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Chapter I. - At Braysher's Inn.
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BRAYSHER'S, the chief inn at Kooya, was a one-storied, wooden
building, placed at the junction of the two principal streets of the
township. A wide verandah, enclosed by dingy railings which had been
originally painted green, and filled with squatters' chairs and small
wooden tables, extended round the two visible sides of the hotel. A
bar, much frequented by the roughs who came down from the bush 'for a
spree,' faced one of the streets, and a coffeeroom, which served as a
rendezvous for the passengers by Cobb's coach to and from Leichardt's
Town, and opened by glass doors on to the verandah, fronted the other
thoroughfare.

It wanted now about an hour to the time at which the coach usually
started, and the vehicle, ready to be horsed, was drawn up beside the
sign-post. It was a clumsy affair, painted red and yellow. A wooden
framework supported an awning, of which the leather curtains might be
pulled up or down at will; in front there was a high driver's box; two
wooden benches faced each other behind, and at the extreme end was a
third, only to be approached by a scramble over the backs of the
others. The coach was generally drawn by five horses.

The time was half-past four in the afternoon of a sultry day in
February. A storm brooded in the distance, and there was an ominous
stillness in the atmosphere. The oleanders and loquat-trees before the
opposite houses looked brown and thirsty. The acacias in the inn garden
drooped with sickly languor; and the spiky crowns of the golden
pine-apples beneath them were thickly coated with dust. Flaming
hibiscus flowers stared at the beholder in a hot, aggressive fashion.
There was no green shadow anywhere to afford relief to eyes wearied
with brightness and colour. Brassy clouds were gathering slowly in the
west, and the sun, beating pitilessly upon the zinc roofs of the
verandahs, was mercilessly refracted from the glaring limestone hills
that formed the eastern border of the township.

Two long roads intersected each other at the inn corner. One
stretched away into the bush, where it wound among gaunt gum--trees,
and lost itself in the dull herbage with which the country was
overgrown; the other seemed to terminate abruptly upon the summit of a
chalky ridge, where a clump of grass trees, with their brown,
spear-like tufts erect, looked like sentinels to the barren scene.

Wooden-porticoed shanties, alternating at intervals with brick
public offices; newly-painted stores, which displayed all varieties of
wares; and gaudy public-houses, round which clustered brawny, sunburnt
navvies, lined, but did not shade, the streets. The general air of the
place was one of inaction. Sometimes a bullock-dray, piled with bales
of wool or station stores, would rumble by; or a covered cart, driven
by a weather-beaten German woman from some neighbouring selection,
would pause for a moment in front of Braysher's, while its owner
interchanged a few words with some acquaintance lounging at the
bar.

More frequently a bushman, in Crimean shirt and moleskins, with his
coat strapped before him, would clatter over the stony road and
dismount before the inn. First, he would unsaddle his horse, hanging
its bridle on to the railings of the verandah, while the animal,
accustomed to the habits of the place, would find its own way to the
water-trough. Next, the new-comer would don his coat, and sidle across
to the post-office opposite, whence he would shortly return, laden with
letters and newspapers, which he would place upon the arm of a
squatter's chair in readiness for inspection. Then, after carefully
choosing the shadiest side of the verandah, he would stretch his legs
at full length, dangle his feet over the railings, call for a glass of
grog to wash the dust out of his throat, thereby intensifying the
redness of a sun-baked face, and would finally set himself to the
perusal of his correspondence.

Many bushmen had arrived at Braysher's that afternoon, and all had
gone through exactly the same formula, with the occasional addition of
a greeting to one or other of those already assembled on the inn
verandah.

'Good-day to you;' 'Steaming hot;' 'Looks like a storm brewing;'
'Very dry up country;' 'Fine weather this for the cotton-growers;' and
such-like interjectional remarks sounded unfamiliarly in the ears of an
English gentleman but lately arrived in Australia, who was leaning
against one of the verandah-posts, contemplating with languid interest
the scene around him.

He was smoking, and apart from his air and physique, the
silver--mounted match-box in his hand and the perfume of his expensive
cigar sufficiently indicated him to the intelligence of the bushmen as
'a chap from the old country.' Nevertheless, his tall, broadly-built
figure, bronzed, highbred face, and soldier-like bearing, had no
generic affinity with the lank limbs, the fresh-coloured, supine
features, and frank gullibility of the typical new chum. The boldest
old hand would hardly have attempted to play a practical joke upon
Hardress Barrington.

He looked about thirty-five. The upper part of his face was fine,
with a touch of nobility in the high forehead, broad at its base, but
slightly receding at the crown. The darkbrown hair fringed off in
little rings from the temples. The brows were strongly marked and
wrinkled together in a frown, which deepened the indentures of the
sockets, and gave to the grey eyes a remarkable intensity of
expression. The nose was straight, with a somewhat coarse conformation
of nostril, and had on each side a deep line extending below the upper
lip. The mouth was concealed by a heavy moustache, and the
clean-shaven, slightly prominent chin was cleft in the centre. A
handsome man, upon whom it would be impossible for the stranger not to
bestow several glances of interest, and of whom it might be safely
surmised that he had travelled much and had come into contact with
various grades of society.

'I suppose that Cobb's coach is on its last legs now,' said one of
the squatters, relighting a short black pipe that had expired between
his lips. 'I shouldn't wonder if we had steam-carriages to Leichardt's
Town before December year. Do you think that Longleat will carry his
railway bill this session?'

'There'll be a stiff fight over the Speech,' said a red-faced
bushman, in a cabbage-tree hat, laying down the Leichardt's Town
Chronicle, which he had been diligently perusing. 'Middleton has been
blowing no end, up north; and there are some snug berths to be given
away. Folks must have an eye to their own pockets; and for all the
blather that people talk about impartiality, there's no doubt that
bribery tells in the long-run.'

'I'll back Longleat,' said another. 'He is the devil for sticking to
his purpose. He said he'd make the colony, and he is going the right
way to work. What Leichardt's Land wants is money, and money means
Immigration and Public Works. Hullo, Tom Dungie! Down from the Koorong,
eh? Why, you've given the little piebald a sore back with your hard
riding.'

Tom Dungie, the mail-man, who had halted at the post-office across
the street, had just removed his saddle with its load of brown leather
post-bags, and was ruefully regarding a puffy spot above the loin,
which threatened unpleasant consequences to a dearly-loved pony. Two
other horses which he had been driving, one of which bore a pair of
empty saddle-bags, were browsing by the wayside. Dungie was a tiny fat
man, with small, twinkling grey eyes, a round face, and a whining
voice.

'It's from all the lies I'm a-carryin',' he squeaked. 'The little
piebald, she's a righteous 'oss; and Lord! them Parliamentary
rigmaroles--there's seven of 'em in blue envelopes from Kooralbyn--do
hact like a James's blister upon a sensitive back.'

A shout of laughter greeted Tom Dungie's explanation but he
maintained an imperturbable gravity during the explosion.

'Who's the hack for?' inquired one of the dwellers at
Braysher's.

'It's that there lord at Dyraaba as has a new chum agoin' in for
colonial experience,' squeaked Dungie, giving each of the supernumerary
beasts a sharp smack on the wither. 'I say, Mr. Braysher, put the 'acks
up, and don't let 'em be turned out for any of your swell customers. My
word! it's awful dry to-day--Longleat's on the road behind.'

'Longleat!' shouted a group of men at the bar; and soon the cry
spread through the township. Even the children playing at fives with
the pebbles in the road caught it up, and their mothers rushed out to
join in the excitement. Before many minutes a small crowd had assembled
in front of Braysher's.

'Who is Longleat?' asked the Englishman.

'Longleat!' echoed a hirsute squatter, who expectorated freely, and
frankly owned to American origin. 'Longleat!' he repeated, not looking
at his questioner, but gazing over the heads of the crowd into the
vista of houses and distant trees. 'Wal! it's my opeenion, sir, that it
'ud be worth your while to study up the politics of this 'ere rising
colony, ef it's only to become acquainted with the career of Thomas
Longleat, of Kooralbyn--a remarkable man, sir. The Champion, of the
working class; the Pillar of Progress; and the Enemy of a tyrannical
and parsimonious democracy.'

The speaker drawled out with lagging eloquence his emphasised
adjectives, hitched up his trousers, and slouched to the other end of
the verandah, his eyes still fixed upon the distant object of his
attention, which was rapidly resolving itself into a flying speck
advancing mid a cloud of freshly-raised dust.

'But who is Longleat?' inquired Barrington again.

'Member for Kooya, and Premier of Leichardt's Land,' replied a spry
little stockman in moleskins.

'Thank you,' said Barrington.

'A remarkable specimen, sir, of the vicissitudes of Australia,' said
the first speaker, returning to his former position against the
verandah-rails. 'It's a known fact that Thomas Longleat began life in
this colony as a bullockdriver. He ain't ashamed to own up to it. A
bullockdriver on these very roads that he is spanking over now with the
finest team in Leichardt's Land. A man as yoked his own beasts, and
spread his tarpaulin, and chewed his quid of tobacco when the day's
work was over; and now, why if he floats his Railway Loan, her Majesty
will make him a Knight of St. Michael and St. George, as sure as we're
standing in Braysher's verandah. Here he comes.'

A buggy, drawn by four steaming chestnuts, rattled down the road,
and was pulled up in front of the hotel. A stout red-faced gentleman
with a swelling chest and commanding presence, clad in white linen
clothes, and wearing a broadbrimmed puggareed hat, descended from the
vehicle. He was followed by a wizened-up little man, with very thin
legs and a hooked nose, whose ferret-like face was fringed by a border
of iron-grey hair, and wore an unpleasant, saturnine expression.

The mob set up a cheer, which Longleat acknowledged by a
good--humoured salutation, while his voice, sonorous but unrefined,
sounded clearly above the uproar, as he addressed the innkeeper.

'Hi, Braysher! Good-day to you. I am going to Leichardt's Town by
the coach to-night; but Mr. Ferris will be stopping here for a day or
so. Look after my horses, will you? Have you got four stalls
empty?'

The innkeeper advanced and touched his hat, a mark of deference he
had not shown to any of the previous arrivals.

'Well, sir, we're pretty full, but we'll manage. There's Dungie
brought down two hacks for that there lord up your way; but they can go
off to the paddock, and we'll make room somehow for your team.'

Mr. Longleat smiled, tickled and somewhat flattered by the evident
fact, that 'that there lord' was in Braysher's estimation of very small
importance compared with himself.

He shook hands with some of the men in the verandah, called for a
tumbler of cold water which he drank standing, and said in a
patronising tone to his companion, who had ordered a glass of brandy in
the coffee-room:

'A bad thing, Ferris. Stick to Adam's ale in a hot climate.
Temperance and success, that's been my motto, and I've got no cause to
complain of the way I've got on in life.'

Mr. Ferris retreated scowling to partake of his refreshment; and the
Premier, after throwing a 'chaffing' word to Dungie, who was inclined
to resent the summary expulsion of his horses, turned his eyes upon
Barrington. He stared at the Englishman with a half-angry curiosity, as
though he recognised in him the representative of an order for which he
had no liking.

Chapter II. - The Premier.
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THE mob round the hotel had thickened fast, and as the Premier stood
in Braysher's verandah surveying the crowded street, the rowdies set up
a series of shouts.

'Hooray for Thomas Longleat! Go it, old chap, for the Railway; pitch
into the obstructionist crew! Down with Middleton and his sneaking
northerners!' concluding with an unanimous cry, 'I say, Longleat, give
us a bit of talk. Open your jaw while you're waiting, and let 'em have
it hot.'

The Premier shook his head, half deprecating, half acknowledging his
popularity with the Kooya mob, now considerably augmented by a band of
idle navvies in blue shirts and felt caps, to whom the cry of 'the
Railway' was the herald of a new era of pay and plenty.

'We don't mean to let you clear out in this 'ere---coach till you've
told us what's agoin to become of us when Parliament meets,' cried one
of these insistents, perching himself upon a wheel of Cobb's.

'We aren't the sort of chaps to be put off any longer with these
'ere screws,' shrieked another rough, who had clambered to the
box-seat. 'It's steam 'osses that suits our money. Hooray for
Longleat's railway! Come, go it, old chap! Tell us that you hain't got
no intention of caving in to them stingy oppositionists.'

The Premier came forward to the edge of the verandah, and took off
his hat. As he stood in the glare of the declining sun, his head thrown
back, his big chest expanded, with his broad capable forehead, his keen
eyes looking out steadily from under shaggy brows, his under lip
slightly protruding and giving to his coarsely--moulded face an
expression of suave self-complacency, in spite of the drawbacks of
evident low birth and vulgar assertiveness, there were in his bearing
and features indications of intellectual power and iron resolution,
which would have impressed a higher-class mob than that now waiting
eagerly for his words. His brawny hands, rough still with the traces of
work and exposure, grasped the verandah-rails, while he began to speak
in an easy conversational style, unembellished by any flowers of
oratory.

'Electors and friends,' said Mr. Longleat, 'you've asked me to make
you a speech before I travel down to Leichardt's Town, in Cobb's coach
yonder; and I dare say you would all cheer me as loudly as your lungs
would let you, if I just took that vehicle for my text in a tirade
against the petty jealousy of northern politicians, who grudge to the
populated south a means of locomotion of which there ain't enough of
squatters, let alone free selectors, to make any use up there. But it's
not my way to abuse the bridge that has carried me over, and I won't
cry down Cobb's coach, that, scores of times when I have been driving
hard all day from Kooralbyn, has saved my horses' legs and my own
temper. You can't have railways at a moment's notice, my men; and it's
not so very long ago that we all thought it a fine and wonderful thing
to have any sort of a public conveyance between Leichardt's Town and
Kooya. It's a nice, roomy, well-built vehicle, and has done its work
well; and I mean no disrespect to Mr. Cobb when I say to you here that
I hope, before two years are out, to travel from this town to the
metropolis in one that'll be easier about the springs, and more
commodious for the carriage of our wool and cotton to port, and our
meat and vegetables to market.

'I have driven fifty miles to-day, along a roughish bit of country,
and am not much inclined for public speaking; but since you want to
know what my policy is going to be this coming session, I'll tell you.
I'm going to fight might and main for your railway; and if the public
feeling is what I take it to be, there's not much doubt but that you'll
have it. Not because you want it. I do the best I can for my
constituency, but I bear in mind that Kooya is not the only electorate
in Leichardt's Land. It's because our colony requires the fresh impetus
which she will receive from the circulation of new moneys, that I'm
going to move heaven and earth to float the Loan which I shall bring
before Parliament at the opening of the session.

'There are folks up north, and down south too, that say the Ministry
will knock under, and that when Parliament meets the Railway question
will be shuffled over, and the Opposition conciliated, because Thomas
Longleat likes power and place, and means to stick to his seat in the
Treasury. Now, I say that's a lie! Thomas Longleat never knocked under
in his life, and he's not going to be trodden on now. If he is
thrashed, and the country goes agen him, he'll take his licking and
bide his time; but if he knows that the country is with him, he'll
fight for her while he has got a voice to speak with and a leg to stand
on. The Railway Loan will be the party question of this session, and
upon it my Government stands or falls. You all know me here; it's my
way to carry through what I've set my mind on. It's my
determination--some call it luck and some call it obstinacy--that's got
me on in life. I ain't ashamed to tell you that I began in Leichardt's
Land bullock-driving along this very road I'm going over to-night. I
was a rough sort of chap in those days, my friends, but I'd got the
will in me strong even then. I said to myself, "I'll rise," and I have
risen. I've climbed inch by inch, step by step, till I'm nigh the
topmost bough of the tree; and I'm proud of what I've done. It's
Leichardt's Land that has made me; and when I see my benefactress low
and sinking, it's not surprising that I want mine to be the hand to
lift her up again. We are watching a critical point in her history.
Nations have their turning-points, their times of weakness and
depression, the same as human beings. Leichardt's Land is like a sick
person whose powers have been enfeebled, and whose glorious
capabilities have been contracted by years of parsimonious neglect. She
needs a fillip. You have heard of a wonderful operation called
transfusion, by which fresh vitalising blood is sent coursing through
languid veins, and a new impetus is given to the springs of life. It is
the transfusion of money, the blood of nations, that Leichardt's Land
requires to make her flush and strong.

'Let a temporary loan, which will, ere long, repay itself fourfold,
be poured into her treasury, and we shall see, in a short space of
time, railways penetrating, to the very heart of her rich pastures;
bridges spanning her rivers; her mines yielding gold and jewels, her
plantations sugar and cotton; the European market supplied with her
wool, and the colonial market with her produce. My friends, the Loan
Bill, which will come before the House immediately, is not a mere
question of internecine jealousy and party rancour, but of the
introduction of new life and vigour into a glorious but debilitated
colony!'

Longleat, as he concluded his peroration, his rough eloquence
kindling as he opened upon his subject, stood for a moment, his
shoulders thrown back, his face bland, his under lip projecting, ere he
proceeded with his address.

But at this moment the coach-horses, ready harnessed, were brought
round from the inn-yard, and there arose some little confusion amidst
the crowd in the street; while the sound of a woman's cry arrested any
further words with which Mr. Longleat might have intended to occupy the
five minutes which must elapse before the starting of the coach.

A lady dressed in black, slight and delicate-looking, had been
pushed somewhat violently against one of the posts of Braysher's
verandah. She was evidently a passenger by Cobb's to Leichardt's Town,
and being alone, and naturally alarmed at finding herself in the centre
of a political demonstration, was making for the shelter of the
hotel.

The Premier, attracted by the cry, glanced downwards from his raised
position, and met the appealing gaze of a pair of dark eyes which he
knew well. With more agility than might have been expected, judging by
his age and figure, he vaulted the railings, and in a moment was at the
lady's side.

'Mrs. Vallancy!' he exclaimed! 'How is it that you are here?'

She grasped his arm, and her eyes beamed with gratitude upon his
face.

'I have been staying with the Ansons, at Cooranga. Mr. Anson brought
me down, but could not wait to see me off in the coach. I am going to
Leichardt's Town this evening.'

'So am I. I shall be able to look after you. You've been knocked
agen the railings. I hope you are not hurt?'

'No; it was a mere nothing. I am not hurt--only a little frightened,
but quite happy now that you are here. I am glad that I have heard you
speak in this way. It impresses one in a different manner to the dull
debates which one listens to from the Ladies' Gallery. And, you know,'
she added in a lower tone, 'I make rather a merit of not taking any
great interest in politics; it would not do for me to side openly
against my husband, whatever I might think and wish in private.'

Mr. Longleat pressed his companion's hand, appreciating her delicacy
at its very highest pitch. A man of coarse fibre is apt to attribute
ultra-refinement to a woman by whom he is attracted.

Mr. Vallancy was a member of the Legislative Council. Though
notoriously needy, and desirous of a Government appointment, he
belonged to the Middleton faction, and had made himself peculiarly
obnoxious to the reigning Ministry. The Premier had become acquainted
with Mrs. Vallancy a short time before the present date; and
notwithstanding the inimical attitude of her husband, certain casual
meetings and suggestive conversations had deepened a budding interest
into something more than commonplace social intimacy.

'I am sorry that you should have been annoyed by the crowd. I--they
insisted upon my speaking--upon my word I could not have got out of it.
I wish I had known that you were to be here.' He spoke with a nervous
utterance that, except in the presence of ladies, was unusual to
him.

'Ah!' said Mrs. Vallancy in a tone half-melancholy, half-arch, 'I
know that you are the idol of the mob; such popularity must be very
delightful. I sincerely hope that you will carry your Railway Bill. I
had never before connected it so personally with you. Party questions
have been sources of annoyance to me. This one will possess a more
agreeable interest.'

They had stepped on to the verandah, and Mr. Longleat placed one of
the canvas chairs for his companion to sit upon. All the men turned to
look at her, but not one, except Barrington, took his pipe from his
lips. Though she was perfectly aware of the attention she excited, she
did not appear to be embarrassed by it. Her hat had been tilted back by
the push she had sustained, and her low brow and fine eyes were fully
visible. The latter were black, slightly prominent, and restless and
dissatisfied in expression; her mouth, a curved red line, was more
characteristic than sweet; her colouring was clear and pale: her voice
low and remarkably distinct.

The nervous excitability and sensitive refinement which her face and
manner suggested, were quite calculated to impress such a temperament
as that of Mr. Longleat; but although his admiration was obvious, it
was evident that he had not acquired perfect ease in her society. In
spite of the feminine experience implied by two matrimonial
bereavements, and the bringing up of a daughter, companionship with
women of a particular calibre gave him an uncomfortable sense of
inferiority, and made him conscious of certain lapses in grammar, and
faults in pronunciation, which considerable proficiency as a public
speaker and years of unwearied self-education had not enabled him
entirely to surmount.

'Is Miss Longleat with you?' inquired Mrs. Vallancy.

'No,' he replied. 'She is at Kooralbyn.'

'I am longing to see her again. Some friends of mine who met her in
Sydney last winter wrote to me in raptures about her beauty. Is she as
lovely as ever?'

Mr. Longleat smiled, and elevated his head with an air of gratified
pride.

'Yes,' he said, 'I think she is handsomer now than I've ever seen
her. She took her place in Sydney amongst the best of 'em.'

As he spoke he caught Mr. Barrington's eye, and scowled with
incipient dislike. Though Mrs. Vallancy was sitting a little apart from
the other loungers in the verandah, Barrington was sufficiently near to
have overheard her remark and the Premier's reply. An expression of
amusement passed over the Englishman's face, as he mentally pictured a
coarse, gaudily-dressed Antipodean belle, whose every gesture would
inevitably offend against his refined European taste. His supercilious
smile incensed Mr. Longleat still more deeply, and as Barrington turned
away he asked angrily:

'Who is that man?'

'He is evidently a stranger,' said Mrs. Vallancy.

'A new chum going up to Lord Dolph's,' explained one of the
bushmen.

'I could have sworn that he was one of those cursed English swells,'
muttered Longleat; 'we don't want that brood out here. I'm pretty quick
at guessing what a man is made of, and my first impressions don't often
deceive me. It's instinct; and somehow I don't cotton up to Lord
Dolph's new chum.'

The horses had by this time been put to the coach, and the driver,
with the reins in his hand, was calling his passengers to mount.

Mr. Longleat helped Mrs. Vallancy to ascend, and took his place
beside her in the back bench unoccupied by anyone else.

'The box-seat has been reserved for you, sir,' said the driver.

'Never mind,' answered Longleat. 'I've got a lady to look after.
I'll sit here.' Mrs. Vallancy cast upon him a look of ineffable
gratitude; the other travellers clambered up; the coachman flicked his
whip upon the horses' backs, and the lumbering vehicle clattered off
mid the shouts of the rapidly-dispersing mob.

'Hooray for the Premier! Longleat and his railway for ever.'

Chapter III. - The Premier's Storekeeper.
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BARRINGTON stood on the verandah of the inn and watched the coach
till it was out of sight. Mr. Ferris, who had now emerged from the
coffee-room, stole softly to the railings and sidled towards the
Englishman, casting at the stranger furtive glances from his keen grey
eyes, while with one lean hand he stroked his grizzled beard.

The sun was setting behind a range of distant hills. Storm-clouds
were still threatening, and the deepening dusk had mellowed the glaring
white of the limestone ridges into neutral grey, and had subdued into
harmony the hard outlines and ungraceful colouring of the wooden and
brick erections upon each side of the street.

'Not much of a view,' said Mr. Ferris, looking up in a bird-like way
into Barrington's face; 'but picturesque in a manner of its own.'

'I suppose that one admires the landscape because it is unlike those
with which one is familiar,' replied Barrington.

'European travellers say,' continued Mr. Ferris, 'that there are no
striking features in Australian scenery. Bah! they cry--the eye wearies
of endless gum-trees. But that is a mistake. Those who speak so have
not penetrated into the heart of the country. Ah! we have mountains in
the Koorong district, sublime with a wild grandeur that I have never
seen equalled. It is nature--nature only which reconciles me to my
exile.'

'You call your life here exile,' said Barrington. 'I presume that
you are English? Have you lived for long in Australia?'

'Nine years,' replied Mr. Ferris. 'No,' he added, correcting
himself, 'it will be ten next September. I find it difficult to
calculate the course of time when the months are all alike, and when
they are passed in forests and not in cities.'

'Yet to you, a lover of natural beauty, this ought not to be a
hardship.'

'Sir,' said Mr. Ferris, with a grandiloquent air, 'I have my
theories. Let the young seek inspiration in the woods, the aged in the
breath of towns. There is a close link between nature and humanity. To
glorify the one necessitates sympathy with the other. A poet pent up
for life upon the fairest desert island would produce few stanzas
worthy of immortality.'

'You mean,' said Barrington, 'that the ideal must be yoked to the
practical, or inspiration becomes bathos. You yourself are an artist,
perhaps?'

'I have indeed known the flutterings of enthusiasm, and have tasted
the bitterness of unappreciated effort,' said Mr. Ferris, in a joyless,
piping tone, with his eyes fixed upon the wooden verandah-post in
mournful abstraction from his surroundings. 'Aspiration has been the
keynote of my life. Failure, its refrain.'

'That is a melancholy experience,' said Barrington, in a sympathetic
manner.

'How many are dowered with the yearnings of genius, and cursed with
executive inability!' cried Mr. Ferris, almost fiercely. 'How many have
lived too soon or too late! In how many has the divine fire been almost
quenched in youth, and has emitted but a feeble flame in old age! But
why do I talk of myself?' he added with a sudden deprecatory gesture.
'It is a morbid egotism that seeks vent in self revelation to a passing
stranger. Leichardt's Land only sees in me the shadow of her Premier's
greatness. Anthony Ferris, sir, at your service. Thomas Longleat's
accountant, store-manager, indoor man of all work at Kooralbyn.' He
waited a moment, then said: 'I glean that you are a new arrival in
Australia, but I have not heard your name.'

'Barrington,' replied the Englishman, shortly.

'I knew a man of that name,' said Mr. Ferris in a tone of dismal
retrospect, 'a long time ago--he was a friend of Edmund Kean. Poor
Kean! He used to say," If I had Barrington always with me, I should
never go wrong!" Did you ever see Kean, sir?' he added with sharp
enthusiasm. 'Ah! that was an actor! Such fire! such wit I I never knew
Shakespeare till I knew Edmund Kean.'

'He was rather before my time,' said Barrington.

'True; you are a considerably younger man than I. But I have seen
others more nearly your contemporaries. Macready--he was statuesque,
and had studied--Charles Young, Kemble. I could criticise these, but
Kean deprived me of the power of judgment. Shall I ever forget that
slender man of diminutive stature and finely--chiselled features, whose
piercing orbs held the spectator spellbound while he spoke? I saw him
last in "The Merchant of Venice"--"Signor Antonio ..."' quoted Mr.
Ferris, in a low intense voice, with deep, dramatic intonation; then
after repeating a few lines, he suffered his head to droop dejectedly
upon his breast. 'I cannot do it,' he said; 'the manner has passed from
me. I am getting old, and I forget...You saw Longleat just now?'

'Yes,' replied Barrington; 'I was interested, amused, by the
excitement his arrival created.'

'People call him my patron. Thomas Longleat patron to me! There is a
man who not many years ago was absolutely uneducated. I taught him all
that he knows of the classics. I corrected his maiden speech in the
Assembly, and now he jeers at me for a fool. It is such a man as that
who succeeds in Australia. May I ask whether you are visiting the
Antipodes from mere curiosity, or whether you have thoughts of becoming
a cattle farmer?'

'I shall remain in Australia, if the life suits me,' replied
Barrington.

'It will not. Settle your mind at once upon that score. You will be
miserable, whether you make money or lose what you have. By-and--by you
will acknowledge that I am a true prophet. To the refined Englishman,
reared mid the associations of art, literature, music, the
drama--accustomed to European luxury, and the charm of congenial
society--Australia, if not a hell of discontent, must be a sink of
degradation.'

'You speak strongly,' said Barrington, 'and certainly not
encouragingly; but I imagine that a man of moderate calibre would be
content to exist in a country which afforded him the opportunity for
becoming wealthy.'

'Wealthy--yah!' snarled Anthony Ferris, in a manner indescribable
upon paper. 'Money is, after all, but money's worth. For instance, what
sort of occupation can there be to a man like me, in weighing sacks of
flour, chronicling pounds of beef, and calculating roods of fencing? Is
it not a suffocating degrading slavery? And such, to you, will be the
disgusting routine of station--life. Stock-riding or shepherding,
branding or shearing, buying and selling, weariness of body and slow
atrophy of intellect. You are not young enough to anticipate
compensating wealth; when, if it comes, you will have lost the capacity
for enjoyment. Excuse my curiosity--are you married?'

'No,' replied Barrington.

'You will then lack the incentive of working for a beloved object,
which sweetens toil to me. I dare say that the uneducated would
consider my lot enviable. I have abundance to eat and drink--a
comfortable house to live in; I am putting by for the benefit of my
child'--Ferris's face softened curiously--'nevertheless, you see before
you a disappointed man.'

'May I ask in what particular line you were unsuccessful?' asked
Barrington.

'There was none. My ambition was boundless; it embraced every phase
of art. Vague aspiration has been my curse. I had not courage or
patience to continue struggling against fate. Had I possessed
Longleat's insensitive nature I might have succeeded.'

'Mr. Longleat is also English by birth?' asked Barrington,
curiously.

An odd, malignant smile passed over Mr. Ferris's face.

'Yes, English by birth, certainly. Good-afternoon, Tom Dungie,' he
added, addressing the mailman, who had approached the
verandah--railing. 'What is the news up Dyraaba way?'

'It's you that ought to tell us the news, Mr. Ferris,' said Dungie.
'Folks say that Dyson Maddox is to be the new Minister for Lands, and
that he is to marry Miss Longleat. Is it true, do you think, sir?'

'It's not unlikely,' said Mr. Ferris. 'Miss Longleat is a lady of
caprices. She may be seized with the caprice for matrimony. I dare say,
I dare say; and I wish it might be true; but I have not been informed
upon the subject.'

'Well,' squeaked Dungie, in his nasal tones; 'I'm sure I wish Mr.
Maddox joy of his bargain. She's a handsome young woman; and if she's
got nought else, she's got brass. They do say as she is rare winnin'.
Gells with tin-mines at their backs don't grow like wild cherries, with
the stones outside ready to be picked for the stretching.' Tom Dungie
always chuckled audibly after uttering what he considered a sharp
speech. 'Folks tell,' he whispered mysteriously, 'that the young woman
with the black eyes--her that sat beside the Premier on the coach--is a
rum sort, and that he has got pretty thick with her lately. Do you
think he's hit?'

'That's a married woman,' said Mr. Ferris; 'her husband is in the
Council.'

'Marriage ain't no security,' remarked Dungie, reflectively. I've
heard said that 'twur like drinking a glass of doctored grog: directly
you've swallowed one, yer mouth begins to parch for another--and that's
the way with women of a sort; there's some of 'em as can't get on
without men. She warn't nought to look at, though: it's colour as takes
me: but a man mostly fancies his opposite, and Longleat has got enough
red for two. I wur told to look out for a gentleman from England,'
added Dungie, making a lurch in Barrington's direction. 'The lord at
Dyraaba sent a 'ack down and a pack 'oss for the swag. I said as I'd
show the gentleman the short cut, which is pretty stiff for a new
chum.'

'Do you mean Lord Adolphus Bassett?' asked Barrington.

'Oh! that's his name, is it? Some folks calls him Mr. Bassett, and
some Mr. Dolph, and other folks Lord Dolph. I never knowed rightly
which it wur, and it ain't of much odds.'

'I knew him in England,' said Barrington, 'and I'm going to stay
with him now. Does he live far from here?'

'Nigh upon forty mile. I shall start at daybreak with my mails. Can
you ride, sir?'

'Yes,' answered Barrington, laughing.

'I asked because new chums don't, mostly. Didn't know whether you'd
be able to keep up with the little piebald. She's a rare un to go, she
is. That there lord ain't much of a hand with a buck-jumper, but my
lady, lor! she can sit like Old Nick. Well, you'll hear me calling in
the morning,' added Dungie, affably; and with another bow, which was
accomplished by laying his hands upon the pit of his stomach, and
bending forward as far as the laws of balance would permit, he walked
away.

Presently a bell rang in the coffee-room, and all who had remained
in the hotel flocked in to a somewhat nondescript evening meal. There
was a smoking joint at one end of the table, a tin teapot at the other,
and bread, butter and vegetables were placed promiscuously down the
sides. Two women, who were respectively Mrs. Braysher and her maid
of-all-work, waited.

The bushmen--rough specimens of humanity--congregated together.
Barrington and Mr. Ferris took their seats a little apart from the rest
of the company. There was very little conversation while the meal was
in progress. The men were hungry, and plied their knives and forks
vigorously, washing down the tough beef and hard bread with copious
draughts of tea. Mr. Ferris, who had taken his stimulant beforehand,
likewise drank tea. Barrington called for a pint of sherry, and was
brought a muddy decoction, which he tasted, made a wry face, and set
down.

'Don't drink wine in Australia,' said Mr. Ferris; 'it is bad. Take
to spirits; that is the way with most Englishmen. You'll start with
theories about colonial wine. I did; but, like me, you'll find that
they are a delusion. There is a good wine made in the south; but till
the intercolonial duty is abolished it will never become the national
drink. Brandy is cheaper. So we ruin our nervous systems with strong
tea, and our digestions by promiscuous nips. You will be asked a dozen
times in the day to "come and have a nip;" and if you are weak-minded,
as I am, you'll yield till you find that without a stimulant you are a
poor creature. The higher your mental calibre, the more you'll drink.
It is Longleat's boast that he is temperate. Yah! a fig for temperance
when a man has the frame of a Hercules and the insusceptibility of a
bullock-driver! You don't seem to have much appetite. I see that you
have been accustomed to a different style of cooking. If you have
finished we will sit out in the verandah. There's a storm in the west,
but its strength will be spent before it reaches Kooya. The thunder has
cooled the air already, and we shall be able to smoke in comparative
comfort.'

Mr. Ferris led the way to the verandah, and pulled two arm-chairs to
a breezy corner. He then produced his leather tobacco-pouch and a short
black pipe, and began to smoke, drawing deep breaths, as though he
enjoyed the narcotism, the soft air and the fading light, while every
now and then he uttered in a snarling, neutral tone, some discursive
remark upon Australian customs, or sneering allusion to his master. He
seemed a man oppressed by an immense burden of discontent.

The verandah was almost empty. Most of the bushmen had taken up
their hats and had gone out. There was a circus performing in a
neighbouring street, and the attraction, weighed even against the
charms of the coffee-room, was too potent to be resisted. Every now and
then shrill bursts of laughter, and the braying of musical instruments,
sounded through the murky night, of which the darkness was at regular
intervals illuminated by flashes of sheet-lightning in the west.

'You have lately come from England,' said Mr. Ferris, edging a
little closer to his companion. 'I dare say that you have lived in
London, eh?'

'Yes,' said Barrington with a short laugh; 'I'm very well acquainted
with London.'

'You've seen the best in the world then. There's no place like
London, except perhaps Paris. Lord!' peering with his little grey eyes
into Barrington's face, 'that's what I call life. Balzac and Paul de
Kock, eh? I dare say now that you know all the club gossip and
theatrical scandal. I like a spice of the devil; it's piquant, it's
refreshing. Now it would interest me to hear who are the newest singers
and actors, and the painters who have become famous since I was in
England. I might perhaps recognise familiar names. I used to be
considered a good critic in my day. At Kooralbyn I have a few gems,
slight things, done for me by comparatively insignificant artists, in
whom I saw the germs of future eminence. If you are a lover of art, I
shall be happy at some time to show you the sketches.'

Barrington thanked the old man, and, humouring his fancy, talked on
with the air of one to whom the subject was familiar, of the latest
operas, the last Academy, the newest scandals in the fashionable and
artistic world, the gossip of the clubs and theatres, while every now
and then Mr. Ferris would interrupt him with some eager question which
showed how deeply he was interested.

'And you have left all this!' he exclaimed at length. 'You have
deliberately chosen a life of toil and discomfort amidst the wilds of
Australia in preference to one of refined enjoyment in England! You
surprise me.'

'My visit is only an experiment,' said Barrington; 'I have not yet
determined to remain in Australia.'

'Excuse me,' said Mr. Ferris, with hesitating curiosity; something
in your manner and bearing leads me to suppose that you have been in
the army; am I right?'

'I was in the Guards,' replied Barrington, incautiously. A moment
later he regretted his want of reticence.

'The Guards,' repeated Ferris. 'I am more than ever astonished that
you can entertain, even as an experiment, the idea of living in
Australia.'

'I am no longer in the army,' said Barrington, curtly; and added, in
a manner that left no room for further questioning: 'I think you said
that you knew Lord Dolph Bassett?'

'He has a selection down the Koorong, about fifteen miles from
Kooralbyn.'

'Kooralbyn is the name of Mr. Longleat's property?' asked
Barrington, anxious to divert the conversation from himself. 'A native
word, I presume?'

'Meaning the "abode of serpents." Certain poetic swains have dubbed
Miss Longleat the Enchantress of Kooralbyn, and, in a confusion of
classical metaphors, have addressed her in sonnets as Medusa and Circe.
Apart from its feminine attraction, Kooralbyn is worth a visit. The
country is wild, picturesque, inspiring. It might be the refuge of a
Timon, or the dreamland of a poet. Come over and see it. But you err in
using the word property. In your acceptation of the term, there is no
property in Australia. The owner of freehold is the petty
agriculturist, the representative of a lower order of settler than the
squatter. The bloated aristocrat is he who leases from the Crown, and
whose rich pastures are only his own till a new land law, a mine, or a
railway turns a horde of free selectors loose upon his borders. Mr.
Longleat professes impartiality and sympathy with all classes. It is
his political creed, and he finds that it brings him in popularity.
Lord Dolph took up land on Kooralbyn. Longleat smiled grimly, and
offered to help him brand his cattle. They are the best of friends, but
at first the squatterarchy of the Koorong rose up in a body and named
its hero, martyr.'

'Lord Dolph, then, is a free selector?'

'He cattle-farms a few thousand acres after an amateur fashion. My
lady breaks in the horses and takes care that the calves are branded.
It is said that she has an eye to business, and does not disdain
nuggeting.[1] She was a Koorong girl, a sonsie Scotch lassie, and he
married her because he was told that it was the correct thing for a
bushman to have a wife. He builds rustic bridges, fancies pigs and
poultry, plays the piano, and poses as a squatter in moleskins and a
cabbage-tree hat. She manages the farm.'

'A fair division of labour,' returned Barrington.

'You will find it dull at Dyraaba,' continued Mr. Ferris; 'and Lord
Dolph will probably propose a visit to Kooralbyn. Mr. Longleat will be
in Leichardt's Town occupied with political matters, unless, indeed,
the Ministry goes out at the beginning of the session. I shall,
however, be charmed to introduce you to my wife and daughter. You may,
or may not, see Miss Longleat; that will be as the caprice takes
her.'

'Your allusions to this young lady pique my curiosity. Is the
Enchantress of Kooralbyn a person indeed out of the common; or is she
merely a pretty rustic, spoiled by flattery?'

'Rustic!' repeated Mr. Ferris, chuckling softly to himself. 'I dare
say that you have seen some of the most beautiful women in Europe;
nevertheless you will certainly admire Honoria Longleat. A fine piece
of flesh, with money to enhance her charms.'

'She is an only child then?'

'No; Mr. Longleat has been twice married. His first wife, the mother
of Honoria, was a beautiful drab, whom I believe he picked lip at the
Diggings. His second was the daughter of a squatter on the Ubi Ubi. She
died at the birth of a girl, her only one, now a child of seven. The
Premier's matrimonial arrangements and my own have been curiously
similar. I also have had two wives; my second is still living. I have
my theories, sir, upon marriage as upon other subjects. I consider a
carefully-discriminated diversity the important element in a generation
of a perfect style. Since I could not succeed in making a mark in the
world, I was determined to beget a celebrity. I chose my wife upon
physiological principles. The result would have been all that could
have been desired had she presented me with a son. Mrs. Ferris has
failed in the one duty which I required of her. You see, disappointment
is my doom.'

'But, Miss Longleat's fortune?' suggested Barrington, recalling the
old man to his own point of interest.

'True! When Honoria, Longleat's eldest daughter, was a baby in arms,
old Jem Bagot, a ticket-of-leave man, and the Premier's pal when they
drove bullock-teams together between Leichardt's Town and Kooya, left
her a bit of land in the Tarrangella district, which was then
considered of little value. This bit of land is now the great
Tarrangella tin mine, bringing in somewhere about four thousand per
annum.'

'And is this fortune absolutely her own?' asked Barrington,
excitedly.

'It will be, absolutely, upon the day that she is twenty-one. At
present the income is accumulating for her benefit. Oh, she is a great
heiress. There's Kooralbyn and Mundubbera, the valley of the Leichardt,
the house in Leichardt's Town, and the Lord knows how many political
pickings, to be divided between her and little Janie. And she is her
father's favourite. A fine thing to be transported in the old days, eh?
if a man had brains and luck. A fine thing for a woman to be handsome
and rich. What does it matter if her father was a bullock-driver, and
her mother--' Mr. Ferris shrugged his shoulders significantly. 'In
polite society nobody asks any embarrassing questions. There's only one
thing in the world better than money and beauty, and that's genius. I
have a daughter too, Mr. Barrington, and I am as proud of her as
Longleat is of his, but in a different way--a very different way.'

'Miss Ferris is talented, perhaps?' said Barrington.

'My Angela will be a great artist,' said Mr. Ferris, lifting his
head with a sublimity of conviction that amused while it silenced his
companion. 'Sir,' he added, with a kind of proud humility, 'I know my
weakness; I know my failings. The soul of genius was born with me, but
not the power of fulfilment. I have prayed that I might be the father
of an artist who should combine inspiration and execution. Do I not
know the ecstasy of vision, and the hell of inability? I said to
myself, 'I will beget a son who shall be great.' Two generations could
not be foredoomed to failure. Instead of a son, a daughter was born to
me--a frail creature, visionary and mystical, with an extraordinary
development of the creative faculty. From the day that, as a child, she
drew upon the floor and wall rough sketches with a piece of chalk, I
devoted her to the cause of art. Nature has been her nurse. Cradled in
the lap of inspiration, she has led an ideal life among woods and
mountains. It is for her sake that I labour; for her sake that I submit
to insult and degradation. I have saved a thousand pounds to be
expended upon her artistic education. In a year's time I shall take her
to Italy; in ten, the name of Ferris will be renowned.'

Barrington listened in amused toleration of the old man's tall talk.
He no more believed in Angela Ferris's genius than he believed in
Honoria Longleat's beauty; yet he felt a languid interest in both
subjects, and would have liked to pursue them. Clearly there was a
covert antagonism between Ferris and his patron; and being an observer
of human nature, in default of better occupation, Barrington was ready
to follow up the current of jealousy and crabbed conceit to its source.
The old man, however, rose abruptly.

'You seem a link between my former life and the present. Your
companionship has excited me beyond my wont, and I have talked of
matters which are purely personal. Pray attach no importance to my
wandering speech. I am a soured old man. Now, I have smoked out my
pipe, and the storm is threatening closely. There has been heavy rain
in Leichardt's Town. I'll say good-night. You start early to--morrow
morning, but we shall meet ere long at Kooralbyn.'

Mr. Ferris shuffled indoors to the coffee-room, and thence to
bed.

[1. To nugget: in Australian slang, to appropriate your neighbours'
unbranded calves.]

Chapter IV. - The Weaving of the Spell.
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THE coach rattled on beyond the outskirts of Kooya, past plantations
of pine-apples and bananas, and pretty wooden cottages embedded in
orange-groves and vineyards, till cultivation and even clearing ceased,
and hedges of cactus and acacia, or rough stockading that divided the
settlers' paddocks from the road, gave place to monotonous forests of
she-oak and eucalyptus, where there was the brooding stillness of a
coming storm. At intervals the driver paused before a bush inn, of
which, at long distances apart, there were several standing solitary
among the trees, to change horses, call for the mail, or give the
passengers an opportunity of descending for refreshment. The night
closed in; a murky cloud grew black overhead, and occasional growlings
of thunder told that the storm was advancing.

Mrs. Vallancy and Mr. Longleat were practically alone in the hinder
part of the coach, and their tête-à-tête, carried on
under cover of the rattling of bolts and springs, the flapping of
curtains and general din of motion, was inaudible to the men in
front.

'How kind of you it was to give up the box-seat and come here to
amuse me,' said Mrs. Vallancy in her pathetic monotone. 'It would have
been too horrid had I been placed beside any of our companions. I can
never be sufficiently grateful to Providence for sending you to
Leichardt's Town this evening.'

'I do not like to think that you often travel by yourself in this
way,' said Longleat.

'I do not often travel by myself,' replied she, mimicking his tone,
'only when necessity obliges me, as is the case tonight. I thought that
you admired independent women. You have certainly said so,' she added,
alluding to one of his public speeches in which he had advocated female
labour in certain Government departments.

'The women I meant aren't of your sort. There's things which drag
down both sexes alike, and both should be on the same ground. I should
like to see all women taught to work for their bread. When I meet one
with the pluck to take her own line, and fight against poverty and
prejudice, I respect her for it; but it cuts me to the quick to see a
young, timid, and, if you'll excuse my saying it, pretty creature like
you, who has the right to look for protection from others, jostled
about in this way. You should not travel alone at night in a public
conveyance like Cobb's. You lay yourself open to--to--'

'Unpleasant remark,' she said, concluding his stammering sentence.
'Yes, I understand; you are right: but it is not my fault--you ought to
know that I dislike it. If you were my--my father let us say--you would
not allow me to go about like this. But you are not my father. I have
no one to take care of me--except my husband. I am married, yet there
is no one more solitary than I am. The world is hard to me. I am thrown
upon outsiders for sympathy and support. And because two or three
friends who happen to be men give these to me, society judges me
cruelly. Is it not so?'

Mrs. Vallancy turned her large eyes upon Mr. Longleat with a frank,
confiding expression of which she was mistress. He was regarding her
fixedly, but as their eyes met, he abruptly withdrew his gaze; and
turned his face away without answering her plaintive question.

Given a nascent interest, rapidly deepening into a powerful
predilection, and an unconventional combination of circumstances, which
places the admirer in close propinquity with the object of his
attraction, it will depend entirely upon the man's idiosyncrasy whether
the position inspires deference or awakens passion.

In the case of the typical gentleman, that chivalrous loyalty which
is as much inherent as the result of education, forbids the merest
suggestion of license; but the man of coarse fibre and rude training,
who has made it his creed to seize opportunity for the furtherance of
ambition or the accomplishment of desire, and who is ignorant of the
subtle definitions of a refined code of honour, though he may
accurately limit his intentions, has less control over his emotions.
Such a man does not analyse his inner feelings. There are in his nature
no softening shadows, nor can he comprehend the imperceptible blending
of passive interest with active regard. With him the machinery of
passion comes into sudden play, and startles by the violent effect it
produces.

Mr. Longleat sat silent for some moments, taking no notice of
several discursive observations with which she sought to relieve his
embarrassment. He felt shy of addressing her, and tried to steer his
thoughts into more impersonal channels. He endeavoured to direct them
towards the political conflict in store for him, which for months past
had held his nerves in a state of tension. In the estimation of the
inhabitants of Leichardt's Town the coming session was merely a
pleasant stimulus to excitement, and the present determinant of a
railway that must sooner or later be built.

To Longleat, it meant the crowning act of his career, upon which
rested the balance of victory or defeat. It was the climax of a
struggle for supremacy involving his dearest ambitions and
affections.

The least poetic man who has succeeded in life is conscious at times
of a vein of romance permeating a temperament that he has been proud to
style 'matter of fact.' It is the perception of the ideal side by side
with the actual, that gives courage to encounter and surmount
difficulties. He who is devoid of imagination rarely accomplishes a
great enterprise. A man may scoff at superstition and yet have a dim
consciousness of occult influence at work upon his destiny. At this
moment Mr. Longleat felt a curious presentiment that he was approaching
a crisis in his fate, and that Mrs. Vallancy, whose presence affected
him so strongly, had unknowingly identified herself with his failure or
success.

As they drove on through the deepening darkness, a sense of
unreality oppressed him, and it seemed to him that he was being whirled
in a dream through an enchanted forest to a destination of which he was
ignorant. At last, ashamed and annoyed at his unusual susceptibility,
Mr. Longleat started forward and pulled himself together, uttering an
ironical 'Pshaw!'

'What is the matter?' asked Mrs. Vallancy.

'Nothing. By the way, I hear that Mr. Fielding has sailed for
Melbourne.'

'He left Leichardt's Town last week by the mail-boat,' replied Mrs.
Vallancy, with a perceptible alteration in her voice.

'Is it true that you went down to the Bay to see him off?'

'Yes. My husband was with me. Was there any harm in that?'

'I suppose not,' answered Mr. Longleat. Then added a tone of
displeasure, 'You were very friendly with Fielding when he was in
Leichardt's Town.'

'Are you, too, going to cavil at my friendships?' said Mrs.
Vallancy, plaintively. 'I had fancied, though indeed I can hardly tell
why, for we have known each other but a short time, that I could always
count upon kindness from you.

'I need not tell you that you may always count upon that,' replied
Mr. Longleat. 'Will you not say--friendship?'

'What could one desire more than kindness? If I asked anything else,
I should beg that you would put aside any feeling of animosity you may
entertain towards my husband, and that you would come and see me
sometimes. You have not been within my doors.'

'I--I have not ventured,' stammered Longleat, who had alternations
of boldness and timidity; 'but if I may see you home after your
journey--'

'My husband will probably meet me at the Australasian when the coach
arrives,' said Mrs. Vallancy, 'but if not, I shall gratefully take
advantage of your offer. 'Ah!' she cried, 'what a vivid flash! I am as
weak as a baby in thunder and lightning. I can only hide my face and
tremble.'

'There's a storm coming up,' said Longleat, 'but it is from the
mildest quarter, and will soon be over. Do not be frightened.'

'I cannot help feeling terrified. Of course I know that the chances
are a thousand to one against any harm befalling me; the terror is
partly from association. When I was a child, my nurse used to keep me
good during a thunderstorm by telling me that God was angry, and still
I cannot overcome the uneasy sense that some one who has no sympathy
with my weaknesses is scolding me mightily.'

Then came another flash, followed by an angry concussion, and she
cowered back, laying her trembling hand upon Mr. Longleat's arm.

Presently she asked:

'Are you ever angry with your daughter?'

'Angry with Honoria! By jove, no! She has a spice of the Tartar in
her composition, and would not stand being scolded. She takes her own
way. I dare say it is fortunate for us both that her will does not
often clash with mine.'

'And when it pulls her in a contrary direction to that which you
wish, you turn and let her lead you?'

'No,' replied Longleat, gruffly. 'In some matters I'm a fool where
my daughter is concerned, but for all that, I'm master of myself.'

'She must be very happy,' continued Mrs. Vallancy, plaintively.
'When I was quite young I had my own way too. I used to think that I
needed only to ask in order to get what I wanted; but since I married I
have found life different. After all, we white women are no better off
than the lubras;[1] we are sold like them, and then we have to walk
behind our lords and bear their burdens.'

Now the storm broke in quick, angry claps of thunder and vivid
flashes of forked lightning, which illuminated the coach in momentary
gleams, and showed the frightened leaders, as, snorting and plunging,
they turned wildly in their traces.

'Who-oa!' shouted the driver, as he cut the animals sharply with his
whip. 'What are you shying at now?'

The coach rattled on over a wooden bridge, while the rain descended
in heavy drops that penetrated the ill-constructed awning.

'Oh dear!' sighed Mrs. Vallancy, 'I'm getting so wet.'

Mr. Longleat unstrapped his poncho and placed it round her
shoulders, then with one hand held down the flapping curtains in order
to protect her somewhat from the driving shower. A strong wind had
succeeded the late stillness, and blew upon their faces, bearing an
exhilarating sense of coolness. Gradually the thunder became fainter,
and the lightning less brilliant; the storm was passing over, and the
passengers in front began to talk again about politics and crops and
cattle--conversation in which at any other time the Premier would have
joined with interest, but which tonight resembled in his mind the
refrain of a vivid dream.

Soon the wind and rain ceased; the sky became clear and blue; the
Southern Cross rose gem-like above the horizon; and the moon shone
brightly. The horses were brisk again, and the coach splashed heavily
through the pools left by the storm; the clammy heat had given place to
a delicious feeling of freshness and moisture; the air was fragrant
with the perfume of wild-flowers and scented gum; and myriads of
insects, silenced during the day by the choking dust, filled the night
with inarticulate murmurings.

The houses along the road became more numerous, and the lights of
Leichardt's Town shone, one by one, like stars through the trees. The
bush merged imperceptibly into a straggling street, and the coach
paused for a moment to pay toll at a bridge which spanned the Leichardt
River. The stream, here about a quarter of a mile wide, and with
scarcely a ripple upon its leaden surface, rolled between low
wharf-lined banks and green gardens towards the sea. The lights of
small craft, dotted here and there, seemed like reflections from the
sky above; and the moon shed her beams across the track of a
ferry--boat that plied monotonously to and fro. Over the water there
was a faint, distant buzz; but here, the tinkle of the steamer bells,
and the voices of the boatmen calling to waiting passengers,
'Hoiahoi-o--over,' were the only distinct sounds in the deep
stillness.

The coach drove slowly across the bridge into the city proper. Here
the streets were wide and well-built, the shops gaily lighted, and the
traffic considerable. Now the driver pulled up before a large hotel in
the principal thoroughfare.

A little crowd had collected about the verandah; the passengers
alighted, and the Premier assisted Mrs. Vallancy to the ground. She
gazed helplessly about her.

'I cannot see my husband,' she said. 'Since he is not here I will
gratefully avail myself of your escort--at least to the ferry.'

The Premier hailed a passing jingle. He placed Mrs. Vallancy and her
luggage upon the back seat of this ill-balanced vehicle, and stationing
himself in front with the driver, gave the order, 'To the Emu Point,
Upper Ferry.'

Leichardt's Town is curiously situated upon three peninsulas, lying
parallel with each other, and formed by the snake-like curves of the
river which divides them. The city lies in the middle, and is called
the north side in contradistinction to South Leichardt's Town, with
which it is connected by a bridge, while Emu Point, the suburb where
Mrs. Vallancy lived, faces it again on the opposite bank. It will be
readily seen that, whereas to follow the windings of the river would
necessitate a journey of some miles, by taking the ferry three times in
a direct line, the distance from one side of the town to the other
might be rendered comparatively slight.

The site has much natural beauty to recommend it. Like a broad blue
band the Leichardt flows between undulating stretches of lightly-wooded
country. Here and there, beyond the line of wharves and stores, the
banks rise rocky and precipitous, and overgrown with ferns and the
variegated latarna; but mostly slope gently to the water's edge in
gardens and grassy pastures, fringed with mangrove; while in the
suburbs white roads wind among clumps of feathery bamboos, or by acacia
hedges, which bound pretty villas and verandahed cottages. In the
distant west there lies a low range of hills, which shuts out the view
of the river; to the east the broadening stream hurries downward to the
sea.

The lower part of the middle point, to which Mr. Longleat and Mrs.
Vallancy were at this time driving, is intersected by a long street, at
one end of which lies a ferry, while at the other the Parliamentary
Chambers, comprised in an imposing stone structure of the modern
nondescript style of architecture, overlook the river and South
Leichardt's Town. The extremity of the point is divided into two
allotments. In one of these stands Government House, surrounded by its
trim lawns and shrubberies. The other is laid out in parterres,
grass-plots, and cool walks, overshadowed by flowering mimosae, palms,
and bunya-trees. These gardens are always open for public resort.
Opposite them, the river-bank rises high and rocky, and is crowned by
villas overgrown with creepers, and commanding a view of the whole
town. Here Mrs. Vallancy lived.

Near the Houses of Parliament, encroaching, as it were, upon the
public pleasure-grounds, and divided from them by a screen of
bamboo-trees, there is an enclosure in which at that time stood Mr.
Longleat's town-house. It was a two-storied building, with green
venetian shutters and a deep verandah, and was hidden from the street
by clumps of oleanders and two giant Moreton Bay fig-trees.

But Mr. Longleat and his companion, driving straight towards the
ferry, passed considerably to the left of this house, which lay almost
the length of the street behind them, when, after dismissing their
jingle, they stood upon the wooden ferry steps, and waited till the
plash of oars announced the return of the boat.

They seated themselves at the stern, and were rowed across the
river. The boatman talked freely as he leisurely dipped his oars. His
name was Pettit, and he was a well-known character in Leichardt's Town.
He spoke in a precise, dogmatic manner, and moved a pair of toothless
jaws in a rapid and discursive monologue.

Yes, there had been a heavy storm--but it made no odds to him; wet
or dry, it was his business to pull across that 'ere darned river; and
there was folks as swore if the boat warn't at one crossing, and cussed
wuss if it warn't at the other...He didn't want to name no names, but
there wur a gent living not very far up the Emu Point hill, as wur
sometimes a bit tight, and most often waxy. He wished now that the
House was going to sit, that this 'ere gent, who was a member of the
Council, would go and strike his diggings at the other side. And if
Longleat, he added, unconscious of the identity of his passenger, would
get another bridge built, instead of making a railway that wur only
good for squatters and free selectors, why he, for one, wouldn't cry
out.

Mr. Longleat paid the toll of pence, and offered Mrs. Vallancy his
arm, to aid her in ascending the steep hill. The road was rough and the
dwellings scattered, and there was no light but that of the moon to
guide them along the straggling street, wet with the late downpour.
They walked up the rugged footpath, her occasional stumbles and
clinging hold deepening Mr. Longleat's sense of protection, while in
his breast rose a strong feeling of indignation against the supine
indifference of Mr. Vallancy, who had permitted his wife to make so
late a journey unattended, and who, by failing to meet her at the
stopping-place of the coach, had left her to the tender mercy of any
chance traveller who might offer his escort across the river.

Longleat's thoughts found vent in words.

'It is not right,' he said impulsively, 'that you should be left to
shift for yourself in this way...Suppose that I--that I had not been
travelling down from Kooya this evening, what would have become of
you?'

'I should have arrived in Leichardt's Town in the most commonplace
manner,' replied Mrs. Vallancy lightly, though there was a tremor in
her voice which did not fail to deepen his compassion. 'Then, not
finding my husband at the Australasian, I should have taken a fly to
the ferry. Pettit would have been delighted to offer me his protection.
I should have procured the escort of a little boy from the Ferry House,
and should have reached home in perfect safety. Oh! I am accustomed to
taking care of myself. There are not many knights-errant in Australia,
Mr. Longleat, and I have looked too long on the dark side of human
nature to expect, under any circumstances, to find that men are
actuated by chivalrous impulses. I should at first have felt shy and
extremely uncomfortable, and the storm would have frightened me
horribly; afterwards I should have looked at the situation from a
philosophic point of view, and should probably have listened with a
deep, personal interest to the political conversation of the men in
front of me. I now feel myself quite in a position to judge of the
advantages of your projected railway...I suppose,' she went on, 'that
you will soon be in the thick of your Parliamentary battle. I used to
feel glad when the Session opened. While the House is sitting I am left
more alone, and have greater liberty to do as I please. That is a bad
speech for a wife to make, is it not? But you understand me; and why
should I play the hypocrite when all the world knows so well what I
must feel? Now I shall be rather sorry when the conflict begins, for I
have learned to look upon you as a friend, and politics will keep us
apart.'

'I do not see why that should be,' said Longleat.

'You and my husband belong to antagonistic factions.'

'That need not make any difference to you and me. Look here, Mrs.
Vallancy; I'm not the man to brag about my own doings, but it's a fact
that I should not have worked up to the top of the tree if I hadn't
stuck staunch to my friends, irrespective of faction. It is not because
your husband is on Middleton's side that I--that I--' he stammered,
hardly daring to finish the sentence which had almost escaped him.

'That you dislike him,' added Mrs. Vallancy, softly. 'I know--I
know--I'm afraid that he is not--popular...I wish,' she exclaimed
impulsively, then hesitated--' I wish that he was not in the Council.'
She paused, uncertain of her ground, then boldly tried to frame in
words the thought which during the drive from Kooya had been uppermost
in her mind: 'If he had some regular employment which would bring him
in money and furnish him with a vent for his energies...We are very
poor; we are deeply in debt. I bear the burden of it all. I am a
miserable woman...It would make me so much happier if--You could help
me to become happier.'

'I don't see how that is possible,' said Longleat, looking down upon
her, and not exactly apprehending her meaning. 'I cannot rid you of an
incubus, as I would do if I had the power. Tell me in what way I can
help you. If I can do anything for you, you have only got to ask
me.'

'Suppose,' said Mrs. Vallancy, emboldened by his manner, and turning
her eyes towards his face as they walked on together--'suppose that I
were to ask you to give my husband an appointment--a police
magistrate's post, perhaps--work which would take him away from
Leichardt's Town--from temptations.'

The Premier started as though he had been stung, and Mrs. Vallancy
felt in a moment that she had overshot her mark.

'You need not be afraid,' she exclaimed, in a bantering tone; 'I
would not for the world tamper even by suggestion with Ministerial
policy--I know that subject is sacred. Don't rebuke me too severely for
my boldness; I could not bear to fall under your wrath. But, apart from
joking, I thought that it was considered diplomatic to buy off an
opponent.'

'That may be the creed of some politicians,' said Longleat,
excitedly; 'it isn't mine. I've kept my hands clean since the day I
took my seat upon the Treasury bench. My worst enemy can't say agen me
that I've ever given away a Government place to curry favour with an
adversary or to pay a friend. I'm glad that you call it joking, Mrs.
Vallancy. It 'ud cut my heart to refuse you anything that you asked for
serious; but I couldn't do that.'

'Promise me that you'll think no more of it,' she urged; 'I couldn't
bear to feel that you were angry with me.'

'It wouldn't be possible for me to be angry with you,' he said.
'There are--there might be other ways of helping you, if you'd let me
name them.'

'We have reached my cottage,' she said, pausing before a
wicket--gate, which gave access to a dim-looking garden situated upon
the brow of the hill. 'You will come and see me soon, and tell me what
is in your mind. Won't you come in now? Oh yes! my husband will be glad
to know,' she added, with a touch of sarcasm in her tone, 'that I have
been so efficiently escorted from the Australasian.'

Mr. Longleat hesitated for a moment, then entered.



[1. [Lubras] Young aboriginal woman.]

Chapter V. - Mrs Vallancy's Home.
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MRS. VALLANCY and Mr. Longleat walked up the narrow path leading to
the house and stepped on to the verandah, which was wide and breezy,
and upon one side overlooked the river. The wooden posts were festooned
by trailing creeper, through which the moonbeams shed quivering shadows
upon the boards; and without, the shrubs of heliotrope and purple
magnolia that bordered the grass-plat made the night air heavy with
perfume.

Mrs. Vallancy softly tried one of the venetian shutters, then
finding that it did not yield to her touch, rang a little bell that
hung against the wall.

Presently a maid opened the French window, and Mrs. Vallancy led the
way into the drawing-room, a pretty room, encumbered with furniture,
unoccupied, and dimly lighted by a shaded lamp, which was placed upon a
small table near the fireplace. There was a door upon the opposite side
of the apartment, which was closed.

'Is your master at home?' asked Mrs. Vallancy.

'I think, ma'am, that he is smoking in the dining-room,' was the
reply.

Mrs. Vallancy motioned Mr. Longleat to a seat, opened the inner
door, and passed into the next room, where she faced her husband.

He was an unprepossessing-looking man, tall and rakish, with a
shambling gait and dissipated appearance, yet with the indefinable
stamp of gentility upon his features and clothes. Mr. Vallancy's income
was known to be almost nominal, nevertheless he was always
well-dressed, played high, had loose cash, drank expensive wines in no
small quantity, and, though he kept but a small number of servants,
lived luxuriously.

'What the deuce was all that tomfoolery about the Ansons?' was his
greeting to his wife; 'and why didn't you come home when you first
intended?'

'They wished me to remain, and I did not suppose that my absence
made any difference to you. They nursed me, and were kind to me. You
seem to forget, Edward, that I am not strong, and that I need
consideration,' said Mrs. Vallancy; and Mr. Longleat, in the next room,
remarked the defiant tone of her voice.

'It would be strange if I forgot it. You are always wanting a change
and posing as an injured innocent. Your ill-health is entirely owing to
your abominable temper. I think that it is time you came back, though
when you are at home you make yourself so deucedly unpleasant that I am
glad to be rid of you.'
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