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"THERE'S a fire at the South End, Mrs. Ansdell. Your husband is
signalling for Rame's boat. You'll see him this evening."

I ran out to the verandah of the Police Magistrate's house. Yes,
there was the beacon light shining like a big red star, low down in the
heavens, far off across Gundabine Bay. I heard one of the pilots
shouting at the verandah of the wooden public-house opposite:

"Rame, I say! Hurry up with your nobbler. There's Ansdell on the
Island signalling to be brought over." Then I saw Rame slouch out of
the bar, wiping his mouth on the sleeve of his Crimean shirt, and trot
down to the wharf; and I knew that in two or three hours' time my
husband would be with me, and I was glad, for I was a bride, and this
had been our first week of separation.

"I shall go back with my husband to-morrow," I declared
resolutely.

Mrs. Jarvis, the Police Magistrate's wife, shook her head
remonstrantly.

"It will be much wiser to wait a little longer. The house isn't
ready for you: I fancy the carpenters are at work still."

"I'll help the carpenters," I replied.

"There are no servants, and you aren't used to roughing it in the
bush."

"Oh, yes, I am. Why, I have lived all my life in the bush, and I
love it. If you had ever seen dear old Bungroopim, Mrs. Jarvis, you
wouldn't wonder that I am glad to have married a squatter instead of a
townsman."

We both laughed, for we both knew that that wouldn't have made any
difference; and Captain Jarvis put in--

"Oh, yes; I know what your 'bush' was like--cool verandahs covered
with roses and Cape jasmine and grape-vines, mountains in the distance,
good buggy roads, and plenty of neighbours--lots of girls and young
men, and races and picnics, and good times all round. That was
kid-glove roughing it, Mrs. Ansdell, and you'll find life on the Island
a different sort of thing."

"The roses and the Cape jasmine will cover the verandah in time," I
answered; "and as for the girls and the young men and the good times, I
don't care about all that now."

"But the mosquitoes, Mrs. Ansdell?" said his wife. "You can't
imagine how bad they are on the Island at this time of the year. Don't
you think it would be wiser to wait till the plague has lessened?"

"The mosquitoes could not be worse than they are here," I returned;
for as we sat in the verandah the air was full of the buzzing of
insects, and we flourished whisks of horsehair while we talked.

"I am sorry to disturb your calm resignation," said Captain Jarvis,
"but I am afraid they will if I do not. The Island mosquito is a
peculiarly ferocious beast. Let me give you a bit of advice, Mrs.
Ansdell. Buy up all the gauze netting and all the Persian insect-powder
in Gundabine before you go over. It's a fact that Lambert and his hands
always went out mustering with their heads in bags."

Lambert was the former owner of the Island, from whom my husband had
a few months before bought the station and the cattle which ran upon
it.

In spite of Captain Jarvis's warnings, and Mrs. Jarvis's gentle
dissuasion--in spite also of a certain sinister suggestiveness in the
compassionate interest which was shown in me by every inhabitant of
Gundabine, from the postmistress to the storekeeper's assistant, my
resolution, fixed some days before, had not wavered. I was determined
to brave all discomfort--to brave even my husband's opposition, and to
insist upon returning with him.

I had been married only a month. I was longing to start on my new
life, and to settle into my new home, the blue shores of which were
tantalisingly visible across the bay; and here I was, imprisoned in
this dreary coast township in sight of the Promised Land, and forbidden
to pass the strip of water that separated me from it. I liked the idea
of living on an island. This stretch of country, forty miles long by
fourteen broad, was to be our kingdom--my husband's and mine. There was
no one to dispute possession except a little colony of pilots who lived
at the lighthouse and telegraph station quite at the north end, and
with whom I determined to make friends--they had already sent me
wedding presents of coral and mother-of-pearl from the nautilus
shell.

The undulating outlines of our Island gave promise of picturesque
scenery. It was all interesting and romantic. There was something
fascinating in the thought that only at full or new moon, when the tide
was lowest, could man or beast swim across the Narrows to the mainland.
I liked the idea of being separated from the world by that long,
lonely, man-grove-fringed strait which, no broader than a river at its
neck, widened out some twenty miles lower into the beautiful Gundabine
harbour that had filled me with admiration as we had entered it in the
coasting steamer. In calm weather the bay was blue and smiling; but
when a south-east gale blew, and the waves dashed on the little islets
that stood like a row of sentinels between the great island and the
mainland, and the sea-horses chased each other, it was no pleasant
passage to make on a dark night in Rame's skiff or the Island boat. But
I did not let myself foresee possible storms and terrors, and I would
not dwell upon practical difficulties and inconveniencies such as the
carriage of household goods and stores, and having to send to Gundabine
for our mail. Neither Alec nor I had realized these as yet.

I broached my daring project to Alec that night, but it was a long
time before I could win his consent. The mosquitoes were awful, he
said; then the carpenters had only just finished their work; and there
was no one to clean the place except the stockman's wife, whom Alec
described as "an ill-tempered shrew." Nothing was ready for me. The
place had a bad name, and all Alec's efforts to get a servant in
Gundabine had been unavailing. We must wait for the next emigrant ship,
and then he would go to Stonehampton and bring back a tidy girl. In the
meantime I had better stay where I was. He did not think I should ever
like the Island. He had not dreamed that mosquitoes could be so bad; he
had bought the station in the winter--had he inspected it in the summer
he would have known that it was not a fit place for a lady to live in.
He was anxious and disheartened, in short; and this made me only the
more determined to go at once and share the discomforts of which I
thought but lightly. He gave in when he saw I was resolute, but it was
not till the last moment, and not till I had drawn a doleful picture of
my suffering and loneliness at Gundabine. It could only be a question
of number and degree between mosquitoes and sandflies here and
mosquitoes and sandflies there. I had two hands, I urged, and no
discomfort could be more unendurable than the stuffy squalor of Sykes's
hotel, with the noise of the bar always going on beneath my room.

We were sitting in the balcony of this, the only decent inn in
Gundabine, and overlooked the one long straggling street of the
township. Opposite was the square-verandahed red-brick building where
the Police Magistrate lived, and which contained all the Government
Offices. A little lower stood a large weather-boarded shanty placarded
in big letters, "A. Bell & Sons, Agents for the A. S. N. Co.,"
which twice a week was the scene of brief activity when the passenger
steamboats put in from north and south. A wooden pier extended some
fifty yards into the muddy inlet upon which Gundabine was built. Here a
pair of Chinamen were gesticulating over the unpacking of a boatload of
vegetables, and three or four half-naked gins, with their piccaninnies
slung on their tattooed backs, whined piteous entreaties for tobacco to
an angler perched on one of the log bulwarks of the pier. Further back
lay a mud flat fringed with mangroves, and inland upon the crest of a
rise stood a public-house, a wooden chapel, and a general store,
outside which a variety of heterogeneous wares lay exposed, from a
side-saddle to a sausage machine. There was an air of utter stagnation
about the place, and it was quite a relief to the monotony when a
bushman in his Crimean shirt and cabbage-tree hat, with the pannikin
rattling at his saddle-bow, and his valise strapped before him,
cantered down the road and dismounted at Sykes's, exchanging a greeting
with Captain Jarvis as he passed: "Who's down? Come over and have a
nip"--the common salutation in Gundabine; and I used sometimes to
wonder how many "nips" it was possible for a Gundabinian to swallow in
the twenty-four hours without getting seriously drunk.

Sykes's itself was a wooden two-storeyed building with verandahs
above and below, the lower one screened from the road by several
flowering oleanders, and the bar opening upon it, while its edge formed
a convenient lounge for the tipplers who frequented it. Two or three
gaunt Papaw apple-trees, with their tall bare stems, feathery tips, and
clusters of yellow fruit growing out from beneath the leafy crown,
overshadowed our balcony and gave a sort of Oriental look to the place;
a creeping passion-fruit twined round the wooden pilasters; already,
though it was hardly dusk, the hum of millions of insects had begun.
The air was hot and clammy, with that curious sense of teeming life
which a tropical evening brings. But for the light breeze which swept
up from the sea it would have been unbearably oppressive. Our boat lay
at anchor beside the pier, and just then a short, squat man--he whom I
had watched the previous night, with his flannel shirt open at the
breast, and a bowie knife stuck at his belt, staggered out of the bar,
though he had kept his senses sufficiently to touch his hat to us in
the balcony.

"Rame is half seas over already," said Alec. "We must be off
to-night. He will be too far gone to manage the boat to-morrow."

Rame, otherwise a fairly useful member of Gundabine society--for he
was always ready for an odd job--shared the local weakness for a "nip,"
only he called it a "nobbler."

"How is the wind, Rame?" shouted Alec.

"S.S.E., and be damned to it," replied Rame.

"You idiot!" returned Alec. "Can't you answer a civil question
without swearing? Go and sober yourself, and bail out the boat. The
tide serves at midnight; and, mind you, if I find a dram in the locker,
overboard it goes."

Rame lurched along to the pier, and Alec went out to satisfy himself
as to the condition of the two black boys.

We embarked a little after midnight. It was still very warm, and
perfectly clear, and the steady breeze from the south did not deserve
Rame's anathema, for it was bearing us swiftly towards our destination.
A bright moon shone in the cloudless heavens, which were of that deep
unfathomable blue that suggests infinity. There were myriads of
stars--"God's candles," as we children used to call them--all the
glittering Southern constellations, the Cross and its pointers high
above us, and Aldebaran and Orion and the flaming tail of the
Scorpion.

Alec steered, and Rame and the two black boys managed the sails. The
currents were dangerous here and there, and we were obliged to tack
often. I sat at the stern wrapped in my cloak, with my face bared to
the wind, and my pulses stirred by the beauty of the night and the
loneliness and immensity of the scene. All was silent; even the men
seemed awed, and I did not hear Rame swear once during the trip. We
soon got away from the noises of the shore and the humming of insects,
and there was no sound except that which the waves made against the bow
of the boat as she glided through the phosphorescent water. As we got
out into the Bay, however, we could hear the roar of the ocean beyond,
and Rame remarked that it was "blowing pretty stiff out there." The
islets seemed to sleep peacefully in the moonlight, all but one, from
which curled up the smoke of a watch fire. The lights of Gundabine
faded gradually as we sailed up the now narrowing strait. On our right
the undulating contour of the Island; on our left the low bank of
mangroves which marked the line of mainland. The tide was low, and the
snake-like withes of the mangrove roots looked uncanny in the
moonlight. Occasionally we passed a white beacon, which rose up like a
grotesque ghost, its long arms casting flickering shadows on the water,
or a red buoy wabbling above a sunken reef. Now we rounded a rocky
point where stood a deserted cluster of Chinamen's huts, the remains of
a bêche-de-mer fishing station; now we tacked across the Narrows
to a little sandy bay which the waves lapped with a monotonous
swash.

The passage of seventeen miles occupied us about four hours. The
dawn broke, and a grey tender light crept softly over sea and land;
then it flushed to delicate pink, and the sun rose round and red behind
the straggling gum-trees on the Island. We had entered a tiny inlet
bordered on each side with mangroves, of which the waxen green branches
were level with the rising water. Rame unshipped the oars and rowed us
to a pier of slabs built out into the creek, on one side of which was a
rude boat-house made of saplings laid transversely. Alec let go the
tiller and sprang on shore.

Chapter II. My Kingdom.
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ALEC held out his hands to me, and I stepped with a feeling of
elation on to my new territory. Here, I am bound to confess, it
disappointed me. The shore was barren-looking and stony, and the grass
rank and withered. Lanky unhealthy gum-trees, with whiteybrown bark
peeling off like scales, as if they were afflicted with some nasty
disease, reared their lean heads above stunted wattles and spiked
dried-up grass trees. As I looked inland I could see nothing but vistas
of these melancholy white gums--a genuine red ironbark dropping
stalactites of gum would have been a refreshment to the eyes. Presently
I became aware that the air was alive with mosquitoes--grey,
long-legged, ferocious monsters of the breed which infests the
sea-shore. No, Captain Jarvis had not exaggerated their voracity! They
offered a palpable resistance to one's hand, and their noise was as the
roar of distant machinery, while at the same time I was conscious of
severe prickings in every part of my body that was not guarded by
double and treble layers of clothing. Alec watched me with anxiety.

"There, I told you," he said. "I ought not to have let you come. But
they are not as bad as this at the house, and they are always worst in
the early morning."

"Where is the house, Alec?" I said. "Let us go there at once."

"It is five miles off," he replied; "and the mosquitoes would eat
you alive going through the swamp. Here, Charlie," he called to one of
the black boys, "yan along a head station; murra, make haste.* Tell
Tillidge to put Smiler in the cart and come for missus. You won't mind
the cart," he added; "the new buggy isn't put together yet."

Charlie ran off as fast as his legs would carry him. Rame calmly lit
his pipe and began to bail out the boat. Island Billy, the other black
boy, took his tomahawk and cut off slabs from a neighbouring grasstree,
while Alec collected twigs and sticks. Together they made a fire, Billy
remarking compassionately to me: "Mine think it, missus, make em corbon
big fellow smoke. That make mosquito plenty sleep."

I felt grateful to Billy. If the smoke did not make the mosquitoes
"plenty sleep," it kept them away a little. I sat down on a stone
beside the fire, tucked my feet under my gown, and with watering eyes
bent my head forward, while with a wisp of blady grass I switched at
the mosquitoes behind. Meanwhile Rame joined the group, smoking like a
philosopher; and Alec and the black boy lit their pipes too, and kept
up a desultory conversation in blacks' vernacular about a certain
"poley" cow which was missing from one of the camps. By-and-by there
was a crack of a stockwhip behind us, and Tillidge, the stockman,
appeared on horseback, the black boy behind him driving a rough dray on
two huge wheels, with iron chains and girders, and a board placed
crosswise doing duty for a seat. Tillidge was the stockman, and a
head-stockman never, if he can avoid it, drives or walks.

Tillidge was the typical Australian stockman--long, loosely-made,
lean and disjointed-looking, sitting his horse magnificently as far as
the saddle, but with his legs dangling anyhow in his stirrups, and a
shortnecked spur on one foot. His face was red and burntup in
appearance--a queer jumble of features, none of which seemed to belong
to the other, and with an expression as stolid as that of a dummy. He
was dressed in tight moleskin trousers turned up at the ends, and
elastic-sided boots--a stockman always turns up his trousers at the
ends; and he doesn't, as a rule, and unless he is inclined to be
"flash," wear breeches and gaiters. These he leaves to his master. He
wore a grey flannel shirt, the sleeves rolled up to the elbow, a silk
handkerchief tied diagonally across his chest, a cabbage-tree hat
ornamented with a strap round the crown, and a bit of greasy string,
held by his front teeth, keeping the hat in a tilted position on the
back of his head. He had a broader strap round his waist, to which was
slung a small leather watch--pocket and a large pouch containing his
clasp-knife, tobacco, a bit of old silk for crackers, and such-like
etcaeteras. His stockwhip was coiled round like a snake, and hung on
his left shoulder, with the handle dangling in front. He jogged along
in an unconcerned way, his pipe in his mouth, till he got close to us;
then he pulled up, nodding to Alec's "Good-day, Tillidge," and replying
in a short, morose manner, running his words one into the other, as a
bushman does, "G'd-day, sir."

Alec had already explained to me that Tillidge's wife--our only
woman-servant on the Island at present--was a shrew. Tillidge bore her
ratings in philosophical silence; and the habit had so grown upon him
that he rarely opened his lips, except when it was actually necessary.
But he was an admirable stockman, and, to use an Australian expression,
could "put his legs over the worst buck-jumper that ever was foaled."
His knowledge of the run was so valuable just now, while a mob of store
cattle was being collected, that Alec begged me as a favour to
interfere with the sweet will of Mrs. Tillidge as little as possible,
and to put up with her bad temper, lest she should insist upon her
husband throwing up his place at a day's notice. As I had come over on
my own responsibility and in face of Alec's disapproval, I was quite
prepared to be meek and submissive in my behaviour to the
Tillidges.

"All been going on well at the station, Tillidge?" Alec asked.

"Four heifers square-tailed yesterday, sir; and the strawberry cow's
calf died last night," replied Tillidge, and relapsed into
monosyllables, till Alec said cheerfully, "You see, I have brought Mrs.
Ansdell over, Tillidge. I hope your wife will be equal to the extra
cooking and all that," when the stockman maintained a silence which I
felt to be ominous.

Our portmanteaus were put into the back of the dray; Tillidge rode
on ahead. Rame and the black boys set off walking by a short cut across
the bush. Alec helped me up to the board and then mounted himself, and
shook the whip over Smiler's back, thus dispersing a cloud of
mosquitoes which the poor animal had been vainly trying to whisk off
with its tail. As a parting attention, Island Billy had handed me a
branch of wattle, and while we jogged along in the springless vehicle
over stones and stumps and fallen logs, the iron chains and staples
clattering as we went, I waved the wattle-branch among the mosquitoes
at my back with one hand, while with the other I held tight to the
girders to prevent myself from being shaken out. But when we came to a
hill, the wattle-branch had to be thrown away, and I bent backwards to
clutch the portmanteaus, which were in danger of slipping between the
girders on to the road; and then the mosquitoes settled in a dense
black swarm about our heads, and but for something comic about the
whole situation, and for Alec's distress, I could have cried with
fatigue and irritation.

The sun was high in the heavens now, and brooded with a moist,
clammy heat. There was no sea-breeze among the thick gum-trees, and the
she-oaks in the swampy ground were strangely still. I used to like the
faint quivering sound which the she-oaks on the Ubi made, and it would
have been home-like to hear it now. The birds had wakened, and there
were little inarticulate twitterings in the boughs overhead, and the
parrots called shrilly to each other, but I missed the crack of the
whip-bird, and the soft cooing note of the Wonga-Wonga pigeon, and the
sweet familiar chirp of my old friend the willy-wagtail. Suddenly I was
startled by a demoniacal "Ha-ha-ha," caught up and echoed by a chorus
of invisible imps. They were only laughing jackasses, and I had heard
their harsh merriment often enough, but it sounded drear and uncanny on
this bridal home-coming.

By-and-by we reached a sliprail and entered the station paddock,
where the milkers were browsing peacefully, and the horses whinnied as
we drove by. They looked lean and harassed, poor things; and I did not
wonder at it, if they had to pass their days and nights in waging war
with their tails against the mosquitoes. One or two of them were cobs,
and had no tails; and I raged then and afterwards against the
inhumanity of former owners, who had deprived these poor beasts of
their only weapon of defence.

We could see the house high above us, on a steep hill too
precipitous to be ascended at this point any way but on foot. Deep
gullies furrowed the hill, and it was covered with thick tussocks of
long-bladed grass and gum saplings, with here and there a big ironbark
gum. There was a cleared space on the top, where the house was built.
It was bare except for the grey gaunt skeletons of some dozen or so of
white gums which had been "rung," and had bleached and withered. Alas,
for my visions of the pretty cottage with its verandah and garden and
its creeping roses and bouganvillea! The sun beat pitilessly upon a
commonplace, new-looking wooden building, with a verandah, it is true,
but a verandah unsheltered by trellis or drooping eaves. The house
stood upon log piles, through which daylight shone conspicuously, and
which were high enough almost for a grown-up person to stand upright
beneath them; and, as I prophetically foresaw, to give shelter to a
flock of goats that bleated by the stockyard fence. I could make out no
garden, no greenery of any kind--all was bleak, glaring and desolate,
beyond description.

We drove round by a waterhole pleasant to look upon, with the
she--oaks round it, and the blue and yellow lilies on its surface. The
stockyard lay close by at the foot of the hill. Alec was proud of the
stockyard, and pointed out to me the height and impregnability of the
great grey corner posts and rails, and the superior construction of the
"crush," or branding lane, and the bailing-up pen. I was quite
bushwoman enough to appreciate these advantages, and rejoiced
accordingly; but my eye wandered to a wilderness of a garden beside the
milking-yard, where two or three tall papaw apples towered above a mass
of promiscuous vegetation; and I sighed when I saw that the greenstuff
was mostly fat--hen--though I consoled myself a moment later by
remembering that on the Ubi I had seen the free selectors use the
fat-hen for spinach, and that we should not, therefore, die of scurvy;
but I could not help exclaiming, at the discovery that there seemed
nothing else eatable. "Oh, Alec, I thought pumpkins grew everywhere!"
and Alec answered remorsefully, "Well, you see, Rachel, they don't grow
wild; and I suppose when we were busy taking delivery of the cattle
nobody thought of planting them. But never mind; as soon as I have
cleared off this mob of store cattle, I'll set all hands to work, and
we'll grow vegetables as fast as a Chinaman."

Alec was collecting a mob of bullocks for which a purchaser had
offered, and a sale of which was absolutely necessary to pay off the
mortgage on the station, and free us from the bank that had advanced us
money for our start in life. We both had a horror of debt, and a dread
of being sold up, like many an Australian station-buyer, who can only
pay down a third of his purchase money, and who, in bad times of
drought or pleura-pneumonia, is obliged to hand over his home to the
obliging bank which has backed him. We weren't afraid of drought on the
Island, and from our isolated position we had little cause to dread
pleuro-pneumonia, and our debt was not a very large one; still, we
wanted "to start fair." So Alec and I were of one mind about leaving
everything else to take care of itself till the store cattle had been
safely crossed over the Narrows; and I quite agreed with him that it
would be advisable to make any sacrifice of pride to keep Tillidge, who
knew every nook and corner of the Island, and would bring cattle into
the mustering-yard whose existence we could not have suspected.

Mrs. Tillidge did not belie her reputation. She looked a shrew; and
as she came out into the yard when the dray drove up, and gave me a
surly sort of greeting, I quite decided that I had better make no
attempt to assert my authority as mistress of the place, for I saw that
it would certainly be disputed. I did not feel disposed to resent her
want of cordiality then. I was so hot, so tired, so cramped by my
uncomfortable drive, so glad to have reached "home," so glad to be no
longer enveloped in that buzzing, pricking cloud. It felt fresh and
comparatively cool up here on the brow of the hill. The wind blew
straight up from the ocean; and I began to understand why the late
proprietor of the Island had perched his dwelling-place so high, and
why green things wouldn't grow, and why the dead trees and even the
grass tussocks curved in one particular direction.

The yard, into which we had driven, was enclosed on one side by the
house, on the opposite one by the kitchen, and some rude slab buildings
in line with it--the meat-store, and carpenter's shop, and such-like;
and on the other two by a rough fence of perpendicular palings. There
was a covered pathway across the yard, connecting the house and
kitchen. A pair of ancient gins with skinny arms and hideous wealed
faces sat there smoking short clay pipes. They were clad in red
blankets slung over one shoulder and under the other. Several naked
piccaninnies sprawled at their feet, uttering funny inarticulate
sounds, and playing with the dogs, of which a tribe lay round--kangaroo
hounds, mongrels from the camp, and some of a nobler breed, who kept a
little apart on the sunny boards, as if they resented the proximity of
the blacks. A flight of log steps led to the causeway; and out of the
crevices lizards nimbly darted, their bright eyes and copper scales
glittering in the sunlight. Two corrugated zinc tanks, one at each end
of the front building, caught the sun also, and seemed to radiate heat.
A low waterbutt close by one of them was evidently used for the washing
of horses' backs when they came in hot from the run, to judge by the
hoof-marks on the damp gravel, the dinted quart-pots, and the saddles
and bridles and straps hurled promiscuously on the verandah, at one end
of which the tub stood. On the low verandah--roof of one of the
outbuildings two or three bullock-skins were stretched out, and hung
conveniently over the eaves, so that a strip of green-hide could always
be cut when wanted, and the spiked palings of the fence supported junks
of salted beef set forth to dry. A little covey of hawks swooped and
swirled in the air above, but did not dare to pounce down upon prey so
well guarded; for whenever the carrion birds came a little nearer, the
gins removed their pipes and began a loud crooning yell, "Wirra-wurra!"
winding up with a fierce discordant "Wa-ah!" and I now understood why
they sat there, and how they earned their tobacco.

All these little things imprinted themselves on my mind in a
curious, vivid way. I suppose this is because it was my first home, and
I was very young then and a bride. Girlhood is like a voyage on some
soft hazy sea, where there are beautiful sunrises and sunsets, and
balmy breezes which waft one onward, and storms too that never bring
shipwreck, and islets where one may linger and dream of the Land of
Possibilities at the end.

And then the land is reached, the possibilities become living
experience, and there is a glamour over the first sights and sounds
that greet one in that land which never grows dim or is forgotten. I
can see the whole scene as distinctly now as though it were before me
in actual reality--the untidy yard, and the blear-eyed gins, and the
swart, shiny piccaninnies tumbling off the causeway, and the dogs
lazily lifting their heads to bark in a perfunctory fashion. Beaufort
the big stately buckhound, who, though he was selfish and indolent, and
too much of a fine gentleman to be of any use, was a credit to the
establishment, and too well-bred to do a mean action; then the
goggle-eyed bull-pup, who was so hideous that it was a distinction to
be his owner, though he was a dog whose education had been neglected,
and who never acquired the manners of good society; and there was Rose,
the pointer, who put me in mind somehow of Mrs. Micawber--she was
always surrounded by a brood of puppies, either in the infantine or the
gambolling stage; and she had a worn, draggled appearance, and a pair
of melancholy brown eyes, and at the same time an air of gentle,
ladylike protest, as if to say that hard circumstances had placed her
in a position of life for which by birth she was not fitted, but that
she meant to do her duty all the same. Poor Rose! she had a way of
beating a tattoo on the floor with her tail, and looking at one with
her sympathetic bleared eyes; and that was the mode in which her
emotions expressed themselves. When I was without servants, and had to
cook the salt junk and make bread for the men, and wash up the plates
and dishes in the kitchen, Rose, in the intervals of licking her
puppies, would thus dumbly show her appreciation of the state of
affairs, and I am sure that she wished to convey a sense of similarity
between my position and her own.

Then Alec called out, "Monte! Christo!" and there bounced from the
house a big black retriever, which jumped on to his master, and an
Angora goat, with matted fleece that touched the ground, and a funny
little knowing head and tiny horns like those of a child's toy lamb.
Monte was a retriever which Alec had got out from England at a great
expense, with a view to duck shooting on the Island, but who could
never be brought to adjust his instincts to sport in Australia, and who
was otherwise a bad dog, addicted to lying on the beds and to
misbehaving himself generally. As for Christo, Alec had imported him
also, with the idea of starting an Angora goat farm, and selling the
hair for the manufacture of shawls at a fabulous price; but it fell
through somehow, and by-and-by Christo became an inconvenient pet, for
he took up his quarters in the pantry by day, and made his couch in the
bath by night, and he had to be banished at last Perhaps I had better
mention here that the bath-room, which sounds an unwonted luxury for
the bush, was a bit of the back verandah next the tank partitioned off,
and in which a zinc--lined bath had been built. There was always a
bucket near the tank, so that we could fill the bath for ourselves; and
its great advantage was that it had a hole in the bottom stopped up
with a wooden bung, and that the water could be let off through the
floor, and would meander under the house among the log piles and down
the hill into one of the gullies--you had only to look through one of
the wide cracks in the boards to see its course. Nevertheless, the
bath-room had a great deal to do with the sale of the station, and had
caught more than one intending purchaser. It was noticeable that the
Island often changed hands, and that such transfers usually took place
in the winter, when the mosquito larvae had their existence hidden in
the grass tussocks and under the leaves of the lilies in the
water-hole. There was as yet no record of a deed of purchase having
been signed between the months of November and April, when the
mosquitoes were in full force.

Alec had certainly been right when he described the house as dirty.
It was very dirty. I don't think the bare wooden floors had been washed
for months; and the carpenters had left plentiful debris, both in the
rooms and the verandah. On the whole, however, it was rather a
pretentious sort of house for the bush. It was built of sawn wood, and
lined with well--planed boards; it was shingled, and it had not only a
bath-room, but a pantry as well. There were three good-sized rooms in a
line looking on to the verandah, which went round three sides, and was
a long way from the ground and fenced with a light railing; then there
were four smaller ones behind; and there was a tiny excrescence built
out into the yard, called the office. It was in the office that all
important interviews were held, agreements signed, brands entered, and
the mustering roll of cattle made. There was a fireproof safe in which
the station ledgers were kept, and a copying press, though to the best
of my knowledge it was never once used; and the great Island seal, and
the firearms and ammunition, and the big map of the station and the
library, consisting of a dozen or so yellow--backed novels, "Spooner on
Sheep," and "The Diseases of Cattle," "The Art of Horse-breaking," and
"The Family Physician." Here also the medicine-chest was kept, and the
supply of diachylon plaster, and in "pleuro time" the virus for
inoculation. It would have been a cosy room if it had not been so
dirty, and if the rafters had not been infested by bloated tarantulas,
and an uncanny species of lizard of a sickly spotted white, which had
the curious habit of unfastening its tail when pursued, and of making
off on its stump. These lizards inspired me with a superstitious
terror. I have never solved the mystery of that movable tail--whether
the reptile came back in the dead of night and recovered its property,
or whether it had the power of growing a new tail whenever it
pleased.

On the office side, which was the most sheltered, there was a wee
enclosed patch--an abortive attempt at a flower garden. It was
overgrown with rank grass, and there was an aloe in the middle, and one
stunted poinsettia shrub, which threw out a branch or two of crimson
leaves when winter came on. I had high hopes of this bit of garden, and
planted verbenas, and Indian shot, and other hardy plants; but nothing
would ever grow in the dreary, sun-scorched, stony plat. All round
about the other end of the house was perfectly bare and wind-swept. The
easterly side of the verandah was the only spot where on summer
evenings there was a chance of being free from mosquitoes; and for that
reason I chose for ourselves the bedroom and dressing-room which looked
upon it. No hill rose between this exposed plateau and the open ocean
seven miles distant. The south-east gales raged furiously round it,
making the skeleton gum-trees quake and shiver bursting open the French
windows, and sometimes blowing down the canvas ceiling. On such nights,
above the wind, we could distinctly hear the roar of the Pacific.

The view from the verandah was extensive and pleasant to look upon.
There was nothing to break it except the tall gum-trees which grew on
the hump of the hill behind. In every other direction we looked out
upon grey-green undulating slopes. We could not see the ocean or the
Narrows, but across the strait on the mainland a blue-peaked mountain
cut the horizon line. The mountain was called Mount Akobaora, which is
the native name for the laughing jackass.

This was my home. Within, it was crude and rough; but that could be
remedied. Captain Jarvis had promised to bring over our furniture in
the pilot schooner, which would carry it all at once. The Island boat
had gone on a special trip for the piano. The instrument stood
forlornly in the bachelor parlour, its silk facings and crewel-worked
back sadly out of keeping with walls painted the crudest and most
offensive blue, and with the coloured prints from the Illustrated News
which adorned them. Grosvenor Gallery art canons did not prevail in the
Australian wilds. I felt very despondent at the sight of those walls,
and the cheap mahogany chiffonier and horsehair covered sofa and
armchair. Mrs. Tillidge came sulkily in and laid the table for lunch
while I was pondering the possibility of softening down that terrible
aniline blue. The sun poured through the uncurtained windows, and I
discovered to my horror that I was doomed to a western aspect. Mrs.
Tillidge placed a piece of dry salt beef on the table, and flanked it
with an equally impenetrable-looking three-cornered junk of
bread--evidently the section of a camp-oven loaf--and a tin teapot and
three iron cups. I wondered who was going to use the third cup.
Presently Alec came in, followed by a short, weather--beaten, bearded
man, whom he introduced as Mr. Kempsey, the second pilot at the North
End. There wasn't much to be seen of Mr. Kempsey's features, he was so
covered with shaggy hair; but his eyes gleamed benevolently, and I took
a fancy to him at once. He was very shy at meeting a lady, but when he
saw our meagre fare and our untidy condition, and glanced up at the
white canvas ceiling, which was speckled with mosquitoes waiting for
dusk to come down and settle on their victims, his compassion got the
better of his shyness.

"You'll have to fetch in a good load of grass-tree, Mr. Ansdell,"
said he. "Lambert kept it burning day and night, all along the
verandah." Then he produced a dilly-bag carefully lined with
newspapers, and emptied from it a dozen rosy-cheeked apples. "Polly--my
girl--sent these," he went on. "If she'd ha' known that you were over,
Mrs. Ansdell--and her mother would have worked the telegraph for a day
or two--she'd ha' come over to help you put things straight." Polly, I
learned, was Mr. Kempsey's daughter, who was also telegraph-mistress at
the Pilot Station. When we had admired the apples, Mr. Kempsey took
from the capacious pocket of his blue blouse a pot of strawberry jam,
explaining that when a Tasmanian brig came by he always did a bit of
smuggling, for it didn't harm any one, and they'd be badly off at the
Pilot Station if it wasn't for these bits of relishes. "I didn't
suppose your store was rigged up yet," he said; "and anyway you
wouldn't have thought of fetching apples from Gundabine, Mr. Ansdell,"
and then he regretted that he hadn't known that I was "along from
Gundabine" too, for the missus had been saving some pots of apricot jam
to send me; and if "I'd ha' thought, now," he added, looking at the
uninviting piece of beef, "those Tasmanian walnuts that Polly puts in
pickle--they are a relish you couldn't get in Gundabine--and there was
a whole sack of fresh onions." But he brightened up, and exclaimed, as
Alec came in with a bottle of grog he had just opened, "It'll be of no
consequence, though, Mr. Ansdell, for there's the horse you'll be
sending for your brother; and Billy can put the onions in his
pack."

Alec's brother, who was a lieutenent on board H.M.S. Alecto, just
arrived on the Sydney Naval Station! I wondered what Mr. Kempsey meant.
Alec gave me a comical look, and laid a blue telegraph paper beside my
plate. The salt beef choked me as I read--

"From LOFTUS ANSDELL, H.M.S. Alecto, Sydney.

"To ALEC ANSDELL, Pilot Station, Moonbago Island.

"Got leave. Coming to see you. Charlotte Corday will drop me at the
Pilot Station."

I had not met my husband's brother. I had an impression that he
would be fine and superior and English, and accustomed to seeing life
from the "Government House" point of view (all naval officers who came
to Leichardstown were asked to stay at Government House), and that his
idea of bush hospitality would mean riding parties, and kangaroo hunts,
and dances, and fare which, if homely, would be of its kind sumptuous.
My heart sank within me as I thought of the salt beef, and of the
limited supply of mosquito curtains, and of Mrs. Tillidge's sour face,
and of the dirt everywhere.

"Never mind," said Alec. "We can't put him off now, seeing that the
Charlotte Corday is due the day after to-morrow. We must make the best
of it. Loftus won't mind. He has been cruising about the South Sea
Islands, and he is used to roughing it."

This did not console me, for roughing it on a man-of-war is a
different thing from roughing it on an island and being devoured by
still, as Alec said, we had to make the best of it; and as soon as Mr.
Kempsey had gone, I went into the spare room and inspected the mosquito
curtains, which I found sadly the worse for wear. Mending them gave me
occupation for some hours. The room certainly did not look comfortable.
The floor, like all the other floors in the house, was bare, except for
the accumulation of dirt which had been brought in by the muddy boots
of its late occupant. There was a bed, and there was a washing-basin on
a chair, and a looking-glass against the wall, and that was all. To be
sure, our own room--which for a moment I magnanimously thought of
resigning to the dreaded brother-in-law--was not much better. The floor
was quite as dirty, and the washing apparatus stood on a board placed
across two chairs; but then it had a magnificent mahogany
looking-glass, and the mosquito curtains were in slightly better
condition. On reflection, however, I decided that the looking-glass
would be thrown away on Loftus, who, Alec informed me, did not shave. I
wondered if it would be possible to set the black gins to work with a
scrubbing brush; but when I went out late in the afternoon to try and
put this bright idea into execution, I found that the gins and their
lords, beguiled by certain information which Mr. Kempsey had
unthinkingly imparted, concerning the whereabouts of another camp of
blacks near the Pilot Station, had dismantled their gunyas, packed
their dilly-bags, shouldered their piccaninnies, and were already on
their way to the North End. Mr. Kempsey had taken away the junks of
beef for the consumption of the pilots; the hawks were on the search
for prey elsewhere; and the gins' occupation was gone. It was a bitter
disappointment. I did not dare to appeal to Mrs. Tillidge. Alec had
ridden out to look for the poley cow; and so I employed the remaining
hours of light in unpacking my portmanteaus, and ruefully contemplating
my pretty frilled petticoats and trousseau oddments, and in wondering
how long the supply would last, and who would starch and iron my frills
when it had come to an end.

*"Go to the head station; make great haste."

"I think, missus, we will make a great smoke."

Chapter III. The Coming of Loftus.
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THE sun set over Mount Akobaora, and I sat on the steps of the
verandah watching it go down across the Narrows. The air was very still
and warm, and there were bush-fires about; a smoky haze shrouded the
forest wolds, turning them to a soft bluish-grey, which, while the sun
lingered, had the faintest flush of rose. Then that died out. The night
insects came out of their hiding-places, and curious indistinct chirps
and noises mingled with the hoarse croak of the frogs in the water-hole
at the bottom of the hill. Above it all there was a low definite and
continuous roar. At first I thought the wind had risen, only the heads
of the grass--tussocks did not bend. Then I realized that the air was
thick and black, and angry buzzings sounded close to my ear, and sharp
pricks on my bare hands and neck made me wince. It was the sudden rush
and onslaught which the mosquitoes, in hiding during the glare and stir
of the day, always made at nightfall, when there was not sufficient
wind to blow them back into sheltered corners. I wrapped myself round
as best I could. When Alec came in from the run, he and the black boys,
following Mr. Kempsey's advice, set buckets filled with burning
grass-tree all about the verandah and sitting-room. We ate with such
appetite as we had from the same beef and bread which Mrs. Tillidge had
furnished forth for our luncheon, and munched Mr. Kempsey's apples, and
mournfully reflected that this was only early December, and that
mosquitoes might reasonably be supposed to rage till March. It was not
a cheerful prospect, but we were determined not to take the dark view
of things, and Alec impressed upon me that this was really the first
evening he had known upon the Island when there was no breeze.

"It is generally enough to knock a fellow down, let alone the
mosquitoes," said Alec; and we planned how we would dispose of our
knick-knacks and wedding presents, and how we would curtain in a corner
of the verandah, and how we would cultivate the arid patch of garden,
and, after a little time, revel in roses; and how, as soon as the
cattle were across the Narrows, we would get rid of the Tillidges, and
have a hard-working, cheerful "married couple," who would rear poultry,
and curry the salt junk, and accommodate themselves to circumstances
generally; and how at the end of all things we would sell the Island
when the cattle had multiplied--and they multiplied in our imaginations
after the fashion of the ring-straked and speckled cattle in the herds
of Laban, the son of Nahor, which Jacob tended--"You know that's one
advantage in an island," said Alec, persuasively, "there's no one to
brand our calves, and the cattle can't stray away, and so the stock are
bound to increase more quickly than they could on a mainland
station"--and how then we would invest our rapidly-made fortune, and
set sail for England. That was how we talked; and Rose beat her
sympathetic tattoo on the floor all the while; and we were not at all
cast down, considering how our skins smarted with the mosquito bites,
and how the smoke from the burning grass-tree got into our eyes and up
our noses, and made us cough with its pungent aromatic odour.
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