes, and Ill post it to you before I go back home at all! What address must I send it to, Missy?

What address? Oh, to the General Post Office. I dont want the folks I am staying with to know. They offered to lend me, and I wouldnt. Will you stop, please?

Quite right, my dear, quite right. I was the one to come to. Youll find it at the

Do you mind stopping?

Why, were not there yet. Were not even in Bourke Street.

No, but please stop here.

Very well. Here we are, then, and its only six past. But why not drive right on to the theatre  thats what I want to know?

Missy hesitated, and hesitated, until she saw the old man peering into her face through the darkness that seemed to have fallen during the last five minutes. Then she dropped her eyes. They had pulled up alongside the deep-cut channel between road-metal and curb-stone, whereby you shall remember the streets of Melbourne. Nobody appeared to be taking any notice of them.

I see, said David very gently. And I dont wonder at it. No, Missy, its not at all the sort of turn-out for your friends to see you in. Jump down, my dear, and Ill just drive alongside to see that nothing happens you. But I wont seem to know you, Missy  I wont seem to know you!

Lower and lower, as the old man spoke, the girl had been hanging her head; until now he could see nothing of her face on account of her fringe; when suddenly she raised it and kissed his cheek. She was out of the buggy next moment.

She walked at a great rate, but David kept up with her by trotting his horse, and they exchanged signals the whole way. Close to the theatre she beckoned to him to pull up again. He did so, and she came to the wheel with one of her queer, inscrutable smiles.

How do you know, said she, that Im Miriam Oliver at all?

The rays from a gas-lamp cut between their faces as she looked him full in the eyes.

Why, of course you are!

But how do you know?

Nay, come, what a question! What makes you ask it, Missy?

Because Ive given you no proof. I brought an introduction with me and I went and forgot to give it to you. However, here it is, so you may as well put it in your pipe and smoke it.

She took some letters out of her pocket as she spoke, and shifted the top one to the bottom until she came to an envelope that had never been through the post. This she handed up to David, who recognised his old friends writing, which indeed had caught his eye on most of the other envelopes also. And when she had put these back in her pocket she held out her dirty-gloved hand.

So long, she said. You wont know me when I turn up on Monday.

Stop! cried David. You must let me know when to send the buggy for you, and where to. Itll never do to have you coming out in the bus again.

Right you are. Ill let you know. So long again  and see here. I think youre the sweetest and trustingest old man in the world!

She was far ahead, this time, before the buggy was under way again.

Naturally, chuckled David, following her hair through the crowd. I should hope so, indeed, when its a child of John William Oliver, and one that you can love for her own sake an all! But what made her look so sorry when she gave me the kiss? And whats this? Nay, come, I must have made a mistake!

He had flattered himself that his eyes never left the portals where they had lost sight of the red hair, and when he got up to it what should it be but the STAGE DOOR? The words were painted over it as plain as that. The mistake might be Missys; but a little waiting by the curb convinced Mr. Teesdale that it was his own; for Missy never came back, as he argued she must have done if she really had gone in at the stage door.


CHAPTER V.

A WATCH AND A PIPE.

MR. TEESDALE drove on to the inn at which he was in the habit of putting up when in town with the buggy. His connection with the house was very characteristic. Many years before the landlord had served him in a menial capacity, but for nearly as many that worthy had been infinitely more prosperous than poor David, who, indeed, had never prospered at all. They were good friends, however, for the farmer had a soul too serene for envy, and a heart too simple to be over-sensitive concerning his own treatment at the hands of others. Thus he never resented his old hands way with him, which would have cut envy, vanity, or touchiness, to the quick. He came to this inn for the sake of old acquaintance; it never occurred to him to go elsewhere; nor had he ever been short or sharp with his landlord before this evening, when, instead of answering questions and explaining what had brought him into Melbourne twice in one day, Mr. Teesdale flung the reins to the ostler, and himself out of the yard, with the rather forbidding reply that he was there on business. He was, indeed; though the business was the birth of the last half-hour.

It led him first to a little bare office overlooking a yard where many milk-carts stood at ease with their shafts resting upon the ground; and the other party to it was a man for whom Mr. Teesdale was no match.

I must have twenty pounds, said David, beginning firmly.

When? replied the other coolly.

Now. I shant go home without it.

I am very sorry, Mr. Teesdale, but Im afraid that youll have to.

Why should I, cried David, smacking his hand down on the table, when you owe me a hundred and thirty? Twenty is all I ask, for I know how you are situated; but twenty I must and shall have.

We simply havent it in the bank.

Nay, come, I cant believe that.

Ill show you the pass-book.

I wont look at it. No, I shall put the matter into the hands of a solicitor. Good evening to you. I dare say it isnt your fault; but I must have some satisfaction, one way or the other. I am not going on like this a single day longer.

Good evening, then, Mr. Teesdale. If you do what you say, we shall have to liquidate; and then you will get nothing at all, or very little.

David had heard this story before. It was an evil day for me when I sent you my first load of milk, he cried out bitterly; but in the others words there had been such a ring of truth as took all the sting out of his own.

It will be a worse one for us when you send me your last, replied the man of business. That would be enough to finish us in itself, without your solicitor, in our present state; whereas, if you give us time

I have given you too much time already, said the farmer, heaving the sigh which was ever the end of all his threats; and with a sudden good-humoured resignation (which put his nature in a nutshell), he got up and went away, after an amicable discussion on the exceeding earliness of summer with the man for whom he was no match at all. Throughout his life there had been far too many men who were more than a match for poor David in all such matters.

But the getting of the twenty pounds was a matter apart. He did not want it for himself; the person in need of the money was the child of his dear old friend, who had charged her to apply to him, David, in precisely that kind of difficulty which had already arisen. The fact made the old mans heart hot on one side and cold on the other; for while it glowed with pride at the trust reposed in him, it froze within his breast at the thought of his own helplessness to fulfil that trust. This, however, was a thought which he obstinately refused to entertain. He had not twenty pounds in the bank; on the contrary, his account was overdrawn to the utmost limit. For himself, he would have starved rather than borrow from his friend the innkeeper; but he could have brought himself to do so for Miriam, had he not been perfectly certain that his old servant would refuse to lend. In all Melbourne there was no other to whom he could go for the twenty pounds; yet have it he must, by hook or crook, that night; and ten minutes after his fruitless interview with the middleman who sold his milk, a way was shown him.

He was hanging about the corner of Bourke and Elizabeth Streets, watching the multitude with an absent, lack-lustre eye; the post-office clock had chimed the hour overhead, and David, still absently, had taken his own cherished watch from his waistcoat pocket to check its time. It was not on his last day in Melbourne, nor on his last but one, that the watch had been set by the post-office clock, yet it was still right to the minute; and before the eighth clang from above had been swallowed in the citys hum, David had got his idea. He closed the gold case with a decisive snap, and next moment went in feverish quest of the nearest pawnbroker.

It was with a face strangely drawn between joy and regret, between guilt and triumph, that Mr. Teesdale at length returned to his inn. Here, in the writing-room, now with the scared frown of a forger, and now with a senile giggle, he cowered over a blotting-pad for some minutes; and thereafter returned to the post-office with a sealed envelope, which he shot into safety with his own hands. It was well after nine before the horse was put to, and David seated once more in the buggy, with the collar of his dust-coat turned up about his ears and the apron over his long lean legs.

Never knew you so late before, old man, said his former servant, who was smoking a cigar in the yard, and perhaps still thinking of his first snub from David Teesdale.

No, I dont think you ever did, replied David, blandly.

Second time in to-day, too.

Second time in, repeated Mr. Teesdale, drawing the reins through his fingers.

And itll take you a good hour to get home. I say, youll be getting into trouble. You wont be there before  What time is it now, old man?

Look at the post-office, said David, as he took up his whip.

I cant see it without going out into the street; besides, I always thought they took their time from that wonderful watch of yours?

Youre a clever fellow! cried David, as the other had never heard him speak in the whole course of their previous acquaintance; and he was gone without another word.

He drove away with a troubled face; but the Melbourne street-lamps showed deeper furrows under the old tall hat than David carried with him into the darkness beyond the city, for the more he thought of it, the surer did he become that his late action was not only defensible, but rather praiseworthy into the bargain. There was about it, moreover, a dramatic fitness which charmed him no less because he did not know the name for it. Throughout his unsuccessful manhood he had treasured a watch, which was as absurd in his pocket as a gold-headed cane in a beggarmans hand, because Oliver had given it to him. For years it must have mocked him whenever he took it from his shabby pocket, but in the narrowest straits he had never parted with it, nor had his gold watch ever ceased to be David Teesdales most precious possession. And now, after two-and-thirty years, he had calmly pawned it, on the spur of the moment, and, as it seemed to himself, for the most extraordinary and beautiful reason in the world; for what he could never bring himself to do in his own need he had done in a moment for the extravagant behoof of his friends daughter; and his heart beat higher than for many a year in the joy of his deed. So puffed up was he, indeed, that he forgot the fear of Mrs. Teesdale, and some other things besides; for at the foot of the last hill, within a mile of the farm, the horse shied so suddenly that David, taken off his guard, found his near wheels in the ditch before he could haul in the slack of the reins; and when another plunge might have overturned the buggy, a man ran out of the darkness to the horses head, and before David could realise what had happened his ship had righted itself and was at anchor in the middle of the road.

My fault, as Im a sinner! cried a rich voice from near the horses ears.

Nay, Im very much obliged to you, said Mr. Teesdale, with a laugh, for he made no work of a bit of danger, much less when past.

But it was me your horse shied at, returned the other, and fell to petting the frightened animal with soft words and a soothing hand. I was going to take the liberty of stopping you for a moment.

I never saw you, said David; it was that dark, and I was that busy thinking. What is it I can do for you? The horsell stand steady now, thank you, if youll come this way.

The wayfarer came round to the buggy wheels and stood still, feeling in all his pockets before answering questions. The near lamp shot its rays upon a broad, deep chest, and showed a pair of hairy hands searching one pocket after another. The rays reached as high as a scarlet neckcloth, but no higher, so that the mans face was not very easily visible; and David was only beginning to pick out of the night a heavy moustache, and a still heavier jaw, when from between the two there came the gleam of teeth, and the fellow was laughing a little and swearing more. He had given up his search, and stood empty-handed under the lamp.

Im not a bushranger, said he, but you might easily think me one.

Why so? asked David.

Because I stopped you to ask for a match to light my pipe, and now Im hanged if I can find my pipe in any of my pockets; and it was the best one ever I smoked, said the man, with more of his oaths.

Thats a bad job, said David, sympathetically, in spite of a personal horror of bad language, which was one of his better peculiarities.

A bad job? cried the man. It would be that if Id lost my pipe, but its a damned sight worse when its a girl that goes and shakes it from you, and she the biggest little innocent you ever clapped eyes on. Yet she must have shook it. Confound her face!

He was feeling in his pockets again, but as unsuccessfully as before. The farmer inquired whether he was on his way back to Melbourne, and suggested it was a long walk.

It is so, said the man; but its a gay little town when you get there, is Melbourne  what?

Very, said Mr. Teesdale, to be civil; but he was beginning to find this difficult.

You prefer the country  what? continued the other, who was now leaning on the wheel, and showing a face which the old man liked even less than the rest of him, it was so handsome and yet so coarse. Well, so do I, for a change. And talk of the girls! The fellow winked. Old Country or Colonies, its all the same  you give me a country lass for a lark thats worth having.

But damn their souls when they lose your favourite pipe!

What sort of a pipe was it? asked David, to change a conversation which he disliked. If I come across it Ill send it to you, if you tell me where to.

 Good, old man! cried the stranger. It was a meerschaum, with a ladys hand holding of the bowl, and coloured better than any pipe ever you saw in your life. If you do find it, you leave it with the boss of the Bushmans Rest; then Ill get it again when next I come this way  to see my girl. For I cant quite think shes the one to have touched it, when alls skid and done.

Very good, said David, coldly, because both look and word of this roadside acquaintance were equally undesirable in his eyes. Very good, if I find it. And now, if youll allow me, Ill push on home.

The other showed himself as ready with a sneer as with an oath. You are in a desperate hurry! said he.

I am, said David; nevertheless, Im much obliged to you for being so clever with the horse just now, and I wish you a very good night. And with that, showing for once some little decision, because this kind of man repelled him, old Teesdale cracked his whip and drove on without more ado.

Nor is it likely he would have thought any more about so trifling an incident, but for another which occurred before he finally reached home. It was at his own slip-rails, not many minutes later; he had got down and taken them out, and was in the act of leading through, when his foot kicked something hard and small, so that it rattled against one of the rails, and shone in the light of the buggy lamp at the same instant. The farmer stopped to pick it up, found it a meerschaum pipe, and pulled a grave face over it for several moments. Then he slipped it into his pocket, and after putting up the rails behind him, was in his own yard in three minutes. Here one of the men took charge of horse and buggy, and the master went round to the front of the house, but must needs stand in the verandah to spy on Arabella, who was sitting with her Family Cherub under the lamp and the blind never drawn. She was not reading; her head was lifted, and she was gazing at the window  at himself, David imagined; but he was wrong, for she never saw him. Her face was flushed, and there was in it a wonder and a stealthy joy, born of the romantic reading under her nose, as the father thought; but he was wrong again; for Arabella had finished one chapter before the coming of Missy, and had sat an hour over the next without taking in a word.

So youve got back, father? she was saying presently, in an absent, mechanical sort of voice.

Here I am, said Mr. Teesdale; and I left Missy at the theatre, where it appears she had to meet

Missy! exclaimed Arabella, remembering very suddenly. Oh yes! Of course. Where do you say you left her, father?

At the Bijou Theatre, my dear, I am sorry to say; but it wasnt her fault; it was the friends she is staying with whom she had to meet there. Well, lets hope it wont do her any harm just once in a way. And what have you been doing, my dear, all the evening?

I? Oh, after milking I had a bit of a stroll outside.

A stroll, eh? Then you didnt happen to see a man hanging about our slip-rails, did you?

Mr. Teesdale was emptying his pockets, with his back to Arabella, so he never knew how his question affected her.

I wasnt near the slip-rails, I was in the opposite direction, she said presently. Why do you ask?

Because I found this right under them, said Mr. Teesdale, showing her the meerschaum pipe before laying it down on the chimney-piece; and as I was getting near the township, I met a man who told me hed lost just such a pipe. And I didnt like him, my dear, so I only hope hes not coming after our Mary Jane, thats all.

Mary Jane was the farm-servant. She had not been out of the kitchen since milking-time, said Arabella; and her father was remarking that he was glad to hear this, when the door flew open, and Mrs. Teesdale whistled into the room like a squall of wind.

At last! she cried. Do you know how long youve been, David? Do you know what time it is?

I dont, my dear, said he.

Then look at your watch.

My dear, he said, Ive left my watch in Melbourne.

In Melbourne! cried Mrs. Teesdale among her top notes. And whats the meaning of that?

It means, said Mr. Teesdale, struggling to avoid the lie direct, that it hasnt been cleaned for years, and that it needed cleaning very badly indeed.

But you told Miriam how well it was going; time we were having our teas!

Yes, I know, and  thats the curious thing, my dear. It went and stopped on our way in. For there was no avoiding it, after all; yet in all the long years of their married life, it was his first.


CHAPTER VI.

THE WAYS OF SOCIETY.

THE Monday following was the first and the best of some bad days at the farm; for Missy had never written to tell Mr. Teesdale when and where he might call for her, so he could not call at all, and she did not come out by herself. This they now firmly expected her to do, and David wasted much time in meeting every omnibus; but when the last one had come in without Missy, even he was forced to give her up for that day. There would be a letter of explanation in the morning, said David, and shut his ears to his wifes answer. She had been on tenter-hooks all day, for ever diving into the spare room with a duster, dodging out again to inquire what time it was now, and then scolding David because he had not his watch  a circumstance for which that simpleton was reproaching himself before long.

For there was no letter in the morning, and no Missy next day, or the next, or the next after that. It was then that Mr. Teesdale took to lying awake and thinking much of the friendly ticking that had cheered his wakefulness for thirty years, and even more of a few words in the Thursdays Argus, which he had not shown to a soul. And strange ideas concerning the English girl were bandied across the family board; but the strangest of all were John Williams, who would not hear a word against her; on the contrary, it was his father, in his opinion, who was to blame for the whole matter, which the son of the house declared to be a mere confusion of one Monday with another.

You own yourself, said he, that the girl wanted a new rig-out before shed come here to stay. Did she say so, father, or did she not? Very well, then. Do you mean to tell me she could get measured, and tried on, and fixed up all round in four days, and two of em Saturday and Sunday? Then I tell you thats your mistake, and it wasnt Monday she said, but Monday week, which is next Monday.  You mark my words, well have her out here next Monday as ever is!

How John William very nearly hit the mark, and how shamefully Arabella missed it with the big stones she had been throwing all the week  how rest returned to the tortured mind of Mr. Teesdale, and how Mrs. T. was not sorry that she had left the clean good sheets on the spare bed in spite of many a good mind to put them away again  all this is a very short story indeed. For Missy reappeared on the Saturday afternoon while they were all at tea.

Arabella was the one who caught first sight of the red sunshade bobbing up the steep green ascent of the farmhouse, for Arabella sat facing the window; but it was left to John William to turn in his chair and recognise the tall, well-dressed figure at a glance as it breasted the hill.

Here she is  heres Miriam! he cried out instantly. Now what did I tell you all? He was rolling down his shirt-sleeves as he spoke, flushed with triumph.

Mr. Teesdale had risen and pressed forward to peer through the window, and as he did so the red sunshade waved frantically. Beneath it was a neat straw hat, and an unmistakable red-fringed face nodding violently on top of a frock of vestal whiteness. Arabella flew out to meet the truant, and John William to put on a coat.

Well, well! said Mr. Teesdale, holding both her hands when the girl was once more among them. Well, to be sure; but youre just in time for tea, thats one good thing.

Nay, I must make some fresh, cried his wife, without a smile. Mind, I do think you might have written, Miriam. You have led us a pretty dance, I can tell you that. She caught up the teapot and whisked out of the room.

Have I? the girl asked meekly of the old man.

No, no, my dear, and Not you, the two Teesdales answered in one breath; though the father added, but you did promise to write.

I know I did. But you see

Missy laughed.

You should have written, my dear, David said gently, as she got no further, and he had no wish to cross-question her. I didnt know what had got you.

None of us could think, added Arabella.

Except me, Miriam, said John William, proudly. You were getting your new rig-out; wasnt that it?

The girl nodded and beamed at him as she said that it was. The sunshade was lying on the sofa now, and Missy sitting at the table in Arabellas place.

I thought, said Mr. Teesdale, that you had gone off to Sydney, and werent coming near us any more. Do you know why? There was a Miss Oliver in the list of the overland passengers in Thurdays Argus.

Indeed, said the girl.

Yes, and it was a Miss M. Oliver, and all.

Well, I never! Thats what youd call a coincident, if you like.

Im very glad it was nothing worse, said Mr. Teesdale heartily. I made that sure it was you.

You never mentioned it, father? said John William.

No, because I was also quite sure that she would write if we only gave her time. You ought to have written, Missy, and then Id have gone in and fetched you

But thats just what I didnt want. All this way! No, the bus was quite good enough for me.

But what about your trunk? Arabella inquired.

Missy made answer in the fewest words that her trunk was following by carrier; and because Mrs. Teesdale entered to them now, with a pot of fresh tea, Missy said little more just then, except in specific apology for her remissness in not writing. This apology was made directly to Mrs. Teesdale, whose manner of receiving it may or may not have discouraged the visitor from further conversation at the moment. But so it seemed to one or two, who heard and saw and felt that such discouragement would exist eternally between that old woman and that young girl.

Milking-time was at hand, however, and Missy was left to finish her tea with only Mr. Teesdale to look after her. John William and his mother were the two best milkers on the farm, and Arabella was a fair second to them when she liked, but that was not this evening. Her heart was with Missy in the parlour. But Missy herself was far better suited in having the old farmer all to herself. With him she was entirely at her ease. The moment they were alone she was thanking David for the twenty pounds duly received at the post-office, and his immediate stipulation that the matter of the loan must be a secret made it also an additional bond of sympathy between these two. They sat chatting about England and Miriams parents, but not more than Missy could help. She referred but lightly to a home-letter newly received, as though there was no news in it; she was much more ready to hear how Mr. Teesdale had had the coat torn off his back in rescuing his first home-letters from the tiny post-office of the early days, which had been swept away by the first wave of the gold-rush. Again he spoke of that golden age, and of his own lost chances, without a perceptible shade of regret, and again Missy marvelled; as did Mr. Teesdale yet again, and in his turn, at her tone about money who had been brought up in the midst of it. It only showed the good sense of his old friend in keeping his children simple and careful amid all their rich surroundings; but Mr. Oliver had been ever the most sensible, as well as the kindest of men. The farmer said this as he was walking slowly in the paddock, with a pipe in his mouth and Missy on his arm, and his downcast eyes upon the long, broken shadow of his own bent figure. Missys trunk came about this time, but she let it alone. And these two were feeding the chickens together  old Davids own department  when Arabella came seeking Missy, having escaped from the milking-stool a good hour before her time.

Oh, here you are! Come, and Ill help you unpack. Mother said I was to, said she hurriedly. She was only in a hurry for Missys society. So Missy went with her, getting a good-humoured nod from the old man, whose side she was sorry to leave.

And David watched her out of sight, smiling his calm, kind smile. Shes her fathers daughter, said he to the chickens. Her ways are a bit new to me  but thats where I like em. Mannerisms she may have  I wouldnt have her otherwise. Shes one of the rising generation  but she has her fathers heart, and thats the best kind that ever beat time.

In Missys bedroom much talking was being done by Arabella. Her curiosity was insatiable, but she herself never gave it a chance. She wanted to know this, but before there was time for an answer she must know that. One thing, when the trunk was unpacked and its contents put away in drawers, she was left entirely unable to understand; and that was, how Missy came to have everything brand-new.

Why, because everything was spoilt, said Missy, in apparent wonder at the others wonderment By that one wave?

Why, of course.

But how did it happen?

Didnt I tell you? Wed left the window open, and in comes a green sea and half fills the cabin. The captain, he was ever so wild, and, oh my! didnt he give it us! Of course, all our things were spoilt  me and the other girls. We finished the voyage in borrowed everything, and in borrowed everything I came here the other day. Did you think them things were mine? Not much, my dear. Not much! But I was forced to have things of my own before I could come out here and stay.

Arabella, sitting on the bed, studied the tall figure with arms akimbo that struck sharp through the dusk against the square-paned window. She was wondering whether the Olivers were such well-to-do people after all. Her own English was not perfect, but her ear was better than her tongue, and the young ladies in the Family Cherub spoke not at all as Missy spoke. Arabellas next question seemed irrelevant.

Did you see much society at home, Missy?

You bet I did! was the answer, and the fuzzy head was nodding against the window.

Real high society, like you read about in tales, Missy?

Rather!

Lords?

Any jolly quantity of lords!

You really mean it, Missy?

Mean it? What do you mean? Look here, I wont tell you no more if you think Im telling lies.

Missy, I never thought of such a thing  never! Arabella hastened to aver. I was only surprised, thats all I was. Tisnt likely I meant to doubt your word.

Didnt you? Thats all right, then. Why, bless your heart, do you think it so wonderful to know a few lords?

I didnt think they were as common as all that, said Arabella, meekly.

Common as mud, cried Missy grandly. Why, you cant swing a cat without knocking a lords topper off  not in England!

Arabella laughed. Then her questions ceased for the time being, and Missy was curious to know how she had impressed a rather tiresome interlocutor, for now in the bedroom it was impossible for them to see each others faces. A few minutes later Missy was satisfied on this point. At the supper-table she had no more attentive listener than Arabella, who watched her in the lamplight as one who has merely read watches another who has seen and done, while Missy rattled on more freely than she had done yet before Mrs. Teesdale. Even Mrs. Teesdale was made to smile this time, though she did her best to conceal it. The visitor was in such racy form.

I may have to go back home again any day, she told them all. Itll depend how my mother is, and how they all get on without me. Ill bet they manage pretty badly. But while I am here I mean to make the most of my time. A short life and a merry one, thems my sentiments, ladies and gentlemen! So I want to learn to shoot and milk and do everything but ride. I could ride if I wanted to; I learnt when I was a kid; but a horse once

She broke off, laughing and nodding knowingly at Mr. Teesdale, who explained how Missy had been once bitten and was twice shy. John William said that he could very well understand it; and he offered to take Missy out possum-shooting as soon as ever there was a moon.

Have you ever fired a gun, Missy? said Mr. Teesdale; and Missy shook her head.

Praps you wouldnt like to try? said John William.

Wouldnt I so! cried the girl, with flashing eyes. You show me how, and Ill try to-morrow.

To-morrows Sunday, Mrs. Teesdale said solemnly. Is your cup off, Miriam?

It was not, and because the cocoa was too hot for her Missy poured it into the saucer, and drank until her face was all saucer and red fringe. This impressed Arabella.

Well soon teach Missy to shoot, remarked Mr. Teesdale, smiling into his plate, if shell hold the gun tight and not mind the noise.

Ill do my level, said Missy gamely.

John William proceeded to assure her that she could not be taught by a better man than his father, whom he declared to be the best shot in that colony for his age. The old man looked pleased, praise from his son being a very rare treat to him. But Arabella had been neglecting her supper to watch and listen to the guest, and now she asked, Do the fine ladies shoot in England, Missy?

Not they! replied Missy promptly. I should like to catch them.

What ladies do you mean, my dear? asked the farmer of his daughter.

Grand ladies  countesses and viscountesses and the rest. Missy knows heaps of them  dont you, Missy?

Well, a good few, said Missy, with some show of modesty.

To be sure you would, murmured Mr. Teesdale, adding, as his eyes glistened, and yet youll come and stay with the likes of us! You arent too proud to take us as you find us  you arent above drinking cocoa with your supper.

What do the lords and ladies drink with their suppers? asked Arabella, as Missy smiled and blushed.

But the farmer cried, Their dinners, she means; Ill warrant they dine late every night o their lives.

Missy nodded to this.

But what do they drink with their dinners? repeated Arabella.

Oh, champagne.

What else?

What else? Oh! claret, and port, and sherry wine. And beer and spirits for them that prefers em!

All that with their dinners?

Rather! I should think they did. The whole lot, one after the other!

What! Beer and brandy and sherry wine? Arabellas incredulity was disagreeably apparent.

Yes, everything you can think of; but look here, if you dont want to believe me, you neednt, you know! said Missy, turning as red as her fringe as she stared the other girl full in the eyes across the supper-table. In the awkward pause following John William turned and glared furiously at his sister; but it was their father who cleared the air by saying mildly:

Arabella, my dear, Im afraid you dont know a joke when you hear one.

Then Arabella coloured in her turn.

Do you mean to say you were joking, Missy? she leant forward to ask; as though she could no more believe this than recent statements.

But Missy had given one quick glance at Mr.

Teesdale, and then, with a little gasp, had burst into an immoderate fit of laughter.

Of course I was, she cried out as soon as she could speak; of course I was joking  you old silly!


CHAPTER VII.

MOONLIGHT SPORT.

So the first few days were largely spent in teaching Missy to shoot. A very plucky pupil she made, too, if not a particularly apt one; but head and chief of her sporting qualities was her enthusiasm. That was intense. The girl was never happy without a gun in her hand. So far as safety went, she took palpable pains to follow every injunction in the matter of full-cock and half-cock, and laid to heart all the rules given her for the carrying and handling of a loaded firearm. Thus, no one feared her prowling about the farm on tiptoe with John William’s double-barrels pointing admirably to earth; least of all, the sparrows and parrots which she never hit. Old Teesdale would go with her and stand chuckling at her side when she missed a sparrow sitting; once he snatched the smoking gun from her, and with the other barrel picked off the same small bird on the wing. Then there was much practice at folded newspapers, of which Missy could sometimes make a sieve, at her own range; and altogether these two shots enjoyed themselves. Certainly it was a sight to see them together — the weak-kneed old man, who could shoot so cleverly still, when he had a mind, and the jaunty young woman who was all slang and fun and rollicking good-nature, plus a cockney lust for blood and feathers.

Missy’s first feathers, however, were not such as she might stick in her hat, and her first blood was exceedingly ill-shed. To be sure, she knew no better until the deed was done, and the quaint dead bird with the big head and beak carried home in triumph to Mr. Teesdale. That triumph was short-lived.

“Got one at last!” cried Missy, as she dropped her prey at the old man’s feet. Mr. Teesdale was smoking in the verandah, and he pulled a long face behind his smile.

“So I see,” said he; “but do you know what it is you have got, Missy?”

“No, I don’t, but I mean to have him stuffed, whatever he is.”

“I think I wouldn’t, Missy, if I were you. It’s a laughing jackass.”

“Yes? Well, I guess he won’t laugh much more!”

“And there’s a five-pound penalty for shooting him, Missy. He kills the snakes, therefore you are not allowed by law to kill him. You have broken the law, my dear, and the best thing that we can do is to bury the victim and say nothing about it to anybody.” He was laughing, but the girl stood looking at her handiwork with a very red face.

“I thought I was to shoot everything,” she said. “I thought that everything eat the fruit and things. I never knew I was so beastly cruel!”

She put away the gun, and spent most of that summer’s day in reading to Mr. Teesdale, for whom she had developed a very pretty affection. They read longest in the parlour, with the window shut, and the blind down, and a big fly buzzing between it and the glass. The old man fell sound asleep in the end, whereupon Missy sat very still indeed, just to watch him. And what it was exactly in the worn and white-haired face that fetched the tears to her eyes and the shame to her cheeks, on this particular occasion, there is no saying; but Missy was scarcely Missy during the remainder of the afternoon.

That evening, however, had already been pitched upon for some ‘possum-shooting, given a good moon. From the moment she was reminded of this, at tea-time, the visitor was herself again, and something more. It is saying a good deal, but they had not hitherto seen her in such excessively high spirits as overcame her now. She lent Mr. Teesdale a hand to load some cartridges in the gunroom while the others were milking; but she was rather a hindrance than a help to that patient old man. She would put in the shot before the powder. Then she got into pure infantile mischief, letting off caps under David’s coat-tails, and doing her best to make him sharp with her. Herein she failed; nevertheless, the elder was glad enough to hand her over to the younger Teesdale when the time came, and with it a moon without a cloud. Neither Arabella nor her father was going, but three of the men were who worked on the place, and with whom John William was obliged to leave Missy alone in the yard while he went for the dogs. It was only for a minute or two; but the men were in fits of laughter when he returned. It appeared that Missy had been giving them some sort of a dance under that limelit moon.

“Down, Major! Down, Laddie!” John William cried at the dogs as they leaped up at Missy.

But Missy answered, “Down yourself, Jack — I like ‘em.” And the three men laughed; in fact, they seemed prepared to laugh at Missy whenever she opened her mouth; but John William laughed too as he led the way into the moonlit paddocks.

Here the hunting-ground began without preliminary, for on this side of the farm there were trees and to spare, the land dipping in a gully full of timber before it rose to the high ploughed levels known as the Cultivation. The gully was well grassed for all its trees, which were divers as well as manifold. There were gum-trees blue and red, and stringy-barks, and she-oaks, each and all of them a haunt of the opossum and the native cat. The party promptly surrounded a blue gum at the base of which the dogs stood barking, and Missy found herself doing what the others did — getting the moon behind the branches and searching for what she was told would look more like the stump of a bough or a tangle of leaves than any known animal.

“I believe it’s a lie,” said John William; “for Laddie barked first, and Laddie always did tell lies.”

“Tell lies?” echoed Missy, with a puzzled grin.

“Yes, barking up trees where there’s nothing at all — that’s what we call telling lies; and old Laddie’s started the evening well by telling one already.”

“Not he,” cried a shrill voice; and the youngest of the three farm-hands — a little bit of a fellow — stood pointing to a branch so low that everyone else had overlooked it.

“I see a little bit of a knot on the bough,” said Missy, “but blow me tight if I see anything else!”

“That’s it,” cried John William. “That little knot is a native cat.”

Missy lowered her gun at once. “Oh, I didn’t come out,” said she, “to shoot cats!”

“But they aren’t cats at all,” Teesdale explained (while his men stood and laughed); “they’re much more like little leopards, I assure you. We only call them cats because — because I’m bothered if I know why! It’s not the name for them, as you’ll say when you’ve shot this beggar. And you don’t know the way they tear our fowls to pieces, Missy, or you wouldn’t make so many bones about it; besides which, you won’t get an easier shot all night.”






































OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
Complete Works of

E. W. Hornung

DELPHI CLASSICS

Series Six






OEBPS/images/img21.jpg





OEBPS/images/img20.jpg





OEBPS/images/img18.jpg





OEBPS/images/img19.jpg
THE

BOSS OF TAROOMBA

ERNEST WILLIAM HORNUNG

SANDS & €O,
LONDOX: 15 KING STREET, COVENT GAKDEN
EDINDURGH - 37 GEORGE STRIET
e






OEBPS/images/img16.jpg





OEBPS/images/img17.jpg
TINY LUTTRELL

ERNEST WILLIAM HORNUNG

Vo 1

CASSELL & COMPANY Lowren





OEBPS/images/img10.jpg





OEBPS/images/img11.jpg





OEBPS/images/img14.png
4 BRIDE FROM THE BUSH

omapmER 1.

Tasan was comterton i the domestic aump of M. Jutin
igh on the aks of he Thams, It wa » Snday morming.

‘et son—th miing soplemetof (sl of foe—waa
St For may moaths eck, 1, i ot down o i very
minae, it d bosn ety eonientlyblired. that. th young
‘v s i b i o Auetalin 0 cmo had quis
Known whars, for tho young us, ke moet. ogubond. o
e, e by movgre cmopendent x B it oot bee
e why g with s and o, of n very ot
i, hokd have Ta the biaten ¥k of gabe s, paos
e o e wlderna, 120 sayed thre—a Alfd Bigh bad
e, Now, howevr, il vas plin, A et from Brindi ok
resived, expined oreyhing; At moremets, 0 oog
Chmsre, wem . s revsld, d 7l ight—iny 0
ey f ihe bombahal that bad Allan snd bunt. v the

Gl sl Graaoills; T am nrly Gt mpel?

Wl ten; wia Lady Bigh gealy,loking tndely at the
g (whos grave oy Tsed en th st v outie,
i one ois of i sl ovo—ve aught o amsidr
oumlres (he st froats of ot A ths news shood
o mater o rejicig,a i woud b 6t it we anly s
radien, e i, it —

ek vl trobied o ool na g0 cn.






OEBPS/images/img15.jpg





OEBPS/images/img12.jpg





OEBPS/images/img13.png
_—

THE
Cus

CORNHILL

MAGAZINE

NEW SERIES
Yo XV.

JULY 70 DECEMBER 1890

LoNDON

SMITH, ELDES, & €0, 15 WATERLOO PLACE
1890






OEBPS/images/img4.jpg





OEBPS/images/img3.jpg





OEBPS/images/img6.jpg





OEBPS/images/img5.png
Parts Edition





OEBPS/images/img8.jpg





OEBPS/images/img7.png
John Bucharl





OEBPS/images/img9.jpg





OEBPS/images/img2.png





OEBPS/images/img1.jpg





