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His real name had gone no further than the station store. There
it appeared in the ledger, and sometimes (though very rarely) on a
letter in the baize-covered rack, under postmarks which excited the
storekeeper's curiosity; but beyond the store verandah he was known
only as Jim-of-the-Whim.

He lived by himself at the Seven-mile whim. Most of his time was
spent under a great wooden drum, round which coiled a rope with its
two ends down two deep shafts, raising a bucketful of water from
the one while lowering an empty bucket down the other. The buckets
filled a tank; the tank fed the sheep-troughs; and what Jim did was
to drive a horse round and round to turn the drum. It was not an
arduous employment. Jim could lean for hours against a post,
smoking incessantly and but occasionally cracking his whip, yet
serenely conscious that he was doing his duty. In times of plenty,
when there was water in the paddocks and green life in the
salt-bush, the whim was not wanted, and other work was found for
the whim-driver. Unhappily, however, such intervals were in his
time rare, and Jim was busy, though his work was light.

Jim never neglected his work. Sometimes he took a few days'
holiday, and exchanged his half-year's cheque for poisonous bush
alcohol; this was only customary; and Jim was highly considerate in
his choice of the time, and would go after a rainfall, when the
sheep could not suffer by his absence. He never allowed his
excesses to degenerate into irregularities. He knew his work
thoroughly, and applied his knowledge without sparing his bones;
when not actually driving the whim, he was scouring the plains for
thirsty stragglers. As a permanency at the Seven-mile he was worth
higher wages than he was ever likely to get from Duncan Macdonald,
though this squatter would have conceded much (for him) rather than
lose so reliable a hand. But Jim never asked for a rise; and
Macdonald was perhaps not eccentric in declining to take the
initiative in this matter.

Jim's hut was two hundred yards from the whim. As bush-huts go,
it was a superior habitation. It was divided by a partition into
two rooms; it had a floor. In the larger room stood a table and a
bench, which were both movable; and this merit was shared in an
eminent manner by a legless armchair mounted on an old soap-box.
Prints from illustrated papers were pasted neatly on strips of
sacking nailed to the walls. Sacks filled with the current rations
hung from the beams. The roof was galvanised iron; the walls,
horizontal logs of pine between pine uprights.

Civilisation was met with on the threshold in the shape of a
half-moon of looking-glass, nailed to the doorpost on the inside.
This glass was only put to practical use on the infrequent
occasions when Jim amused himself by removing his beard. At such
times, when the operation was over, and Jim counted the cuts, the
reflection showed a gun-browned face of much manly beauty, invested
with a fine moustache in a state of picturesque neglect. His eyes
were slightly sunken, but extremely blue; and he had an odd way of
looking at you with his head on one side, owing to a breakage of
the collar-bone from a fall far up country, when the bones had
overlapped before growing together again.

The station storekeeper, a young Englishman named Parker, who
gave his services to the economic Macdonald in return for 'Colonial
experience,' and, among other duties, drove out with Jim's rations,
was the only regular visitor at the Seven-mile hut. Yet Jim had one
constant companion and sympathetic friend. This was Stumpy, the
black kitten. The genesis of Stumpy was unknown to Jim, who had
found him in a hollow log, while chopping up a load of wood sent
from the homestead. Jim had chopped off two inches of what he took
to be a new variety of the black snake before discovering that he
had mutilated an unlucky kitten. The victim became "Stumpy" on the
spot; and from that moment the kitten shared every meal and
sentiment of the man, and grew in wisdom with increasing
inches.

One cloudless winter's day (it was in July) Mr. Parker, arriving
at the Seven-mile hut at high noon, found Jim idly caressing the
kitten, and singing. He always did sing when he played with Stumpy,
except when he broke off into affectionate imprecations upon some
new impertinence on the part of that quaint little creature. In
fact, Jim sang a good deal at any time. At general musters of all
hands, such as at the lamb-marking, his voice made him popular in
spite of his reserve, though he sometimes sang over the heads of
his mates. To-day his singing was over the head of Mr. Parker, for
it was in Italian, and Jim looked up with a quick change of colour
at detection. He had, however, nothing to fear. Young Parker, so
far from knowing Italian when he heard it, had been sent away from
his public school because the rudiments of Latin were still beyond
him at seventeen. Jim was pronouncing his words funnily—that
was all that struck young Parker.

"You've heard the news, Jim?" were Parker's first words. "We've
a visitor—a lady, ye gods!—Mrs. Macdonald's
sister."

Jim had heard nothing about it He appealed to Stumpy, and
inquired if he had any information. Altogether he treated
the intelligence with indifference, and went on playing with the
kitten. Parker was piqued. He was full of the guest at the
homestead, Mrs. Macdonald's enchanting sister, and must tell some
one about her, even though the only accessible ear was a
whim-driver's. He launched into a rhapsody which occupied some
minutes, and blended the old public school slang with the
stronger-flavoured bush idiom, newly acquired. Jim heard him
stoically; then he held up Stumpy by the fore-quarters, and
addressed this animal gravely.

"D'ye hear all that, Stumpy? Then just you forget it again, my
little feller. Wimmin is nothink to us, as I've told you before; so
never think on 'em, Stumps, or you an' me'll fall out! That's
it—he says he hears, Mr. Parker."

Parker changed the subject.

"Here's a letter for you," he said, and tossed a square blue
envelope across to the whim-driver. It was not one of the
well-directed letters he occasionally received, with English
postmarks which invited speculation. It came only from Sydney, and
the superscription was amusingly illiterate. Jim opened the
letter—and turned whiter than the soiled sheet which now
began to tremble violently in his hand. There were merely a few
written words on this sheet of paper, but a short newspaper extract
was pasted below them. The written words danced before Jim's eyes;
the printed words became illegible; and if young Parker had not
been deep in the contemplation of his own face in the looking-glass
on the doorpost (gloating over the promising beginnings of a russet
bushman's beard, and wishing he could have his photograph taken as
he was, to send home to the old country), he might have seen Jim
shiver from head to foot, and push the kitten from his trembling
knees. As it was, by the time the youth did turn round,
Jim-of-the-Whim looked and spoke like a calm and rational man.

"Mr. Parker, sir—I want a cheque."

"You aren't going on the booze again, Jim—already?"

"No, sir. I want you to make out a cheque for—as much as
I'm worth, payable to this name and at this address." He tore off
the portion of the sheet of letter-paper above the newspaper
cutting, scored out a few words with a stump of pencil, added three
words of his own, and handed this upper portion to young Parker.
"And please to put in this slip with the cheque, sir."

These were the three words that Jim had written—

"To cover expenses."
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The young lady whom Mr. Parker had raved about to
Jim-of-the-Whim was Miss Genevieve Howard, of Melbourne; and, to do
that young fellow justice, he had but praised one who gained golden
opinions on almost every hand.

Miss Jenny had a pretty face, a perfect figure, a sweet soprano
voice; and she was run after at the Government House assemblies.
She was hardly, however, one of the Melbourne beauties. Her hair
was free from special merit; she had no complexion at all. Even her
eyes were of a neutral tint, though as a rule they were subject to
such clever control that the colour was of no consequence; the rule
was broken when emotion softened them; then they required no
management to render them quite bewitching. Genuine feeling was no
stranger to Miss Jenny, but depth of feeling was. She was
emotional. And greater even than her talent for singing was her
natural turn for coquetry, which amounted to genius.

But when Miss Jenny came to stay in the back-blocks with her
sister (whose invitations she had persistently refused for years)
her little fling was over: she was engaged. It was a startling
engagement. Her world could scarcely believe its ears when it was
announced that the popular Genevieve—with her beauty, her
money, her fairly smart tongue—had engaged herself to Clinton
Browne, a country curate no better than a pauper. It seemed
preposterous. It vexed many; it wounded one or two; but at least it
scored off those hanging judges of Miss Jenny's own sex who had
averred that Miss Jenny was holding back until the Australian
squadron should anchor once more in the bay, or another cricketing
team come over from the old country. But these were not the people
to be silenced for long. They presently heard of Mr. Browne's
translation from the country to a town curacy, and about the same
time that Miss Jenny was going up country. They promptly declared
that she was frightened of seeing too much of him. She was tired of
an amphibious position in society (for Government House had been
renounced); her enthusiasm for aboriginal missions and the rest had
gone out as suddenly as it had caught fire; the originality,
pathos, and romance attaching to the voluntary immolation of the
brilliant Miss Howard on true love's altar were losing their
fragrance in her own delicate nostrils. All these points, and
worse, her judges insisted on—not knowing that their most
ingenious malice could not have condemned the accused to a worse
servitude than station-life in the remote lonely regions of
Riverina, where Miss Jenny now was.

The well-built homestead among the tall pines on the sandhills
had absolutely no attraction for the town-bred girl. The
surrounding miles of salt-bush plains and low monotonous scrub
oppressed her when she wandered abroad. There was not one
picturesque patch on the whole dreary "run." Then she was
prejudiced against squatters in general, and unjustly accepted her
taciturn, close-fisted brother-in-law as a type of the class. Him
she could not endure. She pitied her elder sister, the gentle
Julia, who, having thrown herself away to begin with, made the
worst of the bargain by becoming her children's meek, submissive
slave. Their name was legion, and they were young savages one and
all; the only one of them that Aunt Jenny would have anything at
all to do with, while she could help it, was the reigning baby in
arms.

At first, it is true, the young lady thought it rather nice to
have a horse to ride at her own sweet pleasure. But this treat was
minimised after the first ride, when Duncan gravely cautioned her
against galloping his horses while "feed" was so scarce in the
paddocks and chaff so expensive; and after Miss Jenny had
frightened herself horribly by losing her way in the scrub, and not
finding it again for several hours, she removed the ride from her
daily programme, and reserved it for those times when her nephews
and nieces succeeded in making a perfect pandemonium of the
homestead. Her days were spent chiefly among the pines, with a book
or some fancy-work, or in the verandah when the children were out
of the way. It was here that she made Clinton a gorgeous
sermon-case of purple velvet, with C. B. in a crest of gold on one
cover and I. H. S. on the other. This touching and suggestive
present brought down upon her head a very beautiful letter from the
ardent curate, who rashly stated that henceforth his sermons would
be inspired. But the letter was far too beautiful to be answered
immediately, or even to be read over twice. Not that Browne had
rivals in Messrs. Bird and Parker, overseer and storekeeper
respectively. Miss Howard took not the faintest interest in either
of them, though she had subjugated poor Parker (quite
unintentionally) on the evening of her arrival, and been compelled
to snub the forward and facetious young overseer a few days
later.

"I declare," Jenny wrote to a friend, "except dear old Julia,
there's not a soul fit to speak to on the premises! And the
children prevent one speaking to Julia—little wretches! My
dear, I mayn't even sing in the evenings for fear of waking them,
and even if I might it would be no pleasure with a pannikin of a
piano, besides which, none of them know a note of music!
I wish I had never carted all my songs up here—the sight of
them tantalises me. As for the men, they are insufferable—not
that I want to go back to Melbourne just yet. After all, I knew
what to expect, for, as you know too, all bushmen are
the same!"

Fate, coming down from heaven in the form of a heavy and welcome
rainfall, proved Miss Genevieve Howard at fault in respect of this
sweeping judgment.

On a gray and lowering day that young lady might have been seen
cantering by the Seven-mile whim; she was seen, in fact, by
the whim-driver, who ran to open a gate for her. The act of
politeness did not strike Miss Jenny—as it ought to have
done—as abnormal on the part of a station hand; nor did a
hint about coming foul weather, spoken with unusual deference,
receive the slightest attention. She threw a bone of thanks to the
dog her gate-opener, and rode through without once looking under
the brim of the gray felt wideawake on a level with her dogskin
gloves.

But a few minutes later, as Jim stood at his hut door watching
the rain come down in real earnest, there was a muffled tattoo of
hoofs upon the soft sandy soil, and a horse pulled up in front of
the hut.

The diffident tone and manner in which the young lady now
addressed him offered such a pretty contrast to her monosyllable at
the gate that Jim very nearly burst out laughing; instead, however,
he bared, and ever so slightly inclined, his head, just as a
gentleman would have done in his place.

"I think this is called the Seven-mile hut?"

"Yes, miss."

"Is Mr. Macdonald here?"

"No, miss."

"But you expect him?"

"No. I've heard nothing about it."

"Oh, but I heard him say he was coming here."

"Then he'll come, you may be sure, miss."

The drops were falling thick and heavy.

"And I thought," said Miss Jenny doubtfully, "I might drive back
with him in the buggy, which has a hood. I know Mr. Macdonald is
coming here, for I heard him say so. I am only surprised he hasn't
come yet."

"He'll come any minute," said Jim with decision. "Help you to
dismount, miss? That's it. Now, if you'll step in there out o' the
rain, I'll take the saddle orf of the 'orse."

The whim-driver followed Miss Jenny into the hut, carrying the
saddle. Then he kicked the log into a blaze, drew near it the
legless armchair on the soap-box, observed that Mr. Macdonald was
certain not to be long, and, without another word, went out.

Miss Jenny listened to his retreating steps (and those of her
horse, which he was evidently leading to some shelter) until they
were lost to the ear in the rattle of rain on the iron roof; then
she stood irresolute, her mouth pursed into the tiniest crimson
circle, and doubt in her eyes. She made a pretty picture in her
dark blue habit, the firelight sweeping over the flushed face
underneath the white straw hat, and dancing in her hair—a
pretty picture in a frame of unbarked pine, with a beading of
galvanised iron.

She glanced round the wooden walls. How clean and tidy
everything was! She had never imagined that common bushmen looked
after their huts like this. Was this a common bushman, by the way?
He certainly said "orf of" for "off," and dropped the h from
"horse"; but otherwise he spoke almost as well as she did herself;
his manners were better than those, say, of Mr. Bird; and he was
really handsome—she had discovered this at last. What a pity
he was only an ignorant bushman! He was nothing more, after all; or
else, for one thing, he would not fight so shy of a
riding-habit.

The girl sat down on the quaint seat in front of the fire, and
the spurting flames made her thoughtful. . . . Presently she
realised that there were no more flames, but only embers: her
meditations had taken time. Yet the whim-driver did not return.
Where had he gone? Did the absurd creature mean to leave her
sitting there all day? She would demand her horse and brave the
rain—only, now that she had waited so long for Duncan, it
would be weak not to wait a little longer and be driven home dry.
She raised her eyes from the red embers of the fire; they had
rested on the glowing logs too long; they burned and ached, so that
the rest of the hut was dark and indistinct to them.

Had this sensation lasted, Miss Jenny would at least have been
spared a more startling one; for her clearing eyesight was greeted
by a pair of emerald eyes transfixing her from the blurred gloom of
the chimney corner. The eyes had no body, and Miss Jenny jumped up
in high alarm, tumbling the legless chair from its pedestal the
soap-box. A horrible sound issued from the region of the staring
eyes. Miss Jenny leapt upon the soap-box, and thence, with immense
agility, on to the table. Her sight lost all its dimness: the owner
of the unearthly eyes, the author of the unearthly sound, stood
revealed—a small black demon, with a back bent like a bow
before the arrow leaves it.

Now, cats were this young lady's pet abhorrence; so she
instinctively took the measure that had served her through life on
like occasions, and screamed out lustily. Nor did she stop until
the whim-driver appeared at the door with a scared face. Then, in
an instant, she was sufficiently collected, and more than
sufficiently indignant.

"Take that nasty, horrid little wretch away!" gasped Miss
Jenny.

Jim simultaneously grasped the situation and poor
Stumpy—the latter by that loose skin at the back of the neck
which is to your hand what the loop of your overcoat is to the
peg.

"Stumpy!" he began, in a terrible voice, "you're a
little—"

His teeth came together with a snap. Terror filled his face, for
he felt as a man who has driven within an inch of a precipice, and
pulled the right rein at the right second. And the words that Jim
checked in his throat it would be grossly unfair to conjecture. He
relieved himself by tossing Stumpy into the inner room, and banging
the door.

"Danger's past," he then said, smiling at the goddess aloft,
with his head cocked at the rakish angle which he could not help.
"You may venture on deck, miss."

He held up his hands to her assistance. What else could he do?
But he may have done it awkwardly, for Miss Jenny stood immovable,
vowing she was all right where she was. Jim thereupon threw himself
with vigour into mending the fire. A modest idea occurred to him
that advantage might perhaps be taken of his back being turned; and
he was quite right, for there followed a flutter in the air and a
light bounce on the floor; and when Jim looked round, after a
decent interval, Miss Howard was standing gazing out of doors. He
was glad she had not fallen and bothered him to pick her up.

Out of doors it was raining hopelessly; nor was there any sign
of the good Duncan. The heavy framework of the whim loomed
dispiritingly through the rain. There was nothing else to look
at.

"How do you work a whim?" all at once asked the visitor.

"By driving a horse round and round," Jim answered; and he came
and looked out at a respectful distance from her.

"How very lively! I should rather like to see one working."

"We don't do it in wet weather; there's plenty of water without.
But if you cared to come some hot-wind day, miss, I'd show you the
whole thing, and welcome."

There was no eagerness in his tone; the invitation was inspired
by a civil instinct, nothing more; and at that moment
Jim-of-the-Whim was as good a misogynist as he had ever been. But
Miss Jenny was rude enough not to answer; and Jim became
exasperated: and that was the beginning of it all.

"Will you look round again to see the whim at work?" Jim
asked, out of pure pique.

"I don't mind."

"Make it a bargain, miss!"

"A bargain, then. If Mr. Macdonald doesn't come at once, I must
ride back, rain or no rain."

Jim thought that he should not grieve if she did. "I hope you'll
do no such thing, miss," was, however, what he said; and certainly,
for a common man, he was wonderfully ready with a polite falsehood.
"I'll make you a billy of tea and a johnny-cake in true bush style,
miss, if you'll do me the honour to try 'em when made."

Miss Howard consented with light hauteur, and went on gazing out
into the rain, wondering by what stages such a good-looking,
decent-spoken man had gravitated to the bush; and whether he had
ever been anything very much better than a whim-driver.

As for Jim, he made himself very busy indeed, sitting on his
heels over the fire in an attitude peculiar to back-blockers; and
there was silence in the hut for several minutes. Then Miss Jenny
grew tired of looking out of doors, and wandered round the room,
examining the prints on the walls. Many of these she remembered in
the English and Colonial illustrated papers. One from the
Sketcher—one that occupied a place of honour "on the
line"—she remembered particularly well; for it represented a
scene from an opera of which she was passionately fond, in her
passionate little way. The opera was La Traviata. In a
twinkling Verdi's airs were chasing each other in her ears. Half
unconsciously she began humming the one that came first. This was
the duet beginning "Parigi, o cara," which had made a great
impression on Miss Jenny once (nay, many times more than once), all
because of the soulful tenor who had played Alfred. With this
tenor, in fact—one Signor Roberto—Miss Howard, in
common with other little sentimentalists, had fallen innocently and
entirely in love during the run of Traviata at the
opera-house.

But before she had hummed the second bar of that duet, Miss
Jenny turned sharply round—with animation practically
suspended; for from some quarter of the hut, as if by magic, a
tenor voice like unto the divine Roberto's was boldly singing the
lines that had risen faintly and formlessly to the girl's
lips—

"Parigi, o cara, noi lascererao..."

Genevieve disbelieved her ears; their evidence should have been
corroborated by her eyes, but it was not. She rubbed her eyes, and
fastened them upon the one possible and visible owner of a tenor
voice; but the whim-driver still sat at ease upon his heels, with
his face turned to the fire and his back to Miss Jenny; and, before
she could make up her mind that the whim-driver and the singer were
one, the voice ceased softly.

Miss Jenny knew what ought to happen now: the soprano ought to
catch up the refrain, and repeat the solo. It was only a little bit
of a solo, of two dozen bars or so; then why not?

Wild with excitement, knowing the thing by heart, she opened her
lips, and out it came. It was no humming matter now; Miss Jenny was
on her mettle; and if there was a slight nervous tremor in the
notes, they were none the less true for that, and all the more
tender.

A moment later the pace quickened, and both voices were in the
running. Then it was that Jim rose to his feet—that the
singers faced one another with sparkling eyes—that the whole
hut rang and trembled with enchanting sounds. After that the voices
sank and slackened, and died away in a soft
embrace—pianissimo. And poor little Miss Jenny knew what she
had done, and was instantly stunned by the buffets of a dozen
different emotions.

"I've no right to know Italian; please keep it quiet, miss,"
said Jim humbly, speaking first, and as though nothing much had
happened, yet with a rather sad smile; "and some day
I'll—show you how the whim works."

For at this moment Macdonald's buggy swept in front of the hut
and pulled up.

And Jim said that night to his mate:

"Stumpy, you recollect what I was saying to you not so long
since about wimmin? Keep clear of 'em, Stumps, my son. Never let me
catch you frightening 'em no more, and getting your master mixed up
in it, or I'll chuck you down the blessed whim, little Christian
though you are!"
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About this time a change came over the whim-driver at the
Seven-mile. It was noticed by young Parker, who saw him frequently,
and lamented by the landlord of the Governor Loftus Hotel, the
nearest grog-shanty, where Jim and his cheque were now several
weeks overdue. The fact was, Jim had renounced the luxury of the
periodical "drunk," and was coming out as a bush dandy. He shaved
himself every morning of his life; he appeared in none but the
snowiest moleskins and the pinkest and most becoming of striped
cotton shirts; he even went to the extreme lunacy of shining his
boots every evening before retiring to his bunk. But, what was far
more remarkable, his speech was the speech of Jim-of-the-Whim no
more. He dropped no aspirates, his sentences were grammatical; and
without any specific deduction from his case, it may be noted as a
curious fact that errors of speech may be easily acquired by any
educated man who chooses to live long enough in a low grade, and
takes pains to forget what culture he once possessed. He seldom
swore, and when he did the short sharp pistol-crack was a mere
mockery of his former bullock-driving broadside. Stumpy, could he
but have spoken, would have borne valuable testimony on the latter
point, since he was the party most affected (not forgetting the
whim-horse, a hardened drudge) by his master's change in this
respect; and the sagacious little animal would have assured you
that the endearing epithets now showered upon him were entirely
inoffensive in their nature.

It would have been taxing feline intelligence unfairly, however,
to have expected the little cat to note the subtler indications of
the change in Jim: the look of expectancy and hope with which he
rose of mornings, the disappointment in his face at evening, the
glances he would cast all day along the track towards the
homestead, the frequency with which he sang, whistled, and hummed
one tune. These points were too fine for the cleverest cat in the
world—even Dick Whittington's might have missed them.

But events long looked for come in the end when least expected;
and the coming of Jim's goddess was a case in point.

The whim was out of order, and Jim for once idle, waiting for
the blacksmith, who had been sent out from the homestead, and gone
back to his forge there with a bit of greasy paper covered with
diagrams. Jim sat outside on the ground in the shade of the hut,
toes up, arms folded, eyes closed. A clay pipe was between his
teeth, but the ashes in the bowl were cold. Jim was asleep, and
dreaming of her who was alternately minx and angel in his waking
mind, but always angel in his dreams. Suddenly he awoke: and the
angel sat not far from him in her saddle.

The pipe fell from Jim's lips as his jaw dropped. Next moment he
had sprung to his feet, and a dusky colour flooded his face with
one swift wave.

"Good afternoon," he said, snatching off his wideawake.
"I—I beg your pardon, miss."

Miss Jenny begged his. "I have come to be shown how a whim
works," said she.

"Ah, I feared you had forgotten all about that!"

"So I had," declared Miss Jenny with unblushing readiness. "I
never thought of it until, riding this way again, the whim reminded
me. I am ready to be shown at once, if"—severely—"you
are not too busy!"

Jim stepped diffidently forward, gnawing at his moustache, and
proffered his aid as formerly. But she cut him short.

"No, thank you; I'm not going to get off; I can't stay a moment
longer than just to see this wonderful whim—then I'm
off."

This was delicious. If the whim were admitted to be out of gear
she would simply canter away without a thank-you; therefore Jim
would admit nothing. In silence he led the way to the whim, Miss
Jenny riding after him at a walk. Under the black ugly wooden
framework, which was high enough for Miss Jenny to continue sitting
upright in her saddle, they both stopped; and Jim began to
explain.

He began with the great wooden drum above their heads, and step
by step expounded the working of the whim; but when he led the
lady's hack into such a position that Miss Jenny could see down
into the shaft, he had not yet mentioned that an accident had
suspended the working.

The sides of the shafts were lined with horizontal slabs of
wood; and the mischief was that one of the slabs near the top had
become loose, and had at last fallen the full depth of a hundred
feet, and so smashed and jammed the bucket, which was just clear of
the water at the bottom, as to make it immovable. One slab having
loosened itself, others were likely to do the same; the shafts were
no longer secure, and the danger of descending to the injured
bucket (without testing every slab on the way, as the blacksmith
proposed) was great.

There was only one shaft for Miss Jenny to look down, for the
uninjured bucket hung at the mouth of the other. She did not much
like looking down the smooth-sided, damp, narrow shaft; it put her
in mind of the bottomless pit; yet to gaze down, down, down, rather
fascinated her.

"You have not yet shown me how it works," she said presently,
glancing across the raised lips of the shaft at the whim-driver,
who was leaning over them and grasping the perpendicular rope a
little higher than his head.

"The whim's not in working order." As he spoke Jim watched her
face, with a rather reckless light in his blue eyes, for the effect
of his little sell. He expected her to ride off at once; but she
did nothing of the kind. She exhibited no annoyance at all, but
would know all about the jamming of the bucket at the bottom.

"Then will some one have to go to the bottom?" she asked,
shuddering—"down this endless awful rope?"

"Some one will. There's nothing else for it." Miss Jenny's eyes
had been downcast; now she raised them swiftly. Her eyes often were
downcast, and she as often raised them thus.

"Dare you?"

"I shouldn't wonder."

The next sound was a sharp shrill cry from Miss Jenny. The
little dainty riding-whip—which she had never once dropped on
all her long and lonely rides—had somehow slipped from her
fingers and fallen fairly into the mouth of the shaft, and so out
of sight.

Then came a shriller, sharper cry from Miss Jenny, followed by
the exclamation, "Don't!" reiterated in great alarm.

But it was too late: Jim was descending the single rope into the
horrible pit, hand under hand. Jenny's vision grew dim; she lost
sight of him in the deeper gloom of the shaft; and as she saw him
last his upturned eyes were fixed upon her with a strange, smiling,
singular expression.

Suddenly the rope, on which the girl now concentrated her
trembling, anxious gaze, ceased to vibrate. He had reached the
bottom, then. But why did he not shout up to her his safety? She
swayed in her saddle with the suspense.

Watching the rope with an agonised face, she hardly breathed
until it began once more to vibrate; then she lowered her eyes into
the impenetrable gloom; and at length a figure, spattered and
stained with dirt, sweat streaming from the white forehead, and
blots of blood upon the hands, with the little riding-whip between
his teeth—a figure that ten minutes of strenuous effort had
turned into an apparition—climbed slowly into sight, and so,
hand over hand, into the open air.
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