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It was one Sunday afternoon in the middle of December
and in the province of South Australia.  The grass was
withered almost to the roots, fast turning gray and brown.
Indeed, along the barer ridges of the beautiful hills that
rise in serried ranks to the east of Adelaide, the herbage
was already as dry and bleached as carded flax.  In the
gullies, thickly timbered and lying in perpetual shade, the
ground still retained the faint graying green distinctive of
Australian herbage in a state of transition from spring
verdure to summer drought.

But soon even the shadiest recesses would bear witness
to the scorching dryness of the season.  For even before
the middle of this first month of summer, two or three of
those phenomenal days had come which furnish anecdotes
for many successive months alike to the weather statist and
the numerous class who cultivate community of soul by
comparing experiences of those dreadful days on which 'the
hall thermometer stood at 104° before noon.'  This Sunday
had not quite been one of the days that make the oldest
residents turn over heat averages extending to the early
dawn of the country's history.  But, nevertheless, it was a
very hot, still day, without a breath of wind stirring, and
in the distance that faint shimmering bluish haze which,
to the experienced eye, tells its own tale of days to come.

The masses of white, silver and messmate gum-trees that
clothe these same Adelaide hills so thickly, formed a
grateful resting-place for the eye, wearied with the steadfast
glare of sunshine.  So did the vineyards that dot their
declining slopes, and the gardens and orchards that are
scattered broadcast to the east of the town.  But even
Adelaide itself is interwoven with the foliage of trees, which
do so much to mitigate, both for eye and body, the severities
of a semi-tropical climate.  This fascinating embroidery
of trees is more especially observable in glancing over North
Adelaide.  This extensive and important suburb, which is
divided from Adelaide proper by the Torrens Lake and Park
Lands, lies considerably above the city and adjacent
suburbs.  So large a proportion of the houses are
surrounded by gardens, that from some points of view North
Adelaide looks like a well-trimmed wood, thickly studded
with houses.

And these gardens are, as a rule, neither suburban slips,
with precocious trees selected for their speedy power of
growth, nor the painfully pretentious enclosures which
auctioneers delight to term 'grounds.'  No, they are genuine
gardens—roomy, shadowy, well planted, well watered; rich
in flowers and many fruit-trees, bending in due season under
their fertile loads; haunted with the hum of rifling bees,
fragrant with the perfume of old-world blossoms.  In such
a garden on this Sunday afternoon a young man and woman
were slowly pacing up and down a broad central walk,
thickly trellised with vines.  The gadding tendrils, the
wealth of wide emerald leaves, the countless oval clusters
of ripening grapes—Crystal, Black Prince, and delicate
Ladies' Fingers—which clothed the trellis on the sides and
overhead, made a delightful picture.  So did the great
rose-trees hard by, garlanded after their kind with pale pink,
yellow, white and blood-red roses.  Parallel with this vine
arcade there were loquat trees loaded with thick clusters of
clear-skinned creamy fruit, and orange-trees, with dark-green
globes nestling among glossy boughs, sheeted in waxen
blossoms, whose penetrating odour loaded the atmosphere.
But as so often happens when a young man and woman are
engaged in a tête-à-tête, neither the objects round them nor
any topic of wide social importance engrossed their attention.

'Do you know why I asked you to come out into the
garden, Stella?' said the young man, breaking a pause that
had followed some previous talk.

'Oh, to admire the roses, and flick the poor vine-leaves
with your riding-whip now and then.'

'I wouldn't mind betting a thousand to one you know as
well as I do; but that's the way with you.  You'll never
help a fellow out of a hole.  Why didn't you come to
Melbourne last month?'

'Ted, that reminds me.  Shouldn't I congratulate you
on your horse winning the Melbourne Cup?  Or is it an old
stupid story by this time?'

'It's the things that don't come off which make the stupid
stories.'

'Well, I congratulate you, then.  How long have you
been on the turf?'

'I haven't been on the turf at all, in one way.  I've bred
racehorses, and bought and sold them, ever since my uncle
died, leaving me Strathhaye; that's now six years ago, come
Easter.'

'Well, for six years you have been more deeply interested
in young horses than in anything else in the world——'

'You know a jolly sight better than that.'

'You have talked of them, dreamt of them, been with
them; several times you have nearly died for them; always
you have lived for them, and now at last you have won the
blue ribbon of the Australian racing world.  How did you
feel when you saw your horse pass the winning-post?'

'I didn't see him at all.  He was a dark horse, and sold
the bookmakers right and left.  There was a packed mob of
them yelling like devils, calling out this horse and the other.
When the number was put up, and people kept shouting
"Konrad!" I saw blue stars for a bit.'

'It must be delightful for something to happen that
makes you see blue stars.  I almost wish I had been
there.'

'I wish you had.  I would have had a new drag in your
honour, and a team that would have made most of those
there look silly.  Why didn't you come when Laurette wrote
to ask you?'

'Oh, let me see!  I know there were very good reasons,
but I forget them.'

'Now, Stella, don't sham.  You wouldn't forget them if
they were very good reasons.'

'What nonsense! the better they are the more completely
they go under sometimes.  Think what good reasons there
are for being good, and things of that sort.'

'Now, I'm not going to be put off.  You've often served
me that trick.  I ask you a question and you start a new
quarry, and the night after I wake up thinking, "Stella
never told me whether she still writes to Billy Stein," or
whatever it may be.  Why didn't you come?'

'Must you know?'

'Yes, certainly.'

'Well, as I was walking by the Torrens, I found a little
palm-basket sewn up in the most cunning manner with a
red worsted thread.  I unpicked it, and out flew a little
milk-white dove, crying: "Don't go to the Melbourne Cup,
don't go to the Melbourne Cup!"'

'Well; I'll be hanged if ever I saw a girl that can make
up a fib patter than you can when you like!'

'Now I know why you wanted to come into the garden—so
that my mother shouldn't overhear you talking like a
jockey.'

'Oh, that's all you know about the way jockeys talk!
You never heard them.  Besides, you know, you shouldn't
tell a crammer.'

'It's not a crammer—it's a parable.'

'That's blasphemy, isn't it, calling yarns you make up as
you go along after things in the Bible?'

'Do you think there are no parables except those in the
New Testament?'

'I know a parable is when a fellow asks for a long drink
in everlasting fire, and the other chap in Isaac's bosom won't
even wet his lips.  By Jove, I've often thought there wasn't
much to choose between them for goodness!  One had his
good time here and turned his back on the beggar; but the
beggar was more spiteful—he had all eternity to behave
better, but didn't.'

'Oh, Ted! you are too delightfully literal.'

'I wish to the Lord you really believed I was too delightfully
anything.  Surely you might have dropped a fellow a
line when Konrad won, seeing you had the naming of him.'

'Did I?  When?'

'Why, a month after he was foaled.  Don't you remember
that frightfully stupid ball at Government House, where a
fellow couldn't put a hoof down without treading on some
old tabby's train?  There was Mrs. Bartholomew Gay with
one from here to the Polar regions—white satin embroidered
with Chinese dragons, or something.  I had to stand with
one foot in the air, like a circus-tumbler, so often, for fear
of stamping on her tail; at last I firmly planted my foot
on it, and tore it out of the gathers.  By Jove, didn't she
look daggers at me!  But she trundled it off the floor after
that.'

'What a memory you have!' said the girl, laughing.  'I
remember now—we sat out a dance, and you told me about
some signally talented yearlings, and this foal, who had such
a brilliant pedigree—I am proud of him; I shall kiss the
star on his forehead when I see him.'

'You remember he has a star?  You had much better
let me take it to him—not that I would give it to him,
though.'

'Now, Ted, if you are too bold I shall return to my
book.'

'No, no, you wouldn't have the heart to do that.  You
can always go to your books while I am mostly three
hundred and fifty miles away.  How many months is it
since I saw you last?'

'Oh, two or three, I suppose.'

'It was in July, nearly six months ago; and you then
said you would most likely come to Laurette's in November.
But you didn't.  You wouldn't come to the Cup, and you
wouldn't drop me a line to say you were glad about Konrad—all
to avoid giving me a chance.  Now, don't make your
eyes big, as if you didn't take in what I say.  Why don't
you ask me what chance?'

'Well, then, what chance?' returned the young lady,
laughing, but with a heightened colour.

'To once more ask you to marry me.'

'Only once more?  Then after that we may be fast
friends.'

'Not at all—we shall be man and wife.'

'Oh, Ted!  Well, I suppose we could hardly be both.'

They smiled in each other's faces, but the young man
soon became grave.

'Stella, how often have I asked you to marry me?'

'Do you mean counting from the very beginning, or since
we have grown up?'

'I don't think it's fair for you always to poke borax at
me.  Why don't you be serious?'

'I don't like being serious.  I have been to church once
already.  The proper way to spend a hot Sunday is to be
like chaff that the storm carrieth away——'

'What do you mean by that?  Is it another parable?'

'I mean to lie in a hammock in the west veranda, and
think whatever idle thoughts choose to come into your
head, or read your favourite poets, or listen to a bird on a
branch hard by.  Do you hear that white-breasted swallow
in the top of the Moreton Bay fig-tree?'

They were silent for a few minutes, and the liquid,
melodious carols of the little minstrel filled the air.

'But I would much sooner listen to you than to that
little rubbish,' said the young man in an emphatic tone.

'Oh, what bad taste!  Wouldn't you like to know what
it really feels like to float in the air like a sunbeam?' asked
the girl mischievously.

'He only flies and sings for his tucker—I can get mine
without that.  Besides, I would sooner be on the earth
near you than anywhere you could mention.  Stella, it was
close to this very spot I first asked you to be my wife, when
we were both of an age to marry.  Do you remember
it?'

The girl looked at her companion with undisguised
amusement.

'I should think I did!  You were barely nineteen.'

'And you were nearly eighteen—a very good age for
both, considering I had been left my own master twelve
months before, with twelve thousand a year.  What more
did we want?'

'A little wisdom, a little love, a little sympathy, and
power of companionship—everything that we ought to have
mutually.'

'Do you mean that I didn't love you enough, or didn't
know my own mind?'

'But surely marriage is the sort of bargain which needs
two to make it?'

'Well, at any rate you refused me out and out then, and
you were as solemn as if you were going into a convent.
Larry always declares you were thinking of doing it then.
I know you had a picture of the Virgin, and said she was
our advocate, and talked about the soul and all sorts of
Papist things—enough to make a Protestant's hair creep.'

'Did your hair creep?  And how did you know you were
a Protestant?  Because you never go to church, I suppose?'

'That's neither here nor there.  But now, do you
remember the second time I asked you?'

A quick wave of colour swept over the girl's face.

'Ted, what is the use of going over all this?'

'Well, I'll go over it—and you check me if I make a
mistake.  It was eighteen months later.  We hadn't seen
each other for nearly a year.  You were in the garden when
I came.  Is that right?'

'Yes.'

'I saw your mother and told her I was going to try my
luck again, and she said I had her consent and good wishes.
The moment you saw me you asked if any gifted year-old
colt had hit his leg, I looked so serious; and then you said:
"Oh, you are going to be foolish again"——'

'And you were, and I was still more foolish—for you
knew your own mind, and I didn't know mine.'

'Foolish!  By George! when I think about you, and
feel rather savage, I remember that once in your life,
anyhow, you were good and sensible; and that's the day you
promised to be my wife, and sat beside me in the arbour
of Spanish reeds, with the scarlet japonica hanging on it in
bundles.'

'You certainly have rather a dreadful memory.'

'Yes—you wore a cream-coloured dress like the one you
have on now.  I could tell you every word you said—and,
by heaven!  I could tell you, too, how I felt a week
afterwards when I got your letter at Strathhaye breaking it all
off, and saying it was a frightful mistake on your part.'

'Well, Ted, do you want me to say again how sorry I
am?  Do you want me to grovel in the dust all my life
because of that blunder?  After all, you brought it on
yourself by being so persistent when I was in rather a
weak-minded mood.'

'Weak-minded?  You never were half so good before or
since.  And you had quite got rid of all that stuff about
convents and Papists.'

'You must not speak so disrespectfully of these things.'

'Well, you know very well you may have any notions
you like—as long as you have me.'

'That is rather a strong bribe.'

'I'll make it much stronger if you'll tell me how.  You
don't suppose it does a fellow any good to come a cropper
like that, do you?'

'Why, three months afterwards I heard you were going
to be married to Miss Julia Morton.  Why weren't
you?'

'I did try to like Julia—if it were only to vex you; but,
by Jove! when she began to be in earnest, I found the shoe
was on the wrong foot.  You might be vexed for a day, but
I should be vexed for all the rest of my life.'

'What makes you think I would be vexed for a day?'

'Oh, just because I've come to belong to you—in a sort
of way—like that goggle-eyed owl and the little gold pistol
hanging at your watch-chain.'

'I use the little gold pistol to wind up my watch with,
and the owl has sparkling ruby eyes into which I look in
church when I am very tired.  The one is useful and the
other beautiful, you see, Ted.'

'And I am both,' said the young man imperturbably.
'Besides, I can give you whatever money will buy—take
you anywhere.'

'But then, you see, you would be always there.'

'Yes; and when I wouldn't be about you would nearly
cry your eyes out.  You may laugh, but women always get
fonder of their husbands.  Look here, Stella, you said
"yes" once before; you'll have to say it again and stick
to it.  The last time I spoke to you you said you would
think over it.  You've had plenty of time.  You're close
on twenty-three.  A girl should be married by that time.'

'Or not at all.  You seem to forget that many women
never marry.'

'But you're not one of them.  Now, Stella, look me in
the face and tell me, do you intend to be an old maid?'

'Oh, one doesn't intend it; but sometimes circumstances
are more merciful than one's intentions.'

'Has any fellow come along that you care for more than
me?'

'N—no.'

'Thank the Lord for that!  All you know have been in
love with you already—Willy Stein, Wigram, Lindsay,
Andrew——'

'Ted, you really are too absurd!  Don't you think it is
wrong to trifle away the precious moments that never come
back again?'

'Ah, yes, they do.  When I've been with you the time
comes back over and over again.  Besides, Stella, how can
you call it trifling when I ask you to marry me?  Will you?'

'No, thank you.'

'You speak just as if I offered you a mouldy bit of bread.'

'No; as if you offered me some rich cake for which I
have no appetite.'

'What if you did not get another chance of refusal?'

'Do you suppose I expect you to turn up periodically all
my life, asking me if I am "game" to come out with you
into the garden?'

'Well, it's what I'll do, unless you get married to
someone else.'

'Or unless you get married yourself.'

'I shall never marry any woman but Stella Courtland,
and that's as sure as my name is Edward Ritchie.'

The two had paused in their pacings to and fro, and
stood facing each other at the end of the vine arcade
furthest from the house, close to a great white Fortuniana
rose-tree, thickly covered over with roses and buds in all
stages of unclosing.

The girl was tall and very finely formed.  Her face in
repose was apt to be rather cold and pale.  The eyes were
extremely beautiful—starry, large, deep and liquid.  When
we try to describe eyes or flowers, we find that language
is extremely destitute in precise colour terms.  They were
dark gray-blue—sea-blue is, perhaps, the term that most
nearly approximates to the hue of this girl's eyes, and as
that tint in the waves is subject to rapid changes, to
deepening intensity and gleaming flashes of paler light, so did
those bewitching orbs reflect each passing emotion.  They
were as sensitive to her moods as the surface of water is
to the sky's influence.  Thus it will be seen that their range
of expression was infinite.  The same might be said of the
whole countenance.  When moved or animated, it glowed
and sparkled as if a light shone through it.  The brow was
singularly noble, and gave promise of unusual mental power.
The complexion was very fair and clear, and when she
talked it was often tinged with swift delicate rose-pink,
that died away very slowly, leaving a soft warm glow in
the cheeks like that often seen in a moist sea-shell.  It was
a face whose every line and feature indicated that Stella
was endowed with rare qualities of intellect and imagination,
quick to feel, to see, to think.  And yet a very
woman, far from indifferent to admiration and the sense
of power that the homage of men gives a girl.  Yet, withal,
liable to that quick disdain of the more frivolous aspects
of life, which to those who understood but one side of her
complex nature appeared in the light of wilful caprice.
She made a captivating picture as she stood under the
thick woof of clustering grapes and vine-leaves that threw
flickering shadows over her well-poised head, with its
abundant coils of silky hair, which had a slight wave and
was of that deep golden-brown colour that is seldom
retained after childhood.

The young man was good-looking in a not uncommon
and distinctly unintellectual way.  He was close on six
feet in height, with a well-knit, athletic figure, a
sun-bronzed face, inclining to be florid.  The forehead was low
and square; the eyes dark-brown; the hair lighter in tone,
cut close, but crisply curling to the roots.  The nose was
thick, but straight and well defined.  The jaws were too
heavy, and the lips, partly concealed under a heavy drooping
moustache, were over-full.  Altogether, it was the face
of a man who could be firm and determined in action, yet
morally lacking in force of will.

The contrast between the two faces in form, development,
and expression was so striking that a casual onlooker might
conclude there was that essential difference of nature and
temperament which might somehow form a basis for marriage.
This impression would be strengthened by a lurking
air of indecision in the young woman's face as her companion
delivered his resolve in a voice that well carried out
the robust air of knowing what he wanted, and a determination
to compass it, which was conveyed by his general
demeanour.

'I don't know whether I should say that I am sorry or
glad you are going to be a bachelor,' she said reflectively.
'Will you grow very thin and cross, or stout and
good-natured?  The worst of it is, if you get stout you will
hobble and have a bad toe.  It will be really gout, you
know, but you'll call it a sprain or something.  And then,
when you come to see me, you will tread on dear Dustiefoot's
paws.  I suppose I may be a little deaf by that time.
Ah, I can never bear to think of growing old or dying!' and
Stella stopped abruptly with a little shrug of the shoulders.

'Why didn't you finish your fancy sketch?  If you were
a little deaf I would bawl at you: "Do you remember that
Sunday in December when the garden was full of roses,
and that little beggar of a bird was singing?"  And then
you'd say: "Ah, Ted, why didn't we get married when we
were young?" ... You know, Stella, you'll have to give
way in the end.  Twice you've named a horse for me, and
twice it's turned out most lucky.  Now, tell me—suppose
we had been married this morning at church, what would
you think the very worst part of the concern?'

'That you wouldn't drive to the railway-station and set
off for Strathhaye—alone.'

'Well, that's flat.  I often wonder what makes me so
ridiculously soft about you, Stella.  You say such horrid
things to me, while every other girl I come across——'

'Now, Ted, if you boast, your very last fragment of a
chance is gone.'

'Oh, I have got a fragment of a chance, then?  Come,
that's the best thing you've said yet.  Look here, Stella,
have you ever been in love?  Now, honour bright?'

'Well, hardly—except with people in books.'

'But how the deuce could you be in love with people in
books?'

'Oh, I assure you they are far the nicest people to fall in
love with.'

'Because you can put them on a shelf and leave them
there.'

'Yes, that is one great charm.  It is partly what ruins
life, the way people see so much of each other, till they
know each other by heart, up and down—all their stories
that once were funny, their pet theories, their stupid
idiosyncrasies——'

'What are idiosyncrasies?

'Let me see.  It is your idiosyncrasy to wish to marry;
it is mine to think it too dangerous an experiment.'

'Fancy calling it an idiosyncrasy when a fellow is spoony.
But I expect that is not the dictionary meaning.  Well, you
are all but twenty-three, and you have not been in love.
You may depend, if you are not heels over head before you
are twenty, you never will be.  So you may as well save
waiting any longer.'

The girl laughed out loud.

'Well, Ted, you are the first I have heard use inability to
love as an argument for getting married.  You are really
very humble.'

'Oh! a fellow is always very humble when he's up to
the hilt in love.'

'It is afterwards, when the fair is over, that he isn't
quite so meek and beseeching.'

'Well, you wouldn't have him be a humble jackass at a
distance all through?  It's too much like making your
dinner off peaches.  Besides, a girl like you always has her
own way, hand over fist, single or married; and when to
that you add ever so many thousands a year——'

'Always when you have been to Melbourne you harp
more and more on your money.'

'Maybe.  You see, the more you see of the world the
more you find how much people think of money, and how
much it gets for you.'

'And yet to be poor in the midst of riches is the worst
kind of poverty.'

'But you see,' said the young man eagerly, misinterpreting
the drift of this remark, 'Strathhaye is none of your
big leasehold affairs.  It's nearly all freehold—a good deal
of it fit to carry three or four sheep to the acre—where
never a cockatoo nor a free selector dare show his nose.'

'Oh, I feel as if I knew every inch of Strathhaye!'

'Well, a good tale is none the worse for being twice told.
Besides, I am coming to the point.  You might marry for
love to-morrow, and in a few months find you were quite
insolvent in the article—have to pay a bob in the pound, or
even less.'

'True—become an utter bankrupt; such things happen.'

'Yes; there was your friend Cicely Mowbray——'

'Oh, please don't!' said Stella, in a tone of quick pain.

'Well, not speaking of things doesn't make them
different.  You know how completely gone she was on the
man she married; and in less than three years she ran off
with another fellow!'

'And that was less immoral than staying with the man she
married,' said Stella, a hard expression coming into her face.

'Still, it isn't what people mean to do when they marry
for love.  You see, the point is that you may fall as
completely out of love as you may fall into it.  But you can't
wake up one morning to find eighty thousand acres first-class
arable land, freehold, all gone to kingdom come like a
rainbow.  May I smoke a cigarette?'

'Yes.  What a pretty case, and what elegant little
cigarettes!'

'They ought to be.  Do you know what they cost each?'

'Oh heavens! You are going to be just like Cr[oe]sus
Henway, always telling the price of things.'

'Or you might say like my father.  He likes to mention
the figure that things cost.  Still, I might easily take after
a worse old boy than the governor.  Though, mind you, I
don't mean to go into Parliament ever, and give ninety
Affghanistan camels for an exploring expedition, and get a
handle tacked to my name because they came on a desert a
hundred miles by ninety.'

'You're like a good many more Australians.  You'll never
do as much for your native land as your fathers did for
their adopted one.'

'Oh, I don't know!   I've half a dozen gold medals for
my wool; and my horses are far-away the best in the
district.  But there—I'll put my foot in it again if I say
much more.  Would you like me to be Sir Edward Ritchie,
Stella, like the old man?'

'Surely that is a very foolish question to ask me, of all
people.'

'I am not so sure about that—Sir Edward and Lady
Ritchie.  If you really have any fancy for the title, I might
give another big dose of camels to the Government.  There's
plenty more desert to be opened up for selectors to perish
in.'

'Your speaking of the desert reminds me that I am getting
parched with thirst.  There must be some afternoon tea
going on by this time.  Haven't we been here a good while?'

'About five minutes.  I don't care for tea.  But I'll go
and get a split soda for myself and bring you a cup.  Oh, if
we go inside you won't come out again—and we haven't
settled anything yet.  But here comes Kirsty with a tray.'

Kirsty was a tall spare woman, who was getting to be
more than middle-aged, but whose active, vigorous ways
forbade the imputation of old age.  She was invariably
attired in black, a snowy cap, apron, collars and cuffs, and
a face in which all the cardinal virtues ran riot.  But it
was withal tempered by a certain severity of expression that
would seem to be seldom absent from the bearing of trusted
Scotch servants who have lived nearly all their lives in one
family.

'I hae brought your pet Chiny teapot, Miss Stella,' said
Kirsty, putting the tray down on a little wicker table that
was fixed beside a rustic bench in the arcade.  'And
Mr. Tom bade me ask ye, sir, whether ye wadna rather hae a
glass o' soda water?'

'Yes, if you please, Kirsty; but tell Mr. Tom to draw it
mild.'

'Where is Maisie, or Sarah, Kirsty?' asked Stella, as she
poured herself out a cup of tea.  'You shouldn't be
attending on us here, when we really ought to go inside.'

'Weel, Miss Stella, ye see there's whiles when people
disna want ither folk aboot,' answered Kirsty, with a
demure smile; 'Sarah's gone to Mile End to see her aunt;
as for Maisie, I've set her to learn a page o' the Shorter
Catechism.  She used to ken every question in it; but ye
suld hear her when I pit a few till her to-day.  It's just
awfu' hoo this climate seems to be against proper grounding
in the fundamentals.'

'Poor Maisie!' said Stella with a smile; 'fancy learning
a page of the Shorter Catechism on a day like this!'  She
fanned herself softly with a wide pink satin fan, tipped with
marabout feathers, and slowly sipped her tea.

'What is the Shorter Catechism when it is at home?'
asked the young man, who was sitting near the girl and
watching her every movement.

'Oh, it's just a little Scotch book, full of questions and
answers about things people are supposed to believe—but
don't.'

'What sort of questions?'

'The first is, What is the chief end of man?  Now what
answer would you give to that?'

'Being in a garden with the girl who won't have
you—but will some day——'

'No; but in a general way, what do you think is the
chief end of man? what he should most live for?'

Ritchie knitted his brows for a moment.  'Well, I should
say it is to sell on the rise and have a good time.'

'Sell on the rise?'

'Yes, if you sell on the rise you make a pot of money.  If
you don't, the other fellow collars the tin.  Now, what is
the answer in the Catechism?'

'The answer is that the chief end of man is to glorify
God, and to enjoy Him for ever.'

'But, of course, that means when people get to heaven.'

'But why should they get to heaven if they do nothing to
deserve it?'

'Well, there you ask me a question!  Ah! here comes
Kirsty with my seltzer.  Here's to you, Stella—and many
of them,' said Ritchie, clinking Stella's cup with his tall
tumbler, and tossing off half its contents at a draught.

'What a pretty pale amber colour!  Is that ordinary
soda water?' asked Stella.

'Yes, ordinary soda water—but not ordinary old Irish
whisky.  I'd back your brother Tom's judgment in that
article against any man's.  Have a little nip.  It's ever
so much better than tea.  I say, Stella, why does the
old woman—Kirsty, I mean—set her daughter to learn such
stuff?'

'Ted, I am afraid you are almost a heathen.  Do you
ever read the Bible?'

'Well, I sometimes begin to read it on Sunday evening
after a game or two at billiards.  But I generally drop off to
sleep.  I seem as if I always knew what was coming.'

'I wonder how much you really know of it?'

'Oh, lots!  You try.  Ask me about Noah or any of
those old buffers.'

'Then what can you tell me about Noah?'

'Ah, Noah!  Well, he was the one that put all the insects
into an ark and drank too much wine, and was going to put
a knife into his son Esau, till the ram called out, "Here
am I."  If he had been a proper prize animal he'd never
have given himself away like that.  Well, what are you
laughing at?'

'Oh, Ted, Ted!  Then what about Abraham?'

'Abraham was one of those fellows that was always
getting into a fix because he didn't leave his wife at
home.  It shows how wrong it is for a man to take his
wife everywhere.'

'And Isaac, what about him?'

'Well, he was about as sly as a Jew pawnbroker.  He
put on a kangaroo skin, or something, so as to get a mess
of porridge.  But he didn't make much out of it, for he
got put into a fiery furnace afterwards—but no, it was
a pit.'

'And how many sons had he?'

'Well, there was Jacob and a thundering lot more; but
ten of them got lost, you know—the ten tribes—so you
can't expect me to know their names.  One of
them—Joseph—had an awful swell coat.  He went down into
Egypt.  But I never could swallow all the yarn about him.
Do you think you ought to laugh so much at things out of
the Bible?'

'Ted, do you really think all that is in the Scriptures?'

'I bet you it is; and a lot far more unlikely.  Yes; I'd
lay you all I hope to make when next I sell on the rise you
couldn't ask me much in the Old Testament I wouldn't
give you an answer to,' said Ritchie, with the elation of a
man who has passed a creditable examination.

'But what things do you sell?  I thought you sent your
wool to London and sold your surplus stock to station-brokers,
as my brothers do at Lullaboolagana.'

'Oh, I don't mean station stuff.  I mean shares of all
kinds.  Gold in Victoria; silver in New South Wales;
rubies, copper, and tin in South Australia; opals in
Queensland; pearls in Western Australia.  I have had a share in
a pearling boat at Shark's Bay for two seasons.  I mean to
show you a specimen of the pearls before long.  But, after
all, no speculation comes up to betting on thoroughbreds
that go flashing by with a feather-weight on them.  But,
you know, it strikes me that no one with a lot of money gets
such a curly half-hour out of betting or plunging as those
that put their last copper on something they know nothing
about, and then hold their breath till they see whether they
go to gaol or make a haul.'

'Well, this is very edifying.  It seems the great thing in
selling on the rise is to rob your neighbour and have some
excitement.  I had no idea you were such a financier.'

'Oh, a fellow must do something.  As for wool and sheep,
you shear your flocks and ship the wool off.  The sheep are
turned into the paddocks and begin to grow their next clip,
and the London market goes up or down a few farthings in
the pound.  It's all as slow as a christening.'

'Were you ever at a christening?'

'Yes, I was, worse luck! and stood godfather, too!'

'You a godfather?  Oh, Ted, this is too ridiculous!'

'Well, I thought it meant just to give the little beggar a
silver pot and a five-pound-note now and then.  But it
appears you tell the most barefaced crammers about
renouncing the devil and all his work.  It seems to me the
moment you have anything to do with the Church you have
to tell lies till you're black in the face.'

'And who is the happy babe that may be left to your
spiritual guidance?'

'Why, Henrietta's last baby.  She's John Morton's wife,
you know.  Aren't we somehow related through the Mortons?
You see, my sister is married to John Morton, and your
brother Claude is married to Helen Morton, John's sister.
Now, what relation am I to you?'

'Oh, the relation that should sit a little further away.
We always come back to talking of ourselves.'

'Well, there's nothing else half so interesting.  By the
way, I was coming part of the way from Melbourne with
Dick Emberly, and he said your brother Cuthbert was going
to take charge of a congregation in one of the Melbourne
suburbs.  I didn't know he was a full-fledged parson.'

'Yes, he was ordained three months ago.  He is going to
take a congregation at Hawthorne for some months for a
clergyman who has fallen ill.'

'Oh, now you'll come to Melbourne.  Larry said she
would make you come for part of the season.  Have you
seen her yet since she came to my father's?'

'No; she called the other day, but I was out.  She left
word that she wanted to see me particularly, and I meant
to call one day this week.  How does her husband go on
now?'

'Oh, much as usual.  It's always head you lose, tail I
win, with a man like the Hon. Talbot Tareling.  No member
of the "British nobility," as Larry was so fond of calling
it, that I've known in the Colonies has much idea about
money, but to grab as much as possible without doing a
stroke of work.'

'Well, I cannot help liking Mr. Tareling.  He has such
very good manners, and he is very amusing.'

'You see, it's all he's got to show for himself and for
being descended from goodness knows how many lords, and
for having an uncle a K.G. and his elder brother married
to the daughter of a duke.  Lord, how Larry used to cram
them all down our throats, till we found out to our cost
what an expensive trick it is to have a sister marry into the
"British nobility."  Look here, Stella, shall you be in
to-morrow afternoon?  Because, if so, Larry will drive across
and settle when you'll come, then.  You see, you can't get
out of it now that Cuthbert is to be in Melbourne.'

'Oh, let me see.  I'll have to consult my mother and
decide about all sorts of things.  You see, I've promised to
go to Lullaboolagana in May or June.'

'Very well; take Melbourne on the way.  I am going to
see the old people this evening, and I shall tell Larry.'

'Didn't you come from Godolphin House?'

'No; you see, when I got in by the inter-colonial last
night, I went with one or two other fellows straight to the
club.  Then I didn't get up very early, and so I came direct
here to see you.'

'When did you see your parents last?'

'Oh! about six months ago—the same time as I saw
you before.'

'Well! and the way your poor mother dotes on you—her
only boy!  Why do people think it is a blessing to have
children?  Very often it seems one of the bitter pleasures
of life.'

'Well, you see, if people didn't think things were a little
better than they are, the world wouldn't gee up at all.  And
doesn't it say even in the Bible that a man shall leave his
father and mother and cleave to his wife?  Then how
much more will he do it for the girl who doesn't want to
be his wife!'

'Ted, your logic is irresistible.'

'You may call it logic if you like—but it's true.'

'Which logic seldom is; but then it's correct, and you
can so seldom combine the two,' said Stella in the light,
mocking tone which came to her so readily; 'I declare I've nearly
emptied my teapot!  It is fatal to begin to drink on a day
like this.'

'Yes; the more you drink, the more you want to—that's
the mischief of it,' said the young man, with a gloomier
expression than the occasion seemed to call for.

'By Jove!  I nearly forgot I had this for you, Stella,' he
said presently, taking a small parcel out of his breast
coat-pocket, sealed and addressed as it had come by post.  'You're
always interested about the niggers.  Myers, my book-keeper,
is a great dab at finding things out about them.  By the
way, he corresponds with your old friend, Dr. Stein.  Well,
some time ago Myers fossicked out about a very rum sort
of shoe that the blacks use on particular occasions.  I told
him to get me one if he could, and when I got to the club
last night I found this waiting for me.  Oh, it's over three
weeks since I left Strathhaye; I've been in Melbourne and
other places.'

'Let me open it!' cried Stella.  'I love unfastening an
unknown parcel; it is one of the simple pleasures of life that
never palls.  Oh, Ted, what a cunning, gruesome-looking
sort of thing!' she said, as the shoe was revealed to view.

It was light, and compressible into a very small compass.
The sole was composed of emu feathers, matted together
with a dull red coagulated substance.  The upper part was
a sort of network of small plaited strands crossed and
recrossed.  This curious shoe was extremely crude in shape,
being exactly alike at both ends.

'Why, Ted, this is hair!' cried Stella, after examining
the net closely, and touching the plaited strands, which had
still a dull gloss.

'Yes—a woman's hair.'

'Ah! only a woman's hair.  How strangely wicked this
shoe begins to look!  Not a scrap of difference between the
heel and the toes—and yet one could tell it is meant for a
shoe; and it looks as if it would keep well on the foot.
Let me see how it would look.'

Stella quickly slipped off her own shoe and put on the
aboriginal one.

'Put it off! put it off!  I can't bear to see it on you,'
cried the young man vehemently.

But the girl merely laughed, and walked a few steps, and
found that this curious covering for the foot, though much
too large, yet clung to it with strange tenacity.

'Do you know that it is the most unlucky thing you could
do?' said the young man quite gravely.

'Really!' said Stella, smiling at the sombre tone of
conviction in which he spoke.  'Well, give me my own shoe,
Ted.  No—I can put it on.'

Ritchie half reluctantly returned the pretty little bronze
shoe with its silver buckle and dainty bow, and then took
up the aboriginal one.

'Now, do you know what this is called, and what it is
used for?' he said, holding it at full length on his outspread
palm.

'No; but I am dying to know, for I never before heard
that any of our blacks made any attempt at shoeing
themselves.  Could they walk far in a thing of that kind?'

'Far enough for their purposes, I dare say,' returned
Ritchie grimly.  'That is a Kooditcha shoe, and a black
fellow never puts a pair of them on except when he steals
at night upon an enemy to kill him.'

'Oh, Ted, are you making that up to give me what you
call a "curly half-hour"?'

'Oh, but you've not heard all yet.  Do you see that
reddish stuff holding the feathers together?  Well, that is
human blood.'

'How horrible!  I wish I had not put it on,' said the
girl, with a little shiver.  'It really has an assassin-like
look, and such strange sombre tints.'

'You see, it would make no more track than a butterfly,
and nothing to show it was on a foot.  The blacks say they
can track anything that walks or crawls, from a horse to
a young snake; but not a ghost or an enemy in Kooditcha
shoes.'

'Well, of all the myths I have gathered about the blacks,
none are so dramatic as this relic.  Thank you so much for
getting it for me.'

'Well, I'm glad you like it.  I wouldn't touch the thing
with a pair of tongs, for my own part.'

'Human blood and a woman's hair!  I wonder if anyone
ever wore this to creep up to a tribal foe at midnight?
But why did you say it was unlucky to put it on?'

'Well, the blacks say if you put one on and don't kill
anybody, you'll live to wish someone had killed you.'

'Clearly the only thing for me to do is to kill someone.
Who shall it be?' asked Stella, with mock gravity.

'Well, I'd offer myself, but you did for me long ago.'

'Why, Ted, you are getting quite epigrammatic.'

'Oh, I can't make a stew of my heart and put it into a
letter, like some fellows.  But look here, Stella.  Ah, here
comes Cuthbert.  By Jove! he looks almost like a Bishop
already.'

The newcomer, Cuthbert Lionel Courtland, was three
years older than his sister.  He was a young clergyman,
with perhaps something of the ultra-gravity of demeanour
that may sometimes be observable in those that have
recently entered on the sacred calling.  He had the
finely-developed brow that was a characteristic of the Courtland
family, dark gray eyes, something like Stella's in expression,
and a beautifully-chiselled mouth, that helped largely to
convey the calm, sunny expression which marked his face.

The two young men greeted each other as old acquaintances.

'You're a full-blown parson, Courtland, since I last saw
you; I suppose I ought to congratulate you, but——'

'But you're not quite sure, Ritchie?  Well, I'll take the
half-will for the deed.'

'The fact is, I never know what to say before a parson;
and though we've been kiddies together, I don't believe I
can forget after this you belong to the cloth.  The white
choker and that makes you look, somehow, as if you had
belonged to the clergy all your life.'

'Well, shall I put a spotted necktie on, Ted—for old
acquaintance' sake?' laughed the young clergyman.

'Oh, I'm just going, thank you.  Stella has been blowing
me up for not being with my parents.  There's a little filly
I've had sent to my father's for you to ride, Stella.  May I
come and take you out on Tuesday morning?'

Stella hesitated, and then consented to the arrangement.
The brother and sister accompanied their guest to the
house, where he made his adieus to the rest of the family.
He then mounted his horse and rode away.
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The brother and sister returned to the arcade.  Cuthbert
was the first to speak.

'Stella, there is a question I want to ask, and I'm almost
afraid to put it.'

The girl looked up quickly, and then a smile slowly crept
over her face.

'Dear darling boy, don't be afraid to ask me questions—as
if they were lighted matches that might fall into
gunpowder.'

'Has anything special passed between you and Ritchie?'

'Yes.'

'Have you accepted him?'

'No.'

'Then why do you go out riding with him on Tuesday?'

'Because I haven't accepted him.'

'Stella dear, don't trifle about this.  Is it fair to him?'

'I think it's not only fair, but generous.  He asks me to
marry him.  I cannot make up my mind to do so at present.
In the meantime, I bind up his wounded spirit with the
balm of friendship.'

'Yes, that's it.  You refuse him time after time——'

'Not invariably.  Do not blame me too severely.  You
see, I have tried all the recognised modes of treating a
lover.  I have refused him and accepted him, and
sometimes done neither.  When he has asked me for a stone
I give him bread—the nourishment of occasional social
intercourse instead of the terrible disillusion of marriage.'

'All this may be very well from a comedy point of view.
But remember, it is not for the amusement of a passing
hour that a man persists in asking a woman to be his wife
year after year.'

'No.  But still, dear, remember how much more amusing
it is than if she had married him the first time of asking.'

'But now let me ask you seriously, what is to be the end
of it all?  I cannot understand you in the least, Stella, in
this matter.  To begin with, it is a mystery to me that
you should find pleasure in Ted's society, and yet I believe
you do.'

'Ah, Cuth, you haven't heard Ted give an account of the
Bible Patriarchs'—and the girl burst into a peal of laughter
so infectiously merry that her brother was forced to smile.
'As for asking what is to be the end of it all, why, that is
a question we keep on asking as long as people live, and,
most of all, when they die.'

'Yet people must decide something in a rough and ready
fashion.  You have allowed yourself to drift into a very
undesirable position.  You refuse to marry Ritchie—and
there I, at least, feel you are right.  But I think you are
wrong to go out riding with him, for it gives him hope that
in the end you may change your mind.'

'And so I may.  If I could only be sure that he would
be always as amusing as he was to-day——'

'Well, I suppose sex must count for something when a
certain friendship has subsisted since childhood between a
young man and woman.  I must say that to me the chief
quality of Ritchie's conversation is a careless—well, perhaps
graphic—commonness of speech.'

'There is more than that.  There is a direct appeal to
life as it presents itself to him; and when we have all
tacitly agreed to blink so much, the trait has a certain
fascination—at least to me.'

'I could understand that so much better if Ted's point
of view were not essentially that of the average sensual
man.  Pardon me, dear, if I say anything that vexes you.'

'You must not forget that I have never been in love with
Ted.'

'Well, that troubles me sometimes more than if you were.'

'Isn't that just slightly contradictory?'

'Perhaps it may be; but what I mean is, that if you
could really be in love with him, and married him, you
might transform him.  But if you marry him without being
in love—well, I fear that one or both may fall over a
precipice.'

'Why, Cuthbert, you must have been reading tragedy
lately.'

'What makes you think so?'

'Because it is only tragedy which is so merciful in
finishing us up in a speedy, impressive manner when things go
wrong, till at last the ghosts have to come on the stage to
explain how people fell over a precipice.'

'Every word you say there makes me feel afresh how
disastrous it would be for you to risk a mariage de
convenance, or marriage with anyone to whom you could not
look up in some measure, with whom you would not have
that deeper mental bond without which marriage, in some
cases, is not justifiable.'

'Well, it seems to me that marriage of all subjects is the
one that most eludes dogmatizing about to any successful
issue.'

'I admit that; but the more difficult a position is, the
more one must avoid an obvious danger.'

'"To save the soul," says one of the old Spanish saints,
"it is necessary to have as little intercourse with people as
possible."'

'Please don't say that in order to be happy in marriage
the same axiom applies; for you are quite capable of proving
it,' said the young man laughingly.

'Did you ever notice a funny old book in tarnished gold
that was given to Grandmother Loudon on her wedding-day,
called "Letters to a Granddaughter"?'

'Yes; I never read it, but I always understood it was
published for private circulation only by an ancestress of
our own.'

'Oh, very likely.  It is full of the acute platitudes I find
crowding to my pen when I try to write, so I suppose it is
an hereditary strain.  Well, the thinglet is divided into
"School Life," "Coming Out," "Betrothal," "Marriage,"
"Maternity."  Each section except marriage has about a
hundred pages devoted to it.  But under marriage there
are only five or six pages, beginning: "It must be evident
to my dear intelligent young female friends that this is a
subject on which every woman who enters the holy estate
must be left to make her own special reflections.  They
cannot be anticipated."'

'Really, Stella,' said her brother, laughing, 'you never
seem to look into an old, unknown book without finding a
joke in it.'

'Do you call that a joke?  You wouldn't if you had
turned the grandmother's letters over as I did, when I was
seriously trying to make up my mind about entering the
holy estate.  But the old woman was right to a certain
extent; for there you have to do with all the uncertainty
of untried depths in two natures, brought into a previously
unknown relationship.  Who can tell how the venture is to
turn out?'

'Therefore, I say, let there be the sympathy of two
responsive natures or the differences that arise from two
minds consciously alive.'

'Yes; and after building on all these hopeful auguries,
you find the result a failure more elaborate than the
ordinary type.'

'I cannot quite make out why you are so radically
sceptical on the subject of marriage.  I am sure a great
many of those we know most intimately have made
harmonious unions.  Ah!  I can see by your face you are
thinking of poor dear Esther.  Certainly, that marriage
turned out a failure, though at first it promised to be an
exceptionally happy one.  But, at any rate, the more
mistrustful you are the more careful you should be not to run
risks.  Even when people start with a good stock of affection,
what terrible ruin often overtakes them!  There was
your poor friend Cicely——'

'It is curious to have the poor woman quoted from two
such opposite points of view in one afternoon.  Well, at
this moment she is living in a four-roomed weather-board
cottage in a township in New South Wales, where her
husband plays the harmonium in a little Baptist Chapel
on Sundays.  I do not say that there is not an element of
terrible ruin in this, but not in the sense you mean.'

'Her husband?'

'Yes; as soon as she was divorced they were married.  I
found out where they are living, and sent some help at a
time when she badly needed it.  We have corresponded
from time to time since then.'

'Does mother know this, Stella?'

'Well, no.  There are some things one's mother should
be spared.  The first letter I had was too pitiful.'

'Of course, I know you used to be very fond of each
other, but——'

'The friendships of women should always have a limit.
I admit it is very dangerous to find out how things have
really happened.  You then find there are cases in which, if
you knew all, you would connive at "terrible ruin" rather
than avert it.'

'But, Stella, we must not let our sympathy with people
blind us.  There are some actions that cut away the roots
of friendship.  I would rather you had found a way of
helping the poor woman without corresponding.'

'I wrote to her regularly after I knew she was living
with a horrible man, who used to lock himself up and
drink till he was in delirium tremens—one who was a
dipsomaniac before she married him, and yet managed to
conceal it from her till after they were married.  I know
she is living a purer life now than she could then.  The only
child that was born to her was paralytic and imbecile.
Fortunately it died.  What sort of a crime would it have
been against herself, and still more against society, if she
had gone on adding to the probable criminals of the
world—to its certain weaklings?'

'I know how frightfully hard life may become; but at
the worst, no matter how we may be sinned against, we
may at least refrain from joining the ranks of those who
have wronged us.'

'Meaning the criminals?'

'Yes.'

'Do you consider suicide a crime?'

'Need you ask, dear?'

'Because there were two courses open to Cicely—to
kill herself, or go away with the man who had for over two
years protected her at intervals from the maniacal conduct
of her husband.'

'Who was this man?'

'An overseer on their station—a gentleman by birth.  I
suppose every country evolves its own special tragedies.
You see, Mowbray's run is four hundred miles north.
When he came to town now and then before he was married,
he managed to keep sober.  At any rate, Cicely, during the
five months' engagement, never heard a breath or had the
least suspicion; and if her aunt did, she took good care not
to mention it.'

'Surely she would never be guilty of such atrocity!'

'Oh, but she would.  After the death of the child Cicely
told her all, and implored her to let her stay in town.  No;
a woman's proper place was with her husband.  That's the
sort of venomous old lynx she is—always comfortable and
decorous, and going about with a bottomless pouch of
gossip.  If ever she comes to a steep place she throws
herself upon tradition and conventional morality to save herself
from the least collision with virtue.'

'Stella, dear, that is very severe,' said Cuthbert, fondly
stroking his sister's glowing cheek.  There was summer
lightning in her eyes.  Her voice, when she was moved, had
a resistant silvery tone, whereas when she was indifferent or
merely amused, she drawled a little.

'You wouldn't say so, Cuth, if you knew the old dame.
But she was the only relative Cicely has in Australia; so
there was nothing for her but to go back.  Two months
after she did so I heard she ran away with Stoneleigh.'

'I remember how dreadfully cut up you were.'

'Yes, we are often sorriest for people when the worst
is over.  Now, Cuth, don't sermonise; I see it is in your
eyes.  Just look how the hills are catching the sunset
glow.'

'Is it so late?  Let me help you up on your beloved
gum-tree stump to see the sun set.'

The ivy-covered gum-tree stump, thirty-five feet in
circumference, relic of an old monarch of the primæval
woods, was close to the northern boundary wall of the
garden.  This point of vantage commanded varied and
lovely views.  Beyond North Adelaide and its sub-adjacent
villaships, looking to the east and south-east, one saw
St. Peter's, College Town, Norwood, and Kensington lying in
graduated perspective, and beyond these pretty prosperous
suburbs full of charming houses and rose-filled gardens,
stretched the Adelaide hills.  Their bases and quiet darkling
gullies were now in clear blue and pale purple shadows,
their summits beautifully flushed with the gold and crimson
splendour of a brilliant sunset.  Northward the wide fertile
Gawler Plain stretched beyond sight, thickly sprinkled with
tree-encompassed homesteads, and great corn-fields, now
ripely yellowing for the harvest.  Westward lay Hindmarsh
and Bowden, the manufacturing suburbs of the city, Torrenside
in the foreground, with some delightfully old-fashioned,
many-windowed houses, their cream-coloured walls gleaming
through fig-trees and vine-trellised verandas.  Beyond
these might be discerned Port Adelaide, with its forests of
ship-masts lying along the wharves, and beyond all, the
ocean flushed to the verge of the wide horizon with the
setting sun.  For a moment it rested like a quivering ball of
flame on the level waters, and then dropped out of sight,
leaving a fiery glow wide and high in the sky, passing
towards the zenith into the most delicate tones of pink.
The same tints were reflected on the hilltops for some time,
as vividly as though they were mirrors throwing back a not
distant picture.

The two gazed on these lovely scenes with crowding
associations that stretched back to the first twilight of
childish memories, and lingered in the garden till the sound
of the dinner-bell summoned them into the house.

Fairacre both within and without bore the traces of easy
affluence.  The house was a large one-story building,
substantially built of stone, with a deep veranda, furnished
with Venetian shutters, running all round it.  The principal
rooms were large and lofty, and opened by wide doors, half
glass, upon the garden, which from one season to another
was never seen without the radiance of many flowers.  The
sparkling old silver, and the delicately fine table-linen, were
family heirlooms, as were also several rare works of art, and
a large proportion of the rosewood furniture.  Mrs. Courtland
was now close on sixty-five years of age, invariably
attired in widow's weeds since her husband's death years
previously.  She was descended from an old Highland
family, and in face and bearing she bore the unmistakable
stamp of high-bred refinement.  Her features had never
been strictly beautiful, but her countenance must always
have been marked by the calm gentleness, the sweet, kindly
serenity which imparted to it so much charm and
distinction.  It must even in youth have been distinguished by
that guileless sincerity which formed an index to a mind
curiously free from any taint of worldliness or self-seeking.

The Courtland family numbered eight in all, though there
were at this period but four of them under the paternal roof.
The eldest daughter, Barbara, was married to the
Rev. Joseph Wallerton, an Episcopalian clergyman settled in
Sydney; the second daughter, Esther, Mrs. Raymond, was
a widow of over two years' standing.  Her husband had
been a wealthy squatter in the south-eastern district of the
colony, where Mrs. Raymond and her four children chiefly
resided.  There were two unmarried daughters still at
home—Stella and Alice, eighteen months her senior, but looking
incredibly young for her age, being petite and rosy-cheeked,
with overflowing spirits—circumstances which were,
perhaps, providential, as she had recently entered on an
engagement that threatened to be rather indefinite.  Tom,
the other son who was at home, was a lawyer in good
practice, and three years older than the young clergyman.
The other two brothers, Hector and Claude, the eldest and
second eldest respectively, had been for over twenty-one
years engaged in squatting pursuits with almost unbroken
success in the adjacent colony of Victoria.  Ten years
previously a wealthy cousin of Mrs. Courtland's in the
Indian Civil Service had left her a legacy of thirteen
thousand pounds.  This had been invested in Lullaboolagana,
the Victorian station, which not only ensured the increasing
prosperity of the two squatters, but added handsomely to
the general income of the old home.

The visitors at Fairacre on this Sunday afternoon were
Mrs. Harrison, a daughter and two sons.  It was to Felix,
the younger of these, and an architect by calling, that Alice
was engaged.  The elder brother, Andrew, was a journalist.
The support of the rest of the family depended largely on
the two young men, as the father, a clergyman and an old
college friend of the late Mr. Courtland's, had died a few
years previously, leaving his widow with but a small
annuity and younger children to be educated.  The elder
daughter, Fanny, was now eighteen, and there were growing
symptoms of an attachment between herself and Tom—a
circumstance which drew the remark from Stella that it
seemed as though some families had hereditary tendency to
catch infantile maladies from each other.  It was when she
made observations of this kind that Tom used to wonder
why the youngest of an otherwise well-conducted family
should be hopelessly spoiled.
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On the following Monday afternoon Laurette Tareling, or,
to give her the designation which was dear to her as a title,
the Hon. Mrs. Talbot Tareling, paid the call of which her
brother had spoken on Sunday.

She was of the medium height, though something in her
face and figure gave the impression that she was small,
being slight and fair with a faint colour deepened with a
little rouge so skilfully that it was unsuspected by all save
the most practised eyes.  She had fair fluffy hair, lightened
by gold dust, descending in a fringe of infantile curliness to
within a short distance of her eyes, which were dark brown,
rather small, but very bright and keen, and altogether
somewhat like those of a parrot that is bent on finding out a
great deal.  An expression that was further carried out by
the nose, which took the liberty of turning up a little, and
a mouth which, though it smiled very often, had something
rather hard and beakish in its formation.  Yet, on the
whole, Mrs. Tareling was considered pretty.  She dressed
extremely well, and was never seen beyond the domestic
circle without an air of determined vivacity.  She had the
reputation of being one of the 'smartest' talkers in
Melbourne society, and had a knack of telling a story against
those to whom she owed any grudge, which at once made
her popular, and created many enemies.

Mrs. Courtland and her two daughters were in the
drawing-room when the visitor was shown in.  Mrs. Tareling
bestowed sharp little explosive kisses on each, ending with
Stella, at whom she looked inquiringly, her head a little to
one side.

'Why, Stella, you have grown thinner,' she said, half
pensively.  'My dear Mrs. Courtland, has Stella been ill?'

'Oh no; Stella is never ill!' answered the mother with a
fond smile.

'Well, just look at the two—who, to see them, would
think Allie was older?'

'Ah, Laurette, you are letting me down gently,' said
Stella, trying to keep back the mischievous smile that
lurked round her lips.  'What you mean is that I am
"going off"—that my first youth is over.'

'Oh, well! in a climate like ours we must make up our
mind that we shed our first youth when we leave our
teens—except fortunate people like Allie, who discover some
elixir——'

'Which they don't give even their sisters,' laughed
Stella.  'Well, Larry, I promise you if ever I get the
chance I shall have a sip—if only to save you pain.'

'Oh, as for that, who is such a wreck as I am myself for
my age?  I assure you the day before I left Melbourne I
nearly wept at finding that I was suddenly an old hag.  Oh,
positively!  In the morning I found two gray hairs in my
comb.  I always heard people speak of the first gray
hair, but there were two, showing that somewhere my head
was getting powdered with the frost of age.  And that
wasn't all.  In the afternoon I stood in a cross light,
opposite a mirror.  I turned round with a start; who is
that creature, thought I, with her cheeks so hollow and a
faded colour, and lines deepening round her mouth?  And
then, to crown it all, Talbot came in that moment leading
Gwendolen by the hand, looking atrociously tall for her
four years——'

'Is that your little daughter, Laurette?' asked
Mrs. Courtland, who was getting a little hard of hearing, and
did not quite catch the drift of these remarks, which were
delivered in a rapid, semi-staccato tone levelled especially
at Stella.

'Yes, dear Mrs. Courtland; and growing such a big girl,
and so precocious.  She wanted to know, the other day,
whether her little brother Howard would not be Lord
Lillimore when he grew up.  And then she was sure, she
said, that Uncle Ted would be Sir Edward Ritchie.'

'My dear, you must not let her be too much with the
servants.  You should get a nice young lady as nursery-governess
for her,' said Mrs. Courtland, in a motherly way,
never dreaming that this precocious tattle had been invented
by Laurette on the spur of the moment.

'Well, life is full of accidents; who knows but both
these events may come off one day,' said Alice solemnly,
though there was a merry gleam in her eyes.

And then Mrs. Tareling went off on another tack.

'You are always so beautifully quiet and sedate in
Adelaide, it is really like coming to another world from
Melbourne.  And the season was so late with us this year.
What with the Russian and German men-of-war and the
visit of the Sultan of Morocco, it was a perfect whirlpool.
I felt at last I would like to retire to the Grande Chartreuse.'

'But I suppose you find the dear little farinaceous village
almost as quiet.  Hardly anything happens with us,' said
Alice.  'People die occasionally, but only once and very
seldom.  Yes, and holes come occasionally in the carpets—of
the poorer classes, you know;' and Alice glanced half
ruefully at the Brussels pile which had been in the drawing-room
for twenty years and began to show signs of wear in
places.

'Yes; and even your Governors last longer than they do
elsewhere,' answered Mrs. Tareling.  'Now, with us in seven
years we have had two; and next month Sir Marmaduke
leaves; and who do you think is his successor?  Why,
Lord Weavelow, whose wife is Talbot's first cousin, and
Lord Weavelow a connection of his sister-in-law, Lady
Gertrude.  It is rather trying to be so closely related to the
new Governor in our circumstances.'

'Oh, my dear, it is very likely they will be quite nice
people.  I dare say you will like them very well,' said
Mrs. Courtland soothingly, which amused her daughters not a
little.

'Mother never did, and never will, comprehend the little
subtleties of a snob,' as Alice said afterwards half
despairingly.

'Oh, I dare say we shall like them very much.  But then
we are so poverty-stricken; and the people who entertain
most in Melbourne get more ostentatious every year—private
theatres, and enormous ball-rooms, and French
cooks who keep a tandem and a Cremona violin.'

'Fancy all these complexities off the back of the idyllic
sheep!' said Stella, laughing.  'Well, Laurette, if I were
you, I would go in for a sweet and severe simplicity.  It
would really be more distingué.'

'That is true.  But nothing is so costly as the only form
of simplicity open to you if you have the right of tambour
at Government House,' returned Mrs. Tareling, with the
air of one who is laying down axioms for the guidance of
society from Olympian social heights.

At this moment a little diversion was caused by the
entrance of two elderly Quaker ladies, maiden sisters, in
soft dove-coloured dresses and bonnets, and white fichus of
Indian muslin.  They were followed by afternoon tea, over
which the older ladies fell into a group to themselves, talking
softly over sick and afflicted people, and new candidates
for admission to the Asylum for Incurables.

'Still, I suppose you will hardly retire to the wilds of
Kannawijera when your relatives begin to reign at Government
House?' said Alice, taking up the thread of conversation
as she presided at the tea-tray.

'No; not this coming season, at any rate.  We had to
give up our house at Yarra Yarra; they raised the rent so
atrociously.  But we have secured a smaller one at Toorak,
with the principal rooms en suite; almost all the partitions
in folding-doors, that can be pushed back in the most
wonderful way.  Just like one of those knives—at least,
they look like knives, but when you open the handle it
turns into corkscrews, and toothpicks, and glove-buttoners,
besides several blades.  Everyone says Melbourne will
be awfully full by May; so we caught time by the forelock,
and took this house from November.  But we don't pay a
penny more than if we waited later.  It is to be a most
brilliant season, everyone says.  And now, Stella, I want
to arrange about your long-promised visit.'

'Oh, you are very kind,' said Stella.

'Don't say that: it's a bad omen.  Always before when
I asked you to come, you said, "You are very kind," and
didn't turn up.  It's no use coming for a couple of weeks,
like the girls who come from the wilds of the Bush for a
birthday ball, and don't know a soul but a few lanky men in
split gloves, who don't waltz, and huddle up together behind
the doors.'

'Ah, Laurette, you had better think twice before you are
burdened through part of a brilliant season with a country
cousin like me,' said Stella, laughing merrily at the picture
called up by Laurette.

'I suppose it would be no use asking you to come as
well, Allie, just for a couple of weeks?' said Mrs. Tareling
graciously.

Allie raised her hands in mock despair.

'How can you ask?  I am in training to keep a house
on nine or ten pounds a week, and save out of that for a
rainy day.'

'Oh, how very romantic!  But surely no rainier day can
come than nine or ten pounds a week?' said Mrs. Tareling,
with well-simulated wonder.

'You see, Larry, you who are poverty-stricken on over
three thousand a year can hardly plumb the depths of real
destitution,' said Alice.  'There is the poverty of hot joints
and "frugal days of interlinear hash——"'

'Allie, whatever you do when you and Felix marry, do
not have large joints,' said Stella gravely.  'I am confident
that the happiness of the Australian household is more
frequently wrecked by hash than any ethical point.'

'Well, I am studying the question.  Perhaps I may one
day publish a shilling cookery-book for young couples who
ought not to have married.'

'Surely Felix's income must be considerable now.  They
say he is the best architect in the place,' said Laurette
somewhat abruptly.

This laughing raillery about poverty did not commend
itself to her in the least.  It is mortifying, when one wants
to make a girl feel how comparatively humble her prospects
are, to find her treating the subject in a serio-comic vein.

'But then there are the younger children to provide
for—quite dependent on Felix and Andrew,' returned Alice.

'Well, it's a pity you girls couldn't go in for a little
division of poverty,' replied Laurette.  'Here is Stella's
fiancé rolling in money.'

'As it happens, that young woman hasn't got a fiancé,'
returned Stella quickly.

'No?  You and Ted keep on such good terms, I always
forget the affair was broken off,' said Laurette rather
maliciously.  'But now for your visit, Stella.'

'I must talk it over with mother before making ultimate
arrangements.'

'But we all know beforehand what that means.  Your
mother says, "Yes, darling," to all you propose.  Pray, my
dear, don't forget that I've known you from childhood.  It
was never a secret you were rather spoiled.'

Thus pressed, Stella said half hesitatingly:

'Well, if you let me come to you on my way to Lullaboolagana,
without pledging myself to the length of the
visit.  But do you know that Dustiefoot insists on coming
wherever I go?'

'Oh yes; and you always take Maisie when you pay a
long visit—at least, someone said so the other day——'

'Yes,' put in Alice; 'we spare Maisie to Stella because
she could never bear to brush her dresses or sew on bits of
braid.  It is a case of atavism.  She has reverted to the
only duchess that was in our family—more than three
centuries ago.'

'That is curious,' said Stella, maintaining the mock gravity
with which her sister spoke; 'for after twelve generations
the proportion of blood of any one ancestor in only 1 in
2,048.'

'At any rate, it is settled you are to come—Dustiefoot,
Maisie, and all,' said Laurette.  'By the way, how did you
enjoy the Emberly ball?'

'Oh, immensely,' answered Stella; and then a quick wave
of colour suffused her face, mounting even to her forehead.

'We enjoyed it "not wisely, but too well."  We fancy
there has been no nice weather since that ball was over,'
said Alice, who sympathetically noted this uncompromising
blush, and tried to attract Laurette's gleaming eyes from
her sister's face.

But Laurette had in an eminent degree what Talleyrand
considered the whole art of politics—that is, the art of
seeing—at any rate, what was on the surface.

'Oh, very much, did you?  And you used to be so
disdainful of dancing.  But, to be sure, that was when you
were much younger.  And those alcoves one heard so much
about—were they a great success?  I declare, Stella, there
must be something behind this.  Do you know you are
blushing most furiously?'

'Oh, I always blush when I ask Alice for a second cup of
tea,' replied Stella, recovering her self-possession.  'As for
the alcoves—the half was not told you.  There are eight
windows in the ball-room, and round each window an alcove
much larger than an ordinary bay-window, all lined with
salmon-coloured satin with a seat running round each; up
the front, on both sides, brackets with great vases full of
ferns and roses, and lotos blooms and asphodel; overhead
an electric light in an opal globe, exactly like a great piece
of the full moon put into a crystal prison, only more
lambent.'

'And don't forget the cream lace curtains in front lined
with salmon satin, Stella,' said Alice, looking at her sister
with a dancing light in her eyes.  And then turning to
Laurette: 'The thing was to meet Prince Charming at the
ball—dance and chat with him, and then sit out the rest of the
evening in an alcove, behind the curtains and two chaperons,
just fashioned by Providence so as to completely screen you
from the other men to whom you might have promised
dances.'

'Indeed, and who—who was your chaperon?' said Laurette,
looking from one to the other of the sisters.

Stella had grown suddenly grave, though the remnants of
her 'furious' blushing still lingered in her cheeks.

'Oh, Mrs. Marwood and Tom and Felix and Andrew,'
answered Alice lightly.

'And which of you retired into the alcove with the
imprisoned moonlight and asphodel—and Prince Charming?'

'How literal you are, my dear!' said Alice, laughing.
'But you see, after one's ideals of life have been exalted by
such alcoves you must not expect Stella to fall quite prostrate
before the grandeurs of Melbourne society.'

Laurette seemed only half satisfied with this explanation,
but feeling that further investigation would be useless just
then, she allowed the subject to drop.

'I wonder what has given Laurette this ardent attack
of friendship just now,' said Stella, when the sisters were
alone.

'About insisting on your visit?  Oh, she means to show
you the kingdoms of the world and the glory thereof.  And
I expect it's not so much Laurette as Ted.  It's a change
of venue so as to get a different verdict.  You have got into
the habit of saying "no" at Fairacre, but in that "smaller
house" at Toorak, surrounded by magnates who have
private theatres and French cooks—after all, Laurette is
very amusing.'

'Oh yes; for a day or two.  But get a little below the
surface, and she always has the hard, crude touch of the
social amateur.  And Allie—how could you be such a little
jackdaw as to say that to her—about Prince Charming?'

'Well, it was partly my instincts as an artist.  I could
not bear to hear you give the light, graphic touches of the
setting and leave out the very core.  Besides, even Laurette
cannot unravel that little mystery.  Do you know, Stella,
it's the nearest thing to a romance that has happened for—twice
one year.  A great brilliant ball—a wonderful Austrian
band—electric lights, flowers—an introduction without
surnames—one dance—intellectual kinship—mysterious
sympathy between two souls—a long talk behind ferns and
chaperons in an alcove—duty thrown to the winds—till the
fugitives are discovered by an irate ci-devant lover who is
down for two waltzes—separation without even a lingering
farewell—disappearance of the Prince before midnight—no
name—no trace.  Even the people who got him the invitation
depart next day by the P. and O. steamer.  Ah me! he
was on his way to the Princess of China—or to awaken the
sleeping beauty with a kiss.  Would I were the sleeping
beauty!  He really had a distinguished air.'

'I wish Felix would overhear you,' said Stella, who
listened to this little rhapsody with a half-tender smile.

'Ah, my dear, when people are so desperately fond of
each other as Felix and I, the shadow of romance never
eclipses their gaiety.  But the more I have thought over the
episode, the more does it appear to me in the light of an
allegory.  You were from childhood the victim of the ideal.
You always forsook your dolls when you perceived they were
stuffed with sawdust.  When you found the kitten of
commerce mewed by means of a spring, you would have no
more of it.  And so in the central fact of a woman's life, as
someone has called marriage.  You ask for better bread
than is made from wheat.  Well, just for one evening you
saw one cast in that higher mould, and then you were for
ever secured from disillusion.'

'Allie, you have got into one of your random fits.
Remember, it is you who have been spending yourself on
theories and imaginings concerning the unknown.'

'Ah, my dear, it is what you do not say that I try to
interpret.  But take it, I say, as an allegory—not a real
event; and then turn your mind to the sober realities of
life.  Now confess, if at the end of October you had not
gone to a certain assembly, in November you would have
fulfilled your engagement and gone to Laurette—seen the
Melbourne Cup and made certain promises—renewed them,
rather.  Remember our conversation two days before the
ball, when our dresses came home.'

'I like your way of measuring life, Allie.'

'By the dressmaker's thread?  Well, it's much more
cheerful than that of the Paræ.  But you do remember
that conversation?

'Yes, I think we came to the conclusion that some people
married because they were in love; others because they
thought they were; but the majority because they couldn't be.'

'And that you belonged to the last named; but would
very likely find the unholy estate of matrimony as brilliant
an affair as most others.'

'Well, for goodness' sake don't let us go on quoting ourselves
as if we were classics in Russia backs.  I still hold
to that.  I begin to see that Ted is my fate.  I shall have
to succumb.  On the whole, it will be less tiresome.  And
then I want to go to Rome and places.'

'You might have gone with Claude and Helen.'

'Well, it was heroic of them to offer to take me; but I
think it would have been still more heroic of me to have
gone.  Oh, every reason—Can there be anything in life
more unendurable than the confident air of prosperity
which envelops your newly-married couple?  The melting
stolen glances, the becoming humility, the timid anxiety
to please that in pre-nuptial days marked their demeanour,
disappear as if some witch had exorcised them with black
magic.'

'Oh, let it be white magic, Stella, if only for my sake!'

'Till at last we have that placid semi-unconsciousness of
each other's presence which decks your full-blown married
pair as a cankerworm adorns the rose.'

'Oh, Stella, Stella!  I believe you really were born with
a mistrust of marriage,' laughed the elder sister.

'Yes; ever since I have been able to think or observe I
have been convinced that marriage is the most foolish, faulty
old institution going.'

Alice at this laughed louder than before; and then, still
smiling, with the joyous, confident smile of a woman
triumphantly in love, she said:

'I wish, dear, you would throw out a few hints for the
improvement of this heaven-forsaken arrangement.'

'Well, you see, really to improve it would be to destroy
it.  To begin with, people see too much of each other,
which seems to be destructive alike to passion and good
manners.  Oh yes; you are ready to mourir à rire at all
this.  Nevertheless, fate and the comedians are lying in
wait for you.'

'As for the comedians, I care nothing for them.  Most
of them were men who married dreadful creatures—as even
Molière did.  And fate—well, the most terrible sting it can
have is that after living all our lives together, Felix and I
may not die together.'

'Like the babes in the wood, or Philemon and Baucis.'

'Yes; or those dear old people one so often sees in
common life, who survive each other only a few quiet
uncomplaining weeks or months.  But as for you, Stella—well,
I suppose you would have your husband come with
his hat in his hand, asking in an agitated voice when he
might pay you a morning call?'

'Yes; and then I would look at my ivory memory—the
pretty one you gave me a year ago, with a tablet for each
day in the week—and I would say, "To-morrow is Goethe's
birthday, and I see only people who write sonnets in honour
of that occasion.  Ah, but yours, my friend, do not scan!
No; nothing in prose, however felicitous, will pass
muster."'

'Well, the next day—wouldn't you let him come on the
next day?' pleaded Alice, a wicked light gleaming in her
eyes.

'No; the next day, "I have an appointment with a white
fairy rose-bush.  It has four hundred and fifty buds, and
some of them have promised to open on that day.  Well,
yes; perhaps Wednesday.  But, mind, you must be very
amusing, and whatever you do, don't tell me old stories."'

And so, grave and gay by turns, they talked of love and
marriage, as girls are wont to do in the sheltered sanctuary
of the parental home, while life is a sort of isthmus
between early youth and the deeper responsibilities of
womanhood.  Behind them lies childhood, full of sunshine
and laughter, of bird calls and opening roses and passionate
little griefs that passed into oblivion in the sleep that came
with the glimmering twilight.  Yes; looking backward there
lie the fairest meadows, sunny nooks made cosier with the
blue haze of smoke rising from familiar hearths; and
always in the air the refrain of cradle songs, the sound
of bells calling to prayer, the faces and voices that they
first loved, that they must love to the end.  They are still
merely onlookers, seeing but selected replicas of the play
of life, jealously guarded from the vulgar collisions of the
crowd.  But what is there on the farther side of the
isthmus?  It is far off, and the land is veiled in mist.

But there are arenas there in which terrible things
happen.  There is reckless trampling as of wild beasts,
and there are dark stains of bloodshed quickly sanded over.
Often there come rumours of those overtaken with worse
than the throes of dissolution.  The shadow of the valley
of life is much more intolerable oftentimes than that of
death.  There are whirlpools that suck in more than life.

And those who have been so delicately guarded: will
their path trend towards sinister pitfalls? will they be
overtaken by those catastrophes that mutilate human lives,
smitten with those fiery darts that with a touch work moral
paralysis?  How will it be with them in the unborn years,
far from the old sacred shelter of their early home?  Will
they moan for help in the darkness, with no ear to listen to
their cry?

Ah, dear God! how strange and pitiful it all is—this
incredible saga of human life, whose beginning we have
lost, whose end we cannot tell; in which we lose one by
one those who are our companions, and in the end lose
ourselves; in which we are first robbed of all we love, and
then of all we know.

The sisters had wandered from lighter topics, and were
talking in hushed tones of their father's death, when
Mr. Edward Ritchie was announced, and the young man
entered with that air so characteristic of him, of being in
and belonging wholly to a world without visions or anxious
forecasts.  His mere presence threw discredit on the
sophistry of speculation.  He was, to use an old figure
of speech, for ever planting cabbages, and when one foot
was on the ground the other was not far off.  Nothing in
books, or the destiny of the race, or the life of the soul,
had ever moved him.  But, then, he was never without a
horse or two that had achieved something wonderful, or
were just going to do so, or might do it if they chose.
Without being exactly excited over this, he was so deeply
interested, and so sure people wanted to know all about
it, that he often, even in the breasts of those who cared little
for equine performances, created a glow of enthusiasm,
which banished every subject of a less abstract nature than
an animal of good lineage, with four legs and a mane.

There was Spindrift, now, who could do anything he
liked at home, and yet, put him on a race-course, you would
swear he was dickey on every leg he had got, and had
sprung a hock into the bargain.  It was enough to make
a fellow eat his hat, and the horse, too.  And such a
beautiful creature—almost perfect in all his points—perhaps
the shoulders were not quite oblique enough.  But the only
thing by which you could guess there was a bad 'nick' in
him was his eye.  Never trust a horse unless his eye is bold
and full, etc., etc.

Ted's ostensible mission, on this occasion, was to invite
the Courtlands to a dinner-party at his father's house before
Cuthbert left for Melbourne.

'My mother and I put our heads together, and planned
it after Larry came to see you to-day,' he explained.
'When Larry comes on a visit to the old house now, she
wants to drive everyone tandem, full swing.  But we just
gave her the slip, and settled how many and all, and I
wouldn't even wait till to-morrow morning—I shall be here
at ten sharp to take you out riding, you know, Stella.  I
thought perhaps Cuth might have some parsonic concern
on, if he didn't get early notice.'

'But a dinner-party on the 26th December!' said Stella,
in a voice of consternation.  'Everyone will be so frightfully
used up with the tradespeople's Christmas cards, and
the heat, and the Athanasian Creed the day before!'

But Ted overruled every objection.  He had to return to
Strathhaye soon after Christmas, and the 26th was the only
day, and come they must.

Then the three went out into the garden to see the sun
set across the sea, which was one of the traditions at
Fairacre.  All over the west the heavens seemed on fire, and
underneath lay the sea, wide and silvery, and calm as a
great inland lake.  A white-sailed craft going southward
stood out with startling distinctness.

'Where lies the land to which yon ship must go?' said
Stella, watching its course with a far look in her eyes.

'To Normanton, I expect, for potatoes,' said Ted promptly.

And then when his companions laughed involuntarily at
this explanation, he asked very placidly where the joke
came in.

'Well, Ted, you must know that a man called Wordsworth
wrote sonnets, and that is a line out of one of them,'
said Alice.

'I'm blessed if ever I could make out why these old
buffers of poets want to jaw so much about things.  If he
didn't know where the boat was going, why didn't he ask
at a shipping office, instead of writing a sonnet?'

This reflection, delivered in a wondering, half-aggrieved
tone, made Stella laugh more than before.  Though Ted
could not always very well divine the cause of her clear
rippling laughter, no sound was pleasanter to his ears.
The elder sister watched the two with an amused interest
that was always renewed.  It was apparent that the blunt,
shrewd way in which the young man so forcibly used his
limited outlook on life, formed a kind of attraction to the
girl, who had that wide sympathetic range of view which
a many-sided culture imparts; who was infected, too, by
that dreamy, sceptical attitude of mind born of a nature
innately introspective, and early inured to flights in mental
dialectics.

'I suppose I ought to go now,' said Ted lingeringly.

'No; stay to dinner and spend the evening with us,'
said Alice.  'Oh, it doesn't matter about your clothes.
Tom and Cuth seldom dress when we dine en famille in the
summer-time.'

'Will you play two-handed euchre with me for sixpenny
points if I stay, Stella?'

'Oh, I must play for love.'

Ted coloured with pleasure to the roots of his hair, and
Stella hastened to explain.

'You see, it is near the end of the quarter, and I have
nothing in my purse but a doubtful threepenny-bit and a
damaged stamp.'
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Godolphin House, the town residence of Sir Edward
Ritchie, was a large pile of buildings near the foot of the
hills, a few miles to the south-west of Adelaide.  Everything
was on a large scale—the house, the grounds, the conservatories,
the trees, and even the views.  The place had
been well planned and built, from the neat little semi-Swiss
lodge at the chief entrance, to the handsome gable-ended
stables, with their luxurious appointments, at some distance
to the rear of the house; and the house itself lacked no
comfort or convenience of modern days, and, to a certain
extent, had been even pleasant to the eye, till, in an evil
hour, the emissary of a great 'decorative' firm had
prevailed on Sir Edward to have the 'mansion' 'done up'
from top to toe.  This took the form of a carnival of
unlimited expenditure, and that unhappy outburst of British
Philistinism known as the æsthetic craze.  There was one
apartment, known as the peacock-room, which upset an old
Bush comrade of Sir Edward's in a surprising way.  The
man was one to whom money had no value apart from the
excitement of earning and losing it.  His life was
impartially spent in tents in the wilderness and costly hotels.
He and Sir Edward had worked together as wood sawyers
in a great gum-forest for over seven years.  This long period
of hard lucrative work had laid the foundation of the worthy
knight's large fortune, while for the other man it started the
habit of alternately drinking bad champagne, etc., at a
guinea a bottle, out of a quart jug, and humping his swag
to the last new rush.  For it was always gold that attracted
him, and that, with astonishing frequency, retrieved his
fallen fortunes.  But through all the reverses of the one, and
the climbing grandeurs of the other, the friendship between
the two men was unbroken.

It was when Godolphin House was at its most appalling
stage of unmodified æstheticism—from sage-green portières
to nymphs with exaggerated chins holding bronze lamps
aloft—that the Bushman paid one of his periodical visits.
Sir Edward took him all over the house, and finally the two
sat down in the peacock-room.  Here they dug their saw-pits
and felled mighty giants of the forest over again.  But the
more adventurous spirit had recently 'knocked down'
a large nugget, and his nerves were not what they ought
to be.

'Ned, my boy, I can't stand these blazing eyes any
longer.  They get upon my liver somehow.  I'll take a
turn in the fresh air.'  With that he stepped on the
terrace, but the next moment he rushed back white and
breathless.

'Look here, old man, I must hook it out of this.  Why,
you've hung the very birds with these damned staring
eyes!'  He had come upon a row of peacocks sunning
their gorgeous tails on the terrace on which he had taken
refuge.

Even Ted used to grumble that it was all very well to
lick the place into a cocked hat with screens, and fans, and
dados, and soup-plates, but it was a jolly shame not to
leave a den or two in which a fellow could live.  Laurette
adored all the transformations as long as they were 'quite
the thing'; but when the tide turned she wrought various
changes from time to time during her visits to her parents,
and in several rooms had quite wiped away the disgrace of
conventional æstheticism.  But the air of 'no expenses
spared,' and of being en rapport with a rampant
art-decorator, who has forsworn the old honest British
hideousness for a sickly unreality, was apt to weigh heavy
on the spirits.  It was a house in which above all others
to taste the wormwood of ennui to its last dregs; in which
to be overcome by that lassitude of body, and bitter languor
of mind, in which these symptoms may be successively
noted.

You have a growing conviction that you can draw your
breath but an hour longer without a change of environment.

You find yourself yawning irretrievably when you essay to
add your mite to feeble anecdotes of the weather.

You find your face turning to stone when you strive with
all the anguish of despair to call up a smile in response to a
faded joke.

You reply with withering platitudes to every observation,
and you find the kindliest attempt at pleasantry an
unpardonable offence.

You sit on and on with the uncommunicating muteness of
a fish, till you are overpowered by the thought that if you
do not creep into the solitude of your own room you will be
driven to commit some desperate deed, so that you may be
imprisoned or sent to an asylum for the insane, or some
equally genial retreat that will mercifully shield you from
the joys of social intercourse.

But the culmination of all was the library.  It was a
marvel in its way.  Horace Walpole somewhere speaks of
one that contained only a broken chair, a chart, and a lame
telescope.  But this was an enchanting bower for the muses
compared to a room full of lame and impotent compilations
in 'books' clothing.'  Thinglets fit only to wrap candles in,
or make winding-sheets in Lent for pilchards, or keep butter
in the market-place from melting.  There were rows upon
rows of such stuff as the Rev. Ebenezer Slipslop on
Corinthians; awful Encyclopedias and Treasuries of Knowledge,
and biographies of self-made men who, to the prime sin of
having existed at all, added the no less unpardonable one of
swelling the dreariest form of fiction.  So many and so
many and such woe.  In proportion to the keen pleasure we
associate with real books is the gloom which the bare sight
of such biblia-a-biblia can induce.  The tradition ran that
Sir Edward had ordered 'a ton of books' from a third-rate
bookseller in distress, and that this enterprising tradesman
had bought up and bound for the Godolphin House library
an astounding collection of the young men's mutual
improvement type of rubbish.  There was probably not a fact
in the known world of the callow sort one hears only to
forget which did not repose on these shelves.

Even in venturing out in the grounds at Godolphin House,
everything still breathed of money recklessly lavished by
hirelings.  One was constantly taken to gaze at some
double or triple monstrosity, perpetrated by gardeners who
were so highly paid that it would compromise them to let
Nature have much of her own way.

When Ted returned to his father's house that night, he
found Mrs. Tareling—Larry as he usually called her—in a
bitterly discontented frame of mind.

'Who do you think has come to stay for two weeks, Ted?'
she cried, the moment she caught sight of him.

'Tareling?' questioned Ted carelessly, taking possession
of one armchair and resting his feet on another.

'Oh, you know very well he wouldn't come to stay so long,
especially at Christmas-time.  It is Uncle John!'

'Well, I'm glad the old chap came while I'm here.  It's
ages since I saw him.  Did he bring aunt along with him?'

'Upon my word, Ted, you are horribly provoking sometimes.
You take it as coolly as if he were the most agreeable
company in the world.'

'Well, one's relations aren't often that; but still, there
they are, you know, and there they were, before we showed
our noses in the world.  Has the old man gone to bed?'

'Yes, long ago.  That's his way.  He'll go to bed when
the hens do, that he may rise at daybreak, to go creaking all
over the house and burst into guffaws of laughter at the
decorations and things, and tell abominable stories before
the servants.'

'Now draw it mild, Larry.  The old fellow can tell a
shady yarn as well as most men of his age, especially if he's
a bit sprung, but he doesn't before the servants, and I'm
sure he wouldn't before you.'

'Oh, I don't mean what you call "shady yarns."  It's
much worse when he tells how he left London as a
stowaway, with two and threepence in his pockets, and not a
second shirt to his back.'

'Yes he had.  Don't you remember the little bundle done
up in a red cotton handkerchief—a pair of go-ashore breeches
and a Crimea shirt?'

'Goodness knows, I ought to remember it all; I've heard
it often enough.'

'Well, it's natural when a man comes to be sixty-eight
he should like to tell how he kicked up his heels at seventeen.
If a horse has got much gumption, he doesn't care to race
after he's two years old.  But a man goes it as long as he
can, and afterwards he likes to speak of the old days.  And,
by Jove! it's only what you might expect,' added Ted
reflectively.  'I'd sooner be a stowaway, without even a
bundle, to-morrow, than be close on seventy with a million
of money.'

'Ah, yes; but if you became a stowaway to-morrow, it
would be a very different tale.  You've been brought up
with the command of money and servants, and never took
your hat off to anyone save on equal terms.  But when
Uncle John tells his stories, you know, he used to stand in
his smock frock, staring at the "gentry" as they drove by.
And the way he eats his soup, and chuckles when the
servants say "your ladyship" to mother!'

'You see, Larry, he didn't have four daughters to sit upon
his manners, and train him up the way he should go, like
the governor,' said Ted, smiling broadly, as certain
reminiscences rose in his mind.

'The worst of it is that Colonel and Mrs. Aldersley are
coming here from Friday till Monday.  Yes, they came
over here from Melbourne three weeks ago.  They've been
at Government House for two weeks.  Look here, Ted,
couldn't you take the old man away somewhere during that
time?'

'Well I'm blowed!  You have got a cheek, Larry,' said
Ted, sitting straight up at this proposition.  'Smuggle the
old bird away as if he were a convict, and all for what?
An elderly frump of a woman, who says "Yes, to be sure,"
eighty times a day, and a man who would rook a young cub
that had hardly shed his milk teeth.  Oh, I happen to know
a good deal about Aldersley.  I tell you what, in the matter
of straightforward, fair play, the man isn't fit to brush
Uncle John's shoes!'

'He never wears shoes—it's always great creaking
Wellington boots.  And can't you see, Ted, that to have
embezzled money years and years ago would be pardonable
compared to taking an orange in your fist, and sucking it at
dessert, as Uncle John does?  But nothing is so bad as his
stories; and it's no use interrupting him: he only gets red
in the face and talks louder.'

'Yes; as he did when he was telling once how he and
father borrowed an old donkey to go and see the young
squire's first meet; and there were you and Henrietta,
pitching away about the Queen's drawing-room, at which
our Lotty was presented.  By Jove, it was as good as a
play,' and Ted laughed.

'As good as a play!' echoed Laurette, her face reddening
with vexation.  'Yes, I dare say it will be as good as a play
for the Aldersleys.  You may call Mrs. A. a frump and
think she's slow, but let me tell you she is as sharp as a
needle.  She agrees with everything, so that people may
give themselves away more completely.  She keeps a diary,
and writes pages upon pages in it every night.  Two people
that know her well have told me she means to publish a
book on "Life at the Antipodes" when she gets back to
England, and, of course, Uncle John would be regular nuts
for her.'

'But who the deuce cares what these tourist people say?
They either put down stuff that everybody knows from the
beginning of creation, or they tell crammers that suck in
nobody but their own friends,' said Ted, lighting a cigar,
and resuming his semi-recumbent attitude.

'And it isn't even as if one could make him out to be
eccentric or an oddity,' went on Laurette in a bitter tone.
'He won't change his boots in the house, but he'll put on a
dress-suit and a white tie that goes slipping round his neck
like a third-rate hotel waiter's.  And it's ten to one if he
doesn't blurt out how long his wife was in service with him
before he married her.'

'Well, you may put your money on it that all the world
over people have got to be in service, or have enough money
of their own to live on, or live on someone else,' returned
Ted, with philosophic calm.  'You're always kotooing at
Government House here and in Melbourne—and aren't they
all in service?  Living on money they get out of the country,
for looking on while other people manage affairs.  It's a
perfect chouse.  When Aunt Sally was in service at
Kataloonga she worked for all the money she earned, I bet.'

'You talk as if you hadn't a scrap of proper pride about
you.  You take good care only to ask a lady to be your own
wife,' retorted Laurette rather vindictively.

'It's not because she's a lady; it's just because she's
Stella, and I've known her all my life, and every other girl
seems common and flat beside her,' answered Ted, holding
his cigar in his hand as he spoke.

A half-resentful expression came into Laurette's keen
dark eyes at this speech.  But before she could make any
rejoinder Ted laughed softly in that gratified way which is
significant of pleasant recollections.

'By Jove!  I had a jolly evening!  I never knew any girl
that can make as much out of a little thing as Stella does
sometimes.  We played euchre together,' he went on, in
answer to Laurette's interrogative 'Oh?'  'Stella at first
wouldn't play for money, because she hasn't a sou, being
near the end of the quarter.  Think of that, you know;
and me with over a hundred and fifty thousand pounds in
spanking investments, not to mention the yearly income of
Strathhaye.  I'd like to fill all her pockets with gold and
diamonds, and I can't offer her even a shabby tenner.  She
had a great run of luck with the cards at the beginning—right
bower and joker and a couple of high trump cards—time
after time.  At last she consented to play for money,
and then—confound it!—the luck changed.  I tried to pack
the cards so that she might win.  But she's got eyes like
an eagle-hawk, and bowled me out at once.  You should
hear all the penances she set me.  She lost five shillings
and gave me an I.O.U.'  Ted took a note out of his pocket-book
and gazed at it fondly.  'I'll keep this till all I've got
belongs to her.'

'Well, I sometimes fancy that will never be the case,
after all,' returned Laurette, who, for various reasons, was
in that 'put out' frame of mind in which one finds a gloomy
satisfaction in dashing the hopes of another.

'What do you mean by that?' asked the young man
quickly.  'Hasn't she promised to come to see you in
Melbourne?'

'Yes; in a sort of a way.  Instead of being grateful and
pleased at the idea of seeing some good society, she said,
"Well, if you let me come on my way to Lullaboolagana,
without pledging myself beforehand as to the length of the
visit,"' and Laurette mimicked Stella's tone as well as she
could, grossly exaggerating her little drawl.

'Excuse me for saying so, Larry, but if the Lord meant
you to talk like Stella He'd have given you a prettier mouth,'
said Ted, with slow deliberation.  'And as for good
society—what have you better than she has been in all her life?'

'Oh, yes; a narrow, Churchy little clique, mixed up with
all sorts of outsiders.  People here always rave about
Mrs. Courtland being so sweet and unworldly.  It's my belief
she's full of old Highland pride at heart.  They're on a sort
of little suburban pinnacle, without the least idea of
anything like real style or chic.  And that Alice speaking of
themselves as "the poorer classes."  If that's not the pride
that apes humility I should like to know what is...  I
don't know why you've set your heart so on wooing that
girl.  Why, with your fortune you might easily marry a
lord's daughter.'

'But what the devil do I want with a lord's daughter?'
cried Ted, in an amazed voice.  'The only one I ever knew
had a scrag of a neck, and was as yellow as a buttercup.'

'Oh, it's just like a man only to think of looks.  I'd like
to know who all Stella's partners were at the Emberly ball.
I fancy there was something in the background.  The
moment I spoke of the affair she blushed up to the whites
of her eyes——'

'But Stella always does that.  I never see her but she
colours, off and on, twenty times an hour.'

'Yes; she's one of those girls that always look more
charming when an admirer is by, whether they care for
him or not.  She has that slow kind of half-smile and a
droop in her eyes, as if to show her long lashes, and she
sometimes says the most biting things with that gentle sort of
drawl, and then she laughs right out when you least expect
it.  I never did like girls that find things so amusing which
are serious to other people.  They're always coquettes, more
or less.  Oh, you don't half understand Stella Courtland!'

'Well, perhaps a fellow sees rather more than is good for
him of the sort of women who are too easily understood....
At any rate, I understand this much about Stella.  I'd
sooner hear her laugh without quite understanding why
she's amused than have any other woman in the world at
my feet.  And, by George! if she throws me over at the
last—well, it's all U P with me.  I know that....  They're
coming to dinner on the 26th,' he added, relighting his
cigar, 'and we're going out riding together most mornings
till then.'

'Well, Ted, you've always been very good to me when
we've been in a financial fix,' said Laurette, 'and I'll do
what I can for you.  As I said before, I think part of a
season in Melbourne among people who are really in the
swim may open Stella's eyes a little.  She'll find what it is
to have a fashionable connection and good horses, and
dresses from Worth, and the last touch in a Parisian bonnet.
She'll see the crowds of girls nearly as well born as she is,
and more fashionably dressed, and handsomer, whose mouths
would water at the chance of an offer from you.'

'Now, Larry, there you're out of it completely.  The girls
you call handsomer would have their numbers taken down
the instant they stood in the same room with Stella.  As
for being more fashionably dressed—why, whatever she puts
on is the best and most fashionable.  And it's just the same
with what she says.  She may mock at me, or say things I
don't quite catch, or laugh when I don't know the reason
why; but whatever she does is just right—except refusing
me—and, by the Lord, I sometimes think that just a proof
she's really long-headed.  And yet I believe I could make
her as happy as any other fellow would.'

Ted had ceased smoking, and now stared before him with
a look of care on his face which was very unusual.

'Now, Ted, whatever you do, don't let your spirits go
down,' said Laurette.  'Of course the life of a man is as
different from that of a girl as chalk is from cheese.  After
all, the more high-falutin' a girl is, the more she has to
knuckle under to the inevitable....  I remember when I
used to stay at Fairacre in the old days Stella was always
reading some rubbishy old fathers, or tragedies, or wild
German stories.  Her father used to call her his little
"improvisatrice," and she would sometimes start off and
tell stories that would make your backbone quiver.  She
always had too much imagination; and that's the one thing
a woman can best do without.  It makes her draw pictures
of life each one more unlike reality than the other.  But in
the end she'll have to put up with things as they are, just
like the rest of us.  Women have dreams, only to give them
up when they marry.'

When Laurette took to moralizing it was in the robust
strain of one to whom delicacy of mind was not a lost, but
an unknown attribute.

'Well, Larry, if nothing comes of this visit to Melbourne—if
before this time next year Stella is not my wife—why,
I think I must give the affair up for good and all.'

'Quite right, Ted.  The end of everything ought to come
before it's too late.  Whatever lies in my power shall be
done.  I think Melbourne will open her eyes a little.'

'And if you're in a fix for some tin, Larry, before the end
of the season—why, just let me know,' said Ted, who knew
by experience that a season in Melbourne seldom passed in
which a hundred pounds or two was not a welcome, if not
an indispensable gift to Laurette, notwithstanding the station
in the Mallee country, worth over three thousand a year,
which her father settled on her when she married the
Hon. Talbot Tareling five years previously.

A look of vivid interest suddenly came into Laurette's
face.  It was the being 'in a fix' for some time which had
mainly inspired her present visit to her father.

'Well, Ted——' Laurette began, and suddenly paused.
Various thoughts swept through her mind, and then what
she had intended to say ended in the bald statement: 'It
is really very late.'  But at that moment certain seed had
dropped into fertile ground—seed that was destined to bear
fruit in the not distant future, which, to their bitter ruing,
must be eaten by others rather than by herself.
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Cuthbert Courtland left for Melbourne on the 28th of
December.  On the afternoon of the same day Edward
Ritchie called at Fairacre to say good-bye.

He looked dejected and very much out of sorts; weary,
with an unusual pallor on his face.

'You really were ill, then, on the 26th?' said Stella,
noticing the change in his appearance.

'Yes, of course.  Did you think I would stay away for a
trifle when you went to my father's?  It was a horrid sell
altogether.  Two of the best horses behaved like
shoe-trunks.'

'Why, I thought you were at Mr. Edwin Emberly's
place near Reynella?'

'Yes, and we had a private steeplechase—gentlemen
riders—and the day was most abominable.  Everything
went wrong.  If I had only stayed at home——'

'You see, Ted, you cannot have your cake and eat it.'

'Cake? it was a cake.  You seem to have an idea I stayed
away on pleasure.'

'Well, you know, it was an atrocious day, with a fierce
east gully wind.  It's always a little cooler at Reynella.'

'Not on the 26th, with an amateur steeplechase and only
a mob of young bachelors together.'

'But then, in the evening, instead of dressing for dinner,
no doubt you lounged in pyjamas and smoked, and had
"long drinks" out on the verandas.  Whereas we fanned
ourselves languidly through thirteen courses, and listened
to the good old Bishop speaking on surpliced choirs and the
ultimate cost of the cathedral.  I certainly thought you had
the best of it.  But now I see you really were ill.  Did
you have a sunstroke, or did your horse roll over you—or
what?'

'Oh, it was just what!' answered Ritchie grimly.  'The
fact is, I'—he was staring hard at the girl as he spoke, but
something in her gay smiling unconsciousness arrested the
words on his lips—'I believe my heart has gone back on
me rather badly.  It keeps thumping about in the most
confounded manner.'

'Your heart, Ted?  Now do you know what side it is
on?' she asked laughingly.

'Oh yes, Stella, it's all very well for you.  You're on the
right side of the hedge.  You never had a day's illness in
your life since you were a baby.  I've had many an attack.
And to have old Mac and his wife bringing you in beef-tea
you can't drink, and lie awake half the night, and no one
to talk to, or ride out with in the morning and have some
fun——  You can't wonder I run off to Melbourne pretty
often.  What is there to keep me at home?  Now, if you
were there—but I'm not going to say any more just now.
I am going on to Strathhaye, to see to a few things there;
and then I'm going to have a complete change for some
months.  I've been feeling rather dicky off and on for some
time.  Oh yes, I look well enough generally; but you can't
always go by that.  I think I shall give up horse-racing—it
keeps a fellow racketing about so.'

'What! sell Konrad and Circe, and all the rest, and have
no more "sweet little fillies" and year-old colts, that are so
knowing and thoroughbred they take to racing almost without
being told?  What in the world would you talk about, Ted?'

'Oh, I wouldn't sell them all.  I'll always keep good
horses.  I can't stand any other kind; but not to go flying
about from one race-meeting to the other.  It begins to tell
on a fellow after a few years.  I think I'll try and read a
little more.  You remember the list of books I got you to
give me once?  Well, there's a big boxful at Strathhaye
never opened.  I'll take it with me.  But I don't think I
can ever make much out of sonnets, Stella.'

'Why, have you actually been reading sonnets?  Ah,
poor Ted! you must have been feeling bad.'

'Yes, I felt very low last night, after I got home; and I
thought I would try to improve my mind, as Edwin Emberly
calls it.  I thought I would try to understand more
about the things you care for.  I have a Wordsworth that
was given me for a prize at St. Peter's.  Oh, it was for
regular attendance.  When a fellow was there for a couple
of years, and they couldn't give him a prize for anything
else, they gave him one for not playing the tally.  As I was
a boarder, I couldn't do that very well.'

'And did you really get out your prize Wordsworth and
read it?'

'Yes, I read some of the sonnets; but it was for all the
world like a bullock trying to jump in hobbles.  He makes
a great clanking with the chains, and he heaves up his
horns, but he doesn't get any further.  And there's no story
in the thing.  At least, if there is, it's so thin I can never
catch it.  Now, when I was about ten, I remember, you
read me "The Lady of the Lake" once, and, by Jove! it
made my heart beat.  It was one Saturday.  I came from
St. Peter's to stay till Monday.  Cuth was always very kind
to me, though he was at the head of his class and I was
always at the bottom, and one below my age.  You sat up
in the branches of the Moreton Bay fig-tree, and I sat beside
you and turned the leaves.  Good Lord! I wish I was ten
to-day, and you nine!'

'Why?—that we might go and sit in the branches of the
fig-tree?  Perhaps it isn't too late even now——'

'I hate those words "too late!"' said Ritchie, with
unusual irritability.

He rose and strode about the room, and stared out
through one of the windows overlooking the garden.

'Really, Ted shows himself in quite a new aspect to-day.
It is as though he had the first faint beginnings of a soul,'
thought Stella, looking at him with a new interest.  'Why
do you hate the words "too late," Ted?  Have you any
association with them?' she said, going up to him where he
stood at the window.

'Yes; we had a knock-about hand at Strathhaye once,
and I can't forget the way he said the words over and over
at the last.  Well, he was hardly middle-aged, really; but
the life he led made him seem so.  He belonged to one of
the old swell families in England, and got engaged, but had
no money to marry on.  So he sold out of a crack regiment
and came to try his luck at the diggings.  He was among
the lucky ones—he and his mate, who had been a gamekeeper
on his uncle's estate.  They got one nugget worth
four thousand pounds, and there was more to follow; and
there, in the very middle of his luck, came a letter telling
him his sweetheart was married to an old baboon with ever
so many thousands a year.  It put him off his chump
entirely.  He went completely to the bad.  He was two
years at Strathhaye.  He would go off every now and then
with a cheque, and come back blue with the horrors—even
his coat and his blanket sold for a last nobbler or two.  At
last he stayed away for over a month, and came back one
night more dead than alive.  Why he didn't do away with
himself, I can't make out.  Sometimes, I believe, people
get too miserable even to hang themselves.  We had the
doctor for him; but there was nothing he could do except
give him some stuff that made it easier to die.'

'Was there no one to look after him?' asked Stella, her
eyes large and dim with pity.

'Oh yes; he was in the men's hut, and Mrs. Mackenzie
used to go to him for a couple of hours every day.  I used
to go in, too, most days; but, by Jingo!  I can't think of
anything more awkward than to sit by a fellow like that
when you know he's dying, and he knows that you know.
You can't even say you hope he'll soon be better.  You
know nothing of where he's going; and it would hardly be
decent to talk of horses and classifying wool to a man with
the death-rattle in his throat, so to speak.  I offered to read
the Bible to him, but I was always coming across some
queer yarn that made one feel anyhow.  At last he gave me
a little purple Book of Common Prayer to read; but there,
what was the good of reading "The Publick Baptism of
Infants," or "The Churching of Women," or "The
Solemnization of Matrimony"——'

'Oh, Ted! why didn't you read "The Psalms," or "The
Visitation of the Sick," or a collect?' said Stella, unable to
refrain from a smile, though the picture called up by the
young man's unstudied narrative touched her deeply.

'Well, you see, you know the run of the Prayer-Book,
but I don't; and I just used to start off where I opened it.
Once I began with "The Burial of the Dead;" but I wasn't
sorry, for it made poor old Travers laugh so.  "Not yet, my
boy—not yet!" he said.  That was a few evenings before
he died.  And just two days before, a lawyer's letter came,
telling him he was heir to his uncle's estate.  The old man
was dead, the eldest son had come to grief hunting buffaloes
somewhere in North America, and the second had got killed
in the Zulu War years before.  So there was this estate,
with thirteen or fourteen thousand a year, for Travers to
step into, just as he got his last marching-orders—barely
two days before he turned up his toes.  I was sorry the
letter came before he died.  He was rather gone in his
mind, what with sleeping-draughts and one thing and
another.  And after he read the letter everything about
him passed out of his mind, and he thought he was a young
fellow with the ball at his feet, and he and his Nellie were
to be married.  I sat by his bedside in the dusk, and he
kept on saying, "I am so glad this has come before it was
too late, Nell!  It is sometimes awful.  I knew of a fellow
that went to the dogs away in Australia; but then the girl
he loved threw him over.  You would never do that, Nellie
darling!  Thank God, it's not too late—it's not too late!"
By Jove! you know, it gave me a lump in the throat as big
as a potato.  Somehow it was worse than if he said it was
too late; and he kept on hammering at the same thing, and
thanking God she was so true to him, and marking down
on a map where they were going for their wedding-trip.
And then he would say, "Now, Nell, don't keep me waiting
long at the church.  I have been waiting such a long time;
and sometimes I had the most awful dreams.  But it's not
too late!" he would begin again.  I was glad when it was
all over.'

'Ah, what pitiful broken episodes many lives are!' said
Stella softly.  'All that might have saved them is
defeated—every touch leads to the catastrophe, and then silence
and darkness—and the great play goes on just the same.
And yet how good it is to be alive and see the sky and look
at the roses!'

'Will you give me a rose before I go, Stella?'

'Yes—what kind would you like?'

'One of those you're fondest of.'

'Well, those I love the very best are the white fairy roses,
and the cruel east wind on the 26th scorched the last of
them, buds and all.  But I can give you a Gloire de
Dijon.'

'And, Stella, would you mind giving me that book with
the "Lady of the Lake" in, and——'

'Oh, with great pleasure!'

'And just write my name in it, Stella—and the date—and
here's a little parcel.  Don't open it till I'm gone.  You
know you said you liked opening parcels.'

'But, Ted, I should see what it is before I take it.'

'No, you can settle about that when I see you in
Melbourne.'

Stella took the little square parcel, and looked at it
doubtfully.  'It's not another Kooditcha shoe?'

They passed into the library, where Stella got the book,
and wrote 'E. Ritchie, 28th Dec.,' on the fly-leaf.  Then
they stepped out into the garden, and got an unopened rose,
fragrant and smiling red at the lips.

'I am sorry your mother and Alice are out—say good-bye
to them for me, Stella—next time I meet them I hope—well,
we shall see.....  Now, Stella, give me your two
hands, and say, "God bless you, Ted!"'

She gave him her hands, and he looked into her face so
long and steadfastly that she suddenly crimsoned under his
gaze, and said with a little pout:

'Ted, you mustn't be so solemn.  One would think you
were going to Central Australia, or whale-fishing to
Greenland in very bad company.'

'Say it, Stella.'

'God bless you, Ted!'

He bent and kissed her hands, and then hurried away
without once looking behind.

Stella stood where he left her, till she heard the sound of
his horse's hoofs ringing on the roadway as he passed up
Barton Terrace.  And then traces of contending emotions
swept over her face.

'Poor old Ted!  I believe he is in some trouble.  What
if his health is really affected?  But I can't believe it.
That is a way men have if the least thing is wrong—they
take themselves as seriously as if they were stuffed llamas.
Well, I'm almost sorry I wasn't more sympathetic .... only
it is so dangerous.'  And the thought of Ted trying to
read sonnets for her sake overcame her with amusement.
Yet this was soon followed by a feeling akin to self-reproach.
In the old days she had read to him—talked to him of what
interested her most—but for the last two or three years,
when they met, her chief feeling was a wondering
amusement that one who had learned to read at all should so
completely escape all tincture of books.  She had got into
the habit of listening to him—of apprehending his point of
view—almost avoiding any direct personal talk that might
influence him or modify his mental habits.  But was he so
entirely beyond any intellectual sympathy—so far removed
from kinship with matters that lay beyond the common
grooves of common life?  Why had she relinquished those
ardent dreams of being a power for good in the lives of those
to whom she was dear?

Her face grew hot as she recalled the frivolous way in
which she had met his half-expressed resolution of giving up
horse-racing.  And yet was there any other pursuit that
seemed so completely to arrest the better development of a
man's nature—to paralyze the worthier interests of life?
The perpetual contact with the ignoble rabble, whose
keenest interest was the excitement of betting, and winning
money for which they had not worked—must not this
render the mind more and more callous to all that was
worth living for?  And yet she had almost mocked his
recoil from his past devotion to the racecourse.

Her action suddenly appeared to her in so odious a light
that she longed to see Ted again for a few moments, to ask
his pardon for her mocking indifference—to encourage him
in his new-born resolve—to tell him that their native
country was full of work which needed honest men and
honest money.  How many fields were white for the harvest—how
many labourers were needed to dedicate their whole
powers to the world's service!

'Oh, I shall have to come back to being as much in
earnest as ever,' she thought, half smiling at her rising zeal;
and then the thought of Ted blundering through 'The
Publick Baptism of Infants' beside the poor dying man
made her feel inclined to laugh and cry at the same moment.

The strange, bitter pathos of that human wreckage which
drifts into so many currents of our Australian life fastened
on her mind—men delicately nurtured in the old homes of
the Old World, as well as the luxurious ones of the New,
and in the end going completely under, in the rough, wild
manner of the veriest waifs.  This is misery of the kind
which weaves the most tragic thread in the web of existence.
The slow but inexorable deterioration of character makes
oftentimes a strong seizure on the startled spirit.

'Oh, it is all too cruel!' said the girl to herself.  And
then a curious sense of undefined peril came over her—one
of those quick unreasoning apprehensions, often strong
enough to give a sense of physical pain, to which minds of
over-reflective fibre are sometimes subject.  It is as though
chains of consciousness, apart from the centre of thought,
were at work storing up half-understood impressions, piecing
together disconnected events, casual words and signs that
have floated through the brain without leaving traces strong
enough for waking memory, till the total is summed up in
an expression of imminent or latent danger which is
suddenly flashed on the mind with bewildering vividness.
And yet the process by which this is conveyed is sealed
from knowledge.  There is no orthodox channel of
intercourse between these swift intuitions and the workaday
brain immersed in the details of daily life.

'Do you think it does a fellow any good to come a
cropper in that way?' was one of the reminiscences Stella
found rising in her mind after the vague little shock of
dread had left her.

She went back into the drawing-room, and there was the
little square parcel still unopened.  It was a brown morocco
case which opened on pressing a spring and disclosed a
magnificent pearl brooch in the form of a horse-shoe—row
upon row of graduated pearls, with a very large one in the
centre, and large ones round it; the next a little smaller,
and so on to the last row, which were small exquisite
pear-shaped pearls.  There was a little note in Ted's round,
schoolboyish hand:




'DEAR STELLA,




'This is for your birthday in April.  They are Shark
Bay pearls, got by the boat I have an interest in.  You
used to take little presents from me before on your birthday.
Once I brought you a little beggar of a sparrow, with only
a few feathers, and tried to get a kiss for it, but you didn't
see it.  By Jove! you owe me an awful lot, you know.  I
hope you will like the pearls.  I got the jeweller—should
there be two l's or three in that word?—to make them up
in a horse-shoe for good luck.  Mind you, I know very well
I'm not half good enough for you; but then neither would
any other fellow be.  I wish to-morrow was the day I was
to see you in Melbourne.  You must be a bit of a flirt,
Stella.  The governor is always quite gone on you afresh
after he sees you.  He likes a girl with plenty of go in her;
and you always tell him some funny story over which he
keeps on chuckling.  If you're not in when I call to-morrow,
I may tell you that I was awfully cut up I couldn't leave
Heronshaw on the 26th, so as to dine at home.  I'm
getting full-up of races.  I shan't go to one till I see you
again.  I am going quite into the Bush for a thorough
change.





	'Good-bye, Stella,

	

	

	

	'Always yours,

	

	

	
'ED. RITCHIE.'












Stella looked long at the pearls.  They were so soft and
lustrous, with that glowing moist look as if damp with the
sea under whose myriad waves they took shape and grew
within a creature that had the breath of life.  Is it this that
gives them the wistful tenderness which marks them from
all other jewels?  That, and perhaps the melancholy
moanings of the sea in which they were cradled.

'It is much too costly a gift—unless, indeed, this endless
wooing is to have an unfortunate close,' thought Stella
with a smile.  'Well, it should rob matrimony of some of
its terror to marry the youth who at nine or ten tried to
bribe one to kiss him with a half-fledged sparrowlet.'

From that day till she met him again she consciously
from time to time faced the possibility of this 'unfortunate
close.'




CHAPTER VI.
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Some of the letters which Stella wrote to her brother will
best convey the tenor of her life during the months that
intervened before she left for Melbourne and Lullaboolagana.
They were the last she wrote from the home of her infancy
and girlhood—that serene and happy resting-place in the
chequered journey of life.  They show her on one side gay,
playful, open to every impression, in love with life and
beauty as ardently as a Greek, finding food for mirth at the
core of much which outwardly wears a mask of solemn
gravity.  On the other side she exhibits a cold logical
faculty for drawing pitiless inferences from the laws of
nature, from those lives which had touched her own and
had become bankrupt in all life's promises of joy.  Prone
also to that severe disenchanted estimate of human affairs,
springing from the austere strand inevitably woven into
minds that have at one time been nourished on the sustained
enthusiasm of supernatural ideals—on the writings of saints
and fathers whose keynote is the lofty renunciation of those
who look on the world and its most coveted distinctions as
the empty pageant of a passing show:
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