
PATTERN FOR A SCANDAL

“High Street, Chinaman’s Flat, might 
have been exchanged for any other High 
Street in North Gippsland, and no one 
have known the difference,” writes Miss 
Blewett in this absorbing story of life in 
one of Victoria’s small country towns. 
A West Australian gum, glorious with 
bright red bloom, a feathery jacaranda 
tree, pepper trees, and those tall, stark 
pines that so often flank the playground 
of a small-town schoolhouse are all here 
to lend authentic background to a tale of 
human joys and sorrows, triumphs and 
despairs that will not easily be forgotten.

You will recognise in Caleb Williamson 
the school-master, in Arthur Marshall the 
town’s solicitor and in Bill Crotty, the 
bank manager, types that you not only 
have heard of, but known. In the young 
doctor and his wife, in Claude Clancy and 
in Lars Hansen and Catherine Trega- 
nowan you will meet a group of young 
people that might be met to-day in any of 
our more prosperious country districts.

Jenny David, the central figure in the 
drama, you will not meet. But you will 
learn to know her intimately. She lives 
and breathes in every page of this extra
ordinarily satisfying story.
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I

T h e last scholar went out of the school ground, scuffling 
up the pine needles with his heavy boots and yodelling 
in the peculiar manner beloved of twelve-year-old boys. 
He had been kept in for persistent insubordination: Caleb 
was beginning to dread these almost daily battles with 
young Peter Cramp. They flashed their signals, an impish 
gleam in Peter’s eyes, an obstinate line to his thin-lipped 
young mouth, and almost instantaneously Caleb would 
feel the rush of heat to his own face and the drumming 
of the pulse in his temples.

“You anticipate them, Uncle Caleb,” Jenny had said 
only last night. “Peter doesn’t mean to be cheeky half the 
time. If you ignored him, he’d soon stop altogether. The 
poor kid has to efface himself so much at home, he enjoys 
being the centre of attention at school, even if it’s the 
centre of a row and he has to suffer for it.”

“I’ve taught children for forty years,” Caleb had an
swered, striving to keep his voice free of any trace of 
irritability because it was Jenny he was answering; “I’ve 
taught children for forty years and I don’t intend to 
start now ‘ignoring’ impudence from a twelve-year-old 
boy.”

Jenny had looked at him with the characteristic detach
ment that, even though he had known her all her life, 
Caleb still found disconcerting.

“You’d save yourself a lot of trouble if you did,” she 
had said at last, with a finality that closed the subject.

i



P A T T E R N  F O R  A S C A N D A L

Young Peter Cramp still in his mind, he closed the 
schoolroom windows and, with the subconscious precision 
of years-old habit, straightened a desk which the hasty 
eruption of the schoolchildren had disarranged.

He would have liked to discuss the problem of Peter 
with Jenny. She had spent a great deal of time lately 
reading books on child-psychology; he had even dipped 
into them himself, but the unaccustomed terminology 
had made it hardly worth the effort. He knew by her 
air of thoughtful abstraction how much the subject 
absorbed her. Even as a child she had had those fits of 
abstraction, but whereas they had formerly been the 
prelude to serious questioning on Jenny’s part and answer
ing on his, or of animated discussion between them, they 
were followed now by nothing at all. Jenny was as 
withdrawn as a snail under its shell; no, a bad simile 
that, Caleb decided, as he passed out through the porch, 
giving an extra turn to the tap of the water-filter as he 
went by. He locked the door carefully behind him. More 
like a daisy closed at sunset; but that was just as incon
gruous applied to Jenny—a magnolia bud, perhaps.

He walked across the school ground, following uncon
sciously the path Peter Cramp had taken a few minutes 
before; not the path straight from door to gate, but a 
circuitous route that led over a carpet of needles beneath 
the line of pines that surrounded the playground. The 
trunks of the trees were black in the bright afternoon 
sunlight and the gentle sadness of the light wind in their 
branches was so much an accompaniment of Caleb’s life 
now that he never noticed it. But he loved the tang of 
their scent and the crudeness of their twisted branches 
against the blue sky.
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Peter Cramp had left the gate open. Caleb closed it 
with a sudden irascible movement although he knew that, 
directly his back was turned, the gate would quietly open 
again as though it possessed a will of its own. Both gate 
and post had been worn so smooth by four decades of 
hurried bangings, that no amount of closing would keep 
it shut. Caleb knew that. He had been intending for 
years to have a catch put on it, but it was one of the 
things that really did not matter and there were always 
so many more interesting things that did. He had shelved 
it in his mind just as he was attempting now to shelve 
this other problem which had to be faced, this problem 
of Jenny herself.

He stood with his hand still on the gate, looking across 
the little township that spread in a living tapestry at his 
feet.

The school stood on a slight eminence, the only high 
ground for many miles. Almost at Caleb’s feet was the 
Anglican church, a tiny building roughly cruciform in 
shape, with dark bushes of camellia, holly and laurel 
clustered about it. It was built so close under the over
hang of School Hill that it almost seemed to seek the 
Hill’s protection. Caleb liked to think of it nestling there.

There were two parts of the church that were peculiarly 
his own; the stained-glass window above the altar with 
its simple brass tablet, “T o the memory of Ronald Caleb 
Williamson, Sergeant. Born 25th November, 1895. Died 
at Gallipoli, 25th April, 1915.”

And, at the opposite end of the church, the font. It 
was an exquisite piece of palest grey marble with its 
inscription chiselled on its base:
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“Erected in grateful and loving memory of 
Janet Williamson

Beloved wife of Caleb and mother of Nona 
and the late Ronald.

Died 10th June, 1926. Aged 57 years.”

The appropriateness of the two memorials—the cold, 
pale marble for Janet, the glowing colour and beauty for 
Ronald; the font for Janet who had been so essentially a 
mother, the window for Ronald with his young aspira
tions—filled Caleb with a sense of completion as nothing 
else could have done.

Beyond the church, Caleb could see the line of pepper 
trees down the centre of High Street, their continuity 
broken only by a tall plain shaft of Buchan marble that 
was the town’s Soldiers’ Memorial. With a feeling of 
triumph he never attempted to stifle, he remembered his 
long fight for that plain monument instead of the plaster 
figure of a soldier which most of the townspeople had 
favoured.

“Our memorial will be dignified, whether they want 
it or not,” he had been in the habit of saying to his own 
particular cronies during that stern battle. He remem
bered the fight; he had long since forgotten that it was 
Janet’s hundred-pound cheque, promised but carefully 
withheld until the crucial moment, which had tipped 
the balance in favour of the plain column.

Opposite the Soldiers’ Memorial was the Mechanics’ 
Institute, a red brick building with no pretensions at all 
to beauty; yet Caleb’s eyes rested on it with something 
approaching love.

Almost unaided, he had brought that into being; it
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was his monument, and even after thirty years the blood 
sang in his ears as he recalled the stupendous indifference 
of the surrounding agricultural community to this centre 
of culture he desired to place in their midst—such a slow, 
quietly-sarcastic indifference it had been, so infinitely 
irritating, so difficult to meet smilingly, so crassly, stupidly 
incapable of conviction. Bit by bit he had fought it down, 
man by man he had won them to grudging assistance 
until at last it was built, the lending library was stocked 
and, for many years thereafter, Caleb had given his even
ings to its supervision.

He had only relinquished his active interest in it when 
the matter of the railway through from Villiers Junction 
had first been mooted. There were many who said the 
railway would have come through the Flat in any case: 
the Government were not such fools as to leave untapped 
that huge section of the North Gippsland plains and, 
though in moments of extreme modesty Caleb may have 
admitted the truth of that opinion, he would have added 
inevitably that the deputations to the Government his 
enthusiasm had engineered were responsible for the fact 
that the railway did come actually to the Flat, and not 
pass it nearly two miles away, which, in the natural order 
of things, it should have done.

“And what would it have mattered if it had,” Arthur 
Marshall, the solicitor, often said. “Either we’d have 
driven the extra two miles to the station or the town would 
have moved over to it bodily.”

Caleb had never any answer to that. “The town would 
have moved. . . .” The mere saying of the words gave 
him that cold sinking of the heart he always felt when 
he read or heard people say, “The sun is getting colder,”
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or “Australia drifts fourteen feet nearer the South Pole 
every year.” The feeling of instability angered him.

And now this business of the Butter Factory. He 
turned from the gate with a sudden gesture of hopeless
ness. Everywhere his thought turned there was something 
that needed grappling with; no peace nor permanency 
anywhere. It was all very well for young Dr. Cannan 
to say, “Why worry about it? You’ve done your bit for 
this town; it’s your turn to take a rest and let the younger 
men worry it out.”

“And worry it is what they’ll do,” he had answered 
good-humouredly enough. “ That’s the only qualification 
that seems to be needed nowadays—youth, youth. When 
will you lads realise that experience has its uses?”

“Oh, well, sir . . .” that was one thing Caleb liked 
about young Cannan; he gave his respect so naturally. 
“Every generation feels it knows a bit more than the last. 
At least, we are making our own mistakes. . . . ”

“But it’s the next generation that will suffer for them,” 
Caleb had turned the conversation and the trend of his 
own thoughts.

His mind went back to the discussion now, and, with 
a sigh of exasperation at his own tiredness, he recognised 
the fact that the fight over the site of the new butter 
factory would have to go on without him. He was getting 
too old, too old—and then, this other matter—this terrible 
other thing that was never absent from his consciousness; 
it had to be faced, had to be talked about. Caleb shrank 
from it with a .shivering sickness of the soul.

Slowly he walked back across the playground and 
through the gate in the fence that divided school ground 
from schoolhouse garden. The branches of a heavily laden
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pear tree almost touched him as he passed. He noticed 
that already there were bright yellow leaves on the apricot 
tree; that several windfalls lay on the vegetable bed 
beneath one of the apple trees. He stepped carefully 
between the rows of crisp lettuce and picked up the crim
son apples. They made a lovely patch of colour among 
the young lettuces and the royal purple leaves of the 
beetroot.

Rufus, his red setter, came down from the back veran
dah to greet him, a decorous greeting for Rufus, like his 
master, was feeling the weight of years. Caleb cupped 
the apples in his left hand and with his free hand played 
with the dog’s long ears.

“What about a walk, old man?” It was the invariable 
question and now, as when ten years ago he was a bound
ing puppy, Rufus ran a few steps ahead and barked twice 
in anticipation.

Immediately there was a step in the kitchen and Sara 
David, Jenny’s mother, called out, “Your tea’s waiting, 
Uncle Caleb. You’d better come along and have it before 
it draws too long. You’re late to-day.” Her voice dropped 
to its normal softness as Caleb entered the kitchen. “What 
kept you?”

“Young Cramp. Sometimes it seems the lad’s possessed,” 
Caleb answered as he dropped into the chair Sara had 
placed ready for him at the table.

This was the part of his day that Caleb loved best. 
Time had been when eaçh part of every day had been a 
great adventure; when he had sprung to meet the morning 
with the eagerness of a child, had rejoiced in every step 
of the day’s routine from the first ringing of the handbell, 
the marching and roll-calling, the ordered lessons, the
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shouting of the children at play, to the droning relaxation 
of afternoon school, the evening hymn and the diminish
ing voices of the scholars as they left the playground. 
It had the beauty of orderliness; he loved it still, but he 
came away from it mentally and physically tired and sank 
more gratefully each day into his chair in the kitchen. 
He was getting too old . . . too old. . . .

The sun coming in beneath the half-drawn red holland 
blind, between frilled curtains of spotted white net, gave 
the kitchen the air of an old Dutch print. Beyond the 
shafts of golden light where motes danced in the still air, 
the fire gleamed like a thin dull eye in the surrounding 
dimness. Two spots of topaz light were the eyes of Sara’s 
black cat who warily watched Rufus from a position of 
vantage on the cretonne cushions of the rocking chair. 
In the dim light, the bizarre splashings of colour across 
the cushions were blotted out, but Caleb knew each line 
of them.

The dark red note from window and fire was repeated 
in the reflection from the highly-polished brown linoleum, 
and light caught the pool of ruby where a glass jar of 
jam flanked the plate of fragrant brown and white scones 
set ready for Caleb’s tea. There were flowers in a low 
bowl on the table and the cloth that covered it was of 
coarse hand-woven linen, heavily and colourfully em
broidered.

That it must have its strictly utilitarian moments, 
visitors to the schoolhouse admitted, for Sara David was 
a housewife par excellence, but the kitchen always wore 
that same air of homeliness and quiet welcome. Sara 
David in her dark brown dress, her black hair drawn into
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a loose knot on her neck, was part of the atmosphere of 
the room.

She filled Caleb’s cup and set it beside his hand, then 
returned to her seat in the rocking chair.

Caleb helped himself to scone and jam and cream. He 
wondered where Jenny was. She had left the school half 
an hour before he did, after seeing her class of little 
children safe into the care of elder sisters and brothers. 
As though in answer to his unspoken question, Sara said, 
“Jenny had her tea and went out.”

There was a little silence. Used as he was to Sara, 
Caleb could never quite get accustomed to her immense 
capacity for silence. She could be so still that one could 
feel her stillness like something strung tensely in the air. 
When she spoke, the softness of her voice instantly dis
pelled the feeling of tension.

“Whom will you get in her place?” she asked.
Caleb made a slight gesture of annoyance; that \yas 

one of the things he definitely did not want to think 
about. The idea of anyone but Jenny in the ‘baby room’ 
at the school was too upsetting; she had taught there for 
ten years now, except for one break of a few months 
when she had been in the city studying painting. Caleb 
would not soon forget the loneliness of those months, 
nor the pin-pricking inefficiency of Jenny’s substitute.

“Is there any need to think about that yet?” His voice 
betrayed his annoyance.

“It’s got to be faced soon; her figure will show—it’s not 
right for the children.”

Caleb got up from the table abruptly and moved over 
to the open doorway. Sara had no feeling; she spoke so

9



P A T T E R N  F O R  A S C A N D A L

matter-of-factly, as though it were something ordinary 
like tonsils or an appendix, instead of this—this horror. 
His mind refused to take in the thought, shied away 
from it like a nervous horse. The veins stood out in his 
forehead like cords. Yet, as Sara said, it had to be faced 
—Jenny, Jenny of all girls, to be an unmarried mother.

Sara’s voice cut across his thoughts.
“Come and finish your tea, Uncle Cale,” Her tone was 

kind, soothing. He sat down again at the table and 
watched her as she moved round the room refilling his 
cup.

“Do you know who the man is?”
He was to remember later that she did not answer his 

question directly.
“Claude Clancy was up here this afternoon,” she said. 

“He told me he wants to marry Jenny; he thought I 
might persuade her. . . .”

Into the dullness of the misery which had swept over 
him shot a glint of hope.

“Did you tell Jenny?” he asked, as with a sudden access 
of energy he pushed back his chair and rose from the 
table.

“Yes, I told her,” Sara answered evenly.
Rufus came out from under the table and stood waiting 

beside Caleb, ready for their walk. For no reason at all, 
the black cat sprang from Sara’s lap and came over 
towards the dog, arching his back and spitting. It was 
part of the day’s routine; neither Caleb nor Sara noticed 
it. Sara answered her uncle’s unspoken question.

“She laughed,” she said.
Caleb waited in the doorway, as he always waited after
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Sara had stopped speaking. There was no finality about 
her words; all the unspent force of her personality seemed 
waiting there, almost at the point of being unloosed.

After a moment’s silence, he turned away and walked 
through the house out into the front garden, the red 
setter bounding a few steps ahead, uttering sharp ecstatic 
barks.

It was one of Caleb’s sorrows that the unreliable rain
fall of Chinamen’s Flat did not allow the growing of 
lawns. His garden had perforce to consist of flower beds 
planted in careful rotation so that, during the hot dry 
summer and early autumn, only such flowers bloomed 
as could be conveniently watered by hand. The vegetable 
beds behind the house had their own special tank. As 
far as that went, there were tanks enough to water the 
flower garden as well, but Caleb could never justify him
self in keeping a flower garden while people on the 
outback farms watched their stock perish for lack of 
water. It was a saying in the Flat, “If the river runs 
dry, we can get water at the school.”

Caleb walked slowly between the beds of dahlias, sav
ouring the never-failing comfort of their colourfulness 
and perfect formation. Behind them were massed canna 
lilies that vied with the dahlias in richness' of colouring, 
and here and there were tight bushes of dark green and 
variegated holly, glossy-leafed camellias and lilly-pilly. 
Over against the fence stood a feathery jacaranda, and 
next to it a West Australian gum, glorious with bright 
red bloom. On each side of the front gate a tall poplar 
stood sentinel. Each year, Caleb watched the poplars, 
caressing with his eyes their lovely symmetry and waiting
B il
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for the weeks when the autumn would turn them to 
twin spires of living gold.

It was easy to be happy in the garden, to lose oneself 
in the unending beauty of the pageant of the seasons. 
Caleb was always sorry when it was impossible to resist 
any longer the quivering appeals of Rufus; more so to-day, 
for thought could not be kept at bay when at last he 
swung off down the road towards the town.

High Street, Chinamen’s Flat, might have been ex
changed for any other High Street in North Gippsland, 
and no one have known the difference. It straggled 
between two bridges over the river, keeping more or less 
parallel with the railway line from Villiers Junction, 
seven miles away.

In point of absolute fact, the real name of Chinamen’s 
Flat was Villiers East, and so it was called on the boards 
on the railway station and on parish plans and electoral 
maps. But Chinamen’s Flat it had been called since just 
after the Clancys came—and that was over seventy years 
ago—and Chinamen’s Flat it would be to its own people 
to the end of time.

High Street was a broad gravelled road, down the 
centre of which marched the row of feathery pepper trees 
Caleb could see from the school. He loved to walk along 
the street, stopping here and there to speak to friends, to 
poke his head in at the Bank whose door was never closed, 
no matter how long it might be past banking hours, and 
to exchange a few facetious remarks with Bill Crotty, 
the Manager, and one of Caleb’s own particular friends. 
Bill Crotty, like Caleb himself, had grown old in China
men’s Flat; promotion had passed them both by, but 
Caleb had stayed by his own wish, kept by his absorption
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in the growth of the town—and his own mulish obstinacy, 
as Janet had so often said—while Bill’s failure had been 
caused by his own lamentable love of whisky. By some 
queer twist of his nature, Caleb could understand and 
sympathise with Bill Crotty. Times without number, he 
had gone to him, and sat with him in inarticulate sym
pathy as, bit by bit, fate had pushed the man downhill.

Caleb paused outside the Bank. He felt raw and quiv
ering; he doubted whether he could bear even Bill’s 
unvoiced sympathy. Then, through the open door, he 
heard Bill’s voice raised in cheerful song. With a sudden 
lightening of heart, he smiled.

“The old reprobate,” he said, as preceded by Rufus, he 
mounted the two steps and entered the banking room.

The song stopped abruptly.
“Hullo, Cale,” the Bank Manager said. Was he imagin

ing it, or was there really constraint in Bill’s manner? 
With the assurance of long custom, Rufus pushed open 
the swinging door beneath the counter flap and greeted 
his friend with playful exuberance and slobbering mouth.

“Get down, you old devil—can’t you keep this mongrel 
of yours in order, Cale?” It Was a time-worn joke between 
them; but in the wariness of Bill’s eyes Caleb read know
ledge that for a moment took his breath.

He leaned heavily against the counter.
“ I suppose I’m the last person in the Flat to know,” 

he said at last. Bill covered the awkward moment by 
continuing to play with Rufus.

“Women are queer kittle kattle, Cale,” he proffered his 
rough sympathy after a while.

“But Jenny—Jenny of all girls. . . .” Caleb’s fist struck 
the counter as he voiced his deep bewilderment.
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“You never know—with women,” Bill answered. 
“Jenny’s so different from the other girls here . . . I’ve 
often wondered whether it mightn’t have been wiser”— 
Bill spoke warily for he knew the danger of the ground 
he trod on—“if she’d stayed in town and gone on with 
her painting. There’s not much here for a girl of Jenny’s 
sort, Cale,” he added apologetically. As he had feared, 
swift anger rose to Caleb’s eyes.

“Her work, her home and her mother are here,” he 
said harshly.

It was old ground they had traversed times without 
number before. Bill had watched each stage in the build
ing up of Caleb’s almost fanatical dislike of the city. He 
could understand it too to a large extent; what he could 
not understand was Caleb’s failure to differentiate be
tween Jenny and those others whom the city had taken 
from him. No matter how often he said to himself, “De 
mortuis nil nisi bonum,” Bill Crotty could neither forget 
nor forgive Janet Williamson’s cold breaking up of her 
husband’s life.

Caleb was an obstinate man, damned obstinate, Bill 
admitted; but a woman with any feeling in her could 
have bent him gradually to her will; like most obstinate 
men, Caleb used his obstinacy as a shield for his weakness. 
But Janet Williamson had gone her own way with sledge
hammer coldness and singleness of purpose.

There had been no definite break. Even Caleb himself 
had applauded her devotion to her children when she 
had made a home for them in town in preference to 
sending them to boarding school. Caleb’s nephew’s 
widow, young Sara David, had seemed designed by 
providence to take over the housekeeping at the school-
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house during term time; in fact, the position as house
keeper had been a godsend to the young widow who was 
finding it an uphill struggle to provide for herself and her 
tiny Jenny. When the holidays came, Janet would bring 
Ronald and Nona to the Flat or, with Caleb, would take 
them to the sea or mountains for their vacation. There 
was no doubt that Janet Williamson was a devoted 
mother; her whole life and her not inconsiderable fortune 
had been given up to her children.

It was only when Nona refused point blank to come 
home to the Flat for the holidays that Caleb began to 
hate the city. Then Janet had commenced to urge him 
to retire.

“Retire—at forty?” Caleb had exclaimed, his voice 
hoarse with sheer amazement.

“Well, why not?” Janet had asked in her clean-cut, 
slightly metallic way. “Your salary is barely enough to 
keep you and Sara and Jenny and we are surely under 
no obligation to continue to support Sara and her child. 
I can find her another position as housekeeper and you 
can come and live at Malvern. This back-biting little 
village has absorbed enough of your time and energy. 
It’s time you gave some of it to your own children.” 

“This is my home, Janet,” Caleb had said at last, the 
words with difficulty breaking through the stress of his 
emotion. “This little back-biting village is my home and 
this school my work. You knew that when you married 
me. I ’m not the kind of thing who lives on his wife’s 
money either. I can’t stop you from spending that how 
you like, unfortunately—though God knows, sometimes 
I think we’d have been a happier family without it.” 

Janet had cried then, the difficult tears of a woman
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whose pride lies deep, and in the uncomfortable recon
ciliation that had followed, the question of Caleb’s retire
ment had been shelved.

In the years that came after, as more and more the city 
absorbed Janet and Nona, Caleb had thrown himself with 
increasing vehemence into the life of the Flat. Never 
once during his school years did Ronald fail to join his 
father at every opportunity. Grant West, his friend, who 
was later to become Nona’s husband, had generally come 
with him and Caleb’s youth had been renewed in weeks 
of shooting, fishing and tramping with the two boys, 
with serious-eyed young Jenny tagging at their heels 
whenever her mother would allow her. But in spite of 
Ron’s evident understanding and sympathy with his 
father’s attitude, it was to Nona that Caleb’s heart clung.

Bill Crotty had had troubles enough of his own during 
those years which covered too the duration of his own 
brief heartbreaking married life. There were two graves 
in the cemetery that tied Bill more surely to Chinamen’s 
Flat than did his love of alcohol, but he had happened 
to be present at the incident which always seemed to him 
the worst blow of all to Caleb.

It was in the latter part of 1913. Janet had come up to 
the Flat with the two children; Nona, a fifteen-year-old 
schoolgirl, and Ron, not quite nineteen and in his second 
year at the University.

They were full of their mother’s latest plan—a hurried 
trip to Europe to place Nona at a finishing school, and to 
give Ronald that experience of travel which others in 
Janet’s set had decided was so necessary for their sons.

Caleb had called in at the Bank one evening to tell 
Bill about it.
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“Come up to the house, Bill—they’ve got maps and 
plans of the ship and everything. I ’ll cash in on some of 
those fixed deposits you’ve got, old man,” he had said 
excitedly as they walked up the hill to the schoolhouse. 
“I can easily get six months’ leave of absence. Fancy me 
seeing the cliffs of Dover, Bill—and walking through 
Wordsworth’s country; Windermere, Rydal Water. And 
Stratford on Avon, Bill. Gosh, man, I could chant their 
very names.” There was no doubt about the driving 
power of Caleb’s enthusiasm; it caught you up with it 
and carried you along.

Half an hour after, they had been discussing routes and 
cabins.

“We can easily leave in three weeks,” Nona had said.
“Not so fast, young lady.” Fortunately, it had been 

Bill himself who said it. “You’ve got to give your father 
time to get leave and fix things up here. . . .”

Nona had laughed gaily. “ Oh, Mr. Crotty,” she had 
replied in that incisive voice so like her mother’s, “we 
couldn’t think of dragging our hayseed schoolmaster 
daddy away from his beloved town.”

Bill never knew how he got out of the house that 
evening. Even now his sentimental old heart turned over 
at the memory of Caleb’s stricken eyes. When he heard 
later on that the trip had been abandoned until the next 
year because Ron refused to miss his lectures, he suspected 
that the lad’s decision had been inspired by his loyalty 
to his father. By the time the next year came, Ron 
Williamson was already in camp and his mother and 
sister throwing themselves with their accustomed fervour 
into recruiting and red cross work.
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The two old men stood there in silence leaning one 
each side of the counter. The argument was old ground 
and they both knew each step of it. Bill could not resist 
reiterating his point.

“Jenny’s so different from most girls, Caleb.”
Caleb’s only reply was a gesture, the weariness of which 

stirred Bill’s pity. Rufus was running backwards and 
forwards between Caleb and the door, intimating as 
plainly as a dog can that it was time to continue their 
walk. He thrust his cold nose up under Caleb’s hand.

“Alright, old man, I ’m coming now.” Hands in his 
pockets, his thoughts still far away in those difficult places, 
Caleb followed the eager dog to the door.

“You’ll be down at Marshall’s to-night?” Bill asked. 
Caleb stopped dead; he had forgotten it was the night for 
the weekly game of solo whist.

“No,” he said heavily after a moment’s silence. “You 
might tell Arthur I ’ve some business to fix up to-night— 
there’ll be four without me. And they’ll all know what 
the business is,” he added bitterly.

“Don’t be such a fool, Cale.” Bill’s whisky-reddened eyes 
flashed with anger. “Are you going to let this thing run
away with you? It’s not so tremendously important-----”
For a moment it looked as though Caleb was going to 
answer explosively, but Bill went on hurriedly: “It is to 
you, I know—but not to other people. Why, man, the 
same kind of thing happens half a dozen times a year 
even in a place the size of this, and all there is to it is a 
couple of days’ gossip and a bawdy laugh or two and the 
whole thing’s forgotten.”

“A couple of days’ gossip and a bawdy laugh or
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two . . .” The bleakness of Caleb’s eyes rather alarmed 
Bill. He was more prone to choler than to cold anger, 
but to Bill’s relief he threw up his head presently.

“Alright, Bill. I ’ll be along at Arthur’s.”
Caleb walked on along High Street, past the plate-glass 

windows of Adams & Co., a recently-opened branch of a 
chain store; past the shop of Miss McMurtrie who for 
twenty years had wrought havoc with the dresses of 
Chinamen’s Flat. Usually Caleb paused and looked in at 
the little old dressmaker’s window; it was so entirely 
typical of herself and her era. Along the floor of the 
window were spread pages torn from fashion journals 
of an earlier day; the colours of the illustrations had long 
since faded and the pages were thickly covered with fly 
spots and dust. The window was backed by thick net 
curtains upon which Miss McMurtrie sometimes pinned 
an exceptionally-ornate specimen of her work.

Caleb was sorry for the fluttery old spinster in her fight 
against time and changing fashion, remembering the 
times when Janet had been glad enough to defer to 
Miss McMurtrie in the choice of a style for herself or 
little Nona; but to-day his eyes passed unseeingly over the 
wrinkled, pointed old face that peered out between the 
drab curtains, and seeing him, Miss McMurtrie hastily 
dropped the curtain and retired into the dusk of her 
workroom. Miss McMurtrie was unsure of the attitude 
to be adopted towards a man who has just discovered that 
his grand-niece is “in a certain condition.” Beyond that 
phrase her spinster mind refused to budge even in dis
cussing the matter with her own special cronies, although 
she had been heard to remark with some asperity that, 
“Anybody but a man with his head in the clouds like
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Caleb Williamson would have known these couple of 
months there was something wrong with Jenny.” 

Unconscious of the dressmaker’s scrutiny, Caleb walked 
on, answering curtly the greetings of the baker and the 
chemist who conversed amicably from the doorways of 
their respective shops.

“He’s a worried man these days, the schoolmaster,” the 
baker called across the intervening space.

“Yes,” the chemist’s thin foxy face lit up as he walked 
up to the baker’s door, lowering his voice as he came, 
“did I tell you she came in one day and asked . . .  ?” 

Caleb walked on, to all appearances unheeding. “A  
couple of days’ gossip and a bawdy laugh or two. . . .” 
The words rang in his head with a deafening clamour 
that sent the blood stinging across his eyes.

There was a group of women standing talking in his 
path. Was it fancy or did their chatter cease suddenly as 
one of them noticed him coming? The four heads turned 
towards him as he approached them; their polite smiles 
of greeting had a quality of watchfulness. It was as 
though he could see the speculation in each brain. “How 
is he taking it? What is he going to do about it?” When 
he had passed, he heard their conversation break out again 
hurriedly, furtively, and a stifled giggle.

He was not quite up to the neat garden of Dr. Cannan’s 
house when the doctor himself came out of the surgery 
door. He had his brown, bag in his hand, evidently on 
his way to a case. And though he waved in friendly 
enough fashion as he crossed the footpath to his car, it 
seemed to Caleb that his eyes were evasive. Imagination 
probably, for Andrew Cannan slowed down as he passed
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the older man and called out, “See you at Marshall’s 
to-night.”

There was a vacant allotment next to the doctor’s house, 
and then the red brick Mechanics’ Institute whose door
way was flanked by weatherbeaten billboards, exhibiting 
talkie advertisements that seemed to Caleb always to keep 
just this side of indecency. The date of the next enter
tainment, written in red paint, had run in last night’s 
heavy dew. Times without number, Caleb had told old 
Hodgkiss, the caretaker, to take the advertisement boards 
in at night. Must blow the old scoundrel up about it 
right away—goodness knows he gets paid enough for the 
little he does. But the caretaker’s quarters at the rear of 
the building were closed and locked. Old Hodgkiss, as 
usual, was out when he was wanted. Caleb walked back 
to the street, exasperated and impatient. Everything 
seemed to conspire to anger and annoy him.

Head bent, hands in pocket, he came at last to the low 
white bridge across the river. The tiny dead leaves of the 
weeping willow made a carpet on the roadside here, and 
beneath the bridge a mound of blackberry bushes was 
shot with patches of crimson and yellow. Caleb paused 
and looked down at it; lovely colour—“Yellow, and black, 
and pale, and hectic red; Pestilence-stricken multitudes—” 
Ah! he was a poet, was Shelley; the music and the colour 
of the supreme artist; not like these fools nowadays who 
called themselves poets with their bludgeoning language 
and their jerky rhythms—all one with their jazz and the 
twisted discords that passed for harmony. “Yellow and 
black and pale and hectic red—” Written for a colder 
climate though, for the colours of the blackberry glowed 
like dull jewels—garnets and clear amber.
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He crossed the bridge slowly, and came at last to a 
cyclone gate where a dark green and gold-lettered name
plate hung, “Greenacres.”

Rufus stood with his nose against the latch; he knew 
the welcome awaiting him at the end of the long avenue 
of golden cypresses. But this evening, Caleb hardly 
glanced at the gate. Sorrowfully, head and tail down, 
Rufus followed his master on down the road.
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“T here’s Mrs. Manning going home. Gosh, she’s giving 
that poor mare some hurry-up; old Edgar’s tea will be 
late again to-night. She spends half her life on the road, 
that woman.”

Sheila Treganowan from her seat at the kitchen window 
of “Greenacres” read life as it passed aloñg the twenty 
yards of road that she could see.

“ Haven’t you anything to do but spy on your neigh
bours?” Catherine’s voice was many tones lower than her 
sister’s; it was soft too, with a richness that hinted of 
brogue in the last generation.

Sheila tossed fair curls that glinted where the sun 
touched thém.

“ What else is there to do in this hole?” Her petulant 
face lightened almost immediately. “There’s Rufus at 
the gate. I wonder . . .  no, he’s not coming in. H e’s 
walking slowly—like a draught horse. Worrying about 
Jenny, I suppose.”

“ Would it be worth while getting up to see a dog walk 
like a draught horse, I wonder?” Catherine’s tone was 
coloured with contemptuous amusement, but Sheila 
scarcely noticed it.

“ Cath, what’ll they do to Jenny?” she asked in a 
whisper.

Catherine looked up from her sewing with compressed 
lips. “What can they do?” she answered harshly. Sheila’s 
eyes were speculative, a little fearful.
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“They’d’ have branded her in America in the early 
days; remember that girl with the scarlet “A ”—Hester 
Prynne, wasn’t it?”

“Don’t be a fool,” Catherine said sharply. “I hate that 
story.”

As though to escape the thought, she pushed her sewing 
aside and, crossing the room, bent down and opened the 
oven door. The warmth and the odour of browned flour 
streamed across the room. She took out a tray of golden- 
brown scones and, closing the oven door with an accus
tomed movement of her foot, commenced to remove the 
scones from the tray, tapping each one as she did so to 
free it of surplus flour.

“Anyway,” she said quietly after a while, “it doesn’t 
need any scarlet letter to brand her—poor Jenny.”

The door opened briskly and Mrs. Treganowan, enter
ing the room, caught her daughter’s last words. Her face 
with" the long upper lip that made it, as her neighbours 
said, “a regular map of Ireland,” set in hard lines.

“You’re wasting your pity there, Catherine.” All the 
bigotry of her obstinate nature was in the words. “Jenny’s 
no child that’s fallen into temptation without knowing 
what she was doing. She’s called the tune, now she must 
pay the piper.”

“Perhaps she thinks it worth while—after all, she did 
call her own tune.” Catherine spoke quietly enough, 
hoping against hope that the subject would be allowed to 
drop. She was sorry she had said that; her mother was 
quick to resent any twisting of her own words against 
her. Catherine threw the ends of the clean towel over 
the scones and set the hot tray against the side of the
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stove to cool. The air was suddenly heavy with Mrs. 
Treganowan’s smouldering anger.

“What do you mean, thinking it worth while? If that’s 
the nonsense you’re putting into your sister’s head, it’s a 
pity you were ever schooled above us all. It’s little enough 
you’ve ever taught her either, as far as that goes.” She 
seemed not to notice Catherine’s interjected, “That’s not 
my fault.”

“Worth while, indeed! Jenny’s disgraced for life. She’ll 
not enter this house again, I can tell you. So if you want 
to meet your fine friend, you can meet her out of doors— 
that’s good enough for her, anyway, the fly-by-night she 
is.”

Catherine half-turned away with a gesture of distaste.
“You hate to hear the truth in plain words, don’t you? 

If you’d heard the tongues clacking this afternoon at 
Auxiliary meeting, you wouldn’t have thought it worth 
while; you get that right out of your head, my girl.” Mrs. 
Treganowan was talking herself into good humour. “May 
Bryant was saying that the Bennett girls heard that . . .”

Something snapped in Catherine’s brain.
“Who wants to know what the Bennetts heard?” she 

interrupted wildly. “They make me sick, that crowd— 
friends to your face and sniggering and repeating filthy 
gossip behind your back. Ready to cut each other’s throats 
the moment a man appears on the scene. They’re jealous 
of Jenny—they’ve always been jealous of her. They’d 
do what she’s done like a shot, every last one of them, if 
they got a chance—only they never do; no man’s ever 
wanted them. They’re jealous, I tell you—jealous and 
somehow unclean. . . .” Her voice broke shrilly and she 
groped in the pocket of her apron.
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Her mother gasped in horrified amazement.
“That’s enough, Catherine. Whatever’s come over you? 

Have you gone quite crazy?”
“Crazy! of course, I ’m crazy. It’s a wonder we’re not 

all crazy in this rotten, stifling little cage of a town. Do 
you realise there are fifteen marriageable women in this 
town—and three single men?”

Mrs. Treganowan drew back from the black-browed 
face thrust suddenly close to her own. In the background, 
Sheila breathed quickly between her teeth with a little 
hissing sound. All the damned emotions of repressed 
years were finding expression in words that tumbled over 
each other in their fight for utterance.

“W e’re all mad, I tell you—like animals, only animals 
are luckier than we are. What girl wants to spend her 
life making clothes for other people’s babies—and smiling 
at other people’s weddings? I don’t blame Jenny, not a bit. 
I ’d do the same myself if I got a chance. But I never will. 
I’m thirty, thirty—and no man has ever even tried to 
kiss me. . . .”

“Nor ever will, you crazy loon of a woman,” Mrs. 
Treganowan broke in, recovering suddenly from her 
dismay. “You’d better go and lie down and calm yourself 
a bit.”

Catherine laughed. “Calm myself!” She looked at 
her mother as though seeing her for the first time. “You 
dull, dull clod!”

Irresistibly she rushed from the room, out across the 
back garden, through the slip panels and into the home 
paddock.

She stopped there, motionless, like a spring run down, 
and Sheila presently came running to her breathlessly.
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“Cath, Mum said not to do anything rash,” she said. 
There was a queer expression of respect in her eyes. Cath
erine realised that the younger girl was exhilarated, not 
shocked, by the outburst that had already begun to react 
on herself. She began to laugh, irrepressible infectious 
laughter, then as suddenly she checked herself.

“I’ll not do anything rash, Sheila,” she said. “I’ll let 
the cows out for the night.”

She left Sheila standing there and passed through the 
white-washed, concrete-floored milking shed where the 
sour-sweet smell of milk and cattle lingered pungently. 
From the room at the end came the sound of swishing 
water and empty milk-cans being moved about. The 
homely everyday scents and sounds restored her to normal.

The leisurely cows passed through the gate she opened 
for them, the light glinting on their sleek bodies. Cath
erine’s eyes followed them as they spread about the pad- 
dock, swishing their tails gently. She could hear in the 
quietness the snap of their teeth and jaws as they cropped 
at the short, dry grass. The plains stretched out for miles 
beyond her, seeming to reach unbroken to the distant line 
of the blue Alps. The declining sun was flooding the air 
with a deep glow, and on the far east horizon the reflection 
had pinked two little clouds.

She stood there for some minutes, leaning on the half
open gate, gazing out across the plains. She smiled wryly 
at last, then with smooth decisive movements closed the 
gate and shot home the bar of wood that held it in place.

As she turned, she saw the schoolmaster leaning against 
the great gum that grew beside the road. A little further 
on was a darting red spot that was Rufus.
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The gum-tree marked the very edge of the township.
Its huge old trunk, gnarled and twisted into great knots 

that stood out in scabrous excrescences, was beautiful 
with colour—grey and drab-brown of its furry bark; 
rosewood, yellow and cream where the inside bark and 
trunk were exposed. Its lowest branch, twenty feet from 
the ground, was itself a huge mass that would have served 
a lesser tree for trunk. The long, narrow, dark-green 
leaves that hung in sparse clusters were firm to the touch, 
smooth and cool and tough. About it rose from the 
ground like incense the odour of its own dead, fallen 
leaves that formed a pleasant slippery carpet on the yellow 
clay beneath.

Caleb had a habit of standing with his back against the 
old tree, looking out with eyes that hardly took in what 
they saw, across the plains; not thinking, just feeling. 
Fogs of indecision cleared here; tangled thoughts straight
ened themselves out. It was his place of refreshing.

Thoughts were difficult to keep at bay to-day. Anger 
rose once more at the desecration the town was proposing. 
There were a dozen blocks more suitable for the butter 
factory than this one that Jack Treganowan had offered. 
The entrance to the factory would be here, this very spot, 
and the old gum would have to come down to make way 
for the road in. Caleb put out a hand suddenly grown 
shaky and touched the rough bark. His eyes sought 
another tree twenty yards or so further on.

“Well, they’ll leave you anyhow,” he said.
Memory swung back over the years to a day when 

Jenny, in short blue dress that showed her sturdy knees, 
her clear grey eyes alight with interest as they always 
were, had tried to span the great gum with her little arms.
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“It’s bigger’n you, Uncle Caleb,” she had called to him. 
Then she had run on to the slim sapling a few yards 
further on. She had stopped short and looked at it, then 
softly placed her hands on its white trunk.

“This is Jenny’s tree, Uncle Caleb. Jenny’s tree,” she 
had chanted the words over and over again softly to 
herself.

Caleb looked at it now. It seemed neither to have aged 
nor grown in the intervening years; its smooth trunk 
shone in alien whiteness among the red-browns and greys 
that surrounded it. A queer tree to be growing there. 
Caleb had seen hundreds of the same variety farther north 
in New South Wales and Queensland—“naked ladies” 
they were called there. His thoughts swung away sickly. 
The name seemed suddenly too appropriate for Jenny’s 
tree.

As though in apology, he walked across to the white 
gum and laid his hands on it.

Standing thus, his inherent kinship with trees was 
subtly emphasised. It may have been his tremendous love 
for them that made him so like them, for even in appear
ance Caleb was tree-like.

His figure was sturdy, thick-set and broad with massive 
shoulders and thick short thighs. His feet trod the earth 
firmly, seeming to cling closely to it; sun and wind had 
tanned his face and the years had wrinkled it, till his 
skin resembled the weathered bark of a tree. His shock 
of wavy white hair was always uncovered and wind
blown, and, under thick white brows, his lightish-blue eyes 
conveyed an impression of imperturbability, steadfastness 
and independence.
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His hands betrayed him. Though the backs of them 
were rough and scaled, with knotted finger joints, his 
fingers were so long and tapering, the palms so soft and 
disproportionately short, that one understood his spas
modic fiery enthusiasms, the soarings of his impractical 
imagination, and the enormous driving power that in
fused both with a force that could not be resisted.

Rufus had startled a hare further along the road; his 
short excited barks roused Caleb from the deep thought
fulness into which he had fallen.

Whistling to the dog, he turned back along the road 
to the town. In spite of the undercurrent of sadness, his 
natural buoyancy was reasserting itself. He remembered 
about Claude Clancy. Jenny had laughed; but he himself 
had momentarily caught at the offered solution. Claude 
Clancy—the last man in the town he would have chosen 
for Jenny. Difference in religion, for one thing. Jenny 
was irreligious enough, certainly—but turning Catholic 
was another thing; he supposed that’s what it would mean. 
Plenty of money there . . .  an advantage when it was on 
the man’s side. His mind glanced away hurriedly—the 
rock he and Janet had split on. If he had had the money 
instead of Janet how different their life might have been.

His step was perceptibly lighter. Sheila from her 
position of vantage at “Greenacres” window noticed it.

“There’s Mr. Williamson going back. He’s not walking 
so heavy now.”

Catherine, all trace of her storm of an hour before 
smoothed from her face, came and stood behind her, 
looking over her shoulder.

“He’s getting a transparent look lately, as though a puff
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of wind would blow him over, stocky as he is. It’s that 
that’s worrying Jenny—not herself.”

“She’s talked to you about it, Cath?” Even the certainty 
of rebuff could not keep the eagerness from Sheila’s voice.

“If she had, do you think I ’d repeat it?” her sister 
answered dryly.

31



I ll

Caleb felt peacefulness flowing back into him as he 
walked along the road. The trailing branches of th 
willows brushed him as he crossed the bridge, and strewed 
his shoulders and sleeves with slender pale-golden leaves.

A sudden impulse possessed him to watch Claude 
Clancy at work. He turned off High Street and followed 
the cart track that led round the back òf the Drovers’ Rest 
Hotel to the blacksmith’s shop.

Several men were lounging about the open door of 
the smithy; a horse tethered to the rail outside pawed the 
ground and swished its tail in an effort to dislodge the 
clustering flies. A girl from one of the outlying farms 
came out leading her newly-shod horse and Claude fol
lowed to mount her. She sprang into the saddle lightly, 
laughingly ignoring the proffered hand, then turned with 
some pert remark that brought an answering coarse smile 
to Claude Clancy’s face. He stood there for a moment 
looking after her, unconscious of the schoolmaster’s 
scrutiny.

People at Chinamen’s Flat were used to Caleb’s habits; 
he often stood in the doorway and watched Claude going 
about his work. In the perfection of his physical beauty 
and his effortless control of his enormous strength, Claude 
reminded Caleb of some mythological god on a young 
earth.

He was a giant of a man, still in his twenties. His 
wavy fair hair was always immaculately smooth, and his
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skin, which in his youth had been soft pink and white, 
had been tanned by the weather to the colour of ripe 
maize. His arms and chest were bare as he worked and 
the firelight glinted on the bleached hair that grew thickly 
on them. Beneath the skin his muscles moved with the 
rhythm of wind-ruffled water.

He smiled as he worked and answered the remarks of 
the other men; he seemed always to be smiling. On the 
rare occasions when one caught him in unguarded repose, 
his eyes looked too close together, his mouth tight-lipped 
and perhaps cruel. Caleb knew Claude well, had watched 
him grow from babyhood to manhood, but he was looking 
at him now as a possible—husband? no, solution was the 
better word—for Jenny.

The younger man turned and caught sight of him, and 
instantly Caleb realised that the other men knew of 
Claude’s offer. Their eyes became wary; they were con
scious actors in a situation. Caleb waved a hand in 
answer to his greeting.

“A lovely day,” he said.
Claude nodded his head towards the northern sky. 

“It’s going to blow to-night; rain to-morrow, probably,” 
he said.

Caleb noted with surprise the streaming banners of 
white cloud that had gathered in, it seemed, the last few 
minutes.

“Believe you’re right,” he conceded. “Well, it’s about 
time this dry spell broke; otherwise your ploughing will 
be late.” He looked as he spoke at the group of men 
lounging about the doorway. He had not noticed before 
that Jack Treganowan was among them.

The black-avised Cornishman, Cathie’s father, was the
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chief mover in the shifting of the butter factory. He was 
always in the thick of any argument, siding with the 
rebels, always against the established order. He had 
offered the block of his land to the company at a very 
low price—six for the company and half a dozen for 
himself, the Flat said, laughing; but they shrugged 
their shoulders. One place was as good as another to 
most of them, and the block on “Greenacres” had the 
virtue of being on the main road.

He and Caleb had joined battle on the subject before; 
the other men watched them both and waited.

“Will you be at Butter Company meeting to-night, 
Mr. Williamson?”

His tone was insolent. Because of his liking for Cath
erine and her long friendship with Jenny, Caleb had 
endured much from Jack Treganowan, but it was with 
an effort he controlled his rising anger.

“No, I’ll not be there,” he answered equably.
Treganowan looked at him slyly. “Decision to-night on 

moving of factory, Mr. Williamson.”
Caleb stood there shaking with a rage that clasped /his 

chest like an iron band.
“You may put your factory where you like; you may 

take down every tree in the town—I’ve finished with it— 
finished with the whole bloody place.”

He turned and walked away in a red mist of anger; 
the band about his chest had become a searing flame under 
his arm. He walked on automatically, while anger became 
pain, and pain bewilderment and chagrin at his outburst.

The cart track rejoined High Street, skirting the fowl 
run of the Drovers’ Rest. The handy man was there 
feeding the hens, their clamour and their dust and flying
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feathers disturbing the soft air of late afternoon. The 
bar of the Drovers’ Rest formed a whole wing, with 
directly opposite doors that opened on to front and back 
verandahs. The doors were wide, and over the counter 
that divided the room Caleb could see the motionless 
figure of Mother Clancy where she sat just inside the 
front door.
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T he Drovers’ Rest Hotel was a wooden building of many 
gables, for it had been added to from time to time. It was 
separated from the street by a verandah on to which 
opened the bar and the main passage through the resi
dential portion of the house. The floor of the verandah 
was tiled in squares of dull red and dusty yellow, and at 
intervals down its length were tree-ferns planted in great 
green tubs. Between the ferns were plank seats of green- 
painted wood.

The building was old and the floor sagged with every 
step. It creaked too and was soft, as though the ground 
were too close. The walls were of hessian and paper that 
bellied and crackled in the slightest wind, and never 
seemed to be absolutely still. A  passage barely three feet 
wide bisected the house and, from it, the bedrooms opened 
on left and right alternately. They were square, unlovely 
rooms whose four-paned windows that would not stay up 
without wedges were veiled in coarse white cotton-lace 
curtains. Black iron bedstead and honeycomb quilt, imi
tation grained-oak furniture, a chipped and incomplete 
set of heavy ironstone washstand ware, a fly-spotted col
oured print in a gold frame over the narrow mantelshelf, 
a religious picture over the bed—completely impersonal 
and completely typical.

A t the end of the passage was the parlour. It was 
occupied chiefly by a large table covered with a red 
mohair cloth. Faded red and green saddlebag upholstered
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half a dozen chairs and a couch, the corrugated surface of 
which bore testimony to the number of broken springs 
beneath. A large mirror in a gilded frame surmounted 
the mantelpiece, and before it were placed coloured glass 
vases filled with dried shivery- and shell-grass and dusty, 
faded everlasting flowers.

On one wall was a stilted photograph of a pretty dark
eyed woman, with a curled fringe across her forehead 
and a cameo brooch at her throat. It was signed in 
scrawling writing, “Yours faithfully, Toinette O’Halloran.” 
She was a lovely, heartsome thing, ’Toinette, and the 
dandies of Dublin and London who had flambuoyantly 
applauded her charms and clustered, bouquets in hand, 
about the stage door, would have been hard put to it, had 
they indeed not been already mouldering in their graves, 
to recognise ’Toinette herself—Antoinette Mary Clancy, 
aged ninety-two, the owner and licensee of the Drovers’ 
Rest.

Day in, day out, winter and summer, she sat just inside 
the Bar. Her chair was opposite the door, so that nothing 
passed along the road without her knowledge. There 
were no buildings directly opposite the hotel, and always 
before her eyes were the rolling miles of plains that 
stretched to the Alps. Nearly a mile away, a dark inci
dent in the foreground, was the line of willows that 
bordered a chain of lagoons which the river flooded each 
winter. The lagoons had been an enchanted playground 
for the Clancy children sixty years ago.

They had reached them by a shady walk through the 
generously-timbered paddocks, stripped clothes from slim 
young bodies, and plunged happily into the shallow pools.
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Sometimes ’Toinette had played with them, tucking her 
skirts about her waist and pulling the embroidered frills 
of her calico drawers above her white knees. She had 
seemed no older than themselves then, a gay, quick-witted 
playmate, with a twist to her sentences that made them 
shout with laughter, and a fund of stories of pixies and 
banshees so eerie that they looked over their shoulders 
fearfully at the clustering bush from which, however, 
nothing more awesome than a wallaby ever emerged.

At other times, though, ’Toinette would refuse to play 
with them and would sit quietly on the little sloping 
beach, not watching them, her face white and dragged 
beneath the eyes. The children would play quietly then, 
keeping out of their mother’s line of vision as much as 
possible, for retribution for any wrongdoing was quick 
and painful. After a while, the elder children began to 
connect these times with the monotonously-regular appear
ance of a new baby. Their father’s boisterous ill-humour 
was so constant a factor of their background that it 
became, like the weather and religion, something im
possible to alter, and therefore to be endured with resig
nation if it could not be avoided.

When Mary, the eldest Clancy, was just over seventeen, 
the new babies ceased quite unexpectedly to arrive. There 
were bitter quarrels in the front bedroom of the thin- 
walled wooden building and Mary and Matthew would 
gather up John and Patrick, the twins, and Agnes who 
was just twelve, and drag their beds out under the wattles 
in the back yard. Through all the noise and shouting, 
the thud of falling furniture, and, on one awful never- 
to-be-forgotten occasion, their mother’s agonised screams 
of pain, the other five children slept soundly. They had
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been brought up on such sounds; but Mary would sit 
shivering through each quarrel, her fingers tightly pressed 
into her ears.

Not for months did Mary connect the quarrels with the 
appearance in the town of a bold-eyed half-caste, who 
took up her residence in a one-roomed shack down at the 
other end of High Street. She was known throughout 
the Flat as “Matt Clancy’s gin” and it was young Matthew 
who, hearing the contemptuous epithet, shamefacedly 
repeated it to his eldest sister. She suffered bitterly for 
a while, poor sensitive Mary, with the shrinking unhappi
ness that seemed an inherent part of her nature. But 
when she realised how the break was affecting her wor
shipped mother, she ceased to worry about it at all. Old 
Matt Clancy had never been a person to Mary—only a 
horrible, cruel, pervading force; from that time, he ceased 
to exist at all for her.

In the freedom from her marital obligations and the 
annual horror of child-bearing, ’Toinette bloomed in an 
amazing Indian summer. She was just forty, although 
that was middle-aged in the ’eighties. Her soft Irish face 
took on a mature beauty; her handsome dark eyes glowed; 
she carried her rounded figure beautifully, and the tiny 
feet that had tripped so deliciously on the music-hall 
boards twenty years before bore her lightly to and fro 
about her work. The bar of the Drovers’ Rest became 
an even more popular place and, on Saturday nights, 
when Mrs. Clancy relaxed from her usual businesslike 
week-day manner and became purely social, one had 
literally to fight a way in to the counter.

When all were served and tobacco smoke rose in thick 
blue wreaths to the ceiling, ’Toinette would pour herself
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out a small gin. With elbows on the counter, her huge 
leg-of-mutton sleeves like mounds each side of her ani
mated face—she dressed with what the Flat pronounced 
an ungodly regard for current fashion—’Toinette would 
start to talk.

Oh, how she talked, the tales flowing off her glib Irish 
tongue with a brogue that left you so you didn’t know 
whether to laugh or to cry! She told them tales of the 
English and Irish halls of the ’sixties. She told them of 
the long-drawn weariness of the six months’ voyage out. 
She would get them to talk of their own experiences, of 
the homes they had left in the Old Country, and the 
things they had done in the new, till her mind became 
a vast storehouse of story and anecdote.

The years went on, the Clancy’s one after another—all 
except Mary who was never far distant from her mother’s 
side—married and begot children, and a new generation 
came to the bar of the Drovers’ Rest. ’Toinette still pre
sided over the bar, and on Saturday nights she still poured 
out her small gin, which, in fact, no one ever saw her 
drink, and still she talked in that warm rich voice with 
the breath-taking brogue. But she talked now, not of 
England and Ireland, except perhaps when an old hand 
came in, but of the early days in Victoria.

She told them, as they listened wide-eyed, of the long 
tossing of a little boat from Melbourne to Port Albert, 
of the journey north through a nightmare of mud when 
the horses sank belly-deep and had to be dug out. She 
told of the beauty and wonder of the untouched bush, 
of her own long lonely wait in a bush hut, with the two 
eldest children for company, while Matt journeyed back 
to Port Albert for iron to roof their shack.
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She told of wild days when they feared the blacks. She 
told of the Chinese who had started their garden in a 
bend of the river behind the hotel, and how, one night, 
they had quarrelled and the echo of their high-pitched 
screams had travelled over the little settlement, and how, 
days afterwards, someone wondered why no smoke came 
from the shack and, investigating, found two noisome 
corpses with knives sticking out of their chests. And, as 
her listeners grimaced at the horror of her story, she 
would glance round with the inimitable deviltry of her 
eyes and say, “And that’s how Villiers East became China
men’s Flat,” enjoying the laugh that followed her delibe
rate slackening of the tension.

Bit by bit, as Matt’s moral and physical degeneracy pro
gressed, ’Toinette gathered the reins of management into 
her own hands. She ran the place well and firmly. It 
was exquisitely clean in spite of the endless toil that was 
needed to keep it so and, though the women of the Flat 
hated her cordially for the power of her attraction that 
showed no diminution through the years, no voice could 
be raised against her. The house was rough certainly, but 
it was a rough time.

She added to her store of stories tales of bushranging 
gangs, of gold rushes, of wars in far distant places and 
men that went to them and did not return. She saw the 
bush thinned out on the plains and the sheep feeding on 
them; she saw the thinned-out timber ring-barked, so that 
the miles of plains seemed peopled with the ghosts of trees 
that shone stark white in sunlight and moonlight. She 
saw the sheep replaced by cattle and the bullock teams 
with their towering loads of wool give way, as the roads 
were improved, to horse-drawn carts that carried shining
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cans of cream to the factory. She saw vast acres of land 
completely cleared, and the waving crops of wheat and 
oats and millet and the queer green of sugar beet. She 
saw railways and motor-cars come, and the town take 
form about her.

Old Matt Clancy slipped out of life, a senile idiot; ten 
years after, the second Matt Clancy followed him. The 
third Matt Clancy grew up in the hotel, married and had 
one son, Claude. Still ’Toinette lived on. Her other 
grandchildren had scattered; at intervals they wrote to her, 
and Mary, ‘old Aunt Mary’ now, treasured the letters.

Almost imperceptibly, ’Toinette had grown silent. As 
she became less active, her body became ponderous. No 
one knew quite when she had ceased to talk, when she 
had stopped being the centre of those Saturday evening 
gatherings; but for fifteen years now she had sat, her eyes 
seemingly fixed on the far-distant hills. Some said she 
slept there with her eyes open, but her family knew that 
nothing escaped her notice. She rarely opened her lips, 
but her personality was a permeating presence. Day after 
day she sat there, an obese old woman, so heavy and 
unwieldy her body that movement of any kind was 
torture. Yet she was always dressed with meticulous care; 
her dresses were of good quality and fashionably cut. 
Her heavy mahogany hair had thinned and greyed till 
only a few rusty wisps remained to support the cap of 
real lace. Her great pendulous cheeks, criss-crossed though 
they were by a thousand wrinkles, were delicately rouged 
and powdered. Always hovering in the background, 
ceaselessly polishing glasses or rubbing already-brilliant 
handles, was the grey wraith of a woman who was Mary 
Clancy; endlessly she watched, ready to come at the 
slightest movement of her mother’s hand.
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In all the years, Mother Clancy, as the town had called 
her now for twenty years, had not relaxed one iota of her 
control of the hotel. Relentlessly she resisted all efforts to 
take over the management, and no one could truthfully 
deny her competence. She still signed all cheques, orders 
had to be presented to her and signed, otherwise no pay
ment would be forthcoming for any goods delivered. The 
cash was counted daily before her eyes, the deposit slips 
delivered to her five minutes after the money had been 
banked. The till was under her eye as long as the hotel 
was open; when the doors were closed for the night, the 
keys of cellar and till were given into her hands and 
stayed in them till morning.

Ten years before, to the astonishment of the whole 
town, a good wireless set had been installed in the bar of 
the Drovers’ Rest. It was turned on from the first “Good 
morning, everybody” until the last strains of “God save 
the King” each night. By some subtle telepathy that 
existed between them, old Mary Clancy knew when to 
change from one programme to another to please her 
mother’s taste. Most often, it was classical music that 
filled that incongruous place; Mother Clancy evidently 
disliked jazz, for it was always uncompromisingly shut 
off. Only when recently tastes had altered somewhat, and 
the old comic opera favourites had returned to favour, had 
the old woman’s dark eyes lightened beneath the age- 
blackened lids that looked grey by contrast.

Years since, old Mother Clancy had ceased to attend 
mass. The priest came often to see her and remonstrated 
with her at times; but she never answered him, in fact 
rarely gave any evidence that she noticed his presence and, 
in the face of that great mass of imperturbability, his 
assurance would melt away.
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Regularly each day Mary would put her rosary into 
her hand—that chain of brown beads worn smooth with 
the countless passings of reverent fingers over it—but 
whether her mother prayed or not, Mary did not know. 
She did not care to know, remembering the day that 
Patrick died. ’Toinette Clancy had looked with stony 
eyes at her rosary that day and then had handed it to 
Mary. “Put it away,” she had said. “Nothing behind me 
—emptiness before me.” The words were so soft that 
Mary scarcely knew whether her mother had spoken 
them or not. In her agony of sympathy with her mother’s 
overwhelming grief, Mary had forgotten her own passion
ate regret for her young nephew Patrick who was dead 
in a German prison camp.

In an unreasoning effort to balance her mother’s lack of 
faith, Mary was present at every celebration of the mass. 
There was something infinitely pathetic in the childlike 
faith of the frail little old woman. She would dress herself 
carefully—cheques for Mary’s clothes were always signed 
without question in that sprawling ‘Toinette Clancy’— 
then come and lay a timid hand on Mother Clancy’s 
shoulder.

“Mass, Mother. I’ll not be long. You’ll be alright 
while I’m away.” It was like a child talking to the dolls 
she leaves sitting stiffly about a tiny table.

Of all her progeny, that vast clan of Clancys, Walshes, 
Flanagans, O’Byrnes and O’Connors, only one had ever 
dared argue with Mother Clancy. Between her and 
Claude, the son of Matthew her eldest grandson, existed 
a hatred more stimulating than any love could have been.

“I believe she enjoys hating him,” Mary had said to 
Father Courtney. “If she liked him, she’d despise him,
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as she does the rest of us. But Claude fights her and she 
really likes it. He snatched a pound note out of his 
father’s hand when he was counting the cash the other 
night. I was frightened mother would have a fit with 
anger. She got back on him, though; she paid him a 
pound short on the Saturday, and not all the talking in 
the world will make any difference.”

Her unrelaxing hold on the purse-strings was her power. 
There were fantastic stories as to the extent of Mother 
Clancy’s wealth, and, by those who had only known her 
age, her extraordinary hold over her family was attributed 
to that solely. Claude taunted her with it endlessly. Only 
that day at luncheon, he had lounged against the doorway 
of the bar, blocking, as no one else would dare have done, 
his great-grandmother’s view of the road.

“So Cousin Timothy called in to see Granma,” he said 
with cloddish sarcasm. “Just to keep himself in Granma’s 
mind so she won’t leave him out of the will by mistake.”

His mind had not been on his subject, however. Sud
denly, he had spoken of the thing that was near his heart.

“I think I’ll marry Jenny David,” he said. The old 
black eyes were on him, but he was looking down the 
road. “She’s in a family way; but you know that, I 
suppose. You know everything, though God knows who 
tells you.” He looked down at her, the anger she seldom 
failed to rouse exciting his voice. “I know who the father 
is too—you don’t know that, do you? I’m going up to 
see her mother this afternoon, and she’ll listen kindly to 
an offer of marriage from a low Irishman from a pub.” 
He was talking more to himself than to Mother Clancy 
now. “She’ll be grateful too—even though it means turn
ing Catholic. Oh, I’ll insist on that, naturally. There’s
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plenty would jump at the chance of marrying me, but 
I’d rather have Jenny—second-hand. She’s more worth 
taming than the rest of them—the damned little shrew. 
Here’s something else you didn’t know, Granma.” The 
man’s voice was sarcastic. “It was her gave me that slash 
across the cheek. Whacked at me with her riding crop 
because I laid my hand on her thigh, and called me a 
beast. She didn’t know I’d been down at the lagoons a 
few days before and watched her and Cathie Treganowan 
bathing. She didn’t know I knew what her thighs looked 
like and her little round breasts. I could have stretched 
out my hand and touched her then, touched her naked 
back. It’s all cream and smooth, Jenny’s body—it hurts 
you to know there are other women stir men’s blood, 
doesn’t it, you old hag? Think I’ve never heard of old 
Matt Clancy’s gin, don’t you? That stings, doesn’t it?”

He stood over her laughing, and the old woman veiled 
her eyes to hide the alertness in them, alertness awakened 
not by the mention of Matt Clancy’s gin, but by Jenny 
David’s name.

She sat there motionless all the long autumn afternoon, 
thinking, thinking. The sudden sight through the back 
door of the bar of Caleb Williamson’s stocky figure coming 
round the track from the forge roused her to startling 
activity.

She heaved herself to her feet, and, instantly, Mary 
came running to lend her frail support.

“Fetch me my hat.” The great rumbling contralto 
voice was raspy with disuse.

Mary gasped her astonishment. “You haven’t got a hat, 
mother—you haven’t been outside the door for ten years.”

Slowly the old woman grasped her blackwood stick.
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“Fool,” she said, “bring me yours.”
Crowned by Mary’s Sunday black hat which sat with 

unexpected jauntiness upon the lace cap her flurried 
daughter had forgotten to remove, Mother Clancy crossed 
the wide road and made her painful progress down the 
street to Arthur Marshall’s office.

Arthur Marshall’s office was divided into two rooms by 
a thin partition. In the outer section sat his typiste, a 
local girl who filled in long intervals of having nothing 
to do by gossiping to the girl who served in the baker’s 
shop next door. She was just covering her typewriter 
preparatory to departing for the night when there appeared 
in the doorway the apparition which was to serve her 
with conversation for weeks after.

Mother Clancy heaved herself up the step and stood 
there swaying. Her great breast was grotesquely con
vulsed, and one pudgy hand lifted out of the way of her 
feet the heavy black silk skirt that decently hid her 
agonised ankles. Before she could speak, the door of the 
inner office opened and Arthur Marshall came out, some 
papers in his hands. His amazement at the sight of her 
was ludicrous.

“Don’t stand there gaping like a fish, Arthur Marshall. 
Get me a chair.”

The sound of her voice galvanised him into action. 
He hurriedly placed a chair behind her and held her arm 
as she eased herself down into it. For a moment they 
held a ridiculous tableau, the tremendous old woman 
still gasping for breath, the girl who had stood transfixed 
since she entered, and the thin grey figure of the old 
solicitor.
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At a glance from Mother Clancy, Arthur Marshall 
turned to the girl.

“You can get along now, Grace. I’ll lock up the books 
for the night.”

With her eyes still on Mrs. Clancy, Grace crammed on 
her beret and took her departure without waiting to 
make the usual application of powder and lipstick. The 
other two people wordlessly watched her, and while he 
was standing there, Arthur Marshall’s mind was filled 
with bewildered conjectures. He was not Mrs. Clancy’s 
solicitor; she gave her business to a man named O’Leary 
who practised in Sale. Grace went, closing the door 
regretfully behind her.

Arthur Marshall had just decided, “Family row—wants 
me to alter her will,” when the door closed behind the 
typiste. As though in answer to the thought in his mind, 
Mother Clancy spoke.

“I don’t want you to alter my will,” she said.
T o fill an awkward moment, he turned and pulled up 

another chair for himself, and then faced her in his usual 
solicitor-and-client manner.

“Well, what is it I can do for you, Mrs. Clancy?” he 
asked.

The silence of years is difficult to break; she sat there 
for a few moments looking at him, as though by their 
very intensity she could convey her thoughts to him. At 
last, she spoke.

“Jenny David,” she said, and waited.
Arthur Marshall inclined his head. “Sad—very sad,” 

he said.
Mother Clancy snapped at him. “Fool,” she ejaculated, 

“not sad—inevitable. Nothing to do here.”
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The solicitor was completely at sea; surely Mother 
Clancy had not moved for the first time in God knows 
how many years to discuss Jenny with him. He watched 
her, his eyes beneath the thin eyebrows as watchful as an 
animal’s; he seemed almost afraid to move, lest by a 
movement he should break the chain of her thoughts.

“Claude is not to marry her,” she said at last, and then, 
as though the words had undammed some torrent in her, 
speech came tumbling, rushing. “Matthew Clancy got 
me that way. Mary was not his child. She’s too fine 
for him.” Marshall realised her mind had leapt back to 
Jenny. “He’ll kill her, as Matthew killed me.”

Arthur Marshall could not forbear to interrupt her 
dryly.

“You’re over ninety, Mrs. Clancy.”
“I’m ninety-two—yes, my body is ninety-two. I died 

seventy years ago.”
Marshall’s flesh crept; there was something horrible 

about Mother Clancy; vindictive, remorseless.
“I bore ten children of his and I loved them when they 

were babies. But as they grew up, they grew into his 
likeness and I hated them all—their smallness and mean
ness, their silly cruelty and their grasping little souls. 
Thirty-seven grandchildren and fourteen great-grand
children—they had their photos in the paper when I 
turned ninety. They watched me with their cold eyes 
and wondered why I wouldn’t die. They’re not worth 
hating—one can only despise them and ignore them. But 
Claude’s different. He’s Matthew Clancy reborn—evil 
and cruel and licentious. Jenny is not for him—that lovely 
child. She came to me when Patrick died”—the old voice 
faltered—“came right into the bar and up to my chair
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and talked to me about Patrick—the only one of the 
whole tribe of them worth loving. I liked her then, a 
simple pure girl—and I’ve seen nothing since to alter my 
opinion of her.” She added the last words fiercely.

Arthur Marshall looked up, startled at her fierceness. 
He had been listening to what she said, but all the while 
his thoughts had been fluttering round subconsciously. 
Why had she come to him—a sixty-year-old bachelor? 
What could he do to help Jenny in this—this regrettable 
predicament ? At her last words he raised his hand 
deprecatingly.

“Surely—” he started almost apologetically.
Mother Clancy caught him up.
“You men are all the same. Can you live sixty years 

and still not know that a girl like Jenny David could only 
give herself in love?”

Her voice died down and for a while she sat there like 
a deeply smouldering fire.

“I couldn’t go to Williamson himself; the whole town 
would know why, and there’s enough talk already for 
that child to bear. You can tell him what I’ve told you 
and between us we will stop it. A good name—that’s 
the bait Matt Clancy caught me with. A  good name— 
and a rotting soul. It’s not worth it. Other people forget 
—but you go on living ‘ yourself. Tell Caleb Williamson 
to give her all the money he can spare and send her as 
far away as possible. Buy her a wedding ring and tell 
her to play up to it. What do a few lies matter to keep 
a woman’s soul out of hell?”

Her voice mumbled on . . . the solicitor sat there fear
fully, scarcely knowing whether to speak or be silent. 
At last Mother Clancy raised her eyes again.
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“I’m tired,” she said. “Help me home.”
With infinite difficulty and not a little embarrassment, 

he helped her down into the street, and, placing his thin 
arm under her elbow, went with her along the footpath, 
across the roadway between the line of feathery pepper 
trees and so to the door of the Drovers’ Rest.

As they reached there, she chuckled, a deep laugh that 
barely reached her lips.

“They’ll think I ’ve been altering my will,” she said.
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F anny M arshall talked as she worked.
Her brother, striving to read the paper which had 

arrived by train from Melbourne during the afternoon, 
moved his head under the unremitting attacks of her 
questions and remarks much as one would try to disturb 
the persistent onslaught of a mosquito. He often won
dered whether she still went on talking when he was in 
the office, which was joined to the house by a covered 
pathway across the garden. He seldom gave her his 
whole attention, but answered a remark here and there 
which pierced his consciousness.

“Arthur is so preoccupied,” she often said to her friends. 
“He reminds me of one of those absent-minded professors 
they make so many jo\es about in the papers.”

He ignored her question as to whether that was another 
new dress Grace Stephen had on to-day; he had remarked 
so many times that he didn’t know enough about girls’ 
clothes to recognise each dress his typiste hád, that he 
hardly thought it worth while to reiterate the remark. 
Besides, the account of the Sheffield Shield match between 
New South Wales and Victoria was absorbing his 
attention.

“They’ll have to revise their ideas of bowlers for the 
Tests after this,” he said. His sister’s reproachful face, 
coming into his line of vision, warned him that he had 
not answered her intelligently.

V
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“ I’ve asked you three times what old Mother Clancy 
wanted in your office, Arthur,” she said.

“Solicitor and client, Fan,” he answered. Confound 
the woman; why need she have reminded him of that!

“But Mother Clancy’s no client of your’s, Arthur. I’ve 
heard you say a dozen times that she should have had 
you instead of all the expense of getting O’Leary from 
Sale.”

“She came on business this afternoon, anyway,” he 
answered unwisely, wishing she would leave the subject 
alone. Some time, he supposed, he would have to tackle 
Caleb, though with the force of Mother Clancy’s person
ality removed, the matter lost its urgency and importance. 
In any case, his ingrained habit was to leave things until 
they could be left no longer.

“Is she giving her work to you now, Arthur?”
With a sudden outburst of impatience at his sister’s 

persistence, Arthur Marshall answered with the truth.
“She asked me to deliver a message she could not very 

well deliver herself, and that’s all.” Jerked by distaste of 
the whole business out of even his habitual discretion 
where Miss Fanny was concerned, Arthur crossed to the 
telephone and called the schoolhouse.

Fanny naturally listened in to the conversation that 
followed; indeed, in a small house with wooden walls, 
it would have been difficult to get out of earshot.

“Is that you, Jenny? Is Cale coming down to-night? 
Good. Well, listen, lass, ask him to come down a few 
minutes earlier than usual, will you? There’s a little 
business matter I want to talk over with him. Are you 
coming down for supper to-night? Who? Oh, Grant 
coming in. Doesn’t seem a fortnight since he was here.
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No, I thought it was last Friday I was talking to him. 
Changed his route this week, has he? Alright, Jenny. 
Good-bye.”

By the expression on Fanny’s face when he returned to 
his seat, Arthur knew that he had offended her. He took 
up the paper and ostentatiously opened it wide, trusting 
to that barrier to shut out the consciousness as well as the 
sight of her hurt face. In his heart, however, he knew 
he would not be spared.

“This is your house, of course,” Fanny began as she 
had so often before during the twenty-odd years she had 
been keeping house for him, “but I do think you might 
have consulted my wishes before asking Jenny to supper 
—under the circumstances.”

“I didn’t actually ask her,” he excused himself—a 
quibble which he knew would get him nowhere.

“You implied that she’d be welcome, however, when 
there was no need to mention supper at all. I ’m glad she 
had the sense to say no; it will save any embarrassment.”

“Well, she wasn’t worrying about saving embarrassment. 
She simply said no because Grant West is calling in on 
his way back to town to-night. She said he’s doing the 
Sale and Bairnsdale route this week instead of next. Any
way, I can’t see why there should be any embarrassment 
—I should have thought a woman would have given her 
the benefit of the doubt.”

“Oh, but, Arthur, there’s no doubt,” interrupted Fanny 
eagerly, seizing as she often did on some utterly incon
gruous interpretation of people’s words. “There’s abso
lutely no doubt—Mrs. Cannan told us the other afternoon 
when we were up there for bridge.”

“So young Cannan talks to his wife, does he? And his
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wife talks to her friends?” Arthur Marshall’s voice was 
unexpectedly grim. “That’s a damn shame—Andy Can- 
nan’s a good doctor too.”

“There were only the four of us, Arthur, and of course 
Naida Cannan knew it would go no further.”

Fanny was moving about the room as she talked, 
pulling the baize-topped card table under the hanging 
lamp, putting out the round box of counters, picking out 
two decks of cards that were good enough for the men’s 
solo, but getting a little worn for bridge.

“So Grant West’s up there again, is he? I should think 
Nona will be having something to say there soon.” 

Arthur crackled his paper angrily and glanced up 
suspiciously at his sister.

“Why should Nona say anything? After all, Grant is 
Caleb’s son-in-law and they’ve always been very fond of 
one another. There’s no reason at all why he shouldn’t 
spend a night there every now and then. It’s on his way 
back to the city, and goodness knows, the lad must get 
sick of sleeping in hotels. Worst part of a traveller’s work, 
I should think,” he added conversationally, “only being 
home a couple of nights in every seven.”

Fanny was, however, not prepared to discuss the abstract 
shortcomings of a commercial traveller’s calling.

“Well, there are other people in the house beside Caleb, 
Arthur,” she said, infusing a wealth of innuendo into her 
words. Arthur ignored the challenge, and five minutes 
after was sorry he had, for Fanny’s next attack was the 
one he had been working to avoid.

“What is Mother Clancy going to do about Claude and 
Jenny?”
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Arthur Marshall flung down his paper in disgusted 
rage.

“Look here, Fanny,” he shouted with the blustering 
anger of a weak man, “you keep your tongue out of this 
business. If you clacking fools of women would stop 
talking, the whole thing wouldn’t be half so bad. It’s 
this continual gossip, gossip, gossip—turning innocence 
into something unclean------”

“Hardly innocence.” Fanny was thoroughly roused. 
“After all, Jenny must be twenty-seven at least. I suppose 
its natural for men to condone such things”—she returned 
to her normal manner—“but women have the purity of 
the race to think about.”

“Purity of the race, oh lor’,” her brother shouted with 
laughter, “a lot of clacking old maids who’d faint if a 
man pinched them.”

Fanny looked at him torn between hurt at the epithet 
and indignation at the coarseness of his remark. Her 
eyes filled with tears and Arthur, catching sight of them, 
was instantly remorseful, remembering a long-mourned 
grave on Spion Kop.

“I ’m sorry, Fanny,” he said and waited for the outburst 
of tears that generally followed; but Fanny was too deeply 
hurt to be easily mollified.

She brought the chairs up to the table; the deep arm
chair long-limbed Father Courtney liked, straight-backed 
carver chairs from the dining-room for Arthur and 
Andrew Cannàn, an ordinary dining chair for John Hewi- 
son, the Anglican minister, and a special straight-back 
easy chair for Caleb Williamson, with a footstool placed 
unobtrusively near it to accommodate Caleb’s shorter legs.
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If Bill Crotty came in, Arthur would bring another 
straight chair from the dining-room.

Still sniffing every few minutes, Fanny placed ashtrays 
at the corners of the table, put the matches handy and 
the little dish of salted almonds she always provided for 
John Hewison because he did not smoke. Foolish woman 
she might be, but Fanny Marshall knew how to minister 
to the creature comfort of her brother and his friends.

Feeling unusually sorry for his roughness as he noted 
her careful preparation for their entertainment, Arthur 
put down his paper.

“Who’s coming to keep you company this evening?” 
he asked her.

Fanny did not reply for a moment; she was debating 
the course of injured dignity against her more natural 
desire to talk about things, about anything, everything. 
Deciding on the latter course, she sniffed once more, 
dabbed at her eyes with her handkerchief and instantly 
became her normal self again.

“I’m going up to the doctor’s instead to-night—to keep 
Naida company. They never leave the house because of 
the telephone, of course, and it’s the girl’s night out. 
Naida wants me to help her cut out some things for little 
Mrs. Fisher. There’s going to be an interesting event at 
the Fishers—but perhaps you knew that already She 
looked archly at her brother through tear-wet lashes.

She did look an exasperating old fool, he told himself 
once more, standing there with her greying hair hanging 
in wisps from the bun, in an indefinite dress that looked 
already half worn out and faded although he knew it 
was practically new.

“No, I didn’t know,” he replied, refusing to allow his
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irritation to creep into his voice. “How do you expect 
me to know a thing like that?”

Fanny did not answer; her mind had already leaped 
on to little Mrs. Fisher’s interesting event.

“It’s not for another six months,” she said.
Arthur smiled, as he was constantly smiling at the 

ridiculous twists she imparted to sentences by her irre
sponsible sprinkling of emphasis.

“What about our supper?” he asked. “Are we to get 
it ourselves to-night?”

He asked the questions in affectionate raillery, for 
Fanny would have missed church rather than miss serving 
the supper for Arthur’s solo evening.

“Oh, I ’ll be back in heaps of time. I just thought it 
would be a good opportunity to help Naida with the little 
clothes—less embarrassing with the doctor safely out of 
the house. In any case, I thought it would be nice to sit 
with Naida when she’s alone; I think she’s a little nervous 
in the house by herself. Such a sweet, innocent girl, 
Arthur, don’t you think ?—and so unused to being 
married------”

“I should hope so,” murmured Arthur, as he raised 
the barrier of his paper again. Not a month ago, Fanny 
had called Naida Cannan a ‘tow-headed little idiot—not 
worth Jenny’s little finger.’ He sighed deeply—these queer 
incomprehensible standards that women observed; then 
he pulled himself up. Old Mrs. Clancy had rounded on 
him for the same kind of mass-judgment that afternoon.

A few minutes later, Fanny came back into the room 
in hat and coat.

“I think everything’s ready, Arthur.” She fluttered once
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or twice round the room; her brother knew there was 
another remark to come.

“I’ve put the beer,” her voice dropped so much at the 
last words that they could scarcely be heard, “in the ice- 
chest. Three bottles! ’

“We’ll all be singing drunk when you get back,” he 
said and laughed aloud at her scandalised face.

“There’s someone now so I’ll get along, Arthur,” she 
said as the door-bell rang.

By one of those unfortunate coincidences, Andy Cannan 
had been calling on a patient near the school and had 
called in for Caleb to save him the walk down.

“Can the business wait till after, Arthur?” Caleb asked 
as he hung his hat on the hall-tree. Arthur was only 
too glad to postpone it until after the other men had gone. 
He was subconsciously praying for a legitimate reason to 
postpone it altogether.

Almost immediately after, Bill Crotty and Father 
Courtney came in together and, without waiting for John 
Hewison, they sat down and began to play.

They met at the various homes in turn and, from week 
to week, they were never quite sure how many of them 
could be present. In the nature of their various callings, 
neither doctor, priest nor minister could tell when a call 
might come to take him away. Bill Crotty also was at 
times an uncertain factor, although for some months past 
he seemed to have steadied considerably, giving the older 
men some hope of his complete regeneration. Only the 
young doctor, with his trained eyes watching the progress 
of Bill’s disease, could see the gradual weakening of his 
resistance and know that one week soon he would fail 
to come.
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From being a purely social affair, these informal weekly 
gatherings had grown to play a really important part in 
the civic life of Chinamen’s Flat. These six men (although 
John Hewison and Andrew Cannan were comparative 
newcomers, they were following in the footsteps of their 
predecessors in this regard) comprised practically all the 
professional men in the town. No matter what policy 
expedience or conscience might dictate outside, within this 
little circle each man could speak his mind freely. Many 
were the discussions on matters affecting the small com
munity and, although Bill Crotty was the only one of 
them in the Shire Council, the influence of the “Solo 
Council,” as their evenings were called, in derision, envy 
or amusement according to the speaker, was a very real 
and vital force.

They were good players and, on the whole, of even 
ability; to anyone watching them, they presented a perfect 
study in psychology. Bill Crotty played with the careful 
calculation of a good mathematician; Arthur Marshall 
was cautious, preferring the small gains and safety of a 
proposition and acceptance to the hazard of a solo hand, 
bidding always just beneath the strength of his hand.

Caleb played with the zest and enthusiasm he brought 
to everything he did. He was lucky, but after à run of 
poor cards was likely to be carried away by his enthusiasm 
when dealt a hand of average strength. He played his 
luck courageously and took his reverses with likeable 
cheerfulness.

Andrew Cannan, the youngest of them all by probably 
ten years, was, unexpectedly, cautious in his bidding, but 
played his cards boldly and shrewdly. A clever youngster, 
they called him, with a cheerful fund of running com-
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ment on the play of the hands that made him a welcome 
addition to the circle of men who had known each other 
so long.

In John Hewison’s absence they played more freely, 
risking more, winning and losing more. When at a little 
after nine o’clock he came in, they became cautious, not 
because he played a better game, but because each in his 
heart dreaded to see the little Anglican minister lose much. 
He was terribly unlucky; he seemed invariably to choose 
the wrong hand with which to take a risk. His bluffs 
always failed, but when after repeated failures he hung 
back, the inevitable post-mortem generally established the 
fact that he would have won—couldn’t have been beaten 
if he’d only called his hand.

Caleb often remarked in the sly way they had of poking 
fun at each other’s foibles, that Hewison’s conscience at 
playing for money always smote him at the wrong 
moment. John would flush then and reiterate thé state
ment he had made often before, that all his winnings 
went into the Poor Box.

“What about your losses, John?” they would ask him 
and, knowing the pathetic sum that passed for a stipend 
among country parsons with small unimportant parishes, 
their own consciences were often uneasy as they took the 
shilling or so when the settling came at the end of the 
evening.

By far the most astute man of them all, Father Courtney 
seemed yet never to win more than the others on an 
average. He played with the cool deliberation of the born 
card-player, valuing not only his cards, but the characters 
of his opponents, accepting Arthur Marshall’s proposition 
on the minimum strength, weighing a weak hand care-
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fully before he accepted Caleb’s, differentiating between 
the gleam that lit Bill Crotty’s eyes when he held a 
really good hand and the dare-devil light in Andy 
Cannan’s when he was risking all on the fall of one card.

“You’re a wily old Jesuit,” Bill Crotty told him, as he 
had told him often before, pushing across a pile of 
counters. “ How you knew I had that ace bare I don’t 
know. The nerve of you, anyhow, to go Misere with a 
singleton Jack in your hand!”

Father Courtney laughed as he gathered up the counters. 
“ I didn’t know actually, Bill,” he replied in the fruity 

deep voice that was the heritage of his homeland. “ It 
was simple deduction anyhow. That singleton Jack was 
the Jack of diamonds, and diamonds were up. Caleb 
propped, which meant that he had some diamonds, you 
passed and Arthur called solo over Caleb’s prop. You 
know the unshootable hand Arthur must have to go solo, 
so I knew he must have some high diamonds. Knowing 
Caleb’s leads far better than I know my own, I gambled 
on his leading diamonds to put the lead in Arthur’s hand 
so that he could lead through me. Psychologically, it 
didn’t even look a gamble to me.”

“You were lucky though,” Caleb said. He resented the 
remark about knowing his leads, would have liked to pick 
it up and argue it out; but his head felt tired and not 
quite clear. Too much thinking and worrying! In any 
case, he hated arguing with Father Courtney. Bill had 
named him well, a wily old Jesuit. The hostility between 
priest and schoolmaster was always there, just below the 
surface, but pushing itself almost into sight every now and 
then. It was instinctive, born chiefly of the intense pre
occupation of each man with his own work. On Caleb’s
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side it was complicated by an old-fashioned Methodist 
upbringing that regarded priests as next door to the devil 
himself. His commonsense refuted the distrust, but it 
was part of his nature.

Father Courtney seemed possessed to-night by some 
perverse spirit.

“I didn’t think you’d be here to-night, Caleb,” he said, 
as his eyes followed the quick movements of Andy 
Cannan’s fingers dealing the cards. “I thought you’d be 
down at the Butter Company meeting.”

Before Caleb could reply, John Hewison’s quick voice 
broke in.

“That’s where I ’ve been,” he said. “It only took about 
half an hour. They accepted Treganowan’s offer. It was 
the only thing they could do really. There isn’t a more 
suitable block in the township they could afford, and that 
block of his is close enough to the station to be as good 
as a site right in the town.”

He was talking for time. He could see the cards trem
bling in Caleb’s hands.

“What’s up? Diamonds again; we’re having a run on 
them to-night.”

The calls and comments on the play went on. Caleb 
won a risky solo by a fluke fall of a singleton Queen of 
trumps in the priest’s hand.

“That was luck, if you like,” commented Father Court
ney, pushing the brightly coloured counters across the 
dark green baize. “I ’ll be as sorry as anyone to see the 
old gum go,” he returned to the former subject of con
versation.

With awkward sympathy, Bill and Arthur started to
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speak—anything to keep Caleb from breaking out. It was, 
however, Andy’s voice that got in first.

“We’ll all be sorry to see it go, even we newcomers. 
It’s a beautiful old tree—so beautiful that Naida and I 
took some snaps of it when we heard it might have to 
come down. They came out rather well,” he said, taking 
out a small brown folder and handing some prints straight 
across to Caleb.

“Thanks, lad.” Caleb’s eyes as well as his voice thanked 
him for his thoughtfulness. He looked at the prints with 
eyes suddenly misted, then with a gentleness that sur
prised them all, he began to talk.

“To you younger men, it probably seems ridiculous to 
make such a fuss about taking down an old gum tree. 
I know what you all say—that it’s riddled with white ants 
and liable to come down in any wind, that it’s a menace 
to people passing on the road under it and so on. But 
it’s different for us who’ve known it for the greater part 
of our lives. It has stood there for close on five hundred 
years and, if it has to come down, I’d rather it came down 
naturally. You know, it’s always seemed a kind of symbol 
to me. When I first came here, we had to take off our 
boots and socks and ford the river to get to it; it was a 
landmark even then. I took Janet out to it the very 
first evening after we got here from our honeymoon. 
The bridge was just up; I don’t think the paint was even 
dry on it—no, it wasn’t, because I remember Janet pulling 
her skirt close about her knees for fear it would touch the 
wet rails. It was a white dress with a frill round the 
bottom and a blue belt that matched her eyes. We walked 
as far as the old tree, then stood there talking of our 
future together as newly-married youngsters do. We
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stayed there until it was dark and the moon came up 
behind the mountains like a great yellow balloon. All 
the way back, we watched the lights popping up in the 
township like fireflies. It’s part of my memory of that 
day—one of the highlights of my life—the old tree and 
the white bridge in the dusk, and the willow branches 
brushing against Janet’s hair as she walked across.”

He still held the photos in fingers that trembled slightly. 
Father Courtney broke the silence that followed,

“It is a wrench always to see a loved landmark go; but 
in the nature of things it has to be. Children and towns 
grow up, no matter how much we love them as babies.” 

“Did anyone hear me say abundance in trumps?” Bill 
Crotty enquired plaintively.

With a grateful loosening of the tension, the others 
gave their attention to their cards.

It was some time later that, playing the second-last card 
in his hand, Caleb suddenly looked up at the others with 
consternation in his eyes.

“Good God—I’ve revoked. I trumped hearts on the 
second round and here I ’ve one in my hand. I ’m 
sorry . . . , he passed his hand across his forehead which 
had become intolerably hot. “I’m sorry,” he repeated. “I 
don’t seem to be able to concentrate to-night. . . .” 

“Thunder in the air,” murmured John Hewison.
With a spasmodic, irritable gesture that was becoming 

a habit lately, Caleb pushed aside the cards and counters 
and stood up. He swayed slightly.

“Sit quietly for a while, Mr. Williamson,” suggested 
Andy Cannan, one hand under Caleb’s elbow. But Caleb 
thrust him aside impatiently.

“What’s the use of pretending—going on as though
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there were nothing? You all know it’s there, this—this 
business; in my brain, buzzing on and on like a machine 
that I don’t know how to stop. And all the time knowing 
you others are guarding your thoughts and your words so 
as not to betray your knowledge. . . .”

He sat down again heavily and leaned his head wearily 
on his hand.

“It’s not our business, Cale,” Arthur Marshall began, 
stifling the realisation of how much it had been made his 
business. But Andrew Cannan silenced him with a glance.

“Talk it over then, sir. It helps to straighten things out, 
and who could you have better to talk about it with? 
We’re all here, your minister, your lawyer, your banker, 
your doctor . . .” he glanced across at the priest.

“And your friend, Caleb,” Father Courtney supplied as 
the young doctor paused. “Your friend, no matter how 
bitterly we differ.”

Caleb sat there looking down at the scattered cards. 
He hardly seemed to realise what had been said, Arthur 
Marshall thought to himself. The solicitor cleared his 
throat deprecatingly; the position in any case was so 
entirely without precedent. He glanced round the table, 
at the bulky form of Father Courtney sprawling back in 
his chair, one large well-kept hand monotonously tapping 
a card against the polished edge of the table; at John 
Hewison whose eyes glowed luminously behind his glasses 
and whose lips moved slightly, almost, thought Arthur, 
as though the fellow were praying; at Bill Crotty piling 
counters one on top of another with exaggerated care; at 
Andy Cannan, watching his patient’s face with profes
sional eyes.

“If our advice can help . . . ,” John Hewison said ten-
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tatively. For all the diffidence of his voice, his words 
seemed to pierce Caleb’s consciousness.

“But what is there to say—what is there to do?” Again 
that impotent gesture of his hands. “Nothing I can say 
or do can avert this—shame.” His voice broke pitifully.

Bill Crotty moved uncomfortably. “After all, Caleb, it’s 
not as though you are in any way to blame.”

John Hewison cleared his throat nervously. “I ’m afraid 
I can’t agree with you there, Mr. Crotty. I mean,” he 
went on hurriedly, giving the other no time to protest, 
“I mean I think we are all to blame; that we have failed 
in our duty somehow, or this thing could not have hap
pened. After all, we are—we should be the leaders in this 
community—the shepherds, the teachers. As I see it, we 
can none of us escape responsibility. It has worried me 
. . . grieved me terribly. . .

He spoke disjointedly. He could never quite get used 
to the fact that his position raised him to an equality 
with men of greater age and experience.

Caleb answered him heatedly. “I cannot see that I 
have failed in my duty. I taught her to know right from 
wrong; what more could I do?”

“Standards alter, Mr. Williamson,” Andy Cannan inter
jected.

“Right and wrong don’t alter, Dr. Cannan,” Caleb 
replied quickly.

“I think they do. What is right for you may be quite 
wrong for Jenny. It’s a matter of personal choice.”

“No, no.” Caleb swept Andy’s argument aside im
patiently; he pulled himself up with a visible effort. 
“Perhaps in little things. But this is fundamental. It is 
a sin, a sin against everything her religion teaches. . . .”
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“But supposing Jenny refuses to accept the Church’s 
rulings. She is not thoughtless nor wanton; supposing 
she has weighed the teachings of the Church and decided 
against them deliberately.”

“She’s flying in the face of society, at any rate,” Bill 
Crotty put in. The conversation was getting on to con
troversial subjects; Bill hated arguments. “And society 
is cruel.”

“I ’ll admit it’s tactless to be unconventional,” Andy 
answered, “but not sinful, surely. After all convention is 
only the rule for the time being. As I see it,” he went on, 
“to sin is to act against one’s own conscience.”

“Then you’d allow each person to set up his own stan
dards?” Arthur Marshall came into the conversation. 
Abstract argument was his own ground.

“Why not?” said Andy. Against a murmur of dissent, 
he went on: “Nine out of ten would set up the same 
standards—the standards of religion and convention— 
though, mind you, the religion and the convention would 
modify and alter from time to time, just as they do now. 
But the tenth person would have his own standards, and 
because they differed from the other nine, they wouldn’t 
necessarily be wrong. . . .”

“A most pernicious and specious argument,” the priest 
interrupted good-humouredly. “It would be chaos.”

“The greatest good for the greatest number, Andy,” Bill 
Crotty said almost before the priest had finished speaking.

“No, no, no, no, no. A hundred times, no. Every 
person has one right—to be himself and himself only, in 
his own way.”

There was a little silence. Then John Hewison cleared 
his throat again self-consciously. It was an annoying
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habit; it made one stop and wait for him to speak. He 
spoke now rather diffidently. “Aren’t you ignoring the 
true inwardness of religion altogether?” he asked.

“Yes. God is personal.” In spite of his youth and the 
greater authority of the older men, Andy’s voice rang 
with confidence. “He is a deliberate act of faith, or an 
unreasoning inward conviction. Unless there be that act 
of faith, or that inward conviction, there is no God.”

“N o!” The word sprang simultaneously from the lips 
of clergyman and priest. “God is, whether you believe in 
Him or not,” Father Courtney continued.

“God exists for you, because you believe in Him,” 
Andrew replied. “But because you believe a thing to be 
a fact doesn’t make it a fact. For thousands of years 
people believed the world to be flat—that didn’t make it 
flat; it was still round. You can no more punish people 
for having no god, or a different god, than you can for 
having a crooked nose, black skin, or brown eyes. It is 
an accident of nature, a compound of heredity, environ
ment and individual personality. That’s why I say you 
can’t judge people by your standards—you must judge 
them by their own.”

In the excitement of the argument, Andy had risen and 
stood leaning over the back of his chair. His thin dark 
face was intense with conviction, his eyes sparkled with 
eagerness. The older men looked at him with envy of 
.his youth in their glance.

Only Caleb and John Hewison were occupied with 
their own thoughts. The clergyman looked strangely 
stricken.

“I see what you mean, Dr. Cannan,” he said at last,
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“but it only makes me more convinced than ever of our 
culpability. We who have the faith, who have the con
viction, have failed to bring that faith to this community 
—and Jenny David has to suffer. . . .”

Her name fell dully on the suddenly-quiet room.
Father Courtney’s voice cut into the silence incisively; 

gone was the mellow fruitiness of social moments.
“ I understand an offer of marriage has been made,” 

he said.
Instantly the air was charged again with his and Caleb’s 

antagonism.
“ When Jenny was told of it, she laughed.” Caleb could 

not resist the thrust, although Claude Clancy’s offer still 
hung persistently between him and the thought of any 
otner solution of the matter.

“ It is a generous offer—under the circumstances,” the 
priest said dryly.

Caleb moved his head wearily. “That’s what makes me 
suspect it,”  he said. “ Generosity and Claude Clancy don’t 
hang together.”

“ I think you misjudge him. There is genuine affection 
on his side.”

Bill Crotty raised his head sharply and for a moment 
his face looked belligerent. His mind had darted back to 
a scene the night before, to the figure of Claude Clancy 
flushed of face and boasting-drunk, swaying slightly as 
he stood.

“You can call her a bitch now, Bob,” he had said in a 
voice that became clearer and more carefully articulated 
the drunker he got; “ you can call her what you like now. 
But when she’s my wife, you’ll have to treat her with
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respect, do you see? Respect, because she’ll be my wife 
then, and if you call her a bitch then, I’ll have to fight 
you, see?”

Bill had restrained a natural impulse to knock Claude 
down there and then, only because he realised that brawl
ing with a half-drunk young animal would do Jenny no 
good.

It had gone past the stage of keeping from her the 
knowledge that her name was being bandied about the 
town. In any case, Bill doubted whether Jenny was con
scious of it all; whether the town’s ribald comments had 
penetrated the armour of her quiet detachment. Despite 
the fact that she had lived there since childhood, the Flat 
had never absorbed Jenny; she had always seemed an 
onlooker, a calm withdrawn island, protected alike from 
friendship and enmity by the entire absence of some 
point of contact.

Yet he knew she loved the place itself. He had been 
with her often enough in the bush and he knew that 
there Jenny was transformed, a creature of the bush itself. 
The trees were her intimates, the birds that flitted silently 
and colourfully among them no greater an embodiment 
of freedom than the spirit that emanated from Jenny 
herself. The bush had glowed with colour seen through 
Jenny’s eyes—yellows and browns and greys and a thou
sand greens of the bush itself; brilliance of multi-coloured 
parrots; dazzling white of cockatoos, and the gaiety of 
finches and honey-eaters. And the sounds to which her 
delicately attuned ears had made him sensitive—deep 
bell-bird notes and the twirl of mountain thrushes, mellow 
carol of magpies and the chattering of parrots, the laughter 
of kookaburra flung out on quiet afternoon air, and
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beneath it all, with a vibration like a deep organ note, the 
still, still silence of the bush.

Bill piled his counters, red and blue alternately. How 
was she taking it all, dear little Jenny? The thought that 
she might be seeking some way of escape, fluttering round 
like a trapped bird, was torture to Bill. He had not 
realised how important a place she filled in his scheme 
of things, this black-haired, grey-eyed girl. How could 
one help her? Who could reach through that wall of 
candour and reserve? Not Bill himself—too sentimental 
and emotional; only end in embarrassment for them both. 
Not Caleb, beloved tyrant with his wounded-bull tactics 
and his complete unconsciousness of his own culpability 
in this tragedy.

Bill’s pile of counters rose higher and higher, reached 
the safety point, then toppled over with a miniature clatter. 
The conversation had gone on without him.

“. . . the protection of the Clancy’s name, and believe 
me, these Catholic families hang closely together,” the 
priest was saying, “and this unfortunate episode would 
soon be forgotten.”

“You seem damned anxious to rope Jenny into your 
church,” Bill flashed out at the priest. Five pairs of 
Protestant eyes instantly watched him warily.

The priest’s spatulate finger-tips faltered for a moment 
in their monotonous silent tattoo, but his voice when he 
spoke was even.

“You are labouring under a common, but erroneous, 
impression, Bill,” he said. “Neither I nor any other priest 
would receive Jenny into the Church unless she came as a 
true penitent. There is no question of her ‘turning 
Catholic,’ as the expression goes. She would be required
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to give two promises: one, not to attempt to undermine 
nor to interfere in her husband’s religion; and secondly, 
that any children born of the marriage should be brought 
up in the Roman Catholic faith.”

There was a question in all their minds. Would Jenny 
give those promises? John Hewison, for one, was sure 
she would not. Irreligious she might be, in the sense the 
word conveyed to John Hewison, but her mind demanded 
freedom and independence. He could never understand 
her; why had she stayed on in the Flat, this dull, slow- 
moving town where there was so obviously no place for 
her? Hers was too ardent and strong a nature, beneath 
her quiet reserve, to be sublimated to the service of this 
self-satisfied backwater. He could not imagine what her 
reaction would be to all this gossip; he had not seen her 
in the few days since the first breath of this insidious 
whisper had seeped through the town, had spread and 
grown in volume until the whole town knew and talked 
—and talked. It was a popular scandal; it pandered to 
the town’s self-importance. They had been a bit afraid 
of Jenny before, paid tribute, grudging enough in some 
cases, to her apartness. Now she was on their own plane 
—no better than the rest of us. They loved her no more 
for it, but it gave a spice, a justification to their laughter.

“Should any one attempt to influence her in this matter, 
though?” John Hewison put his question hesitatingly. 
“Marriage is, after all, so conclusive for a woman-----”

“To save her soul alive. . . .” The fanatic light of the 
evangelist shone for a moment in Father Courtney’s eyes.

Bill Crotty was watching Caleb. This business had 
knocked the stuffing out of the old chap. Bill could see 
he was wavering, torn this way and that. Caleb, Caleb,
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surely you’re not being taken in with that blather of soul
saving—save Jenny’s soul and crucify her body in such 
a marriage?

“I didn’t realise you had any interest in Jenny’s spiritual 
welfare,” Bill said dryly.

Father Courtney shrugged his shoulders. His urbanity 
settled down over him again like a cloak.

“I confess I was thinking chiefly of young Clancy. 
There’s good stuff in him, I ’m convinced, and his interest 
in Jenny goes back to their schooldays. It’s possible her 
influence would be the making of him. I would like to do 
what I can for Claude—his family are good parishioners 
of mine.”

“The family are against the marriage.” Arthur Marshall 
was as much surprised as the others at the sound of his 
own voice. He had not intended to take any part in the 
discussion, rather to have it out with Caleb when the 
others had gone. The situation, however, was running 
away from him.

Immediately the eyes dropped away from the priest; 
the brains were busy with speculation. News of Mother 
Clancy’s unprecedented visit to Marshall’s office had pene
trated even John Hewison’s fastness of amiable detach
ment.

When the priest spoke, it seemed for a moment that his 
words had no connection with what had gone before.

“Years ago, when young Patrick Clancy died, it looked 
to me as though old Mrs. Clancy was going to break up 
pretty badly. I rather dreaded seeing the old lady the 
the centre of opposing factions each trying to influence 
her to the detriment of the others. I knew what her testa
mentary dispositions were; they were perfectly fair, just
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and equitable, and she promised me then that, she would 
not alter her will.”

In the silence that followed, the others tried to keep 
their eyes away from Arthur Marshall. The old solicitor’s 
mouth was set stubbornly; he crossed his knees, first one 
way and then the other. He was appalled at his own 
indiscretion.

The silence became uncomfortable; at last he spoke 
testily.

“I am only at liberty to say that she wished Caleb to 
know that she completely disapproves of the marriage.”

“She’d do more than that to double-cross Claude, the 
wily old girl.” Bill Crotty’s voice was coloured with 
amused admiration.

It had all gone hopelessly beyond Arthur Marshall; he 
clutched frantically at his professional dignity, at the cut- 
and-dried ethics that had ruled his behaviour. But the 
memory of a deep old voice, “Jenny is not for him—that 
lovely child,” raised him for a moment above discretion.

“ It was love of Jenny, not hatred of Claude, that moved 
her,” he said.

The question of Claude’s suit was suddenly definitely 
settled. Caleb, steadying shaky fingers by moving counters 
into uneven rows on the green baize table, had already 
persuaded himself that he had not for a moment consid
ered the matter seriously. It was an impertinence rigged 
up by Claude Clancy and the priest to emphasise his 
humiliation.

John Hewison’s indecisive voice cut across Caleb’s 
troubled thoughts.

“Aren’t you all rather leaving out of your calculations 
the—-father ?”
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Instantly the eyes of the others slewed round to him 
sharply; only Caleb continued to watch the counters he 
was pushing into place with a tapering forefinger.

Bill Crotty looked at the little clergyman shrewdly, 
pugnaciously, but his eyes behind their thick glasses were 
disarmingly innocent.

Arthur Marshall could hear his sister moving round in 
the kitchen outside. He wished fervently that she would 
come in now, drawing the auto-tray behind her with its 
jingling burden of cups and saucers and plates, scattering 
the tension of the air with her inconsequent remarks.

Caleb spoke at last, slowly, heavily.
“I don’t know who the father is,” he said. N o one 

answered him; even John Hewison seemed to have sensed 
the dangerous ground on which they trod. “I’ve asked 
Jenny. . . .” He rose and crossed to the window and, 
drawing aside the dark serge curtains, looked out into the 
night of pale moonlight and scudding cloud.

Suddenly he turned and faced them like an animal at 
bay. His white head gleamed against the red of the 
curtains.

“Do you know, Andrew? Did she tell you?”
“Yes, I know. I didn’t ask her—the truth slipped out.” 

The pity in the doctor’s voice should have warned him. 
That name had been a burden to Andy ever since he had 
heard it; he was sorry he had repeated it, even though 
it was only to Naida, that other half of himself.

He looked round the room, at the priest glancing out 
of curtained eyes at the old man leaning against the 
window, at John tense with dismay at his own misstep, 
at Bill imperturbably piling his counters, at Arthur Mar
shall’s long, thin, closed-up face. Suddenly, he realised
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that the knowledge was not his alone—except perhaps for 
John Hewison, they all knew it. Andrew’s sense of 
completeness and security ebbed away in one sickening 
rush. For a moment the whole room went black—he 
understood Caleb’s bewilderment at betrayal by a trusted 
woman.

Caleb was speaking again.
“You know, Andy . . .” His voice rose sharply as cer

tainty flooded him. “You know, all of you. Only I am 
left to grope around in the dark. . .

“Come in—for God’s sake, come in—break this. . . .” 
Arthur Marshall was praying incoherently. Fanny’s steps 
came almost to the door; she must come in, before Caleb 
guessed. Knowledge hung in the air like a vapour await
ing the moment of crystallisation.

As though a hand had been wiped over Caleb’s face, 
the baffled expression gave way to such a stricken air as 
tore the heart.

“Grant—Grant West,” he just breathed the words.
Outside, Fanny’s steps approached the door. Her 

brother’s urgent prayer had changed; it was almost as 
though he sought to turn her back by the very power of 
his desire. But, inexorably, Fanny came on. Preceded 
by the jingle of china, she advanced into the room.

“I suppose ” her voice minced with her across the 
flowered carpet, “you’ve all won heaps of money!’ N o one 
answered her directly, but the men who had risen at her 
entrance moved aimlessly about the room. Only Caleb 
stood motionless, backed up against the window, his. 
hands outstretched on either side of him grasping the sill.

Fanny spread the lace-edged supper cloth across the 
table and placed in the centre of it a dish piled with fruit.
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It was not that she expected people to eat fruit at supper 
time; she just liked the note of colour the fruit supplied.

“Do sit down, please,” she said. “I’ll just bring in the 
coffee and we’ll have it while it’s hot.”

Andy Cannan pulled an armchair up beside the table.
“Chair for you, Mr. Williamson,” he said cheerfully. 

Wearily Caleb crossed the room and dropped into the 
chair.

Father Courtney had lifted an orange from its position 
on the dish half beneath a cluster of dark purple grapes. 
He turned it now in his hand so that the light glinted 
from its polished surface.

“What a satisfying fruit an orange is,” he said, holding 
its orb deep-cupped in his hand. “So entirely complete 
in its roundness, so engaging to the eye with its colour, 
its flavour at once acid and sweet—captivating and tan
talising. . . .”

Fanny had re-entered the room in time to hear his last 
sentence.

“And so good for one,” she took up the recital, “taken 
first thing in the morning, I mean—much better than 
salts." In the excitement of realisation of what she had 
mentioned in mixed company, Miss Fanny’s voice rose 
in a little scream at the last word.

With a throaty chuckle, Bill Crotty drew up his chair 
and settled down to what was to him the most amusing 
sport the Flat had to offer—what he called “conversing” 
with Fanny. Bill’s part in the conversation consisted of 
supplying those intangible baits that led the lady on to 
greater and greater verbal indiscretions. Fanny’s saving 
grace was that she enjoyed a laugh against herself and, 
as he joined in the chuckles, Arthur Marshall often won-
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dered how many of his sister’s malapropisms were de
liberate.

Certain it was that her heart was kind. She noticed 
Caleb’s haggard eyes and plied him with hot coffee until 
the tightness round his mouth relaxed.

“You look tired to-night, Caleb,” she said when chairs 
were thrust back from the table and pipes were well alight. 
“You ought to go straight home to bed.”

“There’s no hurry,” Caleb answered, and the others 
knew without telling that Lars Hansen was up at the 
schoolhouse visiting Sara David.
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VI

T he unacknowledged dislike between Caleb and Lars 
Hansen was founded in Caleb’s case on fear that Lars 
would take Sara from him, although Caleb had often 
enough made the deprecating explanation that “he had 
hated the Germans too well during the war to forget it 
all now.”

Caleb knew as well as everyone else in the Flat that 
Lars was a Dane. True he had lived in Germany long 
enough during his childhood to tinge his speech forever 
with guttural inflections, and he looked German enough 
as he sat opposite Sara in the kitchen of the schoolhouse.

Wiry fair hair, close-cropped, grew far back from his 
temples in typical square-head fashion; his sky-blue eyes 
were round and shaded by surprisingly dark lashes. 
Above his heavy jowls, his pointed moustache bristled 
militantly.

Sara had heard the low purr of his car soon after Caleb 
had left for Marshall’s. She was glad the two men had 
not met; they dragged at her, the two of them, with their 
conflicting desires, and duties. She dreaded the thought 
of a clash between them, had dreaded it for twenty years, 
yet did nothing to avert it. In deference to her unspoken 
wish, Lars planned his visits for Friday evenings when 
he knew Caleb would be playing his weekly game of 
solo elsewhere.

He came in carrying a large handful of sweet corn 
cobs, freshly gathered from the plants that grew almost 
wild in his garden in a curve of the river. Sara smiled.
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In all the years he had been coming to see her, he had 
never once come empty-handed, never brought other than 
useful things.

She took the sweet corn from him, then took a gleam
ing saucepan from the cupboard and filled it with water.

“W e’ll have some for supper,” she said, as she placed 
the saucepan on the stove and, opening the door of the 
grate, raked the glowing embers together. “Grant and 
Jenny will like some too.”

“Grant is here?” Lars settled his great body into a 
Windsor chair.

“He has taken Jenny for a run.”
Lars watched her as she scooped salt from a canister 

into the saucepan of water. Sara’s movements were eco
nomical as her speech, rhythmic and smooth with habit.

“What are they going to do, Grant and Jenny?” There 
was just a suggestion of slurring in his accent, so that 
“Jenny” became almost, but not quite, “Shenny.”

“I don’t know—what is there they can do?” Sara re
seated herself in the rocking chair, and instantly the black 
cat sprang on to her lap. Mechanically her hand travelled 
over its head and down the length of its sleek back. Its 
purring was the only sound in the room for a few 
moments. .

“Nona will not let him go?”
“Not she.” Sara’s voice was momentarily bitter.
“So. They are possessive, these Williamson women.” 

Lars spoke from the depths of experience.
Thirty years before, when he had first come to the Flat, 

a shy, dreamy young man with viking good looks and 
cultured mind, Janet had imperiously annexed him, and 
even when, years after, it was patent that Sara was the

81



P A T T E R N  F O R  A S C A N D A L

lodestar that drew him, Janet still continued to claim 
his attention and allegiance. It had taken Lars months 
of quiet resistance to free himself, for the intangible chains 
of Janet’s rigid goodness were more difficult to discard 
than the bonds of a mistress would have been.

Through it all Sara had held herself aloof. Who courted 
Sara David must come the whole way.

The lampshade, low hung above the table, threw down 
a brilliant circle of light; above it, the shadows hung. 
Sara’s hands as they stroked the black cat were in the 
light, her drooping black head indistinct against the dark 
doors of a cupboard. Lars watched her hungrily.

“When are you coming to Tullagoota, liebçhen?” He 
spoke softly, softly, and for a moment it seemed that Sara 
had not heard. Then she looked across at him.

“It’s over a year since you asked me that last, Lars,” 
she said.

“It’s twenty-two years since I asked it first, Sara,” the 
man replied. “It has not been easy, the waiting.”

“It wasn’t easy for me when you married Milly, Lars,” 
Sara said simply, no trace of rancour in her voice.

For a long time they sat quietly, the memory of long- 
past things stirring between them.

“She was a good wife to me, Milly—a good woman, too; 
kind and loving, patient and forbearing. She gave my 
children strong bodies, straight backs and clean minds; it 
was my fault that I could not love her more. But she 
seemed always to me like a cow—don’t misunderstand, 
Sara; there was no disparagement in that. I mean there 
was that kind of patience and long-suffering about her 
that animals have—an absence of comprehension. And 
there should be something more in marriage than that,
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Sara—some spark, like the fire that lies between you and 
me; that realisation that sets us above the animals, that 
makes us akin to gods.”

There was a little silence. The water in the saucepan 
boiled over splashing the top of the stove with a sharp 
sizzle. Sara glanced up at the clock, then moved the 
saucepan to the side of the stove.

“You will come to Tullagoota soon, Sara? We are 
ready and waiting for you, Freida, Paul, Heinrich and I. 
You will not keep us waiting much longer?”

“Don’t, Lars.” Sara’s voice was unsteady. “You break 
me almost when you plead so. You know I can’t leave 
him now—now when he’s so torn about Jenny. He’s had 
too much to bear.”

“You said that when I pleaded with you twenty years 
ago, Sara, only it was then that Ronald had just died. 
You begged me to wait again when I had your home 
ready and waiting for you. What was it that time?—that 
Janet Williamson had put off coming up to see him, or 
some such thing. Always it was they that hurt him, and 
you that must bear the brunt of his hurt. He’s held you 
here, played on your pity like a musician on a harp, 
sucked the youth from you because you are all mother 
and he no more than a lost child. He’s robbed you of 
much, has Caleb Williamson—aye, and me too. And 
now he’s starting the same by Jenny. . . .”

Sara slipped across and slid her hand over his mouth.
“Lars, dear. Even you shall not speak like that of 

Uncle Caleb. He saved my reason, perhaps my life, when 
Bob was killed. I’ve never told you what happened . . . 
do you know?”

“I remember Janet telling me something at the time;
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I didn’t take much notice—I didn’t know you then. 
When I met you, all I wanted to do was forget he’d ever 
existed.”

"Jenny was not quite a week old when he died. I was 
only nineteen myself and Bob just twenty-three. We 
were no more than children ourselves and we’d hung 
over Jenny as though she were a new and rather terrifying 
toy. You know there is no blood relationship between 
me and Uncle Cale; Bob was his nephew, his only sister’s 
son. He was rather like Uncle Cale, stockily-built, with 
the same clear, quick eyes, and the same impulsive 
enthusiasms.”

Lars moved a little impatiently. The weight of Sara’s 
arm was across his shoulders; her body warm against him 
as she leant on the arm of his chair. He had never heard 
her speak of her husband before. The thought that 
perhaps the dead man still held her stabbed him with fear 
and jealousy.

“My room overlooked the front path, and as Bob ran 
down to catch his train—he had left it till the last moment 
as usual—he turned to wave to me, and as he turned, he 
slipped. He lay there in a crumpled heap—I couldn’t 
see his head, it was hidden by his shoulders. It seemed 
hours before anyone answered my bell. They picked him 
up and carried him into the hospital and, after a while, 
the matron came and told me that he had slight concus
sion. But I knew, almost before he had fallen, I knew he 
was dead. Uncle Cale was heavenly kind to me then, 
always so calm and quiet and steady, although he must 
have been simply torn with grief. He adored Bob, in that 
same unquestioning way that he adores Grant now. I can 
never disconnect the two in my mind. That’s why,” her
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voice broke momentarily, “that’s why I can’t leave him 
now; all this business is hurting him so, will hurt him 
intolerably if he ever finds out the truth. I couldn’t leave 
him now, Lars, he is too much bereft.”

Lars grunted noncommittally. Sara in this explanatory 
mood was new to him. He could combat her silences; 
her speech left him without a weapon.

She moved back to her chair on the other side of the 
fireplace. The big cat, disturbed by her movement, 
stretched itself luxuriously, flexing its satiny back legs in 
turn, its amber eyes catching the firelight.

“There has been no end to Uncle Cale’s kindness, Lars. 
For twenty-seven years—over half my lifetime—we have 
lived, Jenny and I, on his generosity. He has housed us 
and fed and clothed us; given Jenny a good education 
and . . . ”

“And everything but what she wanted most . . . free
dom,” the man interrupted. “Do you think you haven’t 
repaid him tenfold for everything he’s done for you? 
For twenty-seven years, half your lifetime—the years of 
your youth and young womanhood—you’ve been here, 
thinking of nothing but his comfort, his peace of mind. 
And Jenny . . . when she wanted to live in the city and 
study, would he let her ? Drooping his mouth like a spoilt 
child and saying, ‘You’re wanted at home, Jenny.’ What 
is she going to do when he retires?—he must be getting 
on for sixty-five now. Are the three of you to live on his 
pension? And when he’s gone, what is she to do for a 
living? What would you do, if it weren’t for me, waiting 
here, waiting and going on waiting till Caleb Williamson 
wants you no longer?”

Lars rose impatiently, pushing his chair back so that
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the legs squeaked angrily against the polished linoleum. 
Sara sat leaning forward, her elbows on her thighs, her 
hands loosely clasped hanging against her dark skirt. 
Without turning her head, she watched his shadow loom 
grotesquely then diminish as he paced the room. It was 
the only sign of anger he ever gave, this rapid pacing up 
and down.

Suddenly he stopped before a little painting of Jenny’s 
that hung above the low chiffoniere.

“Hasn’t he eyes to see the quality of that? Must he 
bury genius so that his comfort won’t be disturbed ? Does 
he think that the work of a country schoolma’am ?” His 
voice rumbled almost into incoherence.

Sara stretched out her hand to him. “Lars, come and 
sit down,” she said quietly. He stood for a moment more 
looking at the little painting, two windswept willows above 
a strip of water. Then he came across to her, took the 
hand held out to him and for a moment rested his cheek 
against it.

He dropped her hand and reseated himself.
“Your hand is not enough for me now, Sara. I want 

the whole of you.”
Sara recognised the hardness beneath his velvet-soft 

voice; if he had wooed her so twenty years back, how 
surely she would have surrendered to him. Aunt Janet 
would have had to come back to the Flat herself, if she 
had married Lars then. She wondered what would have 
happened. Would Uncle Cale have been happy with a 
restless, city-minded wife cooped up in the Flat? What 
would Nona have been, forced into an ordinary schoolgirl 
milieu, instead of the professionally-social atmosphere of 
her mother’s circle?
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As though in answer to her thoughts, Lars said, “I’ve 
often wondered whether you haven’t done Caleb more 
harm than good sticking by him the way you have, Sara. 
If you hadn’t been here, Janet would have had to stand 
by her own responsibility. Nona could have stayed at 
boarding school, which would have been the best place 
for her. I think sometimes when I listen to Freida talk 
of her baseball and French plays and Russian music, she’s 
a hundred times better off than Nona. Do you remember 
Nona telling us about the races at Flemington, and she 
not more than fifteen?”

Sara remembered the scene as though it had been 
yesterday. She remembered how the light had shone on 
Nona’s straw-gold hair as it hung in soft waves over the 
shoulders of her pale blue serge suit, with the darker blue 
velvet lapels that intensified the blue of her eyes. She 
could see again the adoration in the eyes of small Jenny 
as she watched this wonder-cousin from town—Jenny, all 
grubby hands and blown-about black hair, with one 
bloomer leg showing beneath the hem of her dark dress.

Grant had been there too, she remembered with a start 
—a nice quiet sixteen-year-old lad, following in dumb 
worship the lead of his Sports Captain. And splendid 
young Ron, with his mother’s beauty and his father’s 
warmth of nature, and the graceful ease of him as he 
teased his sister.

“She doesn’t know what won the Cup. She can only 
tell you who wore the widest hat. The Governor had the 
sweetest little real lace parasol, Grant,” he mimicked in 
a high mincing falsetto. Sara could remember the very 
twist of Grant’s mouth as he divided his laugh between 
appreciation of his captain’s wit and admiration of this
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fascinating girl, who already knew the power of her dark 
blue eyes. With a sudden plunge of her heart, Sara 
remembered that, afterwards, Jenny had given Grant the 
kitten she had been saving for Nona. Jenny’s devotion 
to Grant had never wavered since. It was a wonder Caleb 
hadn’t guessed.

Lars had gone on speaking. “Yes, Caleb would have 
been better off without the two of you. He’d perhaps 
have grown a backbone then, and a man’s independence.”

Sara stood up suddenly, her lips compressed.
“I did my duty where I saw it, Lars,” she said serenely 

enough.
She went across to the chiffoniere and took from the 

drawer a cloth of coarse linen that Jenny had worked in 
quaint patterns of her own designing. The beauty of the 
design and subtlety of colouring caught Sara’s eye anew 
each time she spread the cloth. As Lars said, Jenny had 
something more than talent behind her clear eyes.

There was quietness in the room as she set the table 
for supper, moving with that smooth deftness which 
characterised her every action.

“W e’re thinking of a new suite for the drawing-room, 
Freida and I. We were thinking perhaps you’d like to 
choose it, if you were coming to Tullagoota.”

Sara smiled at the transparency of the manoeuvre; he 
was ràther like a spoilt boy himself, but there was quality 
in him. You could bear to hurt Lars; you knew he had 
the stamina to rise above his wounds. But hurting Caleb 
was like thrusting at a stricken, bewildered animal.

“You’ll have to ask Jenny about the suite, Lars. She 
knows more about colours and materials than I could 
ever hope to learn. In fact, I heard her discussing it with
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Freída. I think they decided on oatmeal-coloured linen.”
“Oatmeal colour!” Lars laughed deeply. “And what 

colour might that be?”
Sara did not answer directly. “It would look very 

pretty.”
In her mind’s eye she could see the spacious room with 

its three french windows opening on to a low verandah. 
She had gone with Lars the day the foundations of the 
house were marked out. She could see him still, in the 
beauty of his vigorous young manhood, the sun streaming 
on his uncovered head and fresh face.

“This will be your drawing-room here, liebchen, and 
you’ll look out through the windows to a garden sloping 
down to the river. You’ll want to plant the flowers your
self, Sara?” And she had stood there in the centre of that 
space outlined in narrow trenches, and known quite 
definitely that other hands than hers would plant the 
garden sloping down to the river.

The garden was grown now; had been grown for twenty 
years; its roses and violets, lilies and primroses and pansies 
had rioted for Milly Salter’s dull eyes. Along the river 
bank, where stiff willows and blackberry brambles grew 
in great clumps, Lars had planted masses of purple flag 
irises, blue and white agapanthus and red-hot pokers. 
Behind, the low farmhouse, spotless and fresh always with 
white paint, and beyond that again, the orchard marching 
up a little rise on the crest of which a wind-break of pines 
had been planted. White post-and-rail fences enclosed 
garden and orchard and wound beside a double row of 
lambertianas from garden gate to the wide cyclone gate 
that led on to the road. On either side of the garden 
along the river banks, spread tall maize crops; behind
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them were geometrical paddocks where grew carefully 
rotated crops of lucerne and other grasses for the stock.

About the whole place was an air of efficiency, of good 
husbandry that appealed irresistibly to Sara David. She 
loved Tullagoota, loved the spacious house with its solid 
furniture, the well-built barns and outhouses and its lovely 
garden reflected in the slow river. Most of all she loved 
its name that rolled so smoothly from the tongue “Tulla
goota”—by the river.

Nostalgia for the house, for the strength of Lars 
Hansen’s arms about her, the restfulness of his long 
devotion, swept over her like a tidal wave. Tears, the 
hard stinging tears of a woman who seldom wept, over
flowed her eyes.

“Sara, come to me here—now.” Lars’ words held a new 
note of confidence, of command. Blindly Sara went to 
him, felt his arms close round her, his lips against her 
cheek, her hair, murmuring those soft endearing words 
of his own childhood.

She slipped away from him after a while, smoothed 
back her hair; then, with steady hands, the tears still wet 
on her face, continued the preparation of their supper.

“You will marry me soon, Sara?”
“Quite soon, Lars.” She looked across at him and 

smiled, and at her smile the pulse leapt in his throat.
They were silent then, with a sense of certainty and 

fulfilment like a tangible thread between them. Sara 
opened the back door and Rufus came in, padding across 
the kitchen to thrust a cold damp nose under Lars’ hand. 
Sara fed the dog and filled an enamel dish with fresh 
water for him. When he had finished, he lay down on 
the hearth, his nose between his paws, his golden eyes 
following Sara’s movements.
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“You will tell Caleb to-morrow, Sara?”
“Yes.”
“I ’ave a plan, Sara.” She knew he was nervous by the 

accent that became more noticeable. “I ’ave a plan; till 
you had promised to marry me soon, I could not tell you, 
because I knew you would reject it. It is a plan for Jenny. 
I have much money, Sara, more than we will need, you 
and I and the children. I want that you should take some 
of it now and go with Jenny to some- place where she 
can be among artists and people who can help her. Paris 
—or London; there are good art schools there. Then 
when Jenny’s child is born, you can come back to me. 
No one will know her story there; she can keep her child 
with her and work there in her own proper place. There 
will be money enough to take care of them, Sara.”

The man’s voice was wistful; perhaps his brave plan 
did not sound so feasible to Sara’s shrewd ears.

“You could perhaps take Freida with you and send her 
to school in Paris—you would feel then that you did some
thing for me at the same time, liebchen?”

For answer, Sara came across to him and placed her 
hands on his shoulders. She stood looking down at him 
for a moment. She did not speak, but Lars was content.

After a while she said, “I will tell Jenny your plan, 
Lars. If she will accept, I shall be glad, so glad.” Her 
voice for a moment seemed as though it would break; all 
this had been almost more than she could bear, Lars 
realised.

“I never know, with Jenny,” she went on after a while. 
“She is so weak where her love is. She could not bear 
to hurt Caleb—she could not resist Grant. Always torn 
this way and that through her emotions, poor Jenny . . . 
and now this awful tangle. If she will take what you
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offer, Lars, it will be the most wonderful solution of it 
all. It will mean leaving Grant behind—that’s why I’m 
doubtful.”

The clock on the mantelpiece struck half past ten.
“Grant and Jenny are late. We’ll go on without them.” 

The fragrance of coffee filled the room as she poured it 
into the cups. It seemed to Lars that Sara made beauty 
of the simplest everyday tasks.

“Poor Grant and Jenny.” Her voice was heavy with 
pity. “It seems wrong to be so happy. . . .”

They talked disjointedly during their meal. Happiness 
bubbled through Sara’s speech and invested her silence. 
When they had finished, Lars lit his pipe, and the blue 
smoke wreathed his head as he leant back in his chair 
looking across the table at her. So he could sit and watch 
her at breakfast, dinner and tea. The thought was like 
wine in his veins.

After a while, Rufus raised his head and his gallant 
plume of a tail commenced to thump the floor rhyth
mically. They listened, but the noise of the wind drowned 
all other sound until they heard men’s voices and the 
sound of steps on the front verandah.

“Get straight to bed, Cale,” it was Bill Crotty’s voice, 
and Caleb answering, “Yes, I ’ll not be long out. I’ll be 
alright in the morning; my head’s better already. Good
night. . . .”

Sara looked up at Lars in swift alarm. “Uncle Cale’s 
ill,” she said. Lars looked at her steadily; there was to 
be no turning back from her decision now. She knew 
the thought that was in his mind.

“I’ll tell him in the morning, Lars,” she said.
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“Alright. I ’ll slip along now, Sara—catch Bill Crotty 
up and give him a lift to the Bank. Save me coming in 
in the morning; I wanted to see him.”

Sara could hear the engine of his car as she entered 
the hall from the kitchen. Caleb Williamson was hanging 
his overcoat on the hall-tree. There was a terrible weari
ness in every movement; his face was ravaged.. It plucked 
at Sara’s heart.

“Tired, Uncle Cale?”
The old man nodded. “Yes, I’m . . .” he passed his 

hand across his eyes, “ I’m . . . tired.”
“Come in and rest for a minute near the fire, before 

you go to bed. I’ve put your hot-water bottle in your bed 
already. Lars brought up some sweet corn; we had it 
for supper. Would you like some?” Her hand under 
his elbow, she guided him into the kitchen to the chair 
that Lars Hansen had just vacated.

He sat down heavily. It seemed he scarcely heard her 
unaccustomed flow of conversation. The vagueness of his 
eyes alarmed her.

“I’ll ring Dr. Cannan up,” she started, but with a move
ment of his hand Caleb checked her.

“He gave me some stuff down at Arthur’s. I had a 
nasty turn. . . .”

It had been a nasty turn; he had pitched forward stiffly 
with his head down among the plates on the supper table. 
He had raised himself almost as soon as the others had 
sprung round to him and said, “I’m alright,” but Andy 
Cannan had nevertheless loosened his collar and made 
him take a few mouthfuls of brandy.

“Andy brought me up in his car,” Caleb told Sara, 
rather resenting the memory of Bill Crotty’s arm along
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the back of the seat as they came up. “ He said he’d look 
in to-morrow. Lot of nonsense . . . I’m alright now. 
The room was hot and stuffy . . .  all this business worry
ing me. . . .”

He sat silent for a while, looking into the fire, then 
roused himself with an effort. “ Where’s Grant? I must 
see Grant to-night; there’s something I must fix up before 
I sleep to-night.”

“ Get into bed, anyhow, Uncle Cale. I’ll leave a note on 
the table for Grant to go in and see you. If you’re asleep, 
he can wake you up before he goes in the morning.”

“ In the morning”—the words echoed in Sara’s mind. 
There was what she had to say to him in the morning 
as well. These repeated blows; they were cruel. He 
looked frail to-night, sitting there in the lamplight with 
head leaning on his hand.

When he was in bed, Sara came to the door of his room.
“I’ve left the note for Grant on the kitchen table, Uncle 

—he’s sure to see it. I’ll be up myself for a while longer, 
anyway. I don’t know where they can be; it’s awfully 
late. Anything you want? Good-night.”

In the dimness of the moonlit room only a blurred 
lightening of the gloom indicated where his head rested 
against the pillow. She heard his voice, gruff with un
expected emotion.
■ “You’re a kind lass, Sara,” he said.

From his bed Caleb could look down on the lights of 
Chinamen’s Flat. The gleam of a red lamp caught his 
eye . . . Andy Cannan’s lamp . . . Andy and that tow
headed, scatterbrained wife of his with her tattling tongue 
. . . she had published Jenny’s shame throughout the
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T he doctor’s red lamp—the only friendly thing in the 
place. Its light lay in a bar of ruby across the bed and 
half-way up the wardrobe. Naida, lying half-way between 
sleep and waking, was conscious of its flickering as the 
branches of the oleanders by the gate flung arms of ragged 
shadow across it.

Suddenly she was wide awake, head raised from the 
pillow. There was a sound as though someone was prying 
boards loose at the back of the house. Then she flung 
herself back on the pillows with an exasperated exclama
tion. Damn the old house, anyhow! She feared it. It 
kept her listening, listening. Even on a still night it was 
full of sound, but on a night such as this, when the 
winds were hurrying across the plains, the whole place 
was alive. She could feel it bunching itself together to 
meet each fresh onslaught of the wind. There were 
whisperings and rustlings and echoes of malicious chuckles 
and, when the wind rose in a sudden flurry, one could 
feel the rush of swift, noiseless feet.

It mocked her. She found herself moving about her 
housework on tiptoe, and sometimes, when she entered a 
room, a warmth seemed to linger about it, as of some 
presence just withdrawn. It was not an old house, as 
houses go, but there was something queer about it; its 
spirit evaded her.

She wished Andrew would come in; she hated being 
alone in the house at night. It was not that she was
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frightened—there was nothing to be frightened of in 
Chinamen’s Flat; but the whole atmosphere altered when 
Andrew was there. The house closed round him with 
friendly arms; its whisperings were little intimate voices 
that spoke lovingly to him; the satiric chuckles were 
changed to amused tolerance.

She often wondered whether he felt it too. At times 
he would stand with his head bent, not solidly still, but 
motionless in the midst of movement, as though he heard 
something faint, far off. At such moments he seemed 
infinitely far away from her.

“He’s like a faun,” she had said the first time she saw 
him. “He is a faun,” her heart echoed sometimes when 
they sat together in a silence which should have been 
companionable but which, instead, intensified her feeling 
of remoteness from him. It was only in her thoughts 
when they were apart that she came close to him; his 
physical presence removed him utterly from her.

She dreaded being apart from him, longed to be with 
him because of that ever-present hope that that which 
hung between them, in suspension, as it were, would at 
the next moment crystallise into completion. Her dis
appointment in her marriage made her ashamed; it was 
so disloyal to Andrew. It was not his fault that she had 
expected so much more.

“Oh, God, don’t let me get sex-ridden,” she prayed in 
the darkness. But that intangible sense of incompleteness 
was as much mental as physical. It was as though 
Andrew hid himself from her, keeping himself half- 
revealed, half-guessed at.

“It’s an ingrained habit,” she told herself, marvelling 
at the unobtrusive dexterity with which he maintained
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his physical reserve, difficult in the intimacy of a small 
room in a small house.

If one could only talk to Andrew! Naida felt some
times as though speech were the only thing that could 
break down whatever this barrier was that lay between 
them. Perhaps Andrew was not conscious of it. Naida 
wondered; often she would open her lips to speak of it, 
but the words remained unsaid. At the back of her mind, 
unspoken even in her thoughts dwelt the fear that he 
loved her, accepted her, merely because she fitted into 
his scheme of things—that carefully-thought-out scheme 
planned “to the glory of Andrew Cannan.”

With a pang Naida remembered saying , to herself 
nearly a year ago, “It will be different when we are 
married.” She had thought that even as she walked up 
the aisle, feeling her father’s arm trembling under her 
hand with nervousness, poor daddy, and seeing the light 
from the chancel windows glistening across the back of 
Andy’s dark hair.

Gosh—the childish exclamation came to her mind again 
—how she had loved him in that instant; how she had 
loved him always from the first moment she saw him.

As plainly as though it had been no more than five 
minutes ago, she could remember . . . the salt buoyancy 
of the sea as she swam, the beauty of the curving shore 
as she came out of the water, the shifting hot sand be
neath her towel as she flung herself down, the heat of the 
sun soaking into her very bones, the tang of the sea and 
the lap of the waves. Then subconsciously heard at first 
through the drowsy, pleasant monotony of a summer 
noon, young men’s voices and the sound of a tennis ball 
caught in bare hands. Stirred by some impulse, she knew
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not what, she had raised her head from her sea-cool arms 
and seen him standing there, against a background of 
blue sea and yellow sand and distant ti-tree. He stood in 
that characteristic attitude she was to know so well— 
poised lightly, head bent, his narrow dark eyes half-closed. 
She noticed the blackness of his straight thick eyebrows, 
the almost unmasculine sweetness of his mouth, the un
expected strength of his square jawbone, and his little 
pointed, close-set ears. It was as though her heart knew 
him already.

Lying there in the darkness, she re-lived that day at 
Cowes, remembering her momentary panic when one of 
Andrew’s friends had discovered an acquaintance among 
her little crowd. One by one, they had joined in the 
game, playing with an abandon engendered by the 
warmth, the sense of physical well-being and their own 
high spirits, until at last Naida was left lying by herself. 
She had not wanted to join in, had stayed there content 
to watch the graceful figure (oh, young, straight-limbed 
beauty!) so oblivious to everything but the flying ball and 
the encroaching sea.

She had thought him quite unconscious of her presence; 
then suddenly he was there, sitting cross-legged on the 
sand before her, his eyes flickering over her. They were 
dark eyes, hazel, not quite dark brown—if one could only 
get a square look at them.

“Why aren’t you playing too?” His voice matched him 
oddly. It was not unmanly, yet it had the quality of a 
child’s unbroken voice.

“He’s like a faun,” she said to herself. Then she laughed 
in sheer delight at him.

“What have you done with your pipes?” she asked.
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“I ’ve left them down behind the rocks,” he answered. 
“We’ll go and look for them after.” Naida gasped at the 
unexpectedness of his reply. “You didn’t answer my 
question. Why aren’t you playing?”

“I enjoy watching,” she replied.
Andrew shook his head. “Watching is for the old, the 

mentally and physically decrepit. You should hop into 
every game, even if you play it badly. Come on.”

He held out his hand and pulled Naida to her feet. His 
hand was curiously smooth and firm, cool and unexpect
edly large.

“Oh, grandma, what big hands you’ve got!” Naida said, 
resorting to the idiom of the moment to relieve the feeling 
of unreality that still confused her mind.

Andrew held up his hands and looked at them intently.
“All the better to carve my way to fortune,” he answered. 

“Gullets and guts and gizzards, that’s what they’re going 
to carve—all to the glory of Andrew Cannan.”

A few minutes after, when they rested from their 
strenuous play, Andrew had let his eyes travel over her, 
from smoothly-waved fair hair, over the curves of her 
girlish body in its pale green bathing gown to her slim 
bare feet. There was a caress in his coolly appraising 
glance that stung Naida.

“I trust you approve,” she said. His eyes, unsmiling, 
had travelled back along the line from foot to curving 
hip, from hip to shoulder, and so to her eyes.

“Entirely,” he said.
“Thank you,” she had replied sarcastically and turned 

pointedly to one of the others. Yet five minutes later, 
vvhen Andrew said to her, “Come along to the rocks and 
look for those pipes,” she had risen as obediently as a
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squaw and walked with him along the firm damp sand 
to the cluster of brown rocks and overhanging gums that 
formed the end of the little bay.

The sand had been hot in the sheltered place between 
the rocks—Naida could still feel the sting of it on her 
bare feet. There was indeed nothing of that enchanted 
morning she could not remember as plainly as though 
she saw it in an intensely strong light.

“What is your name?” Andrew had asked.
“Naida Thornton . . .” he had repeated the words after 

her, pronouncing her name as she loved to hear it, 
“Nah’-eeda,” not flatly as most people said it. “Naida 
Cannan . . .  it would do.”

The little thrill of anger still ran through her at the 
memory.

“You are impertinent,” she had said heatedly.
“No, I’m not impertinent,” Andrew had answered as 

simply as though it had been a subject under discussion. 
“It’s just that I’m apt to know instantaneously what I 
want—and I was hoping you had sense enough to appre
ciate being told at once.”

Naida had not answered, had quietly risen and, hoping 
she was making her voice sufficiently glacial, said, “Shall 
we go back to thé others?” But Andrew had not moved, 
had simply sat there looking up at her as she stood above 
him; she was still surprised that his face had been so 
grave, so hurt. (Once when she was about eight, she had 
dropped and broken a doll her little sister loved; she had 
stood and looked at the pieces, too sick with sympathy 
even to stoop and pick them up.) Obeying an impulse 
stronger than herself, she had stepped from the rock and 
dropped down again on the sand beside him.
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Neither of them had spoken for a few minutes, then 
Andrew had begun to talk, quite naturally, about the 
steamer from the mainland which they could see rounding 
Sandy Point.

That had been all her wooing and when, a couple of 
months later, her father had said, “Who is this Andy 
Cannan we see so much of lately?” she had answered, 
laughing, “I have an idea, daddy, that I’m engaged to 
him. He hasn’t said so definitely; he has a habit of taking 
things for granted—and it’s hardly a subject I can open 
myself.”

“I hope he says definitely when you’re to be married 
then,” her mother had said tartly. “Trousseaux can not 
be taken for granted.”

And as though in answer to her mother’s words, almost 
that day, Andrew had said with that casual matter-of- 
factness that still annoyed her, “We can get married next 
May. I’m buying a practice in a place called Villiers 
East. It’s a good farming district—well-to-do and solid. 
The man I’m buying from is old, nearly seventy, I should 
say. He’s going to England for a trip and will be back 
by May; he has promised to go back for a few weeks then 
—so that’s settled. I’ll give you your ring now, if you like 
—although I’d rather wait for a month or two, if you 
don’t mind.”

“Think you might change your mind?” Naida had 
asked in a voice that was near to tears, though she smiled 
sarcastically enough.

“Oh, lord, no,” Andy had answered, “purely financial 
reasons. Most of my capital will be in the practice and 
I’ll have to get a car. In a couple of months there’ll be 
a quarterly payment from the Medical Lodge up there and
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I ’ll be able to get you a decent ring without feeling I’m 
stripping myself of all my ready money.”

For a moment, hot words had trembled on Naida’s lips, 
then he had suddenly put his hand on the nape of her 
neck and run his fingers upwards through the short hair 
under her shingled curls, and all her anger had turned 
to tenderness. That was so like Andrew, practical to the 
point of rudeness and then suddenly touching her or, 
more rarely, much more rarely, saying something with 
devastating, weakening tenderness.

Lying there, in the home he had made for her, Naida 
was still intensely conscious of a quality of unreality that 
had persisted throughout their engagement. His letters 
from Villiers East—that somehow never seemed identical 
with the Chinamen’s Flat she knew—had been regular as 
clockwork and as constantly practical. She had felt that, 
once his weekly letter was written, he put her out of his 
mind completely, until automatically the time arrived to 
write the next letter. The very occasional week-ends he 
had snatched had been merely unsatisfying interludes, till 
wearily she had wondered at last whether it would mean 
less pain in the end to break it off at once.

Her feelings had, however, been crystallised for her by 
Myhree, her younger sister.

“He’s a casual bird, this lad of yours, Nay,” Myhree 
had said. “I can’t quite get your attitude either—is he a 
miraculous lover, or what’s the attraction?”

How explain to one even so near and dear as Myhree 
that queer, elusive, impish spirit of Andrew’s, the aching 
beauty of his body!

“I ’m rather in love with him, Myhree,” she had 
answered.

“H ’m.” Naida could recall Myhree’s complacent look
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into the mirror. “Well, alright if you’re satisfied. Per
sonally, I ’m on the lookout for someone who’s absorbed 
in Myhree Thornton and only loves himself as a sideline.”

Naida had opened her mouth to defend Andrew; then 
quite suddenly she had remembered his words, “to the 
glory of Andrew Cannan,” and known where her real 
fear lay.

“If he were my husband-to-be, I’d towel him up a 
trifle,” Myhree had said. Naida had smiled wryly—that 
was the rub. If Andrew had chosen her because she was 
‘suitable,’ because she contributed to ‘the glory of Andrew 
Cannan’— Naida’s heart stood still at the thought. Better 
not to know than out of self-respect to have to give 
him up.

Well, she was carrying out her part of the contract; 
keeping his house, filling in the shortcomings of the raw 
country girl who acted as maid, entertaining his patients 
present and prospective, being that first accomplishment 
of a professional man’s wife’s—‘discreet.’ Until this last 
week. . . .

Naida held herself rigid in bed. She went for the 
hundredth time over the monotony, the spiritual barren
ness of the few months of her life at the Flat, the endless 
sameness of it all, the unending discussions of recipes, 
the silly baseless criticism of the city life they did not 
know or understand, the unchanging round of tennis and 
bridge, always the same faces, the same gossip, even the 
same uninspired clothes. Naida despised herself for a 
snob, but she knew that, fundamentally, it was not that. 
They talked a different language, had a different mentality. 
It was not that they were better or worse than she— 
simply different.

And this old house that would not accept her; the town,
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criticising and misunderstanding her, adoring Andrew and 
thinking him wasted on her. Andrew himself—it was all 
his fault really—holding her away, keeping himself hidden 
in that impenetrable reserve. It was his own fault.

If one could only talk to him; make him understand 
how it had happened. How had it happened? How had 
the conversation gone so that it had fitted in with such 
deadly precision?

She had been so bored. Pompous Mrs. Arnold, by 
virtue of her five-thousand-acre farm and her husband’s 
seat in the Shire Council, the self-appointed social leader. 
(It had been different when Mrs. Williamson was alive, 
people told her. Madam Arnold had been very small 
change then.) Pretty little Mrs. Fisher, the Shire Secre
tary’s wife, frail and unsubstantial as an echo. And silly, 
silly old Fanny Marshall with her interminable ‘one no 
trump.’ A 4-3-3-3 distribution and one court card, and 
the sky was Fanny’s limit; and the exasperating monotony 
of her, “I had the four aces and a hing that time, partner 
—if you’d only given me the teeniest little bit of sup
port. . . .”

How many bridge fours have I made up since I ’ve been 
here; how many more will I make up before I scream 
to high heaven with the monotony of it all? Naida 
remembered how close she had been to screaming that 
afternoon a few days ago.

“I passed Jenny David out on the back road as I came 
along,” Mrs. Arnold had said. “She’s taken to walking 
by herself such a lot lately.”

Their eyes had all turned inwards, thinking about 
Jenny—Jenny who could have been friendly, but hadn’t.

“She looks so sick, too,” Mrs. Fisher said in her soft,
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deprecating way. “So white and dragged under the eyes.”
“I ’d noticed that myself,” Miss Marshall had said. “I 

wonder what can be wrong with the girl?”
How easy, how horribly easy it had been—that slight 

shrug, the momentary tightening of her lips.
“You’ve been sick and dragged about the eyes lately 

yourself, Mrs. Fisher,” she had said it so drily. They all 
knew about Mrs. Fisher; everybody in the town knew 
about Mrs. Fisher.

The very slight cast in Mrs. Arnold’s eyes became sud
denly more pronounced and the rows of amber beads, 
large as pigeon’s eggs, across her floppy bust, rose and 
fell sharply as she breathed. Mrs. Fisher murmured 
something about leading from strength and led a singleton 
two; but Fanny Marshall had dropped her cards face 
upwards on the table—the inevitable four aces and a king 
—and her eyes were snapping with excitement.

“I ’m afraid that slipped out. I shouldn’t have told you, 
of course. But I know you ladies won’t breathe a word 
to anyone outside the four of us . . .”, Naida had said 
hurriedly, half-heartedly. Oh, Andy, my dear, dear love, 
I ’ve broken Myhree’s doll again!

“It would be Grant West, of course. Jenny’s been mad 
about him since she was a youngster in pinafores. I 
wonder where . . .” And Fanny’s voice, decisive with 
speculation, had faded away as Alice, the maid, lumbered 
in with a casual nod in the direction of Naida’s guests 
and her inevitable question, “W ill I bring the tea in now, 
Missus?”

At any other time Naida would have enjoyed detaining 
them as long as possible, keeping them there when they 
were only too anxious to be gone. As it was, she scarcely
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knew how she sat there and talked and handed them tea 
and cakes and the little thin sandwiches she had cut 
herself. She remembered praying incoherently that they 
would hurry and go.

There was Andy now. She could follow everything he 
did by the sounds, the scrape of the garage door as it 
caught at the wooden step, the ‘clock’ as he shot the bolt 
home, and the extra clomp as he rolled a stone against 
the doors to keep them from rattling on this night of 
rising wind. Then his steps across the back verandah and 
up the narrow passage, the pause at the surgery door to 
make sure there were no messages pencilled on the pad 
there, and the snap as he switched the telephone through 
to the hall, just outside the bedroom door.

Another pause; he was taking off his coat now and 
hanging it on the hook in the back hall, then taking off 
his white silk scarf and stuffing it into the pocket of the 
coat.

He was in the bedroom now, moving quietly in case 
she were already asleep. His face looked pale in the 
mixture of moonlight and red lamplight that filtered in 
through the window.

“I ’m awake, Andy. Put on the light if you like.”
“It doesn’t matter; there’s enough light for me to un

dress by. I thought you’d be asleep; it’s after midnight.”
His voice sounded—antagonistic.
“You’re late. Have a good game?”
“Rotten. Very interrupted.”
“Why so quiet, Andy?” Naida tried to speak lightly. 

To her own ears, she sounded strained and apprehensive.
Andrew continued his undressing, padding about the 

room on bare feet that made a little squelching noise on
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the polished boards. He folded his coat and waistcoat 
deliberately and began to undo his tie before he answered.

“I’ve nothing to say,” he said at last. Then after a long, 
heavy silence, “It’s better to be silent than have everything 
I say repeated to all the old women in the town.” Naida 
had never imagined that anyone’s voice could sound so 
tight and hard.

“I didn’t mean to tell them . . .” she started to say 
miserably, overwhelmed anew by a sense of guilt and 
remorse, but Andrew interrupted her roughly.

“ ‘Didn’t mean to tell them,’ ” he repeated bitterly. “It 
must have made quite a pleasant sensation at the bridge 
party, however. It didn’t count that it was my profes
sional secret told you in confidence. I suppose I should 
have had more sense than tell you—that kind of thing 
has ruined enough medical men. But somehow I’d always 
imagined my wife would be above tattling. . . .”

His tone snapped some chord in her.
“Your wife!” Naida flung the words at him. “It never 

seems to dawn on you that I’m not just your wife—I’m 
a person, as well. All the time we’ve been married you’ve 
never stopped once to think of me as myself. I’m just 
an attribute and I’m sick of it—sick of it, I tell you. I’d 
publish every professional secret I knew to the whole town 
if I thought for one moment it would wake you up. But 
I know it wouldn’t. You’re too wrapped up in yourself 
and professional dignity”—the bitterness of her voice— 
“to even realise anyone else exists. I used to think I’d 
get to know you when we were married; I ’m beginning 
to think there’s nothing to know. That’s why you’re so 
careful to wrap yourself round in professional dignity and 
reserve—just like you wrap yourself up in your dressing
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gown every night to get undressed, like an old maid 
huddling under her nightgown. . .

Her words tumbled over each other wildly. I’m getting 
hysterical, she thought, but it doesn’t matter. He’s looking 
at me now, looking at a person, not at his wife, not a 
case, a real person. There were tears in her eyes that 
blurred her vision till all she could see was the glint of 
light on the dangling suspender Andrew held in one 
outstretched hand. His face was hidden in the dimness, 
his figure a dark smudge.

Outside the wind screamed around the house and the 
oleander flung its wild boughs across the ruby light.

With a sudden smooth gesture Andrew straightened 
himself and the dressing gown slipped from his shoulders 
into a little heap behind him. He switched on the light 
and in the monetarily-blinding glare, stark naked, he 
systematically went on folding his clothes and arranging 
them in their usual methodical order in case he should 
be called out in the night.

Naida’s eyes followed him. His mouth was set in 
obstinate lines.

“Don’t be a fool, Andrew, put something on,” she said, 
at last, impatiently.

“You objected to my dressing gown,” he replied.
“You’ll catch cold____ ”
“I don’t think so. That it should have been Jenny 

David of all people. . . . Why did you tell them, N aida?” 
he added after a moment’s silence.

“You’ve decided—to make a sensation. Anyway, why 
shouldn’t it be Jenny David? Is she made of different 
clay from the rest of us? I’ve heard nothing else but 
Jenny David, Jenny David, ever since I came to the Flat.
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She’s never worried about me; I don’t see why I should 
worry about her. People would have to know some time 
—it isn’t the kind of thing that can be kept hidden. . . .”

“There was no need for anyone to know ever—no one 
except the man I was sending Jenny to in town.”

For a moment the significance of his words evaded her.
“But Andy—that’s illegal.”
“Well—what of it? I’d do more than that for Jenny if 

necessity arose. Anyway, I couldn’t do the job myself in 
a town of this size. I had the whole thing set, and then 
you go and ruin it all.”

“I didn’t know you had this special interest in Jenny. 
If you’re in love with her, why did you marry me?” I’m 
quarrelling, she was thinking even while she was speak
ing, quarrelling with Andrew. But somehow it didn’t 
seem to matter; she felt dull and bruised and her lips 
trembled in spite of herself.

“I’m not in love with her, never have been. If you 
must have the truth,” he went on after a moment’s 
silence, “I went badly off the rails when I first came up 
here. There was a little bitch of a girl in Adams’ store; 
I made rather a fool of myself about her. I don’t know 
what might have happened if Jenny hadn’t made me pull 
up. She slanged me one night till she literally forced 
me to realise what I was doing. She managed homehow, 
too, to get the girl transferred to another branch. I was 
too mad at her at the time to be grateful—it was all too 
humiliating and disgusting. I felt unclean. If it hadn’t 
been for Jenny I’d never have had the nerve to go back 
to you, Naida.”

Naida’s hand went up to her throat in a little helpless 
gesture.

109



P A T T E R N  F O R  A S C A N D A L

“And all the time you were engaged to me. I hadn’t 
expected this, Andrew.” There was a little silence. “It 
might have been better if Jenny hadn’t interfered,” she 
added at last, slowly and heavily.

Andrew had crossed the room to switch out the light 
and, at her words, he stood with hand uplifted, looking 
at her.

“You don’t mean that, Naida,” he said.
“I ’m afraid I do,” she answered quietly and without 

heat.
Andrew switched off thé- light, and after a moment 

Naida shivered in the sudden rush of cold air as he 
pushed back the bed-clothes and slipped in beside her. 
She could feel him holding himself tense, not burrowing 
into his pillow as he generally did.

“I hadn’t realised I was so inadequate,” he said after a 
while.

She longed to stretch out her hand, to draw him into 
her arms and comfort his hurt pride.

“It isn’t entirely your fault, Andy. I can’t blame you 
because I ’ve endowed you in my imagination with qualities 
you don’t possess.”

He was quiet so long that she began to think he had 
dropped off to sleep. Then suddenly he turned and slid 
his arms across her waist.

“Naida—this can’t be our marriage that’s going wrong.” 
He sounded like a child and so terribly, terribly hurt. 
His head was close to her ear; it would be so easy to turn 
her lips to meet his, to reassure him. She fixed her eyes 
instead on the patch of red light that lay against the 
wardrobe.

“If I could only make you understand, Andy,” she said,
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choosing each word carefully. “It’s ‘our marriage’ that 
seems to obsess you and the things like that—your profes
sional ethics—externals—you make a wall of them round 
yourself and I feel all the time I’m battering myself 
against it. You say ‘our marriage’ as though it were some
thing separate and not just the love we have for. each 
other. I don’t even know that you do love me, that you 
didn’t marry me because I fitted into your scheme of 
things suitably. You always seemed so detached when 
we were engaged—I hoped it would be better when we 
were married, but it’s been worse, if anything. I’ve never 
once been conscious of your thinking of me as a separate 
personality, always as just part of your carefully selected 
background. No, let me tell the truth as I see it, Andrew,” 
she silenced his half-uttered protest. “If we shirk this 
now, we’ll never get an opportunity to reopen it.”

She stopped for a moment to marshal her thoughts. 
Andy lay still, waiting for her to go on.

“You didn’t once stop to wonder how I was getting 
on here, Andy. You’ve got your work that takes prac
tically all your time and absorbs all your interest. There 
are a few men here who speak your language, and you’ve 
got them to talk to. But my work is finished by ten in 
the morning and I’ve got the rest of the day and nothing 
to put in it. It’s not that I want excitement, Andy, or 
anything like that—it’s the spiritual starvation that has 
got me down. There isn’t one woman in the whole town 
whose personality interests me, not one with any variety 
in her make-up, except Jenny herself, and she hasn’t 
shown any signs of being friendly.”

“That’s my fault,” Andy acknowledged, sotto voce. “She 
couldn’t be, after the things I said to her.”
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“I was bored that day, too bored even to think. I didn’t 
mean to tell them about Jenny—it just slipped into the 
conversation with such hideous ease. The moment I had 
said it I would have given anything to recall it; but it 
was too late then, and I ’ve worried myself sick about it 
ever since. That was because I ’d let you down, though. 
Even if I ’d had time to think what I was doing, I ’d never 
have thought I was doing Jenny any real harm. I didn’t 
see how she could possibly keep everyone in ignorance. 
It’s been like living on the edge of a precipice ever since. 
Half a dozen times I ’ve been on the point of telling you 
—but I was afraid. I didn’t know how you’d take it; you 
see, Andy, I don’t know you very well. I seemed to know 
you better that first day on the sand at Cowes. When we 
were engaged I used to think about you such a lot and 
seemed to get to know you in my thoughts. Then when 
you came, it was all different, as though there were a wall 
between us. I could never seem to reach you. I used to 
make up my mind to thrash the matter out with you, 
but when it came to the point, I never could; I was always 
afraid—I am still—that I just ministered to ‘the glory of 
Andrew Cannan.’ I thought it would be different when 
we were married, but”—her voice shook a little—“the 
wall’s still there. I can’t get past it. I seem to be part 
of your background, not part of your life as I ’d hoped 
to be. Even your passion is impersonal. . . .”

“Oh, my God.” Andrew breathed the words close to 
her ear.

After a long silence he said, “So the dressing gown was 
merely symbolical?”

I must be truthful above all things, she thought, even 
though he despises me for ever.
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“Not really, Andrew. It worried me, because I so want 
you to be unashamed with me . . . and . . . you are so 
beautiful, Andy.” The words came with a rush. Sud
denly it seemed the most natural, right thing in the world 
to be lying there in the warmth of Andrew’s arms talking, 
not about calculated superficialities, but of her inmost 
thoughts and feelings.

“Your body is so beautiful,” she repeated, “the curve 
of your back and the line of your thighs and the colour 
of your skin. And I love the way the light moves in a 
blue shadow when you move your head—and your pointed 
ears, my darling. I hope our son, when we have him, 
has pointed ears,” she added in a sudden practical voice.

“Oh, Naida, Naida.” Andy was laughing. Then his 
lips found hers. “Was that impersonal?” he asked teas- 
ingly.

The fury of the rushing wind outside isolated them in 
a little oasis of warmth and security.

Presently Andrew spoke again and, at the tone of his 
voice, illumination shot through Naida. Why, he’s shy. 
And her smile in the darkness was very tender.

“Naida, I do love you—terribly—so much that some
times I feel a bit scared when I think of it. I think that’s 
where I’ve let you down so badly; I ’ve been afraid—I’m 
telling the truth too, my darling, even though it hurts us 
both—I’ve been afraid to get to know you too well. If 
you hadn’t measured up to what I’d imagined you to be, 
I don’t think I could have borne the disillusionment.”

“And how have I measured up, Andy, up to date, that 
is?” she asked softly.

“You’re different. I’ve had to revise all my ideas; it’s 
been a series of jolts. . . .”
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“I imagine every marriage is, as far as that goes,” Naida 
interrupted.

“Yes, I suppose so. But I had such a clear picture of 
your personality in my mind even before I met you. 
That day at Cowes you were so perfectly all I imagined 
that I’ve been a bit bewildered ever since at finding you 
so different. You’re always surprising me, you know. 
You’re matter-of-fact when I expect you to be dreamy and 
impractical, and you come out with some shrewd, rather 
hard comments on the business side of the practice— 
unexpected, like an archbishop asking how much was in 
the plate. And then when I expect you to be conventional 
and unbending, you’re tolerant and sympathetic. Do you 
remember what you said when I first told you about 
Jenny? Your eyes filled with tears and you said, ‘Poor, 
poor Jenny,’ and I’d expected you to be down on her like 
a ton of bricks.”

“I wasn’t thinking of conventions then—only of what 
Jenny would have to go through—alone. Fancy having 
to stand up and teach those little demons at the school 
feeling the way she must be feeling, and having to face 
the gossip in this rotten little town. Are all small towns 
as bad as this, Andy?” she asked in sudden passion.

“The Flat isn’t so bad really. We get the wrong slant 
on it moving round in the little circle with the towns
people. I hoped that later on we might get to know 
some of the farmers—they’re a fine crowd on the whole, 
but they take their own time to make friends. The 
farmers are really the town, you know—the professional 
crowd are only parasites. I think any other small town 
would be the same—the professional men all very young 
or very old, and the middle-aged men the failures. The
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old men come to towns like this when they’re on the 
point of retiring, and the young men, like young Athol 
the Forestry man, and myself, we’ve come for experience.”

He was quiet for a while thinking. It was a revelation 
to Naida to find he had thought so much about such a 
subject.

“Take our little crowd,” Andy went on after a while. 
“There’s Bill Crotty, the Bank Manager—chronic drunk
ard; old Marshall, afraid to blow his nose without looking 
up the precedents—he’s a typical small-town solicitor. Old 
Williamson’s a bit better. I think his trouble has been 
that he likes to rule the roost. He’s had the Flat under 
his thumb for so many years, he’s been afraid to go some
where where he’d only be the schoolmaster, and not the 
self-appointed dictator.”

“You’re rather cruel, aren’t you, Andy?” Naida asked.
“I don’t think so. I like Mr. Williamson, but I must 

say he rather gets my goat sometimes—he’s always so sure 
that his way is the best way for everybody. Then look 
at the church people here, of all denominations. Hewison’s 
a wash-out, pure and simple, a mass of inferiority com
plexes and weighted down with a ‘mission in life,’ God 
help him. That lad who runs the Church of Christ, or 
whatever they call it, over behind the railway station, is 
too young to even shave yet. He may grow into anything. 
Father Courtney’s a different type, of course; I think his 
trouble is he’s too subtle. He’s one of those men who 
can’t approach a thing simply. He seems to me to create 
difficulties just for the pleasure of solving them. He’s 
the kind of man who would cause endless trouble if he 
were let loose in a larger place—so a careful Church keeps 
him where he can do proportionately little harm. The
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farmers are different, though, when you get to know them. 
They’re not all rough—some of them are well educated 
and most of them read a good bit and think a lot. I had 
hoped we might get to know some of them . . .” his 
voice was regretful.

“Andy—you’re disappointed in me?” Naida asked the 
question swiftly, but so quietly that Andrew answered 
her with quick impatience.

“Good lord, no. I don’t know how to explain it—I’m 
such a mug at putting my feelings into words. It’s just 
that you’ve got such a definite personality and I keep 
bumping up against it. . . .”

“You are disappointed,” Naida reiterated.
“No, no, no,” Andy answered vehemently. “You’re so 

much sweeter, so warm and yielding where I’d dreaded 
your being austere and difficult—I’m afraid of losing 
myself in you; I’m scared stiff I’ll love you too much. 
There—there’s the truth,” he said. “You know,” he went 
on, “when I was a kid, if anyone gave me sweets, I’d 
never eat them at once. I used to take them out and look 
at them a dozen times before I even had one lick; then 
I’d keep on having a lick and putting them away again— 
a kind of selfishness, I suppose, wanting to have my cake 
and eat it too. Yet, I don’t know—I got a lot of fun out 
of the anticipation, and behind it all was a kind of fear of 
letting myself go, of giving myself away, that I’ve never 
lost. I suppose that’s what you mean when you say I 
wrap myself round in reserve; it isn’t reserve, my dear, 
it’s fear. You’re something so precious, I can’t bear to 
swallow you at one gulp. . . .”

“I used to do that when I was little too, Andy—I’d lick 
lollies till they were just a nasty, dirty, unsavoury mess.
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Then someone would say they were unwholesome and 
take them away. Half the time I never got a chance of 
eating them at all. That’s what will happen to me if 
you will insist on treating me the way you’ve been doing 
—you’ll suddenly find I ’m a nasty sticky mess you’ve lost 
all desire for. I can’t be happy, Andy, unless I ’m a real, 
thinking, living part of your life—not just a possession 
you look at and admire when the fit takes you. W ill you 
not be afraid any more, my darling . . .” her voice, 
solemn with the stress of her feeling, broke a little.

Andy’s lips caressed her softly.
“You make me ashamed, Naida. That I could have 

dared to criticise you. . . . This is the first time we’ve 
ever really talked about ourselves; my fault, I suppose, 
although you’ve done your bit too, my lass. I used to 
long to talk to you when we were engaged; I ’d make 
up imaginary conversations with you and go down to 
town all primed up to begin them, but you never seemed 
to give the right answers and the conversation turned out 
to be something quite different. I remember one week
end I went down, I did sixty practically the whole way. 
and sang your name at the top of my voice all the way— 
and do you know the first thing you said? ‘Andy, shall 
I put N.C. or A.C. on the linen?’ It was like a flap in 
the face with a dead fish.” He laughed ruefully.

“I remember that day,” Naida said quickly. “I ’d been 
half-silly with excitement for days before, and seeing you 
was suddenly too much for me—I went flat as a pancake. 
You know, darling,” she added, “I think we’d have been 
happier and more natural if we’d anticipated our wedding 
day—Andy. Oh, darling, you’ll break my ribs. . . .”

In the instant before passion overwhelmed her, her
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mind, crystal clear, realised how completely Andrew’s 
anger with her had overthrown the barriers.

“Nothing can ever touch me again,” Andy said drowsily 
some time later. Naida slid her hand gently over his head.

‘Things will, though, my dear,” she answered softly, 
‘but not if I can stop them,” she added.

“For God’s sake, darling, don’t ever start ‘protecting’ 
me,” Andy dragged himself awake to protest. “Whatever 
there is coming to me, let me meet it fair and square 
myself. Women do more harm than good when they keep 
all the little ups and downs from men—they rob them 
of the chance to fight things, and that’s half the fun of 
living. That’s caused most of the trouble with Jenny 
David. She and her mother seem to have spent their 
whole lives keeping the truth from old Williamson, letting 
him live in a fool’s paradise . . . and look what they’ve 
let him in for now. . . .” His words were punctuated 
with yawns.

“Never mind them now, Andy. Go to sleep—I’m 
always afraid the ’phone will go and cheat you of your 
proper sleep.”

“I can sell the practice,” Andrew said some minutes 
later.

Naida had thought him asleep; his voice dragged her 
roughly back from that delicious warm place that is 
neither sleep nor waking.

“Sell the practice?” Her voice was blank with dismay. 
He had told her so often each step of his carefully planned 
career; the two years’ general practice which, added to 
the money his father had promised him, would provide 
sufficient to give him a post-graduate course in England 
and Vienna—and then the goal of his ambition, a practice
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in Collins or Macquarie Street. She knew how necessary 
the years of general practice were, not only from the 
financial aspect, but from the point of view of experience; 
here he would learn to handle his patients, learn to bear 
the responsibility of being the only doctor within a radius 
of many miles; here in the multiplicity of cases which a 
country practice presented he would probably find the 
particular type of work which most attracted him, the 
work in which to specialise.

“But why, Andy?” she asked.
“You mustn’t be unhappy, Naida. W e’ll go back to 

town where your friends are. I can probably get a hospital 
job or perhaps a partnership in the suburbs; I ought to 
get a decent price for this practice.”

JSJaida was thoroughly awake now. “You wouldn’t 
make so much, though, would you, Andy?”

“Take a year or so longer to save up, I suppose. But 
you’re the important thing, darling. As far as that goes, 
it doesn’t matter if I ’m a G.P. all my life.”

Naida pressed closer to her the head that lay upon her 
breast. “W e’ll talk about it in the morning,” she said. 
“Do go to sleep, Andy. That beastly telephone may go 
at any moment. . . .”

“Let it go—I’m not going out to-night for any patient 
on earth.” His arm tightened round her.

She lay smiling in the darkness. As though she would 
let him give up his career for her! Just for a little while, 
though, she would let him taste the flavour of sacrifice— 
it wouldn’t hurt him, he always got things so easily.

The shrill sound of the telephone cut across her drifting 
thoughts like a physical pain.

“Andy!” She shook him slightly. “There’s the phone.”
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“Don’t care,” he mumbled, still half-asleep. “I ’m not 
going out for the King of England.”

“Let me go—I’ll see who it is.” She tried to push aside 
his encircling arms, but with a muttered word or so Andy 
slipped out of bed and padded barefoot across to the 
phone.

“Who? Alright, I won’t be five minutes. Don’t touch 
her, whatever you do,” Naida heard him say, his voice 
sharp and authoritative.

“Mrs. Hewison,” he said as with quick, unhurried 
movements he dressed. “Fell down the verandah steps, 
as far as I can make out. John’s on the verge of hysteria, 
too, from the sound of him.”

From the warm of the bed Naida watched him.
“Verandah steps? The steps are in the front. What 

on earth could she be doing falling down there at this 
time of night?”

“Hewison sounded vaguer than ever. I couldn’t make 
out what’s wrong with her, but it sounded like a fractured 
skull. Blast the woman, anyhow. I ’m too sleepy to see 
straight.”

She heard his quick steps in the surgery, the closing of 
the drug cupboard door and the clicking of his bag. He 
came back to the bedroom door for a minute.

“I ’ll walk over—take less time than getting the car out.”
Naida followed the sound of his steps down the 

gravelled path, then it was swallowed up in the turmoil 
of the wind which rushed round the house with increasing 
fury.

Sleep was a long way from her now. She lay there, 
listening to the wind and marvelling that so short a time 
before it had seemed desolate and antagonistic. The house
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with its creaking boards and joists was a cradle that held 
her close in sheltering arms.

For the second time the clamour of the telephone cut 
across her thoughts.

“Poor Andy.” She felt in the darkness for her slippers. 
“Another call on this dreadful night.” But it was Andy’s 
own voice that answered her when she spoke.

“Naida, there’s hell let loose up here.” His voice was 
sharp with anxiety. “I must have Sister at once. She’s 
out at Smith’s and I’ve been trying to raise them and 
can’t. Will you ring them—short, long, two shorts. Keep 
on till you get them, there’s a dear. Hewison’s useless 
and I can’t leave Mrs. Hewison.”

There was no suggestion of request in Andy’s voice. 
Naida smiled a little wryly to herself. “This is what 
comes of being a doctor’s wife, I suppose,” she said to 
herself as she gave the Smith’s call on the party line that 
connected the telephones of the Flat.

It was cold standing beside the telphone and the wind 
seemed to have found every little cranny in the house. 
There was a fine breeze playing round her ankles and a 
blast straight from the Polar regions that made her fingers 
seem all thumbs.

Three, four, five times she gave the call; a short ring, 
a long ring, two shorts. At last a voice answered her, 
sleepy and ill-tempered.

“No—it isn’t Mr. Smith. The Smith’s line is down 
and you can’t get them. I got out of bed to tell you, or 
I suppose the blasted telephone would be going all night. 
That’s the second time I’ve been woke up to-night. You’d 
better save your gossip till the morning.”
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An uncompromising click cut short Naida’s stammered 
answer.

She stood there with the telephone in her hand in 
helpless perplexity. The urgency in Andy’s voice had 
infected her so that she seemed unable to collect her 
thoughts. Only the necessity for getting Sister Wise 
quickly had any relevance.

Scarcely stopping to search her mind for an alternative, 
Naida hurried into her clothes, wishing as she did so that 
she had learned to lay her things as Andy did, so that 
they could be resumed without delay.

The sky looked wild and eerie as she let herself out 
and crossed the yard to the garage. It took her a seem- 
ingly-interminable time in that unaccustomed light to 
open the garage doors, with the wind plucking at her 
coat with a thousand fingers and winding her skirt about 
her knees as though it sought to hold her back. The cold 
made the car difficult to start; she had expected that.

“The battery might have been flat, Pollyanna,” she said 
aloud.

The moon had set and beyond the arc of light from the 
headlamps was a wall of impenetrable blackness. Against 
it the roadside trees appeared momentarily in colourless 
silhouette. The rush of the wind that buffetted the car 
was wholly divorced from the grotesquely strained atti
tudes of the trees, so that each glimpse of them was 
invested with a weird sense of unreality, like a Corot 
picture dimly remembered.

The great bulk of the old gum, looming against the 
paler sky, was a warm spot of friendliness, but as Naida 
swung the car to avoid a rut the headlamps sharply 
illumined the dark form of a man standing beneath it.
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With a sudden panic she could not control, Naida trod 
hard on the accelerator. The man stood quite still with 
one hand raised to shelter his eyes from the glare of the 
lights. Once past him, Naida wondered whether he had 
really been there or whether she had imagined him; but 
she was still trembling when she reached Smith’s road 
gate and it took all her will-power to get out of the car 
and open the gate, to drive through, then get out again 
and venture into the inky blackness at the back of the 
car to close it.

Somewhere ahead of her a dog began to bark, and 
with a start of dismay she remembered that Smith’s Aire
dale was known all over the Flat for its wildness. What 
would she do if it were loose in the yard? Sound the 
horn till someone came—but that would disturb the sick 
woman.

The track made by Smith’s wagon was not the easiest 
place to drive along, and every now and then she had to 
stop, while startled poddies lumbered to their feet at the 
car’s approach. At the best of times the house was a 
lonely, inhospitable place, but in the darkness, as she 
stepped from the car’s circle of light, it was unspeakably 
forbidding.

The Airedale, thank goodness, was evidently chained up 
beside a group of outhouses that loomed black against 
the skyline. Its frenzied barking and the rushing of the 
wind filled the air with clamour now that the engine of 
the car was still.

Naida paused uncertainly. She did not want to rouse 
Sister Wise’s patient unnecessarily.

To her relief, a man’s guarded voice called out, “Who 
is that?”
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“It’s Mrs. Cannan. Will you call Sister Wise, please? 
1 must see her at once.

She heard movements in the house and the sound of a 
man’s footsteps in heavy boots, the voices and a dim light 
in one of the windows. The door opened and Sister Wise 
stood framed in the light from a kerosene lamp on the 
kitchen table behind her. She wore incongruous bright 
green pyjamas under a thick red dressing gown and her 
greying hair hung in a thin plait over one shoulder.

“I’ve got to take ydu back at once, Sister,” Naida said, 
and repeated what Andy had said in those few minutes 
while he was dressing.

“Come into the kitchen, then, while I get dressed,” 
Sister Wise answered. “Good job my things are all packed 
ready; I was coming in in the morning, anyhow. I won’t 
be more than ten minutes; I’ll have to fix Mrs. Smith up 
before I go—she’s alright really, but as long as I’m here 
she’ll keep me on the run. There you are, the fire will 
burn up again in a few minutes; it wasn’t out.”

Naida sat down in the chair Sister Wise had drawn up 
for her beside the stove. In the light from the small 
kerosene lamp, with it,s smoke-blackened chimney, the 
kitchen looked gaunt and unlovely, but it was warm 
enough by the fire. Naida huddled close to it, pulling her 
coat about her closely.

The farmer came in. The lines on his haggard, un
shaven face were furrowed deep from lack of sleep. He 
had pulled on an old trench coat and stuffed the legs of 
his pyjamas into the tops of his unlaced boots, and the 
tags of the laces clicked exasperatingly as he walked. His 
movements were heavy with the unquestioning patience 
of one of his own cows.
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“I ’ll make you a cup of tea, Missus. Nurse’ll want one 
before she goes, too. She’s been up and down a couple 
of times to-night to my wife.”

Naida could hear the crisp tones of the nurse and the 
peevish voice of the sick woman. In another room a 
young child was crying desolately.

Possessed by the haste Andrew’s voice had impressed 
on her, she drank down the cup of scalding tea the farmer 
brought her, then stood watching while Sister Wise drank 
hers. It was easier to curb her impatience standing. She 
shivered occasionally, not from cold, but from an intense 
excitement she could not fight down.

“How did it happen? Did Doctor say?” the nurse 
asked as she poured her tea into her saucer to cool it 
more quickly. She sipped it deliberately.

In her new-found discretion Naida glanced at Mr. Smith 
before replying. “Andrew didn’t say exactly. He was in 
too much of a hurry,” she said.

“P’haps the Parson lammed her over the head with 
something,” the farmer suggested, grimly humorous.

“I have an idea she fell down the front steps,” Naida 
said. Surely there could be no harm in saying that; yet 
there had been something mysterious in Andy’s urgency 
and she was imbued with the necessity of making it all 
appear perfectly natural. Yet how could it? The slow- 
thinking farmer echoed her thought instantly.

“Funny time of the night to be falling down steps,” 
he said.

They were through Smith’s road gate and out on the 
road—the friendly and familiar road now there was 
another human presence beside her, before Sister Wise 
reiterated the farmer’s words.
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“What was she doing on the front verandah at two 
o’clock in the morning?” she asked.

“W e’ll probably find out in time,” Naida answered, her 
mind on the road.

The nurse glanced at her cynically. “Do you think so?” 
she said.
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“T hey'll find out in time—they’ll find out in time—
they’ll find out-----” The words pulsed endlessly through
John Hewison’s brain as he sat, seemingly in a stupor of 
despair, in front of the fire in the Vicarage study.

Sister Wise, passing hurriedly along the passage from 
bedroom to kitchen, glanced at him curiously.

“Why don’t you go to bed, Mr. Hewison?” she said 
in kindly voice. “If the effect of the stuff Doctor gave 
you wears off before you get to sleep, you may find it 
difficult to settle down.”

“Will she die, Sister?” His voice was strangely con
trolled.

“While there’s life there’s hope, Vicar,” the woman 
answered, remembering the weak, irregular pulse beneath 
her fingers a few minutes before. “We can only wait and 
see—we’ll call you the moment there’s any change.”

The light shone on the thick lenses of his glasses. He 
looked like a man monstrously blinded as he lifted his 
head.

“If she dies, it will be murder. I’ll be just as surely her 
murderer as if I’d thrown her down the steps.”

“Come now, Vicar, you shouldn’t be saying things like 
that. Anybody is Hable to trip and fall, and Mrs. Hewison 
is no light weight to come down those steps, you know.”

The man continued to look at her; she knew her words
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had not pierced his consciousness. At last he said, “ It’s 
not the fall—it’s what went before.”

All through the interminable hours of the night he had 
sat there, looking into the fire, stoking it mechanically 
and unconsciously. He sat motionless for the most part, 
his loosely-clasped, nerveless hands hanging between his 
knees, and all the time his mind darted to and fro, peering 
first this way and then that, like some cornered animal, 
hopelessly, endlessly reliving ‘what, had gone before.’

The sense of his own inadequacy, which only the 
strength of his conviction of his vocation had been able 
to keep under, had leaped into full growth when he had 
heard of Jenny’s trouble. O f all the people in the Flat, 
she had seemed the one most worth influencing; her fall 
had completed his own personal failure.

He had walked home from Marshall’s smarting with 
his own impotence in the face of the blandness of the 
priest, the quiet repudiation of responsibility of Arthur 
Marshall and Bill Crotty. Theirs was the viewpoint of 
the world; his part to present to them convincingly the 
viewpoint of God. The arguments lived powerful and 
complete in his brain; he had sat there and prayed for 
the words in which to present them. The God who sent 
fire for Elijah would surely hear the prayer of John 
Hewison. But the words had fallen weakly and stum- 
blingly from his lips. H e was too imperfect an instru
ment! God, if there were a God, would have heard him. 
If there were a God! He had never put the doubt into 
words before, even in his mind.

His hesitating steps had suddenly become firm and 
decisive; the idea that had been floating nebulously in
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his mind took form in a flash as he walked up the street.
Ella was still up. She was sitting in front of the study 

fire mending the children’s socks. She had taken a long 
time over them, for every now and then the work had 
dropped into her lap and she had sat, unseeing eyes on 
the fire, adding and subtracting again and again the same 
sets of figures which arrived each time at the same im
possible answer.

Forty from two hundred and eighteen left one hundred 
and seventy-eight. They couldn’t live on two hundred 
and eighteen; how could they possibly live on one hundred 
and seventy-eight? Of course, there would be Aileen’s 
keep less during the school terms—but she didn’t cost 
nearly forty pounds to feed, poor child. The twenty-two 
pounds for John’s insurance was a drain; the Bishop 
didn’t know about it. John kept harping on the fact that 
he should have told the Bishop about that. It seemed the 
only possible way of saving; John seemed to have some 
idea that it was faithless to save. The Lord will provide! 
Well, He might provide for Bishops’ children; the families 
of humble clergymen like John didn’t seem to matter. 
John always seemed to be so humble a clergyman too— 
as though he had just managed to get into it by the skin 
of his teeth. Even his ordination had seemed problematical 
right up to the last minute. They could cut down the 
butcher’s bill perhaps—have another meadess day every 
week. But that meant so much starchy food. She sighed 
heavily—bread and potatoes, one had to eat something; 
but they meant more pounds on her already heavy body.

Anyway, Aileen was not to suffer. It was different 
with Bobbie and Joyce and little Jackie—good children, 
but dull. Aileen had the brains and the personality—
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understandable, because she had been born in the first 
year of their marriage, when their love for each other had 
been in its full flower. It had been different later on; she 
had watched John fighting his growing uxoriousness. He 
should have been a celibate—that was the kind of self- 
immolation that appealed to him. Fifteen pounds for 
John’s clothes; no way of cutting that down; he had to 
have a new suit this year. Twenty pounds a month wasn’t 
enough for a parish as large as this; John needed a car— 
ridiculous that he should have to ride a push-bike out 
into the back country.

Issingdean parish carried a stipend of thirty pounds a 
month. Wonder who is getting that? It’s an easy parish 
too—thirty pounds a month. The Bishop should know 
how they were placed; it was his business to know all 
about his clergy—or someone should tell him—someone 
should tell him—someone. . . .

She had written the letter, sealed it and put it in the 
pocket of her cardigan. It was too late to post it to-night; 
must not forget it in the morning. Not let John see it 
though—he never could bear to bring himself under 
notice.

She picked up Bobbie’s sock and went on darning. She 
was still sitting there when John came in.

John had always liked the room he called his study. It 
was furnished with a couch that did not match the 
Arnolds’ new suite, and chairs that had begun life in 
various other homes around the Flat. The bookcase was 
one that Caleb Williamson had discarded when he had 
book-shelves built in round the sitting-room at the school- 
house, and the table, a plain deal that Ella Hewison had
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stained and varnished herself, was covered with a red 
cloth that had been part of dead Lillie Crotty’s glory box. 
John had accepted the room simply and in all humility 
before. It was only coming to it with his eyes freshly 
opened that he saw it as it was, a room of discards. 

Words gushed from him in a bubbling stream.
“Ella, I ’ve made a great decision to-night. I ’m going to 

leave the ministry—I ’m not fit to be in it, never was. I ’m 
too weak, futile—there’s no power in what I say. People 
brush me aside as though I don’t exist. I ’ve doubted 
myself time and time again; but to-night, I know.”

Ella opened her mouth to speak, then with a sharp 
intake of breath closed it again. The work in her hand 
dropped slowly to her ample lap. She had the habit of 
quick speech, but the occasion seemed to call for circum
spection.

“How do you mean, John—leave the ministry? How 
can you?”

“I don’t know. I ’ll have to find out.” The mere 
mechanics of it seemed suddenly too formidable. He sat 
down and dropped his head into his hands. “I ’ll write 
to the Bishop—he’ll tell me how to set about it.”

Ella’s fingers touched the letter in her cardigan pocket. 
“But why, John? Why do you want to leave? I can’t 

understand what’s come over you. After working all 
those- years—and the trouble you had to get your degree 
and everything; I thought you were settled for life.”

The weary, plodding years; the heartbreak of repeated 
failures—grey years shot with the one rose-gold ray of the 
sureness of his vocation. That gone, what remained? 
How explain it to Ella? Her faith was of the natural 
kind, unquestioning, as much a habit as breathing. She
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would never understand the never-ending battle that 
went on between his reason and his faith and the bleak 
background of unreality that persisted even when his 
reason was convinced.

“I can’t explain it even to myself, Ella. But I know, 
I ’m convinced I ’m not fit to be a priest.”

Ella’s mind slurred over the word ‘priest.’ She had 
been a member of the Baptist Church before she met 
John Hewison. When he used that word she felt she 
had no right to be married to him. She brought her 
thoughts back with an effort.

“Its no use taking that tone, John. If you’re going to 
leave the Church, you’ll have to give some good reason 
for it.” She was fast losing her temper with him; he 
looked so hopeless and helpless.

She rolled the pair of socks loosely together and stuck 
her needle into the pincushion that hung from the handle 
of the stocking basket.

“I ’ll get you your hot milk and you’d better get to bed. 
You’ll probably think differently in the morning.”

“One night won’t make any difference, Ella—I’ve been 
thinking about this for months. I ’m not fit, I tell you. 
I ’m too weak, too conscious of my own impotence. I 
should be the spiritual leader of this community—and 
what am I? My words should be a trumpet call—but 
no one listens and no one heeds them. I used to think 
the fault was in me. I ’ve doubted myself always—but 
to-night I doubt God. I can’t go on. . . .” His voice had 
risen excitedly.

“And if you do leave, what are you going to do? I 
suppose you haven’t thought of that. How are you going 
to earn a living? Tell me that. All your life you’ve
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thought of nothing but taking holy orders; everything 
you’ve ever done has been to the one end. If you stop 
that, what are you going to do?”

He looked at her for a moment with unseeing eyes; 
then turned away with a despairing gesture.

“I don’t know, Ella. I haven’t thought about it. I 
only know I can’t go on; it.would be living a lie. I can’t 
do it.” .

“But your children can starve, I suppose. You haven’t 
thought about it—I might have known that. All the years 
I waited for you while you studied, all the years I’ve 
scraped and screwed on the pittance they pay you here— 
they don’t count, I suppose. I’ve worked and slaved in 
the house and the parish; I’ve gone without and the 
children have gone without, so that you can pursue this 
high calling—all that sacrifice isn’t enough. We’re to 
give up even what we have, are we?”

He was sorry for Ella. He hadn’t realised she would 
take it like this; had, in fact, not thought about her at all. 
The thing that mattered to him was that his faith, the 
faith that justified him, was gone.

“Try to understand what it means to me, Ella. It’s not 
just that I’m conscious of my own lack of power; I’ve 
always been conscious of that. I’ve worried about it and 
agonised over it. I’ve emptied myself of everything—of 
all desire, of all ambition, of everything but quiescence, 
and waited for the Holy Spirit to flow into me. But 
that’s all finished. My faith is gone as though it had never 
been. That’s why I can’t go on.”

“Why not? Do you think you’d be the only one to 
preach something he didn’t believe in?”

He looked at her with suddenly-focused attention.
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“This is not just a doctrine or a ritual I’m disagreeing 
with, Ella. It’s the whole fundamental faith. Do you 
imagine others have gone on, doubting that?’*

Ella shrugged her heavy shoulders. “If they’re reason
ing men who use their brains, I don’t know how they 
could help it.”

He was shocked into silence for a long time.
Impatiently, Ella wound the clock on the mantelpiece 

and pulled the fire apart; she did that every night in the 
hope that the wood not properly alight would go out and 
be usable in the next day’s fire.

At last he spoke explosively.
“And with no faith yourself, knowing my faith is gone 

too, you would have me go on, preaching a religion I 
don’t believe, administering sacraments that are meaning
less to me—making my whole life and everything I do 
an untruth.”

“The religion will still mean the same to the people 
you preach to and the sacraments will still be sacraments 
to them—it will make no difference to them. But if you 
throw it up—have you thought what that will mean? 
We’ll have to march out of the house with nothing much 
more than the clothes we stand up in. What have we got 
that doesn’t belong to the parish? Every stick of furniture 
in the house, such as it is, belongs to the Church. We’ve 
got nothing ourselves. You’ve got to think of me and 
the children. What will become of them? I’ve been 
sitting here the whole evening wondering how we could 
squeeze forty pounds a year for Aileen’s schooling out of 
your twenty pounds a month—and now you want to 
throw away even the twenty pounds a month. What can 
you do to earn a living? Even in good times you’d find
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it hard to get a billet—people will think twice and ask 
uncomfortable questions before they employ a man who’s 
left the ministry. No one will believe you left of your 
own accord; they’ll all think you’ve been kicked out. And 
in times like these, with dozens of experienced men 
walking the streets looking for work, you wouldn’t stand 
a ghost of a chance. I know what it’s like looking for 
work—you’ve never had to do that. I tell you, John, you 
can*t give it up. W e’d all starve if you did. I wouldn’t 
mind if it was only you yourself—a little rubbing up 
against the world would soon knock some of that ‘im
potence’ you complain about out of you. But the children 
are a different thing. You’ve brought them into the world 
and you’re responsible for them till they’re old enough 
to earn for themselves. Do you think I ’m going to allow 
you to throw away their future? Not on your life!”

She scarcely noticed the gesture by which he would 
have stopped her.

“Why do you think I ’ve worked the way I have here— 
toadying to Mrs. Arnold and soft-soaping Mrs. Fisher and 
taking charity pleasantly from all those out-back farmers’ 
wives? Why do you think I ’ve bolstered up your prestige 
and put words into your mouth you’d never have thought 
of saying? It wasn’t for your sake, you miserable little 
imitation of a man—and it wasn’t for the sake of your 
omniscient god.”

Her raised voice had wakened one of the children in 
the next room and her words were punctuated by his 
frightened crying.

“Go to sleep, Bobbie,” she called harshly. “I wrote a 
letter myself to-night—to the Bishop. It’s one of those 
nice womanly letters the Bishop appreciates so much,
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telling him exactly how much it is costing us to live and 
how much Aileen’s school fees will be. He ought to 
know that, without my telling him—he ought to be look
ing after his clergy. But I suppose he’s trusting to the 
Lord to provide. I ’ve written, of course, without my 
husband’s knowledge and not really knowing how such 
things are worked in the Church—to see if he can’t give 
you Issingdean church. The stipend is over a hundred 
pounds a year more—but I ’ve only suggested it, of course, 
because the mountain air will suit Bobbie’s chest better 
than here on the plains. Oh, it’s a real mother’s letter, 
an earnest Christian’s letter. . . .”

She had taken the letter from her pocket and stood 
with it in her hand. John made as though to take it from 
her, but she held it above her head out of his reach.

“I ’ll go and post it now, before you have time to think 
up any scruples about it. And it’s the only letter that’s 
going to the Bishop from this house. . . .”

“Ella, stop—you are beside yourself.” His whole brain 
felt hot at the thought of it. “You are not to send such a 
letter to the Bishop.”

“No? And who’s going to stop me?”
“You are not to send it. Understand that, Ella. Here— 

give it to me. You are my wife and you must obey me 
in this.”

But with a laugh that was half a sob, Ella evaded his 
hands and ran from the room. She wrenched open the 
front door, letting in the tearing wind that rushed through 
the house, sending the flame of the lamp in a sudden 
smoky flare up the side of the chimney.

Hardly more conscious than she of his own actions, 
conscious only of the heat in his brain, John ran after her.
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He caught her arm just as she reached the top of the steps.
“Ella, do you hear me? You shall not do it.”
With a strength born of her excitement, she freed herself 

from his clutching hands, but the impetus of her own 
movement unbalanced her. She fell against the unsteady 
bannister that guarded the steps. There was a cracking 
of wood, a slight cry and a crumpling thud—then Ella 
lay quietly at the side of the steps.

He stood there with the wind tearing at his coat and 
streaming it out like a sail behind him. The light in the 
study flared up again, then flickered and went out.

In the pale light of the setting moon that filtered through 
gathering heavy clouds he could not see Ella’s head at 
all; she seemed all grotesque body with only one arm 
flung out and twisted backwards.

It seemed hours before he could think what to do. It 
was impossible to move her; she weighed two stone more 
than he; but he managed to straighten her body and put 
a pillow, hastily brought from the front bedroom, beneath 
her head. He moved with sudden little spurts; between 
the spurts of action were what seemed to him long periods, 
when his muscles refused to answer the messages of his 
brain. She moaned once as he moved her; but for that 
he would have thought her dead.

His hands were shaking so that he could scarcely give 
the three short rings on the party line that called the 
doctor’s house. Three long rings would wake the police
man; the idea struck him as funny—he was leaning 
against the instrument laughing weakly when Andy 
Cannan’s voice answered his call. At the sound of the 
doctor’s voice he pulled himself together.

“She’s unconscious,” he managed to say coherently
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enough, “She’s not dead, Doctor. She moaned and her 
nose is bleeding. Yes, one of her ears too—but just a 
little. Perhaps she hit her ear when she fell.”

Queer, the doctor asking about her ears—how could 
he have known she fell sideways like that!

He sat down on the bottom step, near Ella’s motionless 
figure. “Don’t touch her or attempt to move her till I 
come,” the doctor had said. Silly of him—how coúld he 
move her, thirteen stone of unconscious woman? Silly, 
silly—he was still laughing when Andy came.

The doctor walked briskly, his feet crushing the gravel 
with short, crisp sounds. When he heard his footsteps, 
John Hewison stood up. “I must stop laughing,” he 
thought, but it was impossible to suppress that weak, 
hysterical giggling.

Andrew looked at him curiously, then said in a cold, 
harsh voice, “Stop that! Here, hold this torch while I 
have a look at her.”

The minister’s hands were trembling so violently that 
the circle of light ran ridiculously up and down Ella’s 
figure that lay so still. Only where the wind caught the 
ends of a bow at the neck of her dress was there any 
movement.

“We’ll need some help to get her inside, John,” Andy 
said as he straightened himself from his brief examination. 
“Go and get old man Sanderson from next door and one 
of the boys. I ’ll have to get Sister Wise. Where’s your 
telephone?”

“Is she going to die?” and then that silly laughing 
started again.

John Hewison couldn’t get things into their proper 
sequence after that. He remembered Andy making him
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drink something that tasted vaguely like washing day. 
He remembered later on saying to old Sanderson from 
next door, “Ammonia, of course,” and the old man look
ing at him most curiously.

They kept asking him too, “What happened?” But 
when he answered quite truthfully, “She wanted to go 
out and post a letter and I didn’t want her to go. I put 
out my hand to stop her, but she overbalanced and fell,” 
they looked at him doubtfully.

They didn’t believe him, of course; they believed he 
had done it on purpose. That was murder. Ugly word, 
murder! There was something horrible in the very sound 
of it, even without the meaning. He hadn’t wanted to 
hurt Ella—or had he? Just at that moment when he 
realised that nothing he could say would stop her, when 
he thought she might post her letter, might prevent him 
from resigning, the heat of anger in his brain had hurt 
him intolerably. He had wanted to hurt her in retaliation. 
That was why he had seized her arm so firmly, and more 
firmly still when she struggled to free herself.

It was his fault, the whole thing was his fault. Some
where right back in the beginning there had been a mis
take. He had known it vaguely all along, but it had 
been easier to go on than to turn back and admit defeat, 
even to himself. He had founded everything on a faith 
that he feared to question too closely. This business of 
Jenny David had knocked that frail underpinning away.

Even in this ghastly hour of self-revelation John 
Hewison could not admit to himself how much he had 
idealised Jenny.

There was no suggestion of physical love in it; in fact, 
the casual touch of Jenny’s hand was embarrassing; but
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in her love of beauty, in her essential goodness, she had 
embodied all those things of the soul for which he 
yearned so urgently. Where he had stumbled and fumbled, 
Jenny had gone her way, unafraid, with sureness and 
serenity. Her understanding had been subtle balm; in 
her deference he had found the recompense his humility 
craved. Ella’s sympathy had always been a kind of blind 
trust; Jenny’s he had accepted as recognition of his spiritual 
superiority.

For many months now the futility of his work had been 
an increasing burden; Jenny and all she stood for had 
been his justification. That removed, his world fell in 
ruins about him.

Then while they were talking at Marshall’s that evening, 
the incredible solution had flashed on him. And Ella had 
wanted to stop him! His intolerable anger rose again. 
He had always lived honestly before—would she make 
him build his life on dishonesty? He knew he would do 
it if she willed it, for her will was stronger than his. Oh, 
God, for the strength to fight!

He realised suddenly that young Mrs. Cannan was 
standing beside him, had been standing there for some 
time.

She had Jackie in her arms; the child’s face was streaked 
with tears and he drew his breath sobbingly.

“W ill you hold the little chap, Mr. Hewison, while I 
make some tea? I think Sister will be glad of it and I ’m 
sure you could do with a hot drink. The kettle is just 
on the boil; it won’t take a minute to make.

Jackie settled back into his father’s arms with a quiver
ing breath of content.
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“They’ve set her arm,” Naida said softly so as not to 
attract the child’s attention.

John watched her as she bent over the low fireplace and 
filled the teapot. Her face was flushed like a child’s from 
the heat of the fire.

“Her arm ?” He repeated the words stupidly.
“Yes, it was broken above the elbow, Sister said. Didn’t 

Andy tell you?” The vicar’s eyes had returned to their 
vague staring at the fire and he did not answer.

“Will she die, Mrs. Cannan?” he asked some time after.
Naida looked at him questioningly. Two or three times 

before during the night she had heard him ask the same 
question of the nurse, of Andy, even of old Mr. Sanderson, 
and always in that same fatalistic tone. There was some
thing behind all this, she felt. John Hewison’s peculiar 
collapse had not been all shock at his wife’s accident.

“I don’t think so—not for a moment,” she answered, 
infusing her voice with a certainty for which she had no 
grounds. She had not seen Andy; in fact, she was not 
sure that he even knew she was there. She had gone in 
to comfort the terrified children as soon as she had arrived 
with the nurse, and had stayed with them until at last 
the elder ones had fallen asleep. But the terror of delicate 
little three-year-old Jackie had lain too deep for sleep, so 
she had gathered him up in her arms and carried him 
out to the warm study.

It was only when John Hewison turned uncomprehend
ing eyes to her that she realised the depth of his need.

“Mrs. Hewison fell pretty heavily on her left side, so 
Sister said,” Naida talked on. “Her arm was evidently 
twisted under her. It was bad luck—the rail must have 
been loose.”
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“No,” he said; then more loudly, “No. It was my fault 
she fell.” The confession gave him a certain morbid 
satisfaction.

Naida glanced at the child. It would be a pity, she 
thought, if any of this became stamped on his subcon
scious mind; but in the familiar warmth of his father’s 
arms the little boy was dropping off to sleep. She pulled 
a chair over beside John and placed his cup of tea on it.

Almost without knowing what he was doing, he sipped 
the hot liquid. It warmed him immediately; it seemed to 
release something in his brain. He felt he must justify 
himself to someone.

He had not thought Mrs. Cannan would be so under
standing. She appreciated immediately why he must 
resign. Like Ella, however, she began to point out the 
economic difficulties. Women are like that; they can only 
see the practical side of things—the true inwardness escapes 
them always. Then, curiously enough, Naida Cannan 
advanced that same startling suggestion of Ella’s.

“I ’m sure numbers of clergymen must go through stages 
like this, Mr. Hewison,” she said. “Questioning and 
doubting are natural to a mind that’s always open. When 
you’ve got over them you’ll probably find your faith 
firmer and surer than ever.”

She was moving about as she spoke, putting a cosy over 
the teapot and placing at his hand a plate of hot buttered 
toast.

“Andy was telling me to-night,” she went on rather 
diffidently, “that you seem to feel some kind of moral 
responsibility for Jenny David. I can understand that.”

She had caught John Hewison’s attention now and he 
was listening avidly.
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“If it had been almost anyone else in the Flat, I ’d have 
agreed with you—that you and the other people who are 
the natural leaders in the town were to a certain extent 
responsible. Although you’ve got to go further than that, 
haven’t you? It’s the whole social fabric that’s respon
sible. But Jenny’s different. There are people everywhere 
you can’t judge by ordinary standards, and I think she’s 
one of them. Mind, I ’m not condoning what she has 
done—but I ’m not condemning her either, not until I 
know all the circumstances. I think she probably feels 
she is justified.”

The man did not attempt to reply, but Naida knew 
he was thinking. After a while she went on:

“She seems too sane to do anything without realising 
the consequences. I don’t know her much, but I imagine 
she’s quite strong enough to take all the blame for her 
own actions. Anyhow, I ’m sure she’d be the last to put 
any blame on you or anyone else, no matter how directly 
they were concerned. Supposing this business of Jenny 
hadn’t happened,” she asked hesitatingly, “wouldn’t you 
just have gone on as you were, hoping that matters would 
clear themselves up?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know.” Impossible to take his 
mind back to its former state of vacillating faith and 
bewilderment.

“It seems to me,” Naida went on, summoning her 
courage—it seemed rather a cheek to be talking to a 
clergyman like this—“that most people need something 
to pin their faith to; but it’s not what they have faith in, 
but the faith itself that matters. Couldn’t you carry on 
giving that, even though you’ve lost it yourself—like
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giving cod-liver oil to anaemics, even though you don’t 
need it yourself?”

The blood was flowing back into John’s face. He’s 
nearly as easy to comfort as young Jackie, Naida told 
herself.

“But don’t blame yourself for Mrs. Hewison’s fall— 
that’s too absurd. It was a pure accident. Anyhow, I 
think it’s going to be a blessing in disguise. You’ll have 
to mark time till she is well enough to talk things over 
and that will give you an opportunity of straightening 
things out in your own mind.”

He was staring into the fire still, but the terrifying 
strain had gone from round his mouth. He held his 
empty teacup aimlessly in one hand.

“Let me get you another cup of tea,” Naida suggested.
“Who said tea?” Andy’s voice enquired from the door

way. “I could do with a cup myself—and give me one 
for Sister, will you, Nay?”

Andy seemed not to notice Naida’s unexpected presence, 
but took the cup she handed him and drank thirstily.

“Ready for home, Andy?” she asked as he put down 
his cup.

“In just a minute. Don’t worry, John.” He put his 
hand for a moment on the older man’s shoulder. “She’s 
going to pull through this alright. W e’ve fixed her up 
for the time being and Sister will watch her closely for 
the next few hours. She’ll probably talk a lot and call 
out, but don’t let that worry you—it will be quite normal. 
If there’s the slightest need I ’ll be round in a couple of 
seconds. I ’ll look in again at breakfast time, anyhow.”

John Hewison was still sitting there, the sleeping boy
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in his arms, his face strangely peaceful, when Andy and 
Naida let themselves out into the windy night.

Andy pulled up at the post office.-
“Mrs. Hewison’s letter,” he explained. “She’d have 

worried herself into her grave if I hadn’t promised to 
post it.”

The letter—the cause of it all! Or was it? It seemed 
to go back further than that—back to Jenny David. Any
way, the letter was gone now; no use telling Andrew the 
history of it.

It was not until he was nearly undressed for the second 
time that night that Andy remembered to be surprised at 
Naida’s presence at the Vicarage.

“Smith’s line was down,” she explained. “I couldn’t 
think what to do, so I just hopped in the car and went 
out for Sister myself.”

Andy only said, “Plucky kid,” but his eyes caressed her.
“Andy, couldn’t I learn a little elementary nursing—so 

that I could help in an emergency?” she asked. “I was 
thinking to-night how dreadful it would have been if 
Sister had been at a case she couldn’t leave—a confinement, 
or something. I could, couldn’t I, Andy?”

“I suppose you could, darling, if you’re keen to. But 
you’d soon get tired of it.”

“I would not,” Naida protested indignantly. “I ’ve never 
been so thoroughly interested in my life as I was to-night. 
That poor Mrs. Smith out at the farm, she sounded so 
weak. . . .”

“Convalescent peevishness,” Andy interrupted.
“And then Mr. Hewison. I did a bit of mental doctor

ing out in the Vicarage study to-night, Andy.”
“Poor old Vicar. Bit of a weak sister. Likeable chap,
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though, isn’t he? I never know whether to mother him 
or give him a hearty kick in the seat of the pants.”

Andy switched off the light and slipped into bed.
“I don’t think we’ll leave the Flat, Andy.” Naida’s 

voice came softly through the darkness. For answer Andy 
gave a whoop of joy and gathered her close into his arms.

“I ’m too sleepy to talk now,” he said. “Remind me 
in the morning to tell you how much I love you.”

Naida lay awake, smiling into the happy darkness long 
after Andy’s even breathing told her he was asleep. At 
the back of her happiness lay the thought of Jenny David 
and the injury she had done her. If only she could go 
back; one had to go on, though. There must be some
way of making reparation------

On the very edge of sleep she remembered the figure 
she had seen on the road, just near the old gum.

“It couldn’t have been a man,” she told herself sleepily.
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But it had been a man. Beyond him in the shadows 
made deeper by the brilliance of the headlights had been 
a woman whose startled eyes had followed the car’s pro
gress along the road.

“That was Dr. Cannan’s car, wasn’t it?” she said.
“Looked like Mrs. Cannan driving it, though. Hope 

there’s nothing wrong; it’s a rotten night for a woman 
to be out alone in a car. There’ll be a few trees down 
before the night’s over.” He watched until the little red 
tail-light disappeared from sight.

As he turned back to the woman he noticed that she 
was shivering.

“You’re cold. Come on and I ’ll see you safe home.”
“You mustn’t come any further than the gate. There’d 

be a dreadful to-do if mother found out.”
At the gate of “Greenacres” they paused.
“Good-night,” she said softly; but the man drew her 

towards him.
“Kiss me good-night, Cathie,” he said in a curiously 

humble tone. For answer she held up her face to him as 
simply as a child. His kiss was tender, but not possessive.

“Switch the kitchen light on for a second when you get 
in, so I’ll know you’re safe,” he said.

Cathie, starry-eyed with happiness that was half pain, 
ran quietly up the grass beside the track. She let herself 
in noiselessly, then, for a breath’s space, switched on the
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kitchen light. Instantly her mother’s guarded voice called 
from the bedroom across the passage:

“Who is that?”
“It’s Cathie, mother.”
“What are you doing switching the light on?”
“I wanted to see the time.”
“I didn’t hear you come down the passage.” Mrs. 

Treganowan’s voice was suspicious.
“I ’ve been outside for a few minutes. I couldn’t sleep 

—I thought the wind might make me sleepy.”
“You’d better get back to bed and stay there. What is 

the time?”
“It’s twenty-five past two.”
There was silence. Even in the darkness she could feel 

her mother’s antagonism. She had gone to bed directly 
after tea to avoid it; but as she had lain in bed, wide 
awake, listening to the wind ripping past the house and 
swirling on over the plains, the telephone had rung. She 
had heard her mother’s voice, uncompromising and re
sentful, “Cathie’s gone to bed. No, I won’t give her a 
message,” then the click as the phone was hung up.

She had put on her dressing gown and gone to the door 
of her room.

“Was that someone for me, mother?”
“It was Jenny David.” Then, before she had had time 

to speak, her father had said in an unexpectedly kind 
tone, “Go back to bed, Cathie. I ’ll deal with this.” 

Feeling too hopeless to fight, she had gone back to her 
room, had lain there for hours, hearing above the noise 
of the wind the voices of her father and mother; no 
words, just the tone, acrimonious and argumentative. 

After a while, Sheila had come in and undressed. She
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had sat for a long time on the edge of her bed, whence 
by stretching sideways she could see herself in the mirror 
of the dressing table, had massaged her face with cold 
cream and carefully arranged each curl on her shining 
fair head, settling them at last under a grubby green silk 
net cap.

“Hurry up and put the light out, Sheila,” Cathie had 
said at last, when she could bear it no longer. “And 
to-morrow you could wash that filthy cap. The edges are 
stiff with that grease you put all over your face.”

“Your own face could do with a spot of grease. Your 
skin’s getting a real weather-beaten look. There’s no need 
to rouse me up, either; you’re not going to take it out 
on me because Jenny’s beaten you for Claude Clancy, and 
you needn’t think you are.”

“Don’t be a fool, Sheila.” Cathie knew her voice was 
sharp with fear. “Claude Clancy is nothing to me.” 

“Oh, yeah?” Sheila’s laugh conveyed her unbelief. 
“All our crowd know you’ve been nutty about Claude 
ever since you were kids at school. Just as well there’s 
nothing doing, though. Dad would go stark staring mad 
if either of us wanted to marry a Catholic. He knows 
what it’s like to marry one himself.”

“You are an imbecile, Sheila. It’s thirty years since 
Mother went to church; Dad’s got nothing to complain 
about on that score. Mother’s hard by nature—it’s got 
nothing to do with her religion. She’d have been the 
same if she’d been a Methodist all her life.”

Sheila completed her preparations at last and climbed 
into bed. In a few seconds her breathing became shallow 
and rhythmical. To sleep easily like that—Cathie sup
posed she had done it herself ten years ago.
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Secure once more in the darkness, she abandoned herself 
to the misery of her thoughts.

What had Jenny wanted her for? If there was only 
some way she could help her! Yet Jenny had always been 
so independent, a difficult person to help. Was it true, as 
Sheila had said, that jealousy of Jenny was at the root 
of her unrest? Honestly she did not think so. Jenny 
was her friend; if she and Claude had married loving 
each other, Cathie would have been the first to wish them 
well. For herself, she had loved Claude too long, too 
hopelessly, too unreasonably ever to expect anything to 
come out of her love but pain to herself. She had tried 
to school herself out of caring for him, had looked with 
critical eyes at his coarseness, his brutality; had acknow
ledged him the true product of his rough-fibred back
ground. Yet she admitted to herself that she could die 
on the crest of happiness to feel the strength of his arms 
about her and his wide smiling mouth pressed to her own.

The wind, tearing in untrammelled freedom past the 
house, was a challenge to her. Suddenly she felt she 
could lie there no longer. Stealthily she thrust her feet 
into her soft-soled slippers and drew her old flannel dress
ing gown around her.

The bolt on the kitchen door squeaked loudly and she 
stood for a moment with her heart pounding, expecting 
to hear her mother’s voice calling out. After a moment, 
however, she realised that, on this night of wind, no noise 
was unusual enough to arouse curiosity. Laughing to 
herself with relief, she slipped through the garden gate 
out on to the drive.

The cypresses that bordered the drive cast deep shadows 
in the light of the setting moon; the whole place bore a
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new aspect. It looked queerly desolate and the strong 
wind isolated her in a world of rushing noise.

Excitement from her emotional outburst of the after
noon still invested her actions with a quality of unreality. 
The wind cut coldly through her dressing gown and light 
pyjamas and whipped her long hair about her face.

Beyond the front gate the road invited, a white unusual 
ribbon edged with black shadows and with the moonlight 
lying flatly along it. She walked along, letting thought 
flow from her, feeling the gradual lessening of the tension 
that had bound her and marvelling at her own lack of fear 
at the time, the wind and the night.

Then fear leapt at her in one paralysing moment and 
she clasped her hands over her mouth to stifle the scream 
that rose to her lips.

A man’s figure, striding soundlessly on the soft earth 
beside the road, had almost walked into her. For a 
moment he stood without speaking, then, “Is that you, 
Cathie?”

“Claude!” she could have wept with relief at the sound 
of his voice.

“What are you doing out here?” he asked sharply.
Instantly Cathie was all prickles. “There’s no law 

against it, I hope,” she answered.
“I only hoped there was nothing wrong,” Claude said 

apologetically.
“I couldn’t sleep, so I came out for a walk in the wind. 

I might ask what you’re doing walking along here at this 
time of night. You haven’t been robbing Macadams’, I 
hope.”

Claude laughed. “I ’ve been there playing poker, as a 
matter of fact. Didn’t realise how the time was going;
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then the blasted car wouldn’t start. Too much hard work 
fixing it at this time of night, so I said I ’d walk in and 
go back for the bus in the morning. It’s not much more 
than a mile all told.”

The rays of the moon, hanging low in the western sky, 
shone full on Claude’s face. He looked drawn and 
unhappy. With a quick, impulsive gesture Cathie put 
her hand on his arm.

“Is it true you’re going to marry Jenny, Claude?” she 
asked.

“Any objection?” His tone was belligerent.
“No, I suppose not.” She shrugged her shoulders; then, 

like a torrent, the truth came. “Yes, yes—every objection 
in the world. You’d both be so desperately unhappy. 
Jenny can hurt you so; she’s always been able to since 
we were youngsters at school. She brings out the worst 
in you; and, anyhow, you couldn’t help but be cruel to 
her, knowing she’s in love with Grant. It isn’t worth it, 
Claude—throwing away your whole life for a kind of 
revenge. To take advantage of Jenny’s misfortune”—her 
voice faltered—“I didn’t expect it of you, Claude.”

“Didn’t you?” the man interrupted in surly tone. 
“You’re the only one in the Flat who didn’t, then. Every
body else is running round telling each other it’s just 
what they expected.”

Cathie’s gesture expressed dissent and annoyance. “You 
will show your worst side, Claude. You’ve let yourself 
get a reputation for rottenness and now you’re afraid to 
act decently. You’d be so infinitely much happier with 
the people you respect respecting you. Claude”—her voice 
sank to a deeply persuasive note—“why don’t you give 
up this idea?”
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“It’s been taken out of my hands. My sweet old great
grandmother got busy this afternoon—I don’t know 
exactly what she did, but whatever it was, it’s all off.”

“Thank God.” In her relief Cathie laughed aloud.
“And I’ve never wanted anything so much in my life,” 

the man said bitterly.
“If I thought you really loved her, I ’d be sorry for you,” 

Cathie answered quickly. “But you don’t—I’m sure you 
don’t. You wanted her in your power; you wanted to be 
able to hurt her, because she’s hurt you, that’s all—and 
because you wanted to put one over Mother Clancy as 
well. You know that’s true, Claude,” she went on fiercely. 
“If you’d had a speck of real love for Jenny you’d have 
offered your help quietly, not shouted it round the town 
the way you have, boasting about it and making it the 
talk of the place.”

“You make me out a proper blackguard, don’t you?” 
he said.

“You try to make out you are one yourself,” Cathie 
retorted sharply. “You ought to be thankful to Mother 
Clancy for putting a stop to it, if she has. If Jenny 
married you loving you, or even liking you, it would be 
different. If she married you feeling grateful to you, it 
might be possible. But to use the gossip of a place like 
this to try and browbeat her into marriage—it’s intolerable. 
Don’t you understand how impossible it is?

“Jenny is bound to be unhappy,” she went on in softer 
mood after a moment or so; “we can’t save her from that 
now. But it seems such a foolish, deliberate waste for 
you to be miserable too. You’d grow into a thwarted, 
dissatisfied man, hitting back at Jenny all the time and 
making things worse. Let it all go, Claude—forget you
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ever thought of it. You’ll meet some girl yet, someone 
you can love tenderly, whom you can protect, someone 
who’ll glory in your strength and love you for the man 
you really are. . . .”

“You’re not thinking of yourself, by any chance?” 
Claude asked the question bitterly, contemptuously.

In the dim light Cathie’s dark eyes looked up at him 
like the eyes of a badly hurt animal. He watched her face 
twist grotesquely as suddenly her body was rent with 
great heartbroken sobs.

For minutes he stood there, stunned into immobility 
by the unexpectedness of her revelation, but after a while 
the piteousness of the crying which she seemed unable to 
control roused him to clumsy sympathy. He put out his 
hand to smooth her wind-tumbled hair, and instantly a 
strand of it was caught against his roughened calloused 
palm. He had known her hair would be soft and slippery; 
suddenly he remembered how he had known—remem
bered how her hair had slithered softly across her back 
that day he had watched her and Jenny bathing at the 
lagoon. Her arms had been brown against the whiteness 
of her thighs. Her body more rounded than Jenny’s, her 
waist more sharply defined.

His breath came harshly as he drew her to him and 
held her close in the circle of his arms. Like a child com
forted, she controlled her sobs. He dropped his face down 
against the softness of her hair.

“You are so warm and sweet, Cathie,” he whispered. 
Instantly he felt her grow tense in his arms.

“I must go in now, Claude,” she said. “It must be 
awfully late.”

“Can’t be very late—look, the schoolhouse lights are

154



P A T T E R N  F O R  A S C A N D A L

still on.” He laughed softly, understanding^. “You’re 
safe here, Cathie.”

It was at that moment that the first gleam of the car’s 
headlights had reached them. Instinctively Cathie had 
drawn back into the shadows at the side of the road.

Back in her bedroom, straightening the bedclothes 
which her restlessness had tumbled, she spared a moment’s 
thought to wonder where the doctor’s car had been going 
at that hour of the night—to wonder also why the school- 
house had been ablaze with lights; but as she slipped back 
into bed she looked over towards School Hill. There 
were no lights there now, only the dark mass of the pine 
trees against the faint radiance that still hung in the 
western sky.
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T he schoolhouse lights had burned far into the night.
Sara had glanced at the clock as she came back into the 

kitchen after switching off Caleb’s light. Half past twelve 
—where could Jenny and Grant be? It was almost six 
hours since they had gone. Almost immediately she 
heard the familiar sound of Grant’s car, changing down 
grindingly for the last steep pinch in to the double gates 
at the back. Grant always changed down badly there. 
Jenny had laughed at him about it one day. “You just 
about strip the gears every time, Grant. What makes you 
such a rotten driver? You’re so adequate a man in every 
other direction.” She had been laughing, but Grant had 
answered seriously, “I’m always a small boy arriving at 
a new place for the holidays, when I come up this piece 
of road.”

The car door slammed, then quick footsteps across the 
verandah. He’s alone. A sudden alarm clasped Sara’s 
throat.

“Where’s Jenny?”
“She’s gone, Sara. I took her down to Warragul and 

she caught the night train down to town.”
“Oh, Grant.” Sara’s voice broke. “Why didn’t she 

tell m e?”
“She didn’t mean to go. We only wanted to talk things 

over; but something happened—she couldn’t face coming 
back; there was no reason why she should. I wouldn’t 
have come myself, but I wanted to talk to you and to get
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Jenny’s things for her. I rang the Brearlys from Warragul 
and Ida is meeting her at the train. They’ll look after her. 
Jenny started to ring you; she wanted to tell Cath Tre- 
ganowan too. Unfortunately, they got Treganowan’s 
number first and the old hell-cat herself answered the 
phone. She hung up in Jenny’s ear. That was the finish
ing touch—she went to pieces, Sara.”

“She always has hated Jenny.”
Grant stood beside the table, his fingers aimlessly play

ing with a knife on the cloth Sara had left set for supper. 
His tall, thin frame drooped with unhappiness; his narrow 
face, queerly shadowed by the upward-striking light, was 
haggard and withdrawn.

“Don’t be so unhappy, Grant,” Sara said quietly. 
“There’ll be some way of working it all out.”

After a moment or so he drew the palm of his hand 
across his eyes and with an effort put his thoughts away.

“I wasn’t cut out for the villain of a piece, Sara.” He 
crossed the room and threw himself down in the chair 
where all the evening Lars Hansen had sat, square, steady, 
safe Lars. Sara dragged her mind away from Lars; it 
was an effort to keep the undercurrent of her own con
tentment from bubbling up; it made the misery of the 
others seem less real, less urgent. She must not think of 
it now—time enough to-morrow morning.

“Grant, Uncle Caleb knows.” She thought Grant had 
not heard; but at last he turned his eyes to her. She saw 
they were filled with relief.

“He had to be told, Sara—I wasn’t looking forward to 
telling him. He has been so good to me always. . . .” 
He dropped his face in his hands.

“He wants to talk to you, Grant. He’s lying awake
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waiting for you. Be kind to him—he’s old and terribly 
frail.”

Grant laughed shortly. “The boot’s on the other foot, 
isn’t it? It’s I who am looking for kindness.”

“Don’t be bitter about Nona, Grant. She’s all he has 
left—all the rest of us, we’ve let him down, badly. Leave 
him Nona.”

Grant got up abruptly. “And blacken Jenny—blacken 
myself. Anything—and leave Nona in her white, un
sullied, fastidious, rotten purity. . . .” His voice was 
harsh with concentrated bitterness.

“You’ve injured her, remember, Grant,” Sara said 
sharply.

“Injured her! Nothing injures her; nothing touches 
her. You know that, Sara. All I ’ve injured is her social 
code—I’ve been found out.”

There was a long silence. Sara sat staring into the fire. 
She turned at last with a despairing gesture.

“Better go in and see him, Grant. Please,” entreatingly, 
as Grant dissented. “He’ll hear our voices and come out 
if you don’t. I ’m worried about him; he had a nasty 
heart turn to-night.”

“Talking to me won’t help him. But, alright, I ’ll go,” 
he said in answer to her look.

Grant stepped out into the narrow hallway and closed 
the kitchen door behind hint. So home-like, this old- 
fashioned house—all he had known of home since he had 
first come there, a hobbledehoy schoolboy with a dead 
mother and a sea-going mercantile captain father.

A great bowl of chrysanthemums on the narrow table
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—one had to brush the opposite wall to get past it to the 
door of Caleb’s bedroom.

I don’t know what I’m going to say, he thought, as 
he opened the door of Caleb’s room.

“Are you awake, Uncle Caleb?” he asked softly. No 
need to wake the old man if he were already asleep. But 
Caleb’s voice answered from the darkness.

“Yes, I was waiting for you, Grant.” He did not sound 
weak or sick. “Put on the light.”

Grant switched on the light and came over to the end 
of the bed. It was an old-fashioned double bed, enamelled 
black, with much nickel scrollwork. Caleb and Janet had 
slept in it all their married life. Ron and Nona had been 
born in it.

That time we painted faces on the \nobs with 
phosphorus. Lord, how wild Aunt Janet was! She'd 
been scared and it touched her dignity. And Jenny, 
battering at Ron and me with her little fists and 
crying with fury. ‘Tt wasn’t fair. Aunt Janet didn’t 
know there were to be jokes—it wasn’t fair.” Intense 
little kid she was in those days!

Caleb looked frail now he could see him; his face had 
sagged even in the week since Grant had seen him last. 
He stood there waiting for the old man to speak. The 
air was heavy and portentous.

“Is this unspeakable thing true, Grant?” So the inter
view was to be conducted on those lines, was it?

“ I am the father of Jenny’s child, if that’s what you 
mean,” he replied.

That won't do. I didn’t mean to sound defiant, 
lik^ ct disobedient schoolboy.
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“I can’t find words to express how bitterly I feel about 
this—the contempt, the—the horror. To be so dead to 
all honour, all decency; to come here week after week, 
accepting my trust, eating my bread, with falsehood on 
your lips and lies in your heart. That I should have 
trusted you so blindly—trusted you. . . .”

His words, weighed by an almost uncontrollable anger, 
came in little spates.

“I have no words low enough, no language degraded 
enough, to describe this—outrage. I feel defiled.”

I ’ve got to listen to this; got to take it all. H e’s 
right. 1 mustn’t answer back, must keeP mV temper. 
H e’s so right.

“H e’s back *n the 'nineties, Grant.” Yes, my dar
ling, fashions may have altered, but standards of 
decency haven’t in spite of all you want to believe. 
“H e  m ust understand— we’ve done with all those old
shibboleths--------"  I’m not up to your standard of
emancipation. I ’m a rotter, a scoundrel—everything 
he likes to call me. I ’ve known it all along—I should 
have been strong for us both.

“After all we did for you, taking you into our home, 
loving you as a son, giving Nona to you—and this is your 
return.”

“I was Ron’s friend. I was a suitable husband for 
Nona,” Grant flashed out; then with an effort he 
swallowed his anger and went on in calmer tone: “ I am 
grateful, believe me. For everything you’ve done for me, 
everything you’ve given me, I am grateful. . . .”

“Huh! Your generation doesn’t know the meaning of 
the word. I didn’t look for gratitude from you, I confess
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—but I did expect decency. To bring your looseness right 
into my home. . . .”

He looked at the younger man with smouldering eyes. 
This can’t be good for him; he looks as though he might 
have a stroke at any moment.

“How long has it been going on, this rotten—this 
sordid intrigue?”

Hours when desire ran in us like a flame; nights 
that were drenched with sweetness.

“I’ve loved Jenny for a long time, Uncle Caleb.”
“Love!” Caleb’s voice was cutting in its scorn. “Love 

—don’t profane the word. Call it by its proper name— 
lust. You talk of ‘love’—and seduce a girl in her very 
home.”

Would it make it any less hard, 1 wonder, to kjiow 
that it wasn't in her home, ever—always out of doors?

Grant’s hands tightened on the rail of the bed, but he 
spoke quietly enough.

“There was no question of ‘seducing,’ Uncle Caleb. 
Jenny knew what we were doing. She isn’t sorry. . . .”

Faint lap of the waves, hard white sand beneath us. 
Everything so still, till that scuttle in the ti-tree.

“Only a possum, darling.’’ Her soft hands touching 
me, ‘learning’ me. “That’s how I remember, Grant 
with the palms of my hands."

“And you don’t want to forget to-night . . . ?" 
Her nec\ under my lips.

The desolation when she slipped away from me 
and went down to the water’s edge and stood there 
in the path of the moon, haughing up at me. "I had
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not realised passion would ma\e such a little, little 
boy of you, Grant.”

That swift change of mood— “Grant, promise me 
you'll never reproach yourself.” “I'm reproaching 
myself now, this instant. I should have waited, should 
have made it possible, somehow, to take you cleanly, 
honestly, in the eyes of the whole world.”

Jenny's mocking voice, “Twentieth-century lad_______ "

“That doesn’t make you any the less culpable.” No, 
that was the devil of it! “Well, what have you to say? 
What explanation to give?”

He sounded firm and fierce enough. If Grant had not 
seen his neck, shrunken, wrinkled and flabby above his 
pyjama coat, he might have been able not to feel sorry for 
him, might have fought him on more even terms. But his 
neck was pitiful.

“That lies between Nona and Jenny and me, Uncle 
Caleb.”

“Jenny. . . .” He sank back against the pillow, sud
denly old and heartbroken. “Jenny—to betray her own 
cousin. . . .”

He spea\s Uke a mid-Victorian novel; I hadn't 
realised how real all these old-fashioned clichés are 
to him.

“Say what you like about me, Uncle Caleb, but leave 
Jenny out of it.” Grant’s eyes shot fire. “Nona has only 
herself to blame that it was Jenny . . .” He stopped 
abruptly.

Leave him Nona, Sara said. Can't make him under
stand then how deliberately Nona threw us together.

162



P A T T E R N  FOR A S C A NDA L

“Why don't you ta\e Jenny to this students affair, 
Grant? She knows so jew men— there’s no one she 
can as\ to ta\e her and it seems a pity for her to 
miss it." Jenny had been so grateful, too, for Nona’s 
thoughtfulness. She must have realised what a flame 
Jenny was among her own kind—acting the lovely 
fool over that wine—a bucket of it wouldn't have 
made her spark—and drawing caricatures of the 
waiters on her menu card. How the rest of the 
crowd likpd her, too— it’s a wonder it didn't turn 
her head a bit. Then afterwards, when we went on 
to Tim's studio—who was Tim, anyway?— lord, I 
can still feel the heat of that fire on my face, sitting 
there on my heels toasting crumpets and more 
crumpets. How they managed to eat them after that 
dinner! And that yellow-haired youngster in the red 
beret who helped me. "I adore your boy friend, 
Jenny." "My dear, he’s not my boy friend— he’s my 
cousin’s husband.” And the old eyes under the 
yellow hair that had followed Jenny dancing across 
the room. "Oh, trusting cousin!”

Trusting cousin—"Jenny dear, 1 wonder if you’d 
mind taking the children to the Zoo next Saturday? 
Grant will run you across. I’ve two tables of contract; 
you wouldn’t be amused, either of you." She must 
have known what a joy Jenny would be at the Zoo, 
so much more childlike than bored young Ron and 
supercilious Jeannette.

That day on the boat. "All visitors ashore, please. 
All visitors ashore—” Following Jenny down the 
gangway, Caleb behind us openly wiping away his 
tears. Standing there on the pier, feeling a helpless
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fool with three streamers in my hand. Smiling till 
my face felt numh. Press photographers; “fust a 
little this way, Mrs. West. Lift your flowers so they’ll 
show above the rail. Your daughters name, sir? 
Miss Jeannette—than\s. Just a pleasure trip, 1 under
stand. Be away a year—than\ you so much. A bit 
lonely for you, Mr. West.” A bit lonely—Nona’s 
voice in my ears, “Keep an eye on Grant, won’t you, 
Jenny? See he isn’t too lonely.”

“I can’t understand Jenny—Jenny of all people.” Caleb’s 
anger against her was rising. “Everything she’s ever had 
we have given her—home, education and loving care, the 
very food in her mouth. To repay it with this shameful 
thing; this outrage against every decency! If there were 
any excuse for her. . . .”

“There is an excuse. There’s every excuse,” Grant broke 
in hotly. “All her life Jenny has had to play second fiddle 
to Nona. . . .”

“That’s not true,” the fierce old voice from the bed.
“It is true. I used to feel sorry for her even when I was 

a boy in my teens. Oh, I know it was unintentional, 
subconscious on your part, but it was there. You all 
traded on it—you not so much as the others, certainly. 
Keeping Jenny here in the Flat, making her compensate 
for Nona’s going. You deceived yourself that you were 
acting for her good. . . .”

“I was right, too. This dreadful business would not 
have happened if she’d stayed here; it’s all part of the 
looseness, the absence of morals I wanted to guard her 
against. I was right. . . .”

Grant brushed his words aside. “You weren’t. You
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were simply using your power over her because Nona had 
refused to submit to it. You didn’t realise what you were 
doing, I’ll grant you that. But Nona knew and Aunt 
Janet knew—shelving their responsibilities on to Sara and 
Jenny. And, like a fool, I let them use me too. . . .”

“Nona cant marry him— he’s mine.” Jenny’s 
stricken voice—she was only sixteen when Nona and 
I were married—and Aunt Janet answering, “Don’t 
be a silly girl, Jenny. You’re only a child—Grant and 
Nona are grown-up people. You must get this 
romantic nonsense out of your head— "  I wonder 
where she went when she rushed out of the house. 
I  felt guilty—Nona went out of her way to bewitch 
me that day. Strange that for ten years I forgot that!

“ I didn’t keep Jenny here. You keep harping on that— 
everyone keeps harping on it. She stayed of her own 
accord. It was for her own good I advised her to stay—” 
He was so sure of his own rightness.

“You knew how terribly she wanted to go, what a cage 
this place was to her. One word of encouragement from 
you and she would have gone. But you kept her here 
with all your ties of gratitude and obligation. Oh, the 
pity of it! The awful, damnable waste of it! To bury 
her genius up here—to come to what she has come to 
now! Oh, I know it’s tragedy. I’m sane enough to get 
outside my own part in it and know it for the tragedy it is. 
It wouldn’t have happened if she’d had a natural outlet 
to spend herself on.”

“She had work here—work she liked. . . .” Caleb 
fought back.

“Work she liked!” Grant’s voice was scornful. “Work
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she drugged herself with—the only way she could earn a 
little to make her feel independent. You never troubled 
to find out what the city meant to her—the people who 
talked her language, the work she loved—she worked like 
a nigger those months she was down at the studio—the 
theatres and the music—the whole colour of living—and 
the city itself. She was like a different person down there; 
not quiet and still as she is here, but vibrating with life, 
brimming and bubbling over with vitality. . . .”

Tracery of bare branches against a foggy sky, (mill
ing down St. Kilda road; then the light popping on, 
four rows of gleaming globes in curving symmetry. 
That badly pitched lane off Lonsdale Street we stum
bled down to see the bluestone arch she'd found over 
some forgotten doorway. And that old gabled house 
in Carlton with the canary in a gilded cage hanging 
in the window. Arches of Princes Bridge black 
against the setting sun, a tangle of shipping in the 
river; St. Paul's spires dreaming in a haze of red 
light from a hidden advertising sign—1 didn't \now  
the city existed till Jenny showed it to me that winter 
Nona was in America. Her spirit investing it all, 
making it all so lovely—that vivid, irrepressible vitality 
—the fools, the criminal fools to try and suppress it! 
Neon lights in Bourse Street—the ecstasy they wo\e 
in her. “I'm going to m a\e a poem about them some 
day, Grant—that mounting march of neon lights, up 
Bourse Street hill." “ Taking to writing now?" “No, 
stupid, I  said ‘make' a poem, not write one. My 
poem will be in paint.” Waiting for her in the studio 
—“ Come on, Jenny, I'm hungry," and her grey eyes
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looking at me, not seeing me at all, so utterly absorbed 
in her wor\. Arguing round the studio fire, about 
life and death and love and wor\, all the things they 
hadn’t begun to savour, and the amazing youthful 
zest of them all. That revealing night at the Sym
phony Concert—the lights and the still, still audience, 
those enigmatic murals and the brown curtains behind 
the orchestra. The rhythmic movements of the 
players’ arms and the sweetness of the clarinets and 
oboes, fenny’s voice close to my ear, “Wood-winds 
lovely word.” The tension of those tremendous 
chords, insistent, urgent, and the exquisite relief of 
their resolution. And fenny turning her wide, tear- 
filled eyes to me. That was the moment l  hjiew I 
loved her.

“You didn’t know what you were asking of her; but 
you should have found out. There’s a streak of weakness 
in Jenny, she can’t bear to hurt anyone she’s fond of. 
Everything you’ve done for her, she has paid back a 
hundred times; not that she has thought of that. What 
she has done she did because of her love for you. That’s 
the only thing that has worried her in all this business— 
that you should be hurt by it.”

I  pleaded with her so. “We could go to Sydney—  

or New Zealand. One clean brea\, Jenny." No, no. 
It would hurt him too much. We can bear the 
burden of deceiving him; we’re strong enough, you 
and mother and I. The truth would brea\ him.”

Caleb’s smouldering anger burst into quick speech. 
“And neither of you have given a thought evidently to 
the woman you have betrayed, to the woman you promised
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to keep and cherish, to the wife who loves you so 
blindly. . . His voice had risen till it matched the 
fury of the wind outside the house.

“Nona! Nona has never loved me,” Grant said sullenly. 
The terrible contempt in Caleb’s voice had blotted out 
all recollection of his half-promise to Sara. “Nona has 
never loved me,” the words were repeated explosively. 
“She wanted to be married, to have a home of her own 
and children. I’ve never meant anything to her but the 
provider of the home, the potential father of her children. 
She has the children now, and her mother’s money— 
there’s no place for me in her life, but she’s got the habit 
of holding on and she won’t let me go. I might have 
been a leper for all the kindness I ’ve had from her. . . .”

Nona's suave, carefully low-pitched voice. “This 
sex business—it has never amused me, Grant. I’m 
not expecting impossibilities of you. I only as\ that
for the children s sake you will do nothing blatant------------- ”

She threw fenny in my way deliberately—Jenny was 
too much bound to her by ties of kinship and obliga
tion to do anything ‘blatant.’

“I tried, honestly I tried when we were first married to 
waken some real love in her. I worshipped her then; she 
was like a being from another world. That pure, pale 
fairness and her modesty. I had scarcely even kissed her 
before we were married—I was so infatuated I thought it 
was shyness. I soon found it was lack of sensibility— 
that she was cold, cold right through and absolutely un
emotional. Every time I took her, I felt it was a violation. 
She made my decent love for her into something furtive 
and unclean.”
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He stopped suddenly, ashamed of his outspokenness 
and suddenly very, very tired. The old man could say 
what he pleased, could vilify him as much as he liked— 
he’d just take everything he said and not answer back; 
anything to finish all this.

But into the room had come an unexpected sense of 
peace and understanding. The old man on the bed was 
watching him with eyes from which all antagonism had 
gone.

“Nona will feel this, nevertheless, when she knows,” 
Caleb said quietly.

“She knows—she has known for a long time.”
“She knows!” Caleb passed his hand across his forehead. 

He could not get used to the idea. “What is she going 
to do?” His voice echoed his bewilderment.

“Nothing,” Grant answered shortly. His face was very 
bitter.

“She is not going to divorce you?”
“No. She says it’s for the children’s sake, but I know 

it’s only her cursed possessiveness. Nona will never let 
go of anything. . . . ”

“It would mean giving up the children, Grant.”
“Yes, I know.” There was a little silence, then a rush 

of confidence. “To tell you the truth, I don’t like them 
much, do you?” their father asked.

“Not much,” their grandfather acknowledged. “They’re 
modern children, of course . . .” he defended them.

“Jeannette has gleams of intelligence,” Grant said, “but 
Ronald is an impossible little prig.”

“You may be doing wrong, depriving him of a father’s 
influence, Grant,” Caleb suggested mildly.

“I don’t think so,” Grant answered without bitterness.
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“ I have as little say in the bringing up of the children 
as . . He stopped suddenly, realising what he was 
about to say.

“As little as I had,” Caleb finished for him. He settled 
back on his pillow wearily.

“ I ’m too tired to talk any more now, Grant. In the 
morning, I ’ll see what can be done. . .

“ Don’t worry any more, Uncle Caleb.” Grant came 
round to the bedside and put his hand on the old man’s 
shoulder. “ I ’ll have to leave before six; I must be in the 
city by nine for a conference at the office. I possibly won’t 
be seeing you again for a good while, Uncle Caleb.” In 
spite of himself, his voice betrayed his emotion.

Caleb’s mind was already leaping forward to the pro
blems he would have to solve in the morning.

“ I ’ll talk things over with Jenny,” he said.
Grant stood motionless for a moment. Then: “ Uncle 

Cale, Jenny’s gone—she caught the night train down to 
the city.”

“ Gone!” Caleb echoed the word uncomprehendingly.
“ Something happened, Uncle Caleb—something hideous. 

She couldn’t face any more. . .
“ Gone—my little Jenny—without telling me.” The old 

man’s face was ravaged.
“She wrote a note for you—it’s here.” He handed him 

a folded sheet of paper. Caleb slipped it under his pillow.
“ I ’ll read it in the morning,” he said. “ I can’t—I ’m too 

tired for any more to-night. Open the window before you 
go, Grant—I like to feel the wind sweeping through the 
room on a night like this.”

Grant threw up the window and immediately the cur
tains bellied out into the room and the half-open door 
closed with a slam.

170



P A T T E R N  F O R  A S C A N D A L

“It’s windy enough, even for you, Uncle Caleb.” He 
stood for a moment looking out into the tortured dark
ness, with the streaming wind stirring his greying hair 
and smoothing the haggard lines of his thin face.

Caleb had pulled the blankets up over his shoulders. 
He seemed already asleep. Grant switched off the light 
and called softly through the darkness.

“Good-bye, Uncle Caleb.” And as softly the answer 
came from the bed, “Good-bye, my lad—my dear, dear 
lad.”

The light was still on in Sara’s room and her door 
slightly ajar.

“Grant.” He stopped, but did not answer; there were 
tears wet on his face. “Grant,” Sara said again, “there’s 
hot coffee on the stove. Have some before you go to bed.”

“Thanks, Sara,” he said.
“Grant,” her voice was urgent, “what was it that hap

pened—that made Jenny go so suddenly?”
He had not wanted to tell her—had wanted most, 

definitely to wipe the whole thing from his mind.
“There was a boy on the road near one of those farms 

on the back road. Jenny waved to him and he rushed 
across close to the car and let fly a stream of filthy lan
guage. I didn’t catch it, but Jenny did—it broke her up.”

Sara did not answer, imiter a moment Grant called, 
“Good-night, Sara,” and went on into the kitchen where 
the enamel coffee-pot stood waiting for him on the stove 
and Sara’s black cat watched him from the rocking-chair 
cushions.

I didn’t catch it—but he had. The words sang them
selves in his brain.

“Bloody harlot—bloody harlot. . . .”
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It was dark when Peter Cramp woke up. He thought 
for a moment that perhaps he hadn’t been asleep, but 
when he listened intently he could hear the breathing 
of the other boys in the room. There was something 
missing. The wind. It had dropped in the night; regular 
gale it was last night. Probably have something about it 
in geog. this morning; no, it’s Saturday. For some reason 
he could not capture the usual Saturday feeling.

There was a dull clop-clop outside and Peter knew at 
once that it was nearly dawn. The sound was Blue, going 
out on Skewie, the old skewbald mare, to bring in the 
cows. The boys took it in turns, week and week about; 
six more weeks before it would be Peter’s turn to get out 
of bed before the day, quietly—oh, very quietly, for the 
other boys had a way of showing their annoyance if they 
were awakened too early—to dress with frozen fingers 
that fumbled over buttons and bootlaces, and go out into 
that raw hour before the stars paled.

But there was something that kept him from snuggling 
back into the warm security of another hour and a half 
in bed; something infinitely distressful.

Then he remembered. The beastliness that lay in his 
brain had been too much for him; he had just shouted 
it all as the car passed. She must have heard. Her face 
changed as though he had thrown something that hit her 
between the eyes. He wished he had thrown something— 
something heavy, something big, that would have hidden 
her face and blotted it out of his memory.

172



P A T T E R N  F O R  A S C A N D A L

To Peter, she was not just Jenny David, the teacher 
in the ‘Babies’ at school; she was a kind of enchanted 
playmate, the open sesame to a world that twelve-year-old 
Peter had only glimpsed in isolated, half-forgotten 
moments.

He’d known her always, of course, but he really couldn’t 
remember her till that day he had met her on the road 
over behind Hansen’s. She had had her painting things 
with her; little stool and easel, her flat black paint-box, 
and a billy to make some tea. She was rather loaded up. 
Peter had been wandering aimlessly in the same general 
direction. There had been some idea in the back of his 
mind of fishing, but for fishing one needs a companion. 
He was rather a lonely lad, for all the seven brothers in 
steps and stairs above him. The older ones seemed to 
pair together naturally, and Joe, who was fifteen and 
next above Peter, had no time for his youngest brother.

“Where are you off to, Peter?” He always liked her 
voice; she didn’t put on any nonsense like most women.

“Thought I might go fishing down past Hansen’s.”
“I ’m going that way too. How about helping me carry 

my things? They’re heavier than I thought. Then when 
I’ve done a bit of painting and you’ve done a bit of 
fishing, we can boil the billy and have some tea. There’s 
enough cake for two.”

Peter had answered her conversational questions a little 
shyly; she was still a teacher as they walked up the road. 
They had talked mostly about school and the beaut gun 
that Albie Sims had got for his birthday.

Then they had come to the river where it crossed the 
back road, up above Hansen’s. Peter didn’t realise what
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a thing of beauty it was; he just “liked the river up by 
Hansen’s.”

The wattle was out along the banks. One tree had 
half-fallen into the river; its trunk was black, and from 
its feathery crown the blossom fell in a cascade of gold 
into the muddy water.

“Yes, it is just perfectly right.” Jenny was talking to 
herself, not to the boy. “Proportion, form, mass—the 
audacity of that yellow note repeated a tone lower in the 
water. Nature outdoing art at art’s own job.” She put 
down her gear and, her eyes still on the river as though 
she feared it might alter if she looked away, commenced 
untolding her easel. Peter stood there, gazing up the 
river.

“It is pretty, isn’t it?” he said at last. “That chap who 
wrote the poem about the daffodils could of wrote a 
real good one about wattle, couldn’t he, Miss David?”

Jenny had looked up at him quickly, intently. Her 
look had embarrassed him a bit, but he thought delight
edly, “Gosh, she likes me.”

“You like poetry, Peter?”
“H ’m, some of it, that is. There’s a book of poetry 

we’ve got at home; Dad got it for a prize once. Some
thing about Paradise, its name is. I didn’t like it much; 
it didn’t seem to make sense, only here and there. But 
some of the ones we learn at school—they’re beaut.”

“Which ones particularly, Peter?” He knew she was 
not really listening to him; her mind was on the few 
unconnected lines she was drawing with charcoal across 
her canvas. But her preoccupation made it easier for him 
to talk; close attention would have sent him back into his 
shell of boyish self-consciousness.
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“I like ‘How They Brought the Good News.’ Do you 
know that one, Miss David?” and he started to say it. 
Before he reached the end of the second verse, Jenny 
joined in and they chanted the poem to the bush in fine 
galloping style.

“What about ‘The Pied Piper,’ Peter?”
“The one about the rats—yes, I like that. But we didn’t 

learn it off by heart. It’s a kind of fairy tale, though, isn’t 
it? I mean, I like some of the other kind of poetry better. 
Like ‘Ode to Autumn’ we learned at the beginning of the 
year. You know what I mean; it doesn’t matter if you 
don’t know what it’s about, because the words make a 
kind of music all by themselves.”

Jenny was giving him her whole attention now.
“That’s enough to build a real love of poetry on, young 

man. Keats, Wordsworth and Browning; not bad for— 
how old are you? Twelve. Do you know this one? ‘Oh, 
wild west wind, thou breath of autumn’s being . . .’ ” and 
because she loved it so much herself, Jenny said it beauti
fully. Peter listened spellbound to the end. When she 
had finished, he did not speak, just got up from the log 
on which he had been sitting and went over to the very 
edge of the water.

After a few minutes he came over to her. “Would you 
say that one again, Miss David?” he asked diffidently; but 
Jenny’s mind had been by then completely on her work, 
and though she repeated the poem through, she faltered 
now and then. And Peter had been able to prompt her.

He made a, fire a little later on and boiled the billy. 
Then they ate their scones and rich fruit cake—not very 
much each, for Jenny had not expected a companion. 
Peter helped her pack up her gear, being very careful not 
to touch the painting because it was still all wet. It
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didn’t look much of a painting, Peter thought—just a 
smear of yellow she’d done with paint on the palm of her 
hand, and a great mass of dark green across one corner 
and roughly the shape of the leaning wattle tree.

When they reached the schoolhouse, Peter had asked, 
“Can I come with you again, Miss David?”

“Of course, Peter,” Jenny had answered, ‘but if I say 
no sometimes, you’re not to feel hurt, because sometimes 
I like to be alone and I can’t bear anybody at all around.”

All through the summer Jenny had let him go with her 
time after time, and sometimes, during the holidays, they 
had taken their lunch and stayed the whole day in the 
bush.

It was good Jenny had a reliable memory, for Peter was 
insatiable. In self-defence she had at last slipped a volume 
of Keats or Shelley in with her painting things and Peter 
had read to her through the long drowsing afternoons, 
stumbling over unaccustomed words, giving quaint quan
tities to some of the measures, understanding not half of 
what he read.

Then one afternoon she had picked up Palgrave’s 
Golden Treasury. Peter hadn’t read aloud that afternoon. 
He had lain on his stomach on the sparse dry grass and 
read with eyes bemused with enchantment. For Peter 
had discovered the Elizabethans—Lovelace, Suckling and 
Shakespeare—Jonson, Sidney, Herrick and Shakespeare 
again.

When school began again and excursions into the bush 
had had to be curtailed to one every fortnight or so, 
Jenny had lent him books. He was much too sensitive to 
produce them at home and read them openly, so he 
formed a habit of hurrying hard the first mile on the way
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home, then sitting down on the roadside and reading till 
conscience and fear of his mother’s heavy hand had sent 
him on his way again. He would hide the books of verse 
amongst his school books and, as he did his lessons at 
night, he would pray that the other boys would not touch 
his bag. There was nothing he dreaded more than that 
one of his brothers should discover him reading poetry. 
There was no shame in it, only a terrible fear that they 
would lay their destroying hands and tongues on the 
bewitched world of rhythm, word music and colour in 
which he lived half his time, a world infinitely more real 
than the actual world.

Their talk had not always been of poetry. One day, 
Peter had looked critically at what Jenny was painting.

“You’ve got that tree leaning over too far, Miss David. 
And look, you’ve left that little one out altogether.” 
So Jenny had talked to him about rhythm in form and 
explained how, Nature being as lavish as she was, it was 
the artist’s part to pick out the essentials and emphasise 
them. She took a stick of charcoal and explained the way 
a picture was composed; she showed him how a few 
lines could suggest the form and texture of a tree, and 
how one variety differed from another. She had shown 
him copies of great paintings and explained, as well as 
she could, wherein their greatness lay.

He had watched pictures grow under her hands, from 
a formless mass of one colour here, and another there, to 
the stage when Jenny said they were finished. They never 
looked exactly right to him, but after a while he began 
vaguely to appreciate what she meant when she talked of 
rhythm and tone values.

“Only don’t take any notice of what I say, Peter,” she
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said once. “I don’t know how far I ’m right. There’s no 
touchstone here. I ’m a voice crying in the wilderness.” 
He hadn’t understood what she meant, but the bitterness 
in her voice had made him uncomfortable.

Peter had come to regard Jenny as something peculiarly 
his own and when, one Saturday, Mr. West who was 
staying for the week-end had come with them, Peter 
bitterly resented his presence. He had been tongue-tied, 
morose and sullen, and though they had talked about 
poetry—Peter was surprised to discover that Miss David 
and Mr. West seemed to be in the habit of talking about 
it—it was to Mr. West she turned for his opinions on 
some queer stuff she repeated and which she said was 
modern poetry. It wasn’t much like poetry, and by the 
time Peter’s more slowly-moving mind had formulated 
a question he wanted to ask, they had gone on to the next.

Jenny hadn’t ignored him altogether, for she had said 
to Mr. West, “Peter is a real Elizabethan at heart—one 
of these days he’s going to write poems like theirs himself, 
aren’t  you, Peter?” It was the first time the idea of himself 
making poetry had been suggested to the lad.

When they had finished their afternoon tea, Mr. West 
said quite suddenly, “If you like Ben Jonson, Peter, what 
about this?” and he started to sing a song. Miss David 
joined in and sang too.

“Have you seen but a white lily grow 
Before rude hands have touched it?

Have you seen but the fall of the snow 
Before the earth hath smutched it?”

It was a lovely song, all quaint runs, and the words 
were so completely satisfying that Peter felt his skin
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prickle all over at their beauty. All the same, he had felt 
quite embarrassed for the other two; but they didn’t 
seem to be, although they should have been—two grown
up people singing out there in the open, without an organ 
or piano. It was shy-making and he was sorry for them 
both.

Perhaps that day made a difference; Peter couldn’t 
tellj but there had been no more afternoons in the bush. 
True they had started out one Saturday, but before they 
were much more than a mile, Jenny had sat down abruptly 
on the grass beside the road.

“I’m sorry, Peter, I can’t go. . . .” Then she had been 
suddenly and violently sick. Peter hadn’t known what 
to do, had just stood there helpless and miserable till after 
a few minutes she had pulled herself together.

“I’m sorry, Peter,” she had said again as, of one accord, 
they turned and walked silently home. Just as they neared 
the school Jenny had said, “Don’t tell anyone I was sick,
Peter—so stupid of me. I must have eaten something----”
He had thought at the time it could not have been just 
an ordinary bilious attack. He had had one himself once 
and he would never forget the feeling of complete release 
after he had vomited. Jenny had looked worse, if any
thing, afterwards; her face had been ghastly and there 
was a frightened look in her eyes. He had been a bit 
frightened himself at the time, but in twenty-four hours 
the incident had practically gone from his mind and 
would have been forever gone but for what he overheard 
one night less than a week ago.

Stan and Jim had talked one night as they undressed. 
They were twins and shared Peter’s bedroom. Their 
seventeenth birthday was not far behind them and Peter
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came next door to hating them. They were always 
whispering things to each other and laughing in a way 
that made the younger boy feel hot and uncomfortable. 
Blue called them a pair of filthy-minded young devils, but 
Mrs. Cramp said comfortably, “All boys go through it, 
Blue. You did yourself. Leave them alone; they’ll get 
over it.”

That night Jim had been over to see his girl, but Stan, 
having no girl, had been playing billiards at the Drovers’ 
Rest. He had heard a juicy bit of town gossip. He 
repeated it to Jim with a wealth of farmyard detail.

They hadn’t noticed that Peter was awake, had slept 
soundly and noisily all the long night while the boy lay 
stiff and sick with wretchedness. He was too much a 
child of the farm to preserve any illusions about conception 
and birth, had heard too often the same kind of remarks 
about one girl and another round about the town, not 
to know what it all meant. But this was Jenny—Jenny 
who was different, set apart.

There had been no one he could talk to about it; his 
instinct was to suppress it, forget about it, but the know
ledge lay at the back of his mind like a festering sore. 
It obtruded on everything he did; he thought about it 
when he should have been doing arithmetic; thought 
about it when he should have been listening to a question 
old Williamson was asking him. He had nearly shrieked 
out at him, “You let her do it,” but instead he had given 
the old chap some cheek and had been kept in.

All this last week, Jenny had scarcely noticed him; just 
as well, because he could not have borne it if she had 
spoken to him kindly. He wanted to hate her, wanted 
to show that it was nothing to him, anyway. He had
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gone on thinking about it, thinking about it, clothing it 
in all the filthiest language he knew.

Then suddenly, when for a moment he had forgotten 
it and was feeling happy and content, he’d seen her smil
ing face turning towards him in the car, and the whole 
horror had rushed out in a jet of words.

“. . . bloody harlot—bloody harlot. . . .”
It was impossible to lie there in bed thinking any longer. 

He got out of bed quietly. There was too much finality in 
getting really dressed, so he pulled on his trousers over 
his pyjamas. He put on his waistcoat and coat and, taking 
his boots in his hand, stole out into the morning.

The place had a desolate look and there was a dull 
greyness everywhere. The sky was overcast, and though 
stars still showed here and there, they dimmed almost as 
he watched. Some time in the night it had rained, not 
heavily, but enough to leave the grass thoroughly wet. 
The wind seemed to have tired everything out. The trees 
hung wearily and in the orchard, where yesterday the 
apricot trees had been a mass of pale gold, only a few 
leaves remained. Dozens of apples had fallen, too—his 
mind glanced hurriedly away from the thought that later 
on he would be given the job of picking them up and 
sorting them—this one to use, and that one for the pigs.

He walked on aimlessly, unable to rid himself of that 
deep-seated feeling of guilt and remorse. Every now and 
then he stopped and kicked at a weed, but it was not a 
weed he kicked in his mind. Sometimes it was the 
memory of Jenny’s face and sometimes himself.

He was across the home paddock. He climbed the slip- 
rails that separated it from the near cow-paddock. Some 
of the cows were still lying there, chewing the cud with
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a little grinding sound that reached him in the stillness. 
He sat for a moment on the sliprails and looked back 
across the home paddock.

His boots had crushed down the short grass and 
knocked the moisture from it, so that his footsteps showed 
black against the scarcely-lighter grey-green. All the way 
across the home paddock he could see them—

“Have you seen but the fall of the snow 
Before the earth hath smutched it?”

He heard two voices singing, a man’s voice and a clear 
soft soprano. Something gave way in his chest and the 
tears that had been so near the surface for nearly a week 
rained down his face. His nose began to run copiously 
and his breath caught against his quivering lips. He had 
no handkerchief, but the sleeve of his pyjama coat served 
just as well.

He felt comforted. He dried his eyes with first one 
sleeve then the other, and as he did so he thought, “I have 
smutched my love.” No, not ‘smutched,’ ‘smirched’ would 
be better—“I have smirched my love.” It’s poetry!

It was an urgent necessity to see it at once in black and 
white. He had a stump of pencil in his coat pocket, but 
no paper. Then he remembered a file of old accounts and 
receipts in the corner of the feed-room. He ran across to 
the barn. The feed-room door was locked, but he could 
get in from the barn through the hatchway above the 
chaff bin. He was covered with chaff when he emerged 
in the dimness of the feed-room. Mice scuttled, but he 
didn’t notice them as he crossed to the pile of old papers 
left there for safety’s sake for a year or so longer before 
they were burnt.
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The papers were mostly yellow-edged with age, but 
half-way down one old file was an account on better 
quality paper that was still white. Peter pulled it out. 
He did not notice that the account was for “To Professional 
Fees” and that the date was the year of his own birth; 
it was simply a reasonably clean piece of white paper. 
Out in the open once more, he saw the morning had 
really come while he was in the feed-room.

He rested the paper up against the barn door and wrote,

‘I have smirched my love.”

He felt better when he had written it, released.
The clamour of an alarum clock in the house sent him 

scuttling back to bed. When Stan and Jim woke twenty 
minutes later, Peter, they thought, was still asleep. He 
lay there with his eyes closed, wondering whether they 
could hear the scratch, scratch of a piece of paper that, in 
the pocket of his pyjama coat, moved up and down with 
his carefully-even breathing.

He was really asleep when his ¡mother came in for the 
third time to call him. He got up at last, carefully hiding 
the grass-stained legs of his pyjamas under his pillow. 
Just at the last minute, he pulled the piece of paper out 
of his pyjama pocket and pushed it in under his singlet 
against his chest.

“Just as well for you the ashes were still alight when 
I got up this morning, young man,” his mother greeted 
him in the kitchen. “Not a scrap of kindling wood in 
the place. You go straight out and fill the wood-box. 
And hurry up; your breakfast’s ready.”

When he came back into the kitchen, where the air 
was warm and steamy after the cold outside, the others
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were all having breakfast. All except his mother, who 
stood at the stove. There was a pleasant sound of frying 
and a little hiss now and then when the kettle boiled over. 
Mrs. Cramp, a comfortable figure in black with an en
veloping white apron, her grey hair drawn into a loose 
knob on the top of her head, moved pots and kettle and 
pan about the big stove with the deftness of long practice. 
Behind her, the boys sat at their breakfast, eating noisily, 
pushing one another and grumbling good-naturedly. She 
seemed to be utterly oblivious of the noise at the table.

“Hey, young Pete, you find them tennis balls of mine 
you lost, and find them mighty quick. I want them this- 
after, and don’t you forget it, or I’ll push your face in 
your porridge,” Joe said, as Peter took a plate of porridge 
from his mother’s hand and walked over to the table.

“Oh, will you, indeed?”
Joe stretched out a long arm to catch hold of him, but 

Peter dodged aside. As he did so the paper rustled against 
his chest; it seemed to give him confidence.

“Oh, will you, indeed?” he said again. Then he put 
out a sudden hand and pushed Joe’s head down till his 
nose touched the bottom of his plate.

“You young devil. I’ll skin the hide off of you,” Joe 
shouted, springing to his feet with porridge dripping 
grotesquely from the end of his snub nose. But from 
over by the stove a voice interrupted:

“You sit down and go on with your breakfast, Joe. 
And leave Peter alone. You’ve bullied on to him long 
enough—I wonder he hasn’t turned round on you sooner. 
And Pete, you find them balls of Joe’s before you go out 
this morning, d’you hear?”

“Alright, Mum.”
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Peter looked across at Joe. A flake of oatmeal still 
adhered to his left eyebrow. Peter felt older and suddenly 
strong and really as big as Joe.

There was a whirr of iron-tyred wheels on the gravel 
outside and the rattle of cans.

“Here’s Dad back already,” and in a moment Mr. 
Cramp came in.

The family generally hung round a bit while Dad had 
breakfast. He was their touch with the outer world and 
between mouthfuls would regale them with the little 
pieces of gossip he heard down at the butter factory. 
Pedigrees of animals, news of So-and-so’s crop, the fact 
that somebody else’s car had broken down right bang in 
the middle of High Street yesterday—they were all items 
of interest.

This was Dad’s second breakfast, but he nevertheless 
managed two eggs with bacon and a mound of fried 
potatoes, then two scones with jam, all washed down 
with several cups of strong sweet tea. He talked between 
and through mouthfuls.

Peter, in a little world of his own, ploughing steadily 
through his third slice of bread and strawberry jam and 
cream, had his attention jerked abruptly back to the 
kitchen.

“. . . young Wally Smith said he seen her at Warragul. 
He come up for the week-end by the night train and he 
said he’s dead certain it was her getting into the Mel
bourne train. The two trains cross there, and Wally said 
he was sitting there in the Junction train and he seen her 
and Grant West. He reckons Jenny got into the train 
and Grant West, he was still there when the train had 
went on. Dan said he arst Wally if Grant kissed her or
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anything, but Wally said he didn’t suppose he’d bother 
to kiss her there in public when he could get all he wanted 
in private. He’s a real card, Wally is, and that’s a fact.”

“Dad, you shouldn’t ought to talk like that, not in 
front of the boys,” Mum remonstrated half-heartedly. 
“Well, if she’s really gone, it’s a good riddance and that’s 
all I ’ve got to say. Setting herself up for an artist and all 
—if that’s what artists and poets and such get up to, well, 
it’s a good riddance to bad rubbish, I say.”

Peter sat very still. He put the unfinished piece of 
bread and jam back on his plate; he didn’t want to finish 
it. There was a cold feeling of disaster at the pit of his 
stomach. It wasn’t all for Jenny who was gone. There 
was a piece of paper that scratched his skin every time he 
moved his left arm.

Perhaps Mum wouldn’t let him write poetry—his mouth 
set in a thin line. Mum didn’t understand, she didn’t 
know the exquisite relief of seeing it written down in 
black and white.

“Hey, Pe-e-tuh, I want—you!” A piercing voice from 
outside sent Peter running out to the front gate.

A few minutes later he came rushing back into the 
kitchen like a whirlwind, his eyes sparking with excite
ment.

“The old gum’s down, over by Treganowan’s. Albie 
Sims’ father seen it this morning. They’ve got to cut it 
with a crosscut before they can shift it. Albie Sims’ father 
reckons they’ll have to get a team and chains to move 
the pieces. Me and Albie Sims is going down now—I 
can go, can’t I, Mum? Oh, hurry up, Mum, it’s urgent. 
If we don’t get down in a hurry we’ll miss something.” 
All the time he was speaking he was darting about, pull-
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ing on an old grey Saturday sweater, lacing his boots and 
snatching up the old blanket that served him as saddle.

He scarcely stayed to hear his mother’s permission. 
Just at the doorway, though, he stopped. He pulled some
thing from under his shirt and thrust it into the stove. 
He was across the room and out across the back verandah 
in two bounds.

Mrs. Cramp heard his voice as he raced down to the 
home paddock where Skewie was idly cropping at the 
short dry grass.

“I can come, Albie. Hold on a minute while I catch 
Skewie. . . .”

She wondered what it was he had thrust into the stove. 
It was not quite burnt yet; the ink showed up for a 
moment grey on the burning paper. One of the old 
doctor’s accounts—what on earth was the kid burning 
that for ? Queer youngster he was and no mistake. 
Might have been her own fault, though—she had wanted 
a girl so much. Seven boys, and then Peter. Rushing 
round like a hurricane just because an old tree had fallen. 
Trees fell every day of the week—not quite such big ones, 
perhaps. . . .
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It had left a tremendous gap. Cathie, coming out to the 
garden gate to ring the bell that would summon her 
father and the two farm-hands to their dinner, looked 
with renewed surprise at the unfamiliar aspect of road 
now revealed. She could even see Macadams’ road gate 
and drive.

“That will be a new pastime for Sheila,” she thought, 
“watching who turns in at Macadams’.”

She remembered that Claude’s car was probably still 
there; he would not have been able to get it back yet, 
for the old gum lay right across the road. He would most 
likely go out for it as soon as the tree was cut and the ends 
of its great trunk turned aside from the road. He might 
even call in—but, no, that was absurd. That kiss last 
night had been nothing really; he’d probably have for
gotten it already.

She saw her father and the men coming up from the 
far paddock. They had been down on the river bank, 
fence mending. It was a wonder they had heard the bell, 
so far away; more than likely they had already started 
for the house before she rang it. One thing the men 
never forgot—their meals.

She went into the kitchen and began to dish the meal. 
It was always the same on Saturdays—roast beef with 
Yorkshire pudding, baked potatoes and whatever other 
vegetables might be in season, followed by fruit pie with 
scalded cream. And, of course, tea. She could never 
remember having anything else for Saturday’s dinner.
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She went to the kitchen door and called up the passage, 
“Dad’s in, mother,” just as the men clumped across the 
back verandah and in through the fly-wire door.

Meals were rarely conversational at Treganowan’s. The 
Missus was too dour a person to encourage talkativeness 
in the farm-hands; she resented having them at the table 
with her and had no scruples about letting them know it, 
but it was one of the few things about which Jack Trega- 
nowan asserted his authority. Mrs. Treganowan had to 
eat with the men and swallow her pride as best she might. 
But her hostile attitude was not conducive to conversation 
and Jack Treganowan gave his attention strictly to his 
food.

It was not, therefore, until they were leaning back in 
their chairs, their second cup of tea in front of them, that 
the men began to talk.

“Well, the wind last night saved the Company a few 
pounds. That old tree would have been a fair terror to 
fell and grub,” Jack Treganowan said. “Biggest gum I 
ever seen, I think.”

The younger of the two farm-hands looked up from his 
extra helping of apple pie. He was a stocky youth, with 
amazingly broad shoulders and a fresh English com
plexion, who answered without resentment to the nick
name of Pommy.

“Might be big for a gum tree,” he said, “but it isn’t 
what you’d call a big tree.”

“Oaks and elms the only real trees, ain’t they, Pommy?” 
George, the other farm-hand, said quizzically. Pommy 
laughed.

“Oaks spread wide, but they don’t grow so tall,” he
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answered good-naturedly. “If you want to see real trees 
you should see Sequoias in Canada.”

“Toothpicks, that what they are, toothpicks. You don’t 
know a big tree till you’ve seen mountain ashes in the 
Cumberland Valley, and that’s not a hundred miles from 
here neither. Three hundred feet’s nothing there,” George 
went on argumentatively.

Mrs. Treganowan had heard this argument before; she 
rose abruptly from the table and commenced to pile the 
dishes.

“Lowest branch eighty feet up—highest tree in the 
world. . . . ”

Why did farm-hands invariably disagree about trees? 
It wasn’t as though either of them knew what he was 
talking about. The argument went on to its inevitable 
conclusion, an open verdict with both sides adhering 
firmly to their original opinion.

“Funny we didn’t hear the old gum fall. Must’ve made 
a regular crash,” George said. “I did hear one tremeiidous 
gust of wind round about twelve, but I went off to sleep 
after that.”

“That couldn’t have been it,” Mr. Treganowan said, 
packing tobacco into his pipe with the ball of his thumb. 
“It wasn’t down then. Young Clancy was saying this 
morning that he was along the road between two and 
half-past and it wasn’t down then.”

Cathie was scraping dishes beside the sink. A sixth 
sense made her feel her mother’s arrested movement at 
his words. Between two and half-past; twenty-five past 
two when I looked at the clock and told mother the time. 
Claude shouldn’t have said anything, shouldn’t have men
tioned being on the road to anyone; but Macadams knew
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he walked home, of course. It was sure to come out, any
how; they wouldn’t know it could mean anything to 
anybody. Unlucky his mentioning it; but then I always 
was unlucky. I was born unlucky.

The farm men did not work on Saturday afternoons. 
They would go after dinner across to their room which 
adjoined the barn and lounge on their beds for an hour 
or so talking or reading. Then they would dress in their 
best clothes and go in to the town. They went out at 
last, chaffing each other with heavy good nature.

Mr. Treganowan started to saunter out after them.
“Wait a minute, father.”
He turned, surprised at his wife’s portentous tone. 

Cathie could almost have smiled, so obvious was the 
hurried turning-over in his mind of all his actions for 
the past day or so. By the gradual clearing of his ex
pression she knew that this time, at least, his conscience 
was clear.

“Wait a minute, father. There’s something I think you 
should hear. I heard Cathie coming in from outside in 
the night. I asked her what the time was and she said 
twenty-five past two. Now you say Claude Clancy was 
along the road between two and half-past, and I want to 
know what’s going on between you and young Clancy, 
Cathie.”

“There’s nothing going on,” Cathie answered flatly.
“I suppose you didn’t even see him outside last night?” 

Mrs. Treganowan asked, her voice heavy with sarcasm.
Cathie flushed. “I did meet him out on the road, but 

it was quite by accident. He had been playing cards at 
Macadams’ and his car wouldn’t start, so he was walking 
home. It was pure accident he happened to come along
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while I was out there.” She knew it was hopeless before 
she began and the knowledge robbed her voice of con
viction.

“ The long arm of coincidence! I suppose you’ve never 
met anyone before on these midnight walks of yours?” 
her mother said.

“ I ’ve never been before,”  Cathie answered simply.

“ What made you go out at that time of night, Cathie?” 
her father asked. Behind her, Cathie could feel Sheila in 
the background with eyes and ears agog with excitement.

“ I was too restless to sleep, Dad; I just went out for a 
walk. We all live too close to each other here; I can’t 
remember ever being by myself and safe from interruption 
for an hour even. I wanted to get away, entirely by 
myself for a while. I was restless and worried—I thought 
the wind might make me sleepy; that was all, Dad.” Her 
father might perhaps believe her.

“And quite by accident, young Clancy comes along—at 
two o’clock in the morning. A  likely story.” Mrs. Trega- 
nowan gave her husband no time to appreciate Cathie’s 
explanation. “What kind of fools do you take us for? 
Did you dress yourself before you went out?”

Cathie whitened under the grossness of Mrs. Trega- 
nowan’s sneer. “ I had on my dressing gown over my 
pyjamas,”  she answered steadily.

“Didn’t even put him to the trouble of undressing you. 
You good-for-nothing trollop! Bellowing like a sick calf 
because no one had ever kissed you and then creeping out 
in the middle of the night to meet the loosest man in the 
district—I’ll guarantee you know now what it’s like to 
be kissed.”
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“Yes—I do,” Cathie said quietly. Her words unloosed 
her mother’s fury.

“You shameless hussy—you want horsewhipping, the 
pair of you; and that slut of a Jenny David along with 
you.” Her voice rose shrilly.

“You are a filthy-minded woman.” Cathie’s tone 
matched hers for passion. “Can’t a man talk to me for 
five minutes and kiss me good-night without ruining 
me?”

“Not Claude Clancy, my girl. You can tell that to the 
marines. Well, I ’ll soon settle young Clancy’s hash.” She 
turned determinedly towards the passage door.

“Mother, what are you going to do?” Cathie flung 
herself between her mother and the door.

“I ’m going to see the Clancys, that’s what I ’m going 
to do. There’ll be no repetition of the Jenny David busi
ness in this house, I can promise you. He’ll marry you, 
and he’ll marry you damn quick. Out of my way.” She 
pushed Cathie aside and wrenched open the kitchen door.

Cathie’s eyes blazed in her white face. “Don’t you dare 
go near Claude Clancy,” she said passionately.

Her mother tossed her head. “Dare, indeed! Who are 
you to tell me what I ’ll dare? And understand this, no 
child of mine is going to mother a bastard out of the 
Clancy spawn.”

The door slammed behind her. Catherine looked fren- 
ziedly at her father.

“Dad, you can’t let her do anything so terrible. There 
wasn’t a thing really—I’ve hardly ever talked to Claude 
in my life before. . . .”

“You’ve been mad about him for years,” Sheila inter
rupted shrilly.
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Cathie turned on her like a cat. “You keep out of this, 
Sheila. Dad, can’t you stop her?”  Then, as her father 
stood silent: “Dad, you do believe me, don’t you?”

But Jack Treganowan could only interpret human 
nature by his own and the glance he gave Cathie was 
apologetic.

She turned wearily back to the dishes. From Mrs. 
Treganowan’s bedroom across the passage came the 
sounds of impatient opening and closing of drawers and 
then the noise of the wardrobe door slammed angrily. 
The sound galvanised Cathie.

“ She’s gone too far this time,”  she said suddenly in a 
quick, passionate voice. Then with one movement of her 
arm she swept the whole orderly pile of plates and cups 
and saucers on to the clean floor. The horrified faces of 
Sheila and her father made no impression on her con
sciousness. Without another word she rushed from the 
house.

There was no coherent thought in her mind as she ran 
down the drive and out into the road. Some people 
passing in a j inker stared at her hurrying aproned figure 
with curiosity, but Cathie was past noticing anything. 
Only one thing mattered, to reach Claude first, to put 
him on his guard, to make him understand above all that 
she didn’t expect anything of him, that it was not her 
fault.

She was obsessed with the fear that he might think 
she had not told the truth—that she was using this to trap 
him into marriage. The horror of the idea gave wings 
to her feet.

She ran on, oblivious to everything round her, stum
bling with breathnessness and her own haste, over the
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bridge, along the road and down the track that led to 
the forge.

The forge was closed. She stood there foolishly for a 
moment, looking uncomprehendingly at the closed doors. 
Saturday afternoon, of course. Fool, not to have thought 
of that! Back along the track, into the road again and 
round to the front of the Drovers’ Rest.

There was a figure sitting just inside the door of the 
bar. She went in, unconscious of the surprised stares that 
followed her from a group of men on the verandah.

“Is Claude here? Can you tell me where he is? I must 
see him.”

In her urgency she scarcely knew what she was saying.
“What do you want with Claude?”
“It’s old Mother Clancy,” Cathie thought, the fact 

striking her vaguely as though at an immense distance. 
“I’ve never heard her voice before.” It made her endeavour 
to pull herself together.

“I must see Claude,” she repeated more quietly; but in 
spite of herself her breath made the words come in gusts 
and slurs.

“Ring the bell,” the old woman said; then she added, 
“Mary’s sick.”

Cathie, absorbed in her own troubles, did not notice 
that her lips quivered.

She crossed to the counter and rang the bell; then after 
a moment, as nothing happened, she rang it again. Then 
she stood waiting, her eyes on the door, the palms of her 
hands pressed tightly together. If they would only hurry!

After a few minutes Mrs. Matt Clancy came in. Satur
day afternoon was a leisurely time; she saw no reason for 
moving briskly. She looked in frank astonishment at the
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girl standing by the counter; she hadn’t expected to see 
Catherine Treganowan in the bar. The girl still wore her 
apron over an old skirt and jumper. Perhaps someone 
was ill and they needed brandy. The Treganowans were 
strict teetotallers. She moved over more rapidly.

“I want to see Claude. I must see Claude at once.”
Claude’s mother stood stock still for a moment, looking 

at her. Then she said, “Alright, I ’ll get him.” She seemed 
unable to move her eyes from Cathie, was still looking at 
her when she closed the door.

Cathie stood watching the door through which she had 
disappeared. Claude would come through that door. If 
only he would hurry! If only he would be quick! She 
could not bring herself to look down the road, for fear 
she would see her mother’s hurrying figure coming close 
to the hotel. She willed him to hurry, and in a moment 
he came in. He had no coat on, was just fresh from a 
shower and the water still dripped from his hastily-combed 
fair hair.

“What’s the matter, Cathie?” He knew before she 
answered.

“It’s mother—she found out about last night. She’s 
coming here to see you. I couldn’t stop her. She heard 
me come in. . . .”

She was standing quite close to him, her hands clasping 
and twisting in piteous nervous tension. Claude put his 
hands over hers.

“Here, steady on, Cathie. There’s no need to worry so. 
What if she did find out?”

“You don’t understand, Claude. She’s coming here— 
she knows I met you last night. . . The shame of her 
mother’s suspicions suffused her face with a flush pitiful
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in its intensity. “I told her there was nothing wrong— 
she wouldn’t believe me. . . .”

“Your mother wouldn’t believe you!” Claude repeated 
incredulously.

“She probably knows you, young man,” Mother Clancy’s 
deep voice interrupted dryly.

Claude turned on her fiercely. “You keep out of this— 
it’s my business and I ’ll look after it myself.” His great
grandmother veiled her hostile glance with age-blackened 
eyelids. “Trust her to think the worst of me!” Claude 
said bitterly as he turned back to Cathie. She was rocking 
herself to and fro. How could she make him understand ? 
He didn’t know her mother.

“She’s coming here—she says she’s going to make you 
marry me. Claude, I couldn’t stop her—I tried and I 
couldn’t stop her. . . .”

She lost control completely and sobbed between her 
words.

“Don’t go on so, Cathie. There’s no need to worry,” 
Claude said soothingly. “I ’ll take care of you. She can’t 
make you marry me if you don’t want to. . . .”

“She can, oh, she can—you don’t know her . . .” Cathie 
interrupted brokenly. That wasn’t what I  wanted him to 
understand. I ’ve put it all round the wrong way.

“It wasn’t that, Claude. I wasn’t worrying about that,” 
she went on after a minute. “I wanted you to understand 
that it wasn’t my fault—I wasn’t trying to trap you. . . .”

“I know you weren’t, Cathie. Don’t worry any 
more . . .” he said again. The old woman whose pre
sence they had both forgotten was looking at him with 
a peculiar expression. “Your mother’s got nothing on us.
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Just let her try to put anything over me, that’s all. I tell 
you, I ’m a match for anybody’s mother,” Claude said.

“Plenty of practice, God knows,” the cynical old voice 
interrupted.

The other two scarcely heard her words.
“You don’t know my mother,” Cathie repeated hope

lessly. The accumulated fear of thirty years of repression 
was in her voice.

“Listen, I ’ll tell you what I ’ll do. I’ll come out with 
you to your place and ask her what it’s all about. That’ll 
take the wind out of her sails a bit. Then if she tries to 
put anything over us, I’ll tell her where she gets off good 
and proper. You just wait here while I get my coat. . . .” 
He was out of the room in two steps.

“No—no,” Cathie almost moaned. “You don’t know 
mother. . . .”

Mother Clancy spoke without turning her head. “Come 
over here, girl.” Cathie obeyed the peremptory note in her 
voice. The old woman looked at her steadily for a 
moment.

“Let him look after you,” she said after a moment. 
“Don’t stop him—only decent impulse he’s ever had—do 
him good. Don’t stop him. . . .”

Her level, passionless regard, the obvious distress much 
talking caused her, steadied Cathie as nothing else could 
have done. She became suddenly conscious of her soiled 
apron, of her untidy hair and tear-stained face. Standing 
there in front of Mother Clancy, she wiped her eyes and, 
with unsteady hands, endeavoured to push her hair into 
place. Then she took off her apron and folded it under 
her arm.
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She turned to find the old woman’s enigmatic eyes still 
on her.

“Switch on the wireless, girl.” Cathie found the switch 
and pressed it down. The instrument, for a moment 
silent, suddenly became vibrant, began to hum with in
creasing volume, until at last a voice came through.

“Thank you, girl,” Mother Clancy said. Then she 
added querously, “Mary’s sick.”

She said that before, Cathie thought. Then she looked 
at Mother Clancy with emotion-sensitized eyes and saw a 
helpless old woman, very, very tired and hideously lonely.

Cathie laid a timid hand on the old woman’s shoulder. 
“I ’m sorry your daughter is ill. Is there anything else I 
can do for you while I ’m here?”

Mother Clancy reached up and touched the hand on 
her shoulder. “You’re a good girl,” she said.

There were rapid steps outside, then Claude entered, 
settling his coat as he came.

“Come on, Cathie. And don’t you worry any more. 
Leave it to me—I’ll beard the lioness in her den. . . .” 
He laughed a little self-consciously.

“Virtue’s a very good weapon, isn’t it, Claude?” the 
wicked old voice mocked him.

The man turned to answer with his usual sharp heat, 
but Cathie put her hand on his arm. “She’s only teasing 
you, Claude, and you bite every time.”

Then suddenly Cathie remembered her mother sweep
ing her aside with a gesture of her arm, remembered the 
tone of her voice, “No child of mine shall mother a bastard 
out of the Clancy spawn.”

She began to laugh, irresistibly, irrepressibly. “It’s all 
so stupid—so funny . . .” she gasped through her laughter,
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“like a page from a cheap melodrama. . . Claude’s 
eyes were on her, puzzled and a little bit wary, and 
behind that the hurt expression of a child laughed at. 
She put her hand on his arm. “Make me stop laughing, 
Claude—I’m hysterical. . . .”

He put his arm round her shoulders, relief rushing to 
his face. “Come on, then, my dear. The sooner this is 
over, the better for you.”

She followed him out. At the door she paused and 
looked back at Mother Clancy. Their eyes met and, for 
a moment, their glances held. There was a quirky smile 
at the corners of Mother Clancy’s wide mouth.

They were out of her sight almost at once, the fair
headed, swaggering young giant and the dark-eyed 
woman.

Still Mother Clancy sat there. John McCormack sang 
“Mother Machree” and a Viennese string band played 
“The Blue Danube.” There was a sudden switch-over 
and the men from outside crowded in to listen to the 
broadcast of the second race. They drifted out again, 
talking of races run years since and races yet to come, and 
Peter Dawson sang “Boots” and a man with a love-sick 
voice crooned about “Ye-oo.” Mary would have turned 
over to another station. Mary was sick. A string quintet 
played “The Trout” and Mother Clancy’s mouth set in 
smiling content. Then the men came in to hear the 
third race.

No one spoke to Mother Clancy. They were so used 
to her being there that no one seemed to notice her. 
But she could have told them all that had passed along 
the street that afternoon.

There had been Naida Cannan in white silk pleated
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tennis dress and bare sunburnt legs, with little white 
socks and blue and white tennis shoes and the light 
shining on her fair hair. And an expression of uplifted 
serenity on her face. Mother Clancy had seen that look 
on other brides’ faces.

Father Courtney had come back a little earlier than 
usual from his accustomed Saturday lunch at Sale. He 
was driving his new sedan. He had pulled up just outside 
the Drovers’ Rest to speak to some little children. The 
youngsters had clambered all over the car and all over 
Father Courtney, clinging to his hands, asking him ques
tions about the car and being answered with the gravity 
that children love. It was always a shock to find how 
much children loved Father Courtney. He should have 
fathered a big family—this celibacy business—the wrong 
people.

The Reverend Hewison hurried along. There was a 
real celibate, struggling under the burden of fatherhood. 
He went straight to the chemist’s shop, looking neither 
to right nor to left, his face set in lines of passionate 
intensity. No change. The report had come through half 
a dozen times during the day.

The constable and his wife had walked past, with a 
baby in a pram and two older children trotting beside 
them. There was a match against the Junction at the oval. 
The constable was captain for the Flat.

Macadams’ broken-down old Ford passed. Letty Mac
adams’ going to spend the afternoon at Fisher’s. They 
were great friends. Then almost immediately after, Mrs. 
Arnold in her Packard, doing fifty an hour. Mrs. Arnold 
liked to put the Packard through its paces while the town
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was watching. Mrs. Fisher must be having a bridge 
party.

Lars Hansen’s long black Lancia, going the other way. 
Must have been Sara David with him; Freida’s long fair 
plaits would have showed.

Tw o young boys on horseback, arguing fiercely. One 
of them looked like a Cramp. They disappeared into the 
baker’s shop, then reappeared with a paper bag each. 
Without any ado they sat down on the roadside and 
proceeded to eat. Mother Clancy watched them out of 
the tail of her eye. She liked to watch small boys—boys 
of any age, for that matter.

Fanny Marshall scuttled past. Her new brown dress 
made her look like a collapsing bell tent. She was taking 
the afternoon tea to the tennis court. Mother Clancy 
knew Fanny’s delectable cakes—the club would enjoy their 
tea this afternoon. Couldn’t be Fanny’s turn again so 
soon, though. No, of course, it should have been Jenny 
David’s turn to bring the tea.

Bill Crotty and Arthur Marshall with golf sticks. They 
didn’t pass the Drovers’ Rest, the stretch of paddock called 
by courtesy the golf links lying in the other direction, but 
Mother Clancy could see the door of Marshall’s from 
where she sat.

It started to rain. Not heavily, but enough to spoil the 
men’s match—and the tennis. Naida Cannan hadn’t 
taken a coat either. Almost immediately Andy Cannan 
passed in the car going in the direction of the tennis court. 
Nice pair—they’d get on alright if they used their common 
sense.

The rain stopped and for a little while the sun shone. 
It was only going to be a brief respite, however; the south-
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west sky was banking up with heavy clouds, but for the 
moment the sun was pleasant.

It shone brilliantly on the coat of a red setter that paused 
at the door of the Drovers’ Rest and looked in, sniffing. 
The schoolmaster’s dog, and almost immediately Caleb 
Williamson came into sight.

He walked briskly enough, but every now and then he 
seemed to stumble a little sideways. Mother Clancy 
watched him past the door.

“Thirty years younger—but I’ll outlive him,” she 
thought.
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Y et  Caleb had said to Sara, “ I never felt better.”  She 
was setting a tray to take his breakfast in to him when 
he walked into the kitchen.

“Uncle Cale, you shouldn’t have got up. You needed 
a rest after that turn last night—and then talking so late.”

“ I never felt better,”  he said. She looked at him com
passionately, noticing the transparency of his skin and the 
pouches of weariness under his eyes.

“Well, do take it easy this morning. I ’ll put a match 
to the fire in the sitting-room and you can have a lazy 
morning.”

“ I ’m not an invalid, Sara,” he said testily. Sara touched 
his shoulder as she passed him.

“You’re a very obstinate man,”  she said affectionately.
He was glad of the fire, however, for the day was grey 

and unattractive. A ll the emotion of the night before, too, 
had wearied his brain unspeakably; he felt numb this 
morning.

He felt a strange reluctance to read Jenny’s letter; he 
felt it was going to tug at his emotions again and he did 
not want to sympathise with her. He had talked friendlily 
with the enemy last night, had understood and ceased to 
condemn; this morning he felt that he had deserted Nona. 
He must not sympathise with Grant and Jenny. He 
fingered Jenny’s letter lying in his pocket, but there was 
too much chaos in his mind for him to read it yet.

Sara, in vivid red raincoat and hat, looked in at the
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door. “I ’m going down to the store, Uncle Caleb. Any
thing you want?”

“No, thanks, my dear. Rufus going?”
The dog was running backwards and forwards between 

Sara and the door, leaping against her in a frenzy of 
appeal.

“It looks as though he might be,” Sara answered.
He went across to the window and watched them down 

the path to the front gate. The garden looked bedraggled. 
The wind had flattened down the last of the dahlias and 
the chrysanthemums hung raggedly. There was plenty 
he could do out there; but the garden was a drug. He 
must keep his mind on this matter, must straighten it out. 
Now, while he had the house to himself, while he was 
free from distraction, he must get it disentangled, make 
up his mind what he must do.

After Grant had gone, he had lain awake for a long 
time. Nona—Nona was the crux of the whole matter. 
He could not credit that this estrangement had existed 
between her and Grant all these years and he not known 
it. She should have given him her confidence; it was his 
right, surely. She had done wrong to deceive him; he 
was angry with her. But no, that was the wrong attitude; 
his anger must be always towards the others; his sympathy 
with Nona must not waver. He was overwhelmed by a 
sudden desire to hear her voice.

He crossed to the telephone and gave her number. A 
quick, far-away voice answered. “Hang up, please. I ’ll 
call you when you’re through.” He hung the receiver up, 
then stood there with his hand on the instrument, ready 
to take it up the moment it rang. He realised after a 
moment that it was foolish to stand there; the call might
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not come for a quarter of an hour. He moved away im
patiently and a quick twinge under his left arm reminded 
him of a spasm of pain brought on by his restless tossing 
to and fro after Grant left him last night. It had been 
agony while it lasted, the worst he had ever experienced; 
it had been almost more than he could do to reach for 
the drops the old doctor had given him years ago when 
he had had the first attack. After a while the pain had 
eased to a kind of stupor that had gradually merged into 
sleep. Yet what he said was true. When he woke up he 
felt perfectly well. It was only, as now, when he moved 
suddenly that his muscles seemed to remember the pain 
and to respond carefully.

“I’m getting too old to wrestle with these problems,” 
he thought, annoyed at his own weakness. Forty-two 
years’ teaching—too much; children’s vitality was exhaust
ing. Sixty-five in September; only a few more months 
to go. And what then? Have to leave the schoolhouse; 
wouldn’t be easy, seeing someone else living here. Leave 
the Flat then, travel a bit. But that would be lonely. Sara 
couldn’t come; she ought to marry Lars Hansen. For 
two years, ever since Milly Hansen died, he’s been expect
ing Sara to tell him she was going to marry Lars.

At the back of his mind he had known all along that 
he had only to say, “Why don’t you and Hansen get 
married?” He knew he had only to accept the fact in 
words; the words had been on the point of utterance a 
dozen times, but still remained unsaid. It wasn’t all 
selfishness; the thought of the schoolhouse without Sara 
filled him with sheer panic.

He had forgotten the telephone. When the ring came, 
it startled him almost unbearably. As he crossed over to
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the instrument he realised that he did not know what 
he wanted to say.

“Is that you, Daddy? Is anything wrong?” Her voice 
was cheerful.

“No, nothing wrong, my dear.” Then he paused. 
Everything was wrong, of course. “Nona,” he said at 
last with difficulty, “I’ve just found out—this business of 
Grant. . . .”

He fancied he could hear her hurried breathing, but 
she said nothing.

“Are you there?” he asked at last, sharply.
“Yes, I’m still here. What are you going to do about 

it? You’re not going to be melodramatic and turn her 
out or anything, are you?” It might have concerned the 
merest acquaintance, so casual was her tone.

“Jenny has gone already—of her own accord,” Caleb 
answered.

“Jenny has gone!” It was coming nearer home now. 
“Dad, I’m not going to divorce him.” Her voice was 
sharp and decisive. In his mind’s eye he could see her 
standing there at the phone, with her smooth pale head 
and her flawless complexion, and a dress that fitted her 
slim gracefulness, a dark dress, perhaps. . . .

“What sort of a dress have you got on?”
There was an exasperated exclamation from the other 

end of the line. “Really, Daddy—to ask a question like 
that on the telephone. . . .”

“I was just trying to think what you’d be looking like, 
my darling,” he said apologetically.

“I’ve got on an ice blue woollen tailored suit with a 
black blouse, black hat and gloves and shoes. I’m taking 
Jeannette into town to do some shopping, then I ’m going
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on to a luncheon party at the Alexandra Club. Does that 
help?” He could tell she was pleased and flattered.

“Ice blue—that sounds like you,” he answered.
“Three minutes up; are you extending?” an impersonal 

colourless voice interrupted.
“Yes, please,” he said. “Why don’t you divorce him, 

Nona?” he asked.
“I ’m not going to brand the children, Daddy; it’s not 

fair to them.”
“It wouldn’t hurt them, Nona, not as much as all that, 

in these days. Is that the only reason?” He wanted to 
know the whole story, all three sides of the story.

“You’re siding with them too, are you?” Nona’s quick 
assumption shocked him; she went on without waiting 
for him to answer: “I might have known you’d side with 
Jenny; you always have. She’s been working for this for 
years. I shut my eyes to it as long as it was kept dis
creetly out of sight; I ’m not going to have Ronald and 
Jeannette injured for all the Jenny Davids on earth.”

“Is that the only reason, Nona? It isn’t that you still 
care for Grant?” She might be desperately trying to keep 
him; he could not face the thought of that.

“Care for him!” Nona’s voice was frankly scornful. 
“If you only realised what a spineless, ambitionless crea
ture he is, Daddy—but if Jenny thinks I ’m going to let 
him go because she cocks her little finger, she is much 
mistaken. Now don’t you worry any more about it, 
Daddy. I ’ll run up to see you either next week-end or 
the one after—I’ll let you know.”

‘But, Nona . . .”
“Your time’s up. W ill you clear the line, please?”
“Alright. But, Nona . .
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“Don’t worry, Daddy. Take care of yourself. Good
bye.”

“Good-bye, my little daughter.”
Little daughter—he laughed to himself. Nona was over 

an inch taller than he. Then his smile grew grim. This 
enmity between Nona and Jenny—it appalled him; it was 
not a thing of recent growth, was not born entirely of 
jealousy over Grant. He felt sick; he had been so blind— 
living in a fool’s paradise that they’d all helped to build 
round him, Sara, Nona, Jenny, Grant. Even his own 
friends, Bill and Arthur Marshall; they must have known 
what was going on; they should have warned him.

He might have known Nona would not help; yet 
perhaps she had. Something that evaded him before was 
slipping into place, something that was the key to the 
whole matter.

He forced himself to sit down quietly in the armchair 
and face the matter squarely, in its entirety. Grant and 
Nona, Grant and Jenny—Grant. . . .

“She turned my decent love into something furtive and 
unclean.” Grant’s voice had said what Caleb’s heart had 
said years before. He knew that feeling of furtive shame. 
There had been a virginal quality in Janet that persisted; 
even habit had not effaced her sense of outrage in the 
physical relationship of marriage. But Janet had been 
fair to him; Nona was not as fine a woman as her mother 
—she was hard and less honest. Caleb could not rid 
himself of the conviction that she had cheated Grant.

“I might have been a leper for all the kindness I ’ve had 
from her.” He dropped his face into his hands with a 
groan.

The falling of an ash in the grate roused him; the fire
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had burnt low, till only a few embers remained. The 
action of getting more wood and building up the fire 
released his mind for a moment. When he sat down 
again he knew he was ready to read Jenny’s letter.

H e took it out of his pocket and unfolded the sheets; 
it was written on a page torn from a loose-leaf pocket 
book. H e found that his sight was blurred. H e brushed 
away the tears with the back of his hand, then turned the 
letter so that the firelight fell on it.

“My dear, my darling Uncle Cale,
I’ve always loved Grant, even when I was a girl at 

school. There never has been anyone who mattered as 
much, and he was lonely and unhappy. If Nona had 
played the game, I’d have stayed in the background always, 
but she didn’t; she cheated him of everything that marriage 
should be—love and companionship and understanding. 
She cheated him of his share in the children—oh, I’m not 
expecting you to believe this. You are her father and it is 
right that you should champion her. But it is the truth 
as far as I am concerned. It is an explanation, not an 
excuse.

I think if you had let me stay in town and study it might 
not have happened; I wouldn’t have had time to think 
and agonise over Grant. I’m not blaming you, Uncle Cale 
—I know you have always done what you thought right 
for me. But I know now I should have gone my own way 
in this—it would have been better to hurt you a litde years 
ago than to hurt you so hideously now. I can’t ask you 
to forgive me what I cannot forgive myself. Nothing can 
ever alter my loving you.

J enny."

H e sat for a long time staring into the fire. Then he 
read the letter again. It was so like Jenny, never pleading,
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never stressing her case, just stating it simply and leaving 
it to her hearer’s intelligence to judge.

Rounded, entire, the whole thing was before him. H e 
knew without hesitation what he must do. “If you had 
let me stay in town”—it always came back to that. They 
had both cheated, he and Nona—he knew what he must 
do.

H e went over to his desk and drew out notepaper and 
pen. It would not be easy to make Nona understand. 
Yet she must understand. There was so much he wanted 
to say, so many explanations to make and arguments to 
bring forward, that for a moment he could not disen
tangle them sufficiently to write them intelligibly. H e 
sat looking at the words he had written on the paper, 
“My darling Nona.”

Quite suddenly he began to write, not the explanations 
and arguments that had been revolving in his brain.

“You said you had known I would side with Jenny. 
That isn’t true, my darling. No one has been more pre
cious to me than you from the moment you were born, 
not even your mother. I side with you in this, as in every
thing, and that is why I say you must give Grant up. Not 
so he and Jenny may marry, but because I cannot bear that 
you should be anything but generous and honest.

It seems we have been cheating, you and I, Nona, and 
we must make what amends we can. . . .

H e heard the gate close. Sara was coming back from 
her morning’s shopping. H e felt he could not bear to 
write with her presence in the house. H e finished his 
letter hurriedly.

“You must divorce Grant, my darling. I cannot think 
that it will hurt the children much; they are so much your
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own that they will not miss his influence. You must keep 
your self-respect, and you cannot keep it with an unwilling 
man tied to you. There would come a time when you 
would despise yourself. You will do this, Nona, because 
I ask it, because there never has been anyone else who 
mattered half so much to me, and I know it will be 
happiest for you in the end.

Your loving (I almost put adoring, but I know how 
much you would hate me to sentimentalise)

F ather/'

H e folded the letter and slipped it into its envelope. 
H e was writing the address when Sara looked in. H e 
felt cheerful and vigorous.

“I ’m going down to the post with this letter, Sara,” he 
said.

“I don’t think you should, Uncle Cale. I  met Dr. 
Cannan and he said you should have stayed in bed 
to-day. In  fact, he growled at me for letting you get up.” 

“Nonsense, I feel quite well.”
Sara stood looking at him, her dark eyes clouded. 
“U ncle Cale,” she said hesitatingly, “in the night the 

old gum fell. . . .”
F or a moment Caleb stood as though frozen into immo

bility.
“Even Nature works for the Butter Company,” he said 

at last, without bitterness. Sara’s face showed her relief 
at his quiet reception of her news; she had rather dreaded 
an outburst.

“It fell right across the road,” she said. “T he Council 
men are out there now sawing it through. They’ll have 
to just turn the ends on to the side of the road and leave 
it there. I went out and had a look at it—that’s why I
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was so long. It’s colossal—more imposing in death even 
than it was alive. . . .”

Caleb went back to his armchair; he was suddenly tired.
“I ’ll leave my letter till after lunch and walk on and 

have a look at it,” he said.
While they were having lunch Caleb asked suddenly, 

“Where has Jenny gone?”
“She is staying with the Brearlys—they’re artist friends 

of hers. She rang up this morning, early, before you had 
wakened. She said she was quite alright and we were 
not to worry about her. She was a bit upset about the 
school, but I told her you could manage with the help of 
the older girls until they could send someone from town.”

“Sara—I’ve fixed things up for Jenny. I’ve written to 
Nona and told her she must divorce Grant. It is the only 
thing to do—she will not want to keep a man who has 
ceased to love her.”

Sara looked at him across the table. Poor Uncle Caleb, 
doesn’t he know the Williamson women by now? Nona 
will never let him go—for any other woman, perhaps, but 
for Jenny, never. But she only said gently, “You must 
advise her as you think best, Uncle Caleb.”

“I’m beginning to think you may all have been right 
and I wrong, that I should have let Jenny go on with her 
painting. . . .”

“You were doing what you thought best for her, Uncle 
Cale. Jenny knows that,” Sara answered quickly.

“I don’t know, Sara, I don’t know. On Monday I ’m 
going to transfer some bonds to Jenny—they don’t amount 
to much, but she will need the money and she may as 
well have it now. They would have been hers, anyway, 
when I died.”
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Sara’s eyes filled with tears. “You are so generous, so 
just, Uncle Cale,” she said brokenly.

They sat in silence for a few minutes, then Sara glanced 
at the clock. She stood up and began to clear the table.

“Going out, Sara?”
“Lars is taking me across to Sale.” Sara could scarcely 

keep the lilt from her voice as she said his name.
“Why don’t you two get married?” It was out at last. 

It had not been so difficult to say after all.
Sara turned and looked at him with happiness on her 

lips and in her eyes. “W e’re going to—soon, Uncle Caleb. 
I must settle you first.”

He went and opened the back door and stood looking 
out at the fruit trees and the orderly rows of vegetables. 
The garden was balm to his heart and there was some
thing else he must say.

“You will be happy, my dear,” he said at last.
“Yes, we will,” Sara answered.
“I must speak to Hansen when he comes for you,” he 

said. Sara went on with her washing up. “There’s 
autumn in the air to-day, Sara,” Caleb said after a while. 
“It’s the end of this long summer—the end of a good 
many things for us, my dear. With Jenny gone and Grant 
coming no more—and yet, I feel somehow at peace. I 
suppose it’s the reaction after these days of emotion and 
worry, and then the wind last night. There’s no reason 
why I should—things haven’t altered for the better; rather 
the reverse. And yet, I  feel satisfied.”

“You’ve done the best you can, Uncle Caleb—there’s 
satisfaction in that.”

Caleb came back into the room and put his hand on 
Sara’s shoulder. His face was cheerful in spite of the
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haggard lines that still marred it; he looked younger and 
more vigorous.

“You know, my dear, Hansen is a darned lucky man.”
Sara laughed. “Turned flatterer, Uncle Caleb?” she 

said.
Caleb repeated his remark a few minutes later when 

Lars came up for Sara. The two men looked at each 
other in a manner that reminded Sara irresistibly of two 
strange dogs. But their voices were cordial enough. She 
joined them in the garden very smart in the dark green 
suit and the green hat with its red feather that Jenny had 
planned for her.

“I’m going to stroll out and have a look at it,” Caleb 
was saying.

“I wish you wouldn’t go, Uncle Caleb,” Sara said, but 
Caleb waved her smilingly into the car. “It will be sad,” 
she persisted.

“Nonsense,” he said, “just shaking hands with an old 
friend at parting.”

He watched the car out of sight, then went into the 
house to get his hat and stick. The letter to Nona was 
in his pocket; he must not forget to post it. Rufus came 
bounding out at his whistle.

They went out, not by the front gate, but by the path 
the school children generally took; round under the pines 
in the school ground and out through the gate that Caleb 
carefully closed but which opened so quietly immediately 
his back was turned.

Obeying a sudden impulse, he went into the church. 
There was to be a christening evidently; someone had 
wreathed the foot of the font with autumn leaves and 
white chrysanthemums. The sun was shining for a few
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moments and lit the stained-glass window with a glory of 
red and purple and green.

Then they swung off down the road. The rain had left 
a big puddle beside the road; Rufus of course splashed 
pleasurably through it. Caleb whistled to him and the 
dog came running back. “Keep out of that mud, you 
rascal!” he said. Janet would be annoyed if he took mud 
in on the carpets. Janet! Had he said ‘Janet’ even in his 
mind? Janet was dead. . . .

High Street was practically deserted; all the shops were 
closed this afternoon, of course. He walked on past the 
Bank; he hesitated there for a moment, but Bill would 
be out at golf. The baker was standing outside his shop 
door; he watched Caleb approach ready to take his cue 
from the schoolmaster’s demeanour. The old man waved 
in unembarrassed fashion. There was no humiliation in 
his attitude to-day.

On past Miss McMurtrie’s. The little dressmaker was 
cleaning out her window; she looked up in startled 
manner as Caleb passed. Surely she wasn’t putting in 
new fashion plates—I must remember to tell Janet that— 
no, not Janet—Janet’s dead; it’s Jenny I must tell. There’s 
some reason why I can’t tell Jenny. . . .

This path; it gets worse every day. They should do 
something about it, the Council; must tell Edwards, 
Edwards—that’s wrong; there’s another name now. It’s 
a long way, but I must go on. I promised I’d go out to 
the old gum; it seems a long way to-day. Good job we’ve 
got the bridge at last—my head’s funny, steady yourself, 
catch hold of the rail of the bridge; be careful of the 
paint—no, it’s not wet, but hold your skirt away from the 
rails. The willow leaves are the same colour as your hair,
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Janet—pull yourself together, don’t you remember, Janet’s 
dead—Janet—it’s this pain, across my chest, down my arm. 
I ’ll hold on to you, Jenny—don’t skip so, lassie—I’ll be 
able to breathe when I get there—a little bit further, a 
little bit further—give me your hand, Janet—your cool 
hands, Janet—white bride of my heart. . . .

Andy Cannan was standing in High Street, talking to 
Father Courtney, when Alice, the maid, came running 
out into the street to look for him.

He had just said to the priest, “No, don’t go up yet,” 
and answered the other’s look of enquiry by adding, 
“ John is in a peculiar state of mind, rather. He keeps 
harping on the fact that you are able to worst him in 
every argument. It has quite evidently worried him stiff. 
I think it would be just as well if you kept out of his 
sight for a day or so.”

Father Courtney had answered stiffly. “ I had thought 
John and I were friends. . . .”

“ H e’s not accountable at the moment, Father.”
And then Alice had burst in between them.
“They’ve found the schoolmaster out at the old gum. 

They’ve found the schoolmaster. . . .”  She pressed her 
hand over her mouth.

Andy put his hand on her shoulder and shook her.
“Is he hurt?” he asked.
“H e’s dead,” Alice was almost shrieking.
“My car’s here,”  Father Courtney said.
“Start her up. I ’ll get my bag.”  Andy was in the 

surgery in a few steps.
Neither of the men spoke as the car sped over the short 

piece of road to the bridge, over the white railed bridge
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and up to a little group of people who stood quietly, 
motionless, beside the fallen trunk of the old gum.

The group parted as Andy and the priest approached. 
Cathie Treganowan had covered Caleb’s face; she lifted 
the handkerchief as Andy dropped to his knees beside the 
still figure.

Father Courtney stood beside him, but his eyes, brim
ming with tears he made no effort to conceal, had travelled 
beyond Caleb’s quiet form to the little white-boled “naked 
lady.” In its fall, a great branch of the old gum had 
splintered the top from the smaller tree. The priest 
walked over to it, laid his hand on its smooth trunk.

“It will grow again,” he said.

T H E  EN D.
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