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CHAPTER I

COLOMBO

"WELL, if you don't like Australia, son--all you've to do is just to drop me a line
and come back."

The boy leaning on the verandah railing turned and shot a grateful look at
his companion.

"It's awfully good of you, Mr. Harvey," he said; "and I don't want to go. I'd
far rather stay in Ceylon. But--you know--Father--" He stopped, finding his
voice uncertain.

"Yes, I know, old chap. Your Dad was very keen that you should go to his
people, and you naturally want to do just as he wished. Any decent fellow
would. Of course you'll go, and you'll shake down to it in no time, and end up
by being a jolly good Australian--and, take 'em all round. I believe the
Australians are hard to beat. Your Dad's brother is bound to be a good sort--his
letters would make you feel that, even if one didn't naturally expect it from
George Stanford's brother. All the same--"

Maurice Harvey paused, and looked fixedly for a moment at the glowing
end of his long, thin cigar. He was a plump little man, pale as are most
Europeans who live in Ceylon, with a cheery face and twinkling blue eyes.
They were very kindly as he looked again at young Hugh Stanford.

"All the same, I want you not to forget something," he said. "I'm one of
your trustees, Hugh, old son, and--failing your Uncle Robert--I'm your
guardian. I've no youngsters of my own, so I've just naturally looked forward
to the time when you'd grow up and help to work your Dad's plantation, next to
mine. It's hitting me pretty hard to lose both of you. And if you aren't happy
down under, just you drop me a line and before you know where you are I'll be
across to that Kallowra place to suggest that after all it's Ceylon air that suits
you best, and that it's time your Ceylon guardian took a turn at his job. It's a
hundred to one you won't need me. But I want you to keep it at the back of
your mind, Hugh."

"Thanks ever so much, Mr. Harvey," Hugh said. "I'm not likely to forget.
Of course, everything ahead seems strange and queer. I haven't got used to
doing without Father yet--I've a feeling all the time that I hear his voice, and
that presently he'll come round a corner, whistling--the way he always used
to."

"I know, old chap--1 know," Maurice Harvey said. "It's tough, Hugh. But it
will get easier in time. Things just naturally can't go on hurting always, like
they do at first. And you're young. That helps. There will be heaps of new



interests and new friends: and your Uncle Robert sounds so like your Dad that
I expect you'll be great chums with him and his boys."

"I feel all right about Uncle Robert," said Hugh. "It's the boys I'm scared
of. I've never known any boys, you see. And it isn't as if [ were like other
fellows, Mr. Harvey. Big, strong fellows don't want anyone like me."

He moved restlessly, and a crutch that had been leaning against the railing
slipped and fell with a clatter that seemed to lend emphasis to his words.
Maurice Harvey leaned forward involuntarily, as though to pick it up, and then
sat back: Hugh hated to be helped, he knew. He sighed as the boy recovered it,
with a deft sideways jerk. Looking at him as he stood propped against the post,
slender and straight and broad-shouldered, it was hard to realize that one leg
hung uselessly, hidden by the long trouser-leg--trousers that of themselves
made people turn to look at him, since they were worn at an age when most
boys thought of nothing beyond knickerbockers. But Hugh dreaded that
anyone should look at his "queer" leg. He liked to cover it up.

Mr. Harvey drew at his cigar, and spoke slowly.

"I had a dog once, when I was in the Argentine," he said. "Best old dog
ever [ owned. A mule kicked him when he was just beginning to be useful, and
broke his leg--smashed it so badly I thought the kindest thing to do was just to
give him a bullet and be done with it. But I'd an old Mexican cook who was a
great hand with sick animals, and he was fond of old Blackie, and he begged to
be given a chance to cure him. He made a good job of it, too. Blackie was as
lame as a duck ever after, but the leg was sound enough; and he did as much
work with it as the ordinary dog does with a full set of spare parts. He'd the
pluck of twenty dogs, and he just naturally made up his mind that he wouldn't
be beaten by any old game leg. If I'd a tough job with cattle anywhere, Blackie
was the dog I'd pick out to help me."

He paused, looking very straight at the boy.

"That'll be you, son," he said. "You've never let your leg get you down,
even when it hurt worst. You've kept yourself fit and strong, and done all you
could to develop your muscles in every way. Some boys would have lain down
to it, but you never did: I'll say that for you. It helped your father no end--and
he nearly broke his heart for you when it first happened. But as time went on
and you kept on being a mate to him I know there were days when he clean
forgot that you were lame. So don't let it get you down now, Hugh, old boy.
There are worse things than a queer leg, and one of them is a heart that's
perfectly good in every way except that the pluck has been left out. Thank
goodness, you've your full allowance of pluck, Hugh, and it's going to pull you
through everything."

"I feel as if the allowance were a bit short when I think of Australia," Hugh
said. "Father and you were always so awfully good to me, and made all sorts of



excuses for me. One couldn't expect that with strangers. Oh, well, I suppose I'll
worry through, somehow: and I'll stay out there until I've finished with school,
as Father wishes. But I tell you straight, Mr. Harvey, if you're here when I'm
eighteen you'll find me back on your doormat some morning asking for a job!"

"And you'll get it, old son--nothing surer. I'm going to hoe in at making the
plantation one of the best on the Island, and there'll be any amount of work
waiting for you. For goodness' sake learn all you can about book-keeping, for
there's something in the very look of a column of figures that just naturally
makes my spine feel like dough! I'll turn over all that part to you the minute
you arrive: not to mention the management of the natives: I'll never be able to
talk to them the way your Father and you could. Then I'll just sit back and get
fatter and fatter, while you do all the work!"

"That's a bargain," said Hugh Stanford, solemnly. He held out a thin hand
and grasped his friend's. "I'll be fourteen soon; it's only a little over four years.
And you'll write often, and tell me all about the plantation and everything,
won't you, Mr. Harvey?"

"Rather, son. My spelling is about as dicky as my sense of figures, but you
won't mind that, I believe. And you'll do the same by me, Hugh? I'll be awfully
anxious to know how everything goes with you. There's one thing, you know,
old chap, that I don't believe you're taking sufficiently into consideration, and
that's your Aunt--your Uncle Robert's wife. You never knew your own mother,
and the old housekeeper is almost the only woman you've come in contact
with, in Ceylon. You just naturally can't imagine what an educated, motherly
woman is like. But you'll find out, and I reckon it will be a mighty big thing for
you."

"Oh, Aunt Ursula has four children of her own," the boy said, heavily. "I
expect she's rather bored with the prospect of having a lame nephew from the
loneliest part of Ceylon to look after. Ten to one she's wondering if I'm
civilized or not."

"Her letter didn't sound like that," said Maurice Harvey, quietly.

"No--but letters don't tell one anything. Oh, well, I'll find out soon enough.
The only thing I can do is to be as little of a nuisance as possible. I say, Mr.
Harvey, there's nine o'clock striking! Oughtn't I to be off?"

"I suppose you might as well get on board and get to sleep quietly before
you sail," said Maurice Harvey. He got out of his long chair with an effort,
"Gee, I'd better not get any fatter before you come back, Hugh, or I won't get
done half the work I'm planning!"

They went down the steps of the Galle Face Hotel, where they had stayed
for a day after the journey from the plantation. It was a very dark night, with a
sky of velvet blackness, lit by innumerable stars. The lights of Colombo made
a dull glow, low down on the horizon; near at hand were twinkling points that



showed motor lamps, dimmed to await the arrival of their owners, or the
glimmering lamp of rickshaws, flitting through the dusky gloom. Within the
hotel were brightness and mirth and music; a dance was in progress, and the
band was crashing out such a melody as negroes loved in old plantation days.
Hugh's crutch tapped in time to it as they stood waiting for Mr. Harvey's car,
which came up in a moment, a dark-faced Cingalese at the wheel.

"Like to drive, Hugh?"

"Rather!" the boy said eagerly. "I don't suppose I'll get any chances in
Australia."

"You ought not to get one here," Mr. Harvey answered, laughing. "Out in
the country it's different, but Colombo is another matter--and if the police
anywhere catch a thirteen-year-old driving, trouble will be apt to occur.
However--you're off to-night, and we'll chance it, old man." He settled himself
beside the boy. "We have plenty of time; no need to go straight to the pier
unless you want to."

Hugh very certainly did not want to. He turned the car away from the hotel,
and they slid off through the velvety dusk, along a smooth road. The life of the
East that never seems to sleep, was all around them. Rickshaw coolies trotted
swiftly past; bullock-carts creaked at the side of the road, and motors flashed
by, their head-lights suddenly revealing the scarlet blossoms of the gold-mohur
trees, and as suddenly turning them to blackness again. Everywhere were
natives, padding on noiseless bare feet; late as it was, half-naked brown
children played and squabbled in dust-heaps by the footpath. It was all the life
that Hugh Stanford had known, the life he had loved: before him lay only the
unknown, and he shrank from it with all a nervous boy's dread.

The car purred gently along. His father had taught him to drive when he
was a very small boy--it was the only thing that he could do without feeling
that his lame leg hampered him, and he knew the big car and its engine as well
as any mechanic. They turned into a less-frequented road, and he let her out in
a burst of swift speed that devoured the miles tirelessly. Then they came back
to the main road and drove more soberly; past the Galle Face, where the band
still brayed wild jazz-music, and so, in sight of the harbour and the riding-
lights of the ships at their moorings. They turned into the busy streets of
Colombo and slid down towards the water-front, threading their way in and out
of the press of traffic. A sailor, half-drunk, whom they barely missed as he
reeled across the road, looked after them with a bewildered expression of
wrath.

"Kid drivin'!" he uttered. "Ought to be in bed hours ago!"

Hugh did not hear him. He guided the car gently to a standstill near the
pier, and got out, making an awkward business of it as he groped for his
crutch. As he limped by, he patted the car on the bonnet.



"Good-bye, old lady," he said. "I'll come back and drive you some day."

"She'll do me until you come," said Maurice Harvey. "Then we'll choose a
new one together, old man. No difficulty about a licence for you then, eh?"

They went slowly along the pier; all Hugh's luggage had already gone on
board. People were beginning to hurry back to the ship; each car that flashed
down brought a load of cheery, tired people, loaded with curios and sated with
a long day's sight-seeing. The launch that waited was soon packed, and they
slipped quietly away from the pier, edging in and out among boats, big and
little. Someone had brought a mandolin, and presently began to strum an air;
and soon half the people on the launch were singing:--

I'm goin' back to Dixie, no mo' I'm goin' to wander,
I'm goin' back to Dixie, I can't stay here no longer,
I miss the old plantation,
My friends, an' my relation,
My heart's turned back to Dixie, an' I must go.
They sang it with a touch of real feeling, home-sick suddenly for the land to
which they were going. But to Hugh Stanford, whose heart seemed all to be in
the cemetery where his father lay, and in the plantation behind the hills of
Kandy where he had known only happiness, the words struck home with cruel
force. He gripped his crutch, staring out to sea. Then he felt Maurice Harvey's
big hand on his knee, and comfort came in the touch. After all, he had one
good friend: and Ceylon and Australia were not so very far apart.

The launch came to rest, rocking quietly beside the great bulk of the mail-
steamer that towered above them, light streaming from every port-hole. He
limped up the long gangway, shrugging aside a stranger's well-meant offer of
help. Mr. Harvey knew the Captain, and quickly made his way to him, so that
he might introduce Hugh. The boy liked the big, kindly man in his trim
uniform, who greeted him cheerily.

"Glad you're coming with us, my boy; I knew your father. You'll have a
quiet trip; not many youngsters on board, and we're singularly free from boys
this time"--at which Hugh experienced a throb of relief. No one knew how he
dreaded boys.

"I'll keep an eye on him, Harvey." Hugh had gone to look over the side,
and the Captain spoke in a low tone. "He can manage for himself in most
things, I suppose?"

"Oh--quite. He's fiercely independent. They've given him a little deck-
cabin to himself--he's very sensitive about his leg. Keep an eye on him, old
man, he's a good youngster, and desperately lonely."

"Poor kid," said the Captain. "I'll see that he's all right, as far as I can.
Well, good-bye, old chap, this is my busy time." He went off quickly, and Mr.
Harvey crossed the deck to Hugh's side.



"I must be off, Hugh, old son. That's the last launch for the shore."

They gripped hands. The young face was white and strained in the glare of
the electric lights of the ship.

"I'll just have a look at your cabin," Mr. Harvey said.

They found it easily: a cosy little place with a comfortable sofa and the
berth neatly made up. A pleasant-faced young steward hovered near. Mr.
Harvey drew him aside for a moment's conversation and slipped something
into his hand.

"I'll look after the young gentleman, sir," said the steward, pocketing his
tip. "He'll be right as rain here, and the bathroom's not far off. You can depend
on anything I can do for him."

"Oh, he'll have a great trip, I'm certain." Maurice Harvey said.

A warning blast came from a bugle.

"All visitors ashore!"

Hugh went to the head of the gangway with his friend. People were coming
and going in a merry crowd; there was a hum of chatter and laughter. He felt a
sudden loneliness that brought a hard ache into his throat: a fierce longing to
be going down the gangway again, back to the life he knew and loved--the life
where his lame leg had never seemed to count. Then the memory of his father's
face came before him, and he straightened up proudly.

"Good-bye, Mr. Harvey. Thanks ever so for bringing me down. And--I'll
be back when I'm eighteen."

"That's a bargain, old chap. I'll be expecting you."

They shook hands again. Mr. Harvey went quickly down the steps to the
waiting launch. It cast off almost immediately. Hugh leaned on the rail to
watch it turn and cleave swiftly across the dark water towards the twinkling
lights of Colombo.



CHAPTER II

AUSTRALIA

HucGH Stanrorp found the voyage on the Mahratta a much happier time than
he had expected. There were no boys of his own age on board; indeed, the only
boys who counted at all, the others being babies under four, were cheery twin
brothers of seven, who regarded him as a very superior person because of his
long trousers. They were also immensely interested in his crutch, which they
failed to realize as a handicap, looking upon it, instead, as something like a
stilt. Hugh's movements with it seemed to the twins a new and fascinating
gymnastic exercise, and they made the lives of their parents a burden by
repeated requests for crutches their own size. Somehow Hugh found them very
comforting.

There were several families returning to Australia, and Hugh discovered,
rather to his own surprise, that he liked little children. Babies just able to
toddle came to him with a happy confidence and made a friend of him from the
first; it was pleasant to feel that they liked him and depended upon him for
help in both their games and their small difficulties. The babies' friendship
made him allies among the fathers and mothers--among the latter, especially,
since mothers are apt to lead a wearing life on board ship. The Captain did not
forget his promise to Mr. Harvey, and never came along the deck without a
cheery word for him; while several times he was included in merry afternoon
tea-parties in the Captain's cabin, where his lameness did not seem to matter at
all. An interesting place was the Captain's cabin, full of curious things gathered
from many ports, and of grimmer mementoes that spoke of the Great War--
during which the Mahratta had been a troopship, and had very nearly been
torpedoed several times. Sometimes, after the tea-parties were over, some of
the men stayed on in the cabin, smoking and talking, and Hugh was allowed to
perch on the bunk and listen--which he did with all his ears. Those were the
times he liked best. He had always been accustomed to being with his father
and Mr. Harvey, and to hearing them talk, and his lameness had helped to give
him a power of keeping still that is not very common in boys of his age. The
men liked the quiet youngster who was always so keenly interested, though he
never spoke unless he were addressed. They told many stories for his especial
benefit.

"That's a pretty decent kid," one of them said to the Captain one evening,
after Hugh had gone away in response to the dressing-bugle. "An orphan, isn't
he?"

The Captain nodded.



"His mother died when he was a baby, I believe. I knew his father--very
nice fellow, an Australian. He was in Ceylon for twenty years, and died a few
months ago, leaving this boy. An uncle in Victoria is to take charge of him. Bit
rough on a youngster only accustomed to plantation life to have to find his feet
alone among an Australian family, especially with his handicap of lameness.
Maurice Harvey would gladly have kept him in Ceylon, but it seems his father
wanted him to go to his own people." The Captain shrugged his shoulders. "I'd
have left him with Harvey, if I'd been his father. I was a lonely boy myself, and
I know what it's like."

"This youngster will make good, I should say," the other man remarked.
"He has plenty of backbone, even if he is lame."

"Oh, yes, and he comes of good stock--that always tells. But he's a bundle
of nerves, and cruelly sensitive about his lameness. I'm sorry for him: he's a
nice little chap. He has decent manners, too, and they're not too common
among boys, nowadays."

"No: and the fact won't endear him to a good many other boys. He's a queer
mixture of child and man. My wife says she has to resist an inclination to
mother him, which he'd probably resent very much. Well, I shall be late for
dinner if I don't go to dress."

Hugh had looked forward to the Australian ports without interest. He knew
nobody, and felt no wish to explore them alone; but at both Fremantle and
Adelaide he found himself taken in charge by the twins' parents, Captain and
Mrs. Barlow, pleasant English people who were coming out to settle in New
South Wales; and they packed a very solid amount of sight-seeing into the
mail-steamer's brief visits. The time at Adelaide was especially delightful;
Captain Barlow hired a motor, and they spent a glorious day in the hills,
exploring the winding roads that curve in and out among bush-clad peaks, and
slopes and valleys made beautiful with orchards. They lunched on the crest of
a ridge, looking over mile upon mile of sloping hills to the plains below,
seeing Adelaide beneath them, like a giant chess-board, and beyond, the sunlit
blue of the sea. With glasses Hugh could pick out the Mahratta lying at the
Outer Harbour. She looked curiously home-like and friendly. He caught his
breath with a sudden shiver. There were only two days more of the pleasant
friendliness on board--after that, everything was unknown and terrifying. How
he wished the voyage could last for months!

The cheerful young steward, who had not failed to keep his promise to Mr.
Harvey that he would look after Hugh, came to call him early on the following
Monday.

"Here's your tea, sir," he announced. "We'll be through the Heads and into
the Bay in half an hour. Pilot boat's just comin' out. If I was you I'd have me
bath after we're in the Bay if you want to see the Heads."



"All right, steward," Hugh answered. He was still a little bewildered and
sleepy: he had been dreaming that he was back on the plantation, walking
through the tea bushes with Mr. Harvey: it seemed to him that he could almost
hear the familiar voice telling him that the picking that year was "just
naturally" going to be the finest they had ever had. It made him ache with
home-sickness. He gulped down the hot tea, flung on an overcoat, and limped
out on deck.

The first rays of the sun were sending a golden path of light across the
water, and on this path the pilot steamer lay rocking lazily. Her boat was
coming across, the pilot sitting in the stern, muffled in a thick coat. They came
swiftly, the sailors rowing with the deep-sea stroke; in a few minutes they were
alongside, and the pilot came hand over hand up the ladder, giving Hugh a
jolly "Good-morning, young man!" as he landed on the deck beside him. He
made his way quickly to the bridge; Hugh saw the Captain greet him, and
presently the dull throb of the engines told that they were again under way.
The Mahratta came round in a great circle; before them tossed the broken
water of the Rip, and slowly, as they steamed, the channel opened between
Point Lonsdale and Point Nepean, and they passed between the great
lighthouses and came within sight of Queenscliff on the left.

Hugh turned back to his cabin when they were well on their journey up the
Bay. He dressed himself carefully, anxious that the unknown relations should
have no cause for feeling ashamed of him, and finished his packing. Barnes,
the young steward, came to strap up his heavier luggage.

"Great thing to have a cabin to yourself," he remarked cheerfully. "Gives
you room to keep all your trunks with you. You got nothing at all in the
baggage-room, have you, sir?"

"No, nothing," Hugh answered.

"Then I'll have all this out nice and 'andy for you after breakfast. Someone
meeting you, sir?"

"Yes--my uncle."

"He'll be glad you haven't got to wait to dig out more boxes," said Barnes,
pulling hard on a stiff strap. "Some of the luggage people have 'ud surprise
you. There's a lady in 53 as'll need a whole carrier's van to transport her stuff.
There, that's all right, and don't you worry about anything, sir. You go down
and get a good breakfast now; you ain't looking any too fit this morning. You
don't want your uncle to think the Mahratta ain't treated you well."

"I wish I didn't have to leave her, that's all," said Hugh. "Thanks, Barnes,
you've been jolly good to me." He held out some money shyly, but the young
steward drew back.

"No, thanks, sir, all the same. The gent as came on board with you fixed all
that up--and goodness knows you ain't given me much to do. It's been a



pleasure to look after you, 'cause you always treat a chap like a 'uman being,
which is more than a good many passengers do." He smiled cheerfully, but the
smile died away as he watched the boy limp along the deck. "Poor little kid--
it's hard on him!" he muttered, shouldering a trunk.

Everyone was breakfasting in a hurry, anxious to finish packing; the sound
of many "good-byes" was in the air. A number of people came up for a final
word with Hugh. The Captain paused as he passed his chair.

"Got everything ready, my boy? That's right. Let me know if your people
don't turn up in good time--not that there's any risk of that, I expect." He patted
his shoulder as he went.

Hugh found it difficult to eat. His mouth was dry and his throat ached; the
food seemed dry and tasteless. He drank his coffee and went back to the deck.
The grey blur that meant Melbourne was very close now. Someone pointed out
different suburbs to him--Brighton, St. Kilda, Williamstown, and, ahead, Port
Melbourne, over which two aeroplanes were flying slowly. They drew nearer
and nearer to a long pier, where a cluster of people waited. Beyond, he could
see a road with many motors at rest. The great ship came in, inch by inch, and
Hugh found that his heart was thudding with nervousness as he scanned the
faces on the pier, looking for someone like his father. There seemed no one
who resembled him at all. One or two faces made him hope that they did not
belong to his uncle--hard, cold faces. But he could not make up his mind that
anyone reminded him of the dear face that was never for long absent from his
dreams.

Slowly the Mahratta came to rest, the long voyage to Melbourne over. Just
as the gangway rattled into position a tall man came into view, striding quickly
along the pier in the manner of one who fears that he is late. He paused near
the foot of the gangway, looking upwards; and Hugh knew that his quest was
over, for, just for a moment, it was as though his father looked at him. His eyes
met those of the tall man, and he smiled involuntarily, and lifted his cap.

Robert Stanford came up the gangway three steps at a time.

"We couldn't be in any doubt about each other, could we?" he said, taking
Hugh's hand in his great brown one. "I'm supposed to be like your father, but
you are his very image. How are you, old chap? Had a good voyage?"

"Yes, thank you." The boy's voice was very low; it was all that he could do
to command it. Then he caught the look of pity in his uncle's eyes as he
glanced at his crutch, and straightened himself proudly. "I--I'm afraid I've
given you a lot of bother in meeting me, Uncle Robert."

"Bother? Not a bit! I'm more glad than I can tell you to get you, my boy. If
I could have managed it I should have gone to Colombo to bring you over
myself. I was always hoping to pay your father a visit, but somehow I never
seemed able to manage it." He sighed. "He and I were great chums, you know,



Hugh. I used to think there was no one like him."

"I don't think there ever was," Hugh said.

His uncle let his hand lie on the boy's shoulder for a moment.

"Later on--when you feel you can--1 want to hear all you can tell me about
him. Now I must get you up to Melbourne as quickly as I can--Aunt Ursula is
longing to get hold of you. She came down from Kallowra with me to meet
you, but I wouldn't let her come to the pier. It's cold here in the early mornings,
and she isn't very strong. Have they got your luggage out of the baggage-room
yet, do you know?"

"It's all on deck," Hugh answered, pointing to his heap of boxes.

"Good man!" said his uncle, with evident relief. "We want to start home
this afternoon, so it can all go to Spencer-street Station to wait for us--I'll get
hold of a carrier." He strode away, and soon returned. "That's all fixed up. Said
all your good-byes, Hugh?"

Hugh nodded.

"There's the Captain, Uncle Robert. He's been awfully good to me."

"I must thank him," Mr. Stanford said. They went together to meet the
Captain, who detached himself from a group of agents and passengers as Hugh
shyly introduced his uncle.

"I'm glad the little chap's fixed up all right," he said. "He has been a first-
rate traveller--mind you come back on the Mahratta some day, Hugh. Good-
bye, old fellow." He shook hands warmly, and Hugh limped for the last time
down the gangway.

A taxi waited for them not far off, and soon they were passing swiftly
through long, dusty streets that seemed to Hugh hideously drab and dull after
the red roads and the glowing life and colour of Ceylon. Presently they turned
across a bridge, over a brown river crowded with lesser shipping, and swung
up a hill, and into the roar of Collins-street. The car pulled up before a big,
quiet hotel.

"Here we are, Hugh. Aunt Ursula will be waiting upstairs."

A good many people were standing about in the wide entrance-hall. Mr.
Stanford nodded greetings to right and left, and Hugh felt curious eyes upon
him as he followed his uncle slowly to the open doorway of the lift. They got
out at the second floor and crossed to a room of which the only occupant was a
tall woman who rose quickly to meet them.

"Well, I've brought your new son, Ursula!"

Hugh found himself looking into steady grey eyes full of a light that was
something quite new to him, since never before had he seen the mother-look
on a woman's face. Just for a moment they gazed at each other, and into his
heart came a great throb of relief, for he knew that he need not have been
afraid. Ursula Stanford put both hands lightly on his shoulders and kissed him



on the forehead.
"Hugh, dear, I'm so glad you have come," was all she said.



CHAPTER III

COMING HOME

It was late in the following afternoon before they came to Kallowra, the
Stanford's station in the North-west of Victoria. They had left Melbourne the
night before, and Hugh had a vague memory of being taken out of a train when
he was half-asleep, and of finding himself in bed soon after, in a hotel room in
a busy town. There had been no time to see it in the morning, for there was
another train to catch; they had travelled, with a couple of changes--each time
into a slower train--until after lunch, when they had arrived at a lonely
township standing in the middle of a bare plain. Here their way led away from
the railway line, and they journeyed on by the Kallowra motor, which had been
left in the Scardale garage on the Stanfords' journey to Melbourne a week
before.

"I'm always so glad when I get into the car and realize that I have only to
sit still until I reach home," Mrs. Stanford said, happily, as they left Scardale
behind them and took the long road across the plain.

"Not you!" said her husband from behind the wheel. "That's the time you
begin to wonder how much has gone wrong, and how many legs and arms the
youngsters have broken since your eagle eye was off them! That is one of the
peculiarities of women, Hugh."

"Don't believe him, Hugh," said his wife, laughing. "I'm really a very
placid person--and it doesn't do a bit of good to worry, since things happen
whether I'm there or not. And I don't think Harry and Joan are as bad as they
used to be; a few years ago they had an amazing power of getting into
mischief, but advancing age is bringing them a certain amount of common-
sense."

"They needed it," said Mr. Stanford, dryly. "Do you remember the day they
tarred themselves?"

Mrs. Stanford laughed softly.

"Oh, they were only ten and eight then. We were having a tennis-court
made, Hugh, and when the men were having dinner they came upon the tar,
and it was too much for them. They took off nearly all their clothes and tarred
each other thoroughly. Their father came on the scene just as they had finished;
and they turned and fled. Unfortunately Harry tripped over a shovel, and shot
head-first into a heap of soot--we had just had the chimneys swept, and the
soot had been saved for my roses. Can you imagine the figure that rose out of
the soot-heap, Hugh?"

Hugh chuckled--he rarely laughed.



"I'd like to have seen him," he said. "What happened to them, Aunt
Ursula?"

"Oh, we cleaned them as best we could--but it took weeks to get all the
marks off. It wasn't necessary to punish them; they were a sore and sorry pair
before the scrubbing was half done. That was four years ago, and they have a
distinct dislike to being reminded of the tragedy."

The road had developed many "pot-holes," and Mr. Stanford was giving all
his attention to the car--dodging in and out and muttering under his breath
unpleasant things about the makers of roads. Hugh looked up at his aunt. He
was more at ease with her than he had dreamed he could ever be, but still he
found speech difficult.

"Will you tell me something about them at Kallowra--the children, I mean,
Aunt Ursula?" he asked. "I don't know much about them, except that there are
four."

Mrs. Stanford smiled at him.

"They are very anxious to know you--at any rate, the younger ones are,"
she said. "George, the eldest, is away at boarding-school, and as he is in the
crew and the eleven he is a very great man, and does not think about junior
boys at all. When he leaves school he will probably become much younger,
and even now I get occasional glimpses of the little boy I knew; but with the
others he is terribly grown-up. You mustn't mind it, because he is really rather
a dear, and very fond of them all."

"Tell me about the younger ones," Hugh begged.

"Harry comes next--he is nearly fourteen, and should be at school himself.
But we have a very good tutor for them, and he was getting on so well with
him that we decided to keep him at home this year--especially as we have had
heavy losses, and ready money was a little short. Boarding-schools are
expensive luxuries, you know, Hugh. Then there is my one girl, Joan, who
spends most of her time in wishing she were a boy. As she can't be one, she
tries to be as like one as possible, and, if I allowed it she would live in riding-
breeches and model all her pursuits on Harry's. Indeed, she isn't far behind him
in most things, and I believe she is the better rider of the two. She is twelve,
and then comes a gap of six years before the baby, Mervyn, who isn't quite as
strong a person as we should like to see him." A shadow came over Mrs.
Stanford's face. "But we think--we hope--that he is outgrowing his delicacy,
and that in a few years he will be a hardy ruffian like all the others."

"I'm to have lessons with them, I suppose?" Hugh asked.

"For the present, we thought. Later on your father wanted you to go to
school--if we thought it wise, and if you wished it yourself. You have your
own money for school and the university, if you choose. Your father said in his
letter to us--the one Mr. Harvey wrote for him when he was ill--that he wanted



you to choose your own life."

"Yes--he told me," Hugh nodded. "But I know I'm too young to make a
choice now."

"Well, yes. But we realize that you were always your father's companion,
and that has made you older than your years. Suppose you don't worry about it
for a while; get used to us and to like being out here, and try to be as happy as
you can. We do want to see you happy among us, Hugh, dear."

"You're very good, Aunt Ursula," he said, a little formally--words were
never easy to Hugh, but his glance was grateful.

Mrs. Stanford hesitated.

"There is something I want to ask you about," she said, "and I hate hurting
you; but it is necessary for me to understand, and I hope that we are going to
be such good friends that nothing I say will really hurt. Will you tell me about
your leg, Hugh? What you can do with it, and what you must avoid. Does it
hurt you at all?"

"Only when I get tired," he said, flushing. "I have to rest it then. But it's
really ever so much stronger than it was--I was on two crutches for a long
while. I can do an awful lot with it, though of course, it makes me horribly
slow."

"I think you're quite wonderful with it," she said. "You move so quickly
that you make people almost forget about it." He sent her a swift glance of
gratitude. "Is there any treatment for it, Hugh? Anything that can help it when
it gets tired?"

"Father used to rub it sometimes when it ached badly," Hugh said. "But I
can stick it without that."

"Ah, let me help that way," she said, quickly. "I can rub very gently,
Hugh."

"Oh, I couldn't bother you, Aunt Ursula. I just try not to think about it. It's
no good giving into the old thing, you see."

She was wise, and did not press the point; but there was one question more,
and she asked it almost nervously.

"Hugh, is it certain that nothing can be done for it--nothing to cure? You
had good doctors after the accident?"

"They were supposed to be very good," he said, dully. "They said I was
lucky to keep the leg at all. Father used to think he'd take me to England, but
they said it would be no use." He paused, and she saw his hand clench and
unclench as it lay upon his knee. "Aunt Ursula--there's one thing--" He
stopped.

"Tell me, old boy."

"Would you--would it be very inconvenient if I had a room to myself?" he
asked, desperately. "Any cupboard of a room--or a tent--if you hadn't a little



room to spare, where I could be by myself. I--I do hate other people seeing it--
and I've never been with boys--"

She interrupted him quickly, her voice wrung with pity.

"But of course, Hugh. That is all arranged. I knew you would like to be
alone. Kallowra is a shabby old place, but there are plenty of rooms. Yours is
rather a jolly little room, near mine, with a little sleep-out verandah opening
off it--you would like to sleep in the air, wouldn't you?"

"It sounds lovely," he said, a great relief in his voice. "Thanks, ever so,
Aunt Ursula--you do understand. I'll try not to be more bother than I can help."

"You'll never be a bother, my dear boy. And now I am going to forget
about your leg, unless you want to remind me of it yourself--only do remember
that it would comfort me very much if I could help you. Thank goodness, we
have finished with that bare old track across the plain. I don't think the most
patriotic Australian could call the first twenty miles out of Scardale pretty.
Now we are coming to the part I love."

They had been approaching a long line of dense timber, and soon their path
lay across a marsh, where the road was a raised causeway. From pools on
either side came the croaking of innumerable frogs. Herons were stepping
daintily among the marsh-grasses; those near the causeway flapped lazily into
the air as the car came by. Soon they crossed a river, on a high bridge, and then
the road turned and ran parallel with it, following its windings, and rising
gradually, as the swamp was left behind. The track was of gravelly red sand,
over which the car purred gently; on either side were tall trees, almost meeting
overhead. Between them they caught glimpses of the swiftly-flowing water.

"This is a jolly road," Hugh said.

"Yes, isn't it? We have another twenty miles of this before we get to
Kallowra, and we all love it. George says he knows that the twenty miles at the
Scardale end are twice as long!"

"I like a road where you can't see far ahead," Hugh remarked. "Our road
from the plantation down to the coast was like that; it wound in and out of the
bush, and you were always coming on something unexpected."

"How did you get about there?"

"Oh--pony-carts and rickshaws and cars. Father and Mr. Harvey used to
ride a good deal, but they wouldn't let me ride after my accident; the doctors
said it wouldn't hurt me, but father was always nervous about it; but he meant
to let me start riding again. I had talked him into it, and he was looking out for
a steady pony for me when--when he fell ill."

"Would you like to begin here, Hugh?" queried his uncle, from the front
seat; and Hugh jumped.

"I didn't know you could hear, Uncle Robert. I would like to try again,
only--Oh, perhaps I'd better not."



"Not with my harum-scarum crowd, just at first," said Mr. Stanford. "You
and I, I think, just by ourselves, until you get thoroughly used to managing for
yourself. We'll conduct the practising strictly in private, old chap. If I were you
I'd go in for mounting from the off side. I have an old pony that will stand for a
year, though he's no slug when once you're on him. Will you try him?"

"Do you think I could, Uncle Robert, without--without making too big a
fool of myself?"

"Certainly I do. It will seem queer at first, until you're used to mounting,
but I see no reason why you should not ride as well as any boy, and it will help
you in a lot of ways; there's nothing like riding for giving one confidence and
nerve."

"I used to try and forget that I wasn't like other boys, on the plantation,"
Hugh said, "but since I came away it feels as if everyone were looking at my
beastly leg."

"As a matter of fact, if they are looking at you at all they're noticing your
long trousers," said Mrs. Stanford, smiling. "Boys of your age don't wear them
out here. But I warn you, Hugh, we're not going to look at either; we're going
to regard you as just an ordinary boy, and not treat you with a bit of respect. I
don't believe you need it!"

"Indeed, I don't," he said, quickly. "There's nothing in all the world I want
so much as just to be an ordinary boy."

"Then that's settled," said Mrs. Stanford.

They swung round a bend in the road, and she uttered a stifled
exclamation, for just in front the track was completely blocked by a team of
bullocks drawing a huge waggon piled high with wool. Mr. Stanford swerved
abruptly to the left, missing the leaders by a hair's breadth. The car skidded in
the soft dust, sidled in crab-like fashion to the edge overhanging the river, and
the front wheel went over. A yell of dismay rose from the bullock-driver as
Mr. Stanford jammed on his brakes.

"Jump out, Ursula, and take the boy," he said, sharply.

Hugh was out almost before he had spoken: he had flung open the door as
the car tilted. His crutch lay along the back of the seat he had occupied with
Mrs. Stanford; as she sprang out he grasped it, and almost leaped towards a
big, sharp-angled stone a few yards away. Dropping his crutch he hugged the
stone to him and crawled to the back wheel. There was just room for him to
worm his way between the tyre and the edge of the road, and he jammed the
stone under it, pressing it home with all his force so that the wheel could slip
no further. It was done so quickly that there was no time to interfere. Mr.
Stanford's warning shout fell on deaf ears. His wife was deadly pale as she saw
the boy crawl back to safety.

"He has chocked it very firmly, Robert," she said, quietly. "I think you can



get out." She thrust another stone under the front wheel.

Mr. Stanford released his foot-brake gingerly and joined his family on the
road.

"That was the quickest thing I ever saw--but you had no business to do it.
Hugh," he said. "If the car had slipped again you'd have had no earthly
chance."

"Better than if it had gone over with you," said Hugh, smiling faintly. He
was flushed, and very dusty.

"Well, you're a man, old chap," Robert Stanford said. "Now, the job is to
haul her back. Lucky there are plenty of bullocks--and my own bullocks, too!
That's the Kallowra wool, Hugh; it would have been a queer thing if it had
ended the Kallowra owners!"

Hugh looked with interest at the great pile of wool-bales, stacked on the
waggon. But his eyes came back to the team.

"I've never seen such bullocks," he said, drawing a long breath. "Aren't
they beauties, though! Are they all yours, Uncle Robert?"

"Yes, and a jolly fine team they are," said his uncle--"even if they did
nearly put us in the river!" He turned with a frown to the bullock-driver. "You
ought to know better than to come up to a blind corner like this without going
ahead to see that the road was clear, Jones," he said, sternly.

"You didn't 'oot," said the man of bullocks, sourly.

"No, I didn't. But if I'd hooted twenty times over it wouldn't have made any
difference to bullocks. Well, you'll have to take off your leaders and pull us
back, that's all. Lucky it's no worse."

Hugh watched the operation with much interest as the car was jacked up
and brought back to safety, none the worse for her attempt to dive into the
river. Then Mr. Stanford backed her to the corner, where the road widened;
and slowly the great team creaked and swung past them, the driver, sheepish
and surly, urging them on with whip-cracks that sounded like rifle-shots. The
car purred away again down the river-road.

"Hugh--you should not have done that," Mrs. Stanford said, very low. She
was still white and shaken.

"And see the car go over, with Uncle Robert, perhaps?" demanded her
nephew, much aggrieved. "We lost a motor-truck that way in the hills; father
said then that if anyone had had sense enough to chock the other wheels in
time she wouldn't have gone. But our natives weren't used to cars; they called
them "devil-waggons," and they always lost their heads if anything went
wrong. Father told me if anything like that ever happened to remember to
chock the wheels as quickly as I could." He paused and looked up at her
appealingly. "So I just had to."

"Yes, I see you had to," she said, gently. "Well, you probably saved the



car, Hugh--and your uncle."

The sound of galloping hoofs was heard, and in a moment two figures
came into view, racing towards them.

"Those youngsters!" exclaimed Mr. Stanford.

His wife did not look surprised.

"Did you think they would be able to restrain themselves until we reached
home?" she asked, laughing. "I have been wondering when they would
appear." She leaned forward, her delicate face flushing.

"Is it--?" Hugh asked, suddenly nervous.

"It's Harry and Joan. They are always together--and generally in mischief."
She waved delightedly as the pair dashed up: a boy and girl, very like each
other, dark and handsome, with merry, confident eyes.

"Hallo, everybody! You all right, Mother? Hallo, Hugh!"

Hugh smiled back at them.

"Yes, everything is all right, darlings," said their mother. "It's lovely to see
you again. Is Mervyn well?"

"Fit as a fiddle," said Joan, laughing. "He wanted to come, but we knew the
pace would be too hot for old Topsy, so he's up in the pine-tree, looking out for
you. Had a good voyage, Hugh?"

"Yes, thanks. I say, what a jolly pony." He looked with open admiration at
the little brown mare she rode: a beautiful, impatient thing that somehow
suited her mistress.

Had he known it, he could have chosen no more direct way to Joan's
regard.

"Yes, isn't she?" she said. "She's my very own, and she can race any horse
on Kallowra. Oh, well, come along, Harry; now we've seen them we can tear
ahead and open gates. My word, you're got a pile of luggage on board, Dad--
the old car looks like a carrier's van! That's all cars are fit for!" They wheeled
their ponies and shot off at racing pace. Mr. Stanford smiled under his
moustache as he slipped in his clutch and the car followed.

"Joan has no use for anything that hasn't four legs," he said.

They turned from the river-road a few miles farther on, following a rougher
track that led to an open gate beside which Joan waited. It was the brown pony
that made Hugh certain it was Joan, for she was ridiculously like her brother,
and their riding clothes were almost the same--coats and breeches of a
workmanlike khaki, and soft felt hats under which Joan's bobbed head looked
just like a boy's. Harry was to be seen in the distance, cantering towards the
second gate. Beyond, a grey stone house showed dimly, set in a cluster of
trees. They went through without stopping, and presently the little girl flashed
past them again, shouting cheerily as she went. She passed the gateway ahead
of them and raced towards the homestead.



The gateway of a great gravelled yard stood wide to receive them. As they
pulled up beside the back verandah a small flying figure shot round the corner
of the house and leaped upon the running-board, engulfing Mrs. Stanford in a
bear-like hug.

"I was up in the top of the pine-tree and I got stucked on a branch that was
all dead spikes, and I thought I'd never get down in time!" said the new-comer,
breathlessly. "Wouldn't either, if my blouse hadn't tored! Mummie, I'm glad
you're back! Hallo, Dad!" He transferred his hug to his father, who had got out
of the car.

"Suppose you say 'Hallo' to Hugh," said Mr. Stanford, laughing.

Mervyn put out a grubby hand, deeply stained from the pine-tree, and gave
his cousin a friendly smile.

"I've been awful anxious for you to come," he said, in a friendly little
voice. "I've got just heaps to show you, and I'm wanting ever so to hear all
about the black people in Ceylon."

"They aren't black at all," said Hugh, laughing. "But I'll tell you about
them, all the same."

"Oh, aren't they black?" said Mervyn, his face falling. "We made sure they
would be. We rather thought you'd be a bit black yourself, but you aren't, is he,
Harry?"

"He's just like you," said Harry, from his pony. He looked at Hugh in
something like astonishment.

"Well, that's true enough," said Mr. Stanford; "I wonder we didn't notice it
Ursula."

Indeed, the cousins were queerly alike. Both were fair, with grey eyes and
light hair that refused to keep tidy; both had firm lips and square chins that
carried a hint of obstinacy. They were a sharp contrast to the dark, glowing
faces of Harry and Joan.

"Those two might be the Cingalese," said their father, laughing. "Let your
ponies go, kiddies, and come and tell us all that has happened. There is any
amount to carry inside."

Other people had come out: a pleasant-faced woman who seemed a sort of
housekeeper, and was known as Nurse, and a short, dark young man, Mr.
Vernon, whom Hugh guessed to be the tutor. Two men came over from the
stables to help unload the car.

Hugh got out, slowly. He gripped his crutch, feeling that everyone was
looking at him as he limped into the house, following his aunt. He heard
Harry's clear voice:--

"Why, he's in long pants, and he's younger than me!"

And Joan's:--

"Silly idea, I call it. He's only thirteen, isn't he, Dad?"



And Mr. Stanford's:--

"Hold your tongues, both of you!"

Hugh's face was flushed as he looked up at his aunt. But she was smiling
kindly.

"I told you those long trousers of yours would astonish the natives," she
said, patting his shoulder. "You mustn't mind my bush urchins, old boy; they
don't mean anything unkindly. Tell me how you like your room."

She opened the door of a little room, furnished very plainly, with a solid
table and a low bookshelf full of attractive-looking volumes. There was a long
window, under which a low couch stood; a comfortable old couch that looked
as though it had had years of knock-about wear and was good for as many
more. Near it, a door that was half of coloured glass stood open, giving access
to a square verandah where a bed was covered with a bright rug. The verandah
looked across miles of rolling country that gradually rose into timber-covered
hills.

"Oh, what a jolly place!" Hugh cried. "Is it really mine, Aunt Ursula?"

"Yes, it's absolutely yours," Mrs. Stanford said. "I want you to remember
that, Hugh. See, there is a big verandah-blind that completely shuts in your
sleep-out; you can put it down whenever you wish. And if tired times come, or
home-sick times, or if the old leg aches--just come and lock your door and no
one will worry you." She put her hand on his shoulder. "We do want you to be
happy with us, Hugh."

"I'd be a brute if [ weren't," he said, huskily.

He sat down and looked about his small domain when she had gone out,
shutting the door behind her. It was all his own--the dread of having no place
of privacy, a dread that had haunted him ever since he had known he must
leave Ceylon, was banished for ever. And they all seemed kind--and
welcoming. After all, there might be worse places than Australia--and
Kallowra.



CHAPTER IV

THE LUCK OF THE PRIEST

"HuGH, can we help you unpack?"

Hugh looked up in some surprise. The night before, he had been too tired
after the long journey to think of anything but going to bed; this morning, the
spectacle of his boxes was not a cheering one. There had always been native
servants to do this sort of thing for him. That time was over, he knew, and he
was very willing to adjust himself to Australian conditions. Still--there were
many boxes.

"Thanks, awfully, Joan," he said. "But I don't like bothering you."

"Oh, Harry and I haven't anything to do. Mother said we could have a
holiday to-day, and Mr. Vernon's gone fishing. We thought if you sat on a
stool and took things out, Harry and I could put them away. It wouldn't take
half the time."

"No, it wouldn't," Hugh agreed. "Shall we begin now?"

"Let me come, too," Mervyn begged.

"Oh, the kid'll only be a nuisance," Harry said.

"No, I won't, so there! I'll be ever so good, Hugh; I won't touch a thing."

"Oh, let him come," Hugh said.

It was a queer medley of things that they tumbled out of the battered cabin-
trunks and heavy Eastern baskets. Clothes came first, as being the most
uninteresting. Joan exclaimed at the number of light things; innumerable suits
of white drill and tussa silk.

"Why, you must live in white clothes, over there!"

"Well, there's plenty of hot weather, you see," Hugh said.

"Goodness knows there's plenty here," remarked Harry. "Jolly sensible
things, I call them; I don't know why Australians don't go in for them."

"Think of the washing!" said Joan, practically.

"Yes, I suppose that counts," Hugh remarked, wrinkling his brows. "It
never seems to matter in Ceylon; the native tailor comes and sits down on the
verandah and makes suits by the dozen, and the native washer-man doesn't
worry if you wear three and four a day."

"Mrs. Carter 'ud take a fit," said Joan, with decision. "She's always
grumbling at the wash."

"Oh, well, I needn't wear them here," said Hugh. "It can't be as hot here as
it is in Ceylon." He tossed out the last of the thin suits.

"Those soft ones would make ripping pyjamas," said Harry, looking at the
light silk.



"Good idea; I'll wear them out that way," responded their owner.

"I'll put them all in this bottom drawer," Joan said, stowing things away
vigorously. "Mother wants us to put all your clothes in the chest of drawers
and the wardrobe, so's she'll know how to manage them for you. Why, every
blessed thing you've got seems to be new!"

"Mr. Harvey thought I'd better bring new things, and then there wouldn't be
so much trouble mending for me," said Hugh.

"What about hats? They take an awful lot of stowing away."

He emptied a square basket that seemed to hold only hats: straws,
Panamas, a big grey Terai that was really two hats in one, and excited the
Australian children greatly, and three or four sola topees, white and khaki.

"One 'ud think you had nineteen heads," said Harry. "An old felt is good
enough for me. But that's a jolly good sort of hat, all the same." He put on a
topee, and regarded himself in the mirror with approval. "It only weighs about
an ounce."

"They're rather jolly in the summer--you try one some day," said Hugh.
"Girls wear them, too."

"They're rum things, I think," said Joan, bluntly. "I wouldn't see myself in
one!"

Harry clapped the one he had been trying upon her bobbed head.

"Doesn't look bad, does it, Hugh? I've seen her look worse, many a time!"

Joan sent it flying with a swift jerk.

"Don't like other people's things," she said, curtly; and Hugh's pale face
flushed. "I say, Hugh, I think we'll have to store all your hat shop in that basket
affair; they'll never fit into the wardrobe. It'll look all right, if we put it over in
the corner. Hurry up--we'll put ties and hankies in this little drawer, and collars
and socks in the other." She tossed things in, pausing occasionally to ram down
the billowing masses by main strength. "That all the clothes?"

"About all, I think," Hugh said. "That other basket is full of books. We can
put them in heaps on the chest of drawers, can't we?"

"Yes, they'll do there. Hand them up, Harry: I'll stack them. My word, you
have a lot of books! George will be borrowing them all the time, when he
comes home."

"I hope you'll all take them whenever you like," Hugh said. "Those are just
some I like best; I've a whole lot more in Ceylon. Father was always getting
books."

"Oh, Harry and I never look at a book if we can help it," said Joan, airily.
"George and Mervyn are the book-worms in our family. There never was a
book written that could come up to a horse!"

"Much you know!" said Mervyn, sturdily.

"You be quiet, kid," said his sister. "Babies shouldn't interrupt. What next,



Hugh?"

Hugh sent a half-smile at Mervyn, who had flushed angrily.

"Oh, this is just odd things," he said. He opened a box and began to unwrap
many odd-shaped packages. Queer things were among them for his room:
objects he had chosen from his father's room in Ceylon. There were some good
brass-work boxes and jars; little squat grinning gods; native weapons; a tiger-
skin rug that turned the old couch into something barbaric and splendid. There
was a lacquer writing set; a little clock in a carved ivory case; a beaten silver
vase with curious raised figures on an ebony stand. The children exclaimed
over the medley of things--altogether wonderful to Australian bush youngsters.

"I'll show you the queerest of all," Hugh said.

He took from an inner pocket a case of soft leather, beautifully tooled in
red, and drew from it a little jade image. To the others it looked not nearly so
interesting as many of the other curiosities.

"What is he?" Harry asked.

"He's a little god, and he's ever so old. Older than anything in Ceylon,
some people say. He's supposed to be made of very wonderful jade, and his
eyes are pigeon's-blood rubies. An old priest gave him to Father years ago.
Father found him ill in the jungle, and took him home and nursed him--nobody
knew where he came from. He died after a while, but before he died he gave
Father this image. He told him to keep it 'more carefully than his right eye,' and
it would always bring him good fortune. Father called it his Luck."

"And did it bring him good fortune?" Joan demanded, excitedly.

"Well, it sounds queer, but if it didn't, something else did. Everything had
gone wrong with Father until then. The plantations never paid, and he had
illnesses, and all sorts of things went amiss. But after he got the Luck
everything changed. He said he didn't seem able to make a mistake--from
being very poor he grew to be quite well off. Father used to laugh at himself
for believing in the Luck, but, all the same, he did. At first, when the old priest
gave it to him, he thought he would sell it, because he was very hard up, and
it's worth an awful lot of money--the rubies alone are very valuable; but
afterwards, nothing would have made him part with it, I believe. He always
carried it about with him."

"Well, it looks a rummy sort of old thing to have any power," Harry said.
"I don't think much of that sort of idea--it's like believing in fairies and all that
kind of bosh, and only kids like Merv believe in fairies!"

"Don't you be too sure!" said Hugh.

"Why, you don't, do you?"

"Oh, I don't know. It's hard to know what to believe in, sometimes.
Anyhow, I'm not going to part with the Luck."

Hugh stowed it carefully away in his pocket and changed the subject.



"There's rather a jolly trunk over there," he said. "I've got some things for
Aunt Ursula in it."

He limped across to a long flat basket, covered in thick canvas: and
Mervyn was at his heels in a flash, bringing the little stool.

"There's something for you, too, Mervyn," said Hugh, giving him a grateful
glance.

He fumbled among a bunch of keys and unlocked the two heavy locks that
secured the basket. Lifting the lid he drew out a flat wooden box and put it into
the little boy's hands.

"For me?" asked Mervyn.

"Rather. See if you like it."

Joan jerked off the lid of the box, and Mervyn gave a delighted shout. A
long native canoe lay before them--a beautiful model about two feet in length,
made of dark-red wood.

"What a rum boat!" Harry exclaimed. "What's this platform-affair at the
side?"

"That's the outrigger. It's a catamaran, like the natives use--you should see
them bring them through a heavy sea. The sails and mast are underneath it in
the box, Mervyn; I'll help you fix them presently. Got any water you can sail
her on?"

"There's the big dam," said Mervyn, ecstatically. "Oh, Hugh, you are a
brick! I never saw anything like it!"

"We'll have heaps of fun with her," said Hugh, contentedly.

Beautiful things began to appear from the long basket trunk. There were
soft lengths of exquisite silk, shimmering in delicate colours; scarves in which
ran metal threads that gave a wonderful sheen to the material, although the
whole was as soft as down; squares of woven heavy silk to make cushion
covers. There were pieces of queer, barbaric jewellery, and carved ivory; a
long roll of tussa was wound about some splendid brass jars and vases, out of
one of which came a set of black elephants, ranging from a big fellow eight
inches high to a midget standing an inch at the shoulder.

"Oh, what beauties!" Joan cried out. "I do like those fellows!"

"Do have them," Hugh said, quickly. "I hoped you'd like something out of
here."

Joan drew back.

"Why, they're yours. I wouldn't take them."

"Me!" said Hugh. "What would I do with a herd of elephants? Do have
them, Joan." He gathered them up and put them on the floor in front of her.

"I say!" Joan muttered. "It--it's jolly good of you, Hugh. Oh, I'd love
them!" She sat cross-legged on the rug and ranged them in a line. "I'll have a
procession on my mantelpiece." Her dark little face was glowing with colour.



"There's something else I brought for you," Hugh said. "You see, I knew
Uncle Robert had one daughter, but I didn't know the sort of thing you'd like."
He put a flat case on her knee, touching a spring. It opened to show a necklet
of moonstones, set in silver: a slender, delicate thing.

Joan looked at it without enthusiasm. Ornaments meant nothing to her; the
pale beauty of the moonstones waked no such feeling in her heart as the quaint
ebony elephants; but she thanked Hugh pleasantly enough, and said that it was
very pretty, and the boy understood. He turned to Harry, a little nervously.

"I hadn't an idea what Australian boys liked. No good bringing you and
George silks or moonstones--or elephants, but I thought these might be useful
to keep odd things in." He brought out two heavy brass boxes, plain and solid.

"I think they're no end jolly," said Harry. "Thanks awfully. You oughtn't to
have bothered about us, Hugh."

"Oh, it was fun getting them ready. That was the only part of the packing I
liked. T got this for Uncle Robert. At least, I didn't get it--it was Father's; 1
thought he'd rather have something Father had had himself."

It was a box of wonderfully carved sandalwood. The fragrance of the
wood, as he unwrapped it, filled the room. Within it were photographs of
Ceylon--Hugh glanced at the first one and shut the box abruptly, with a little
catch in his breath. It made him realize how home-sick he was, just to see the
waving tops of the palm-trees and the creaming waves breaking on the white
beach.

Mrs. Stanford gasped over the armful Harry and Joan brought her,
presently.

"Why--he mustn't! These things are too beautiful--too good. How did a boy
ever choose such things!"

"He said some lady they knew in Colombo helped him, and Mr. Harvey.
He doesn't seem to think anything of them," Harry said. "This is a top-hole box
he gave me, anyhow!"

"You can keep that for me, Mother." Joan tossed the case with the
moonstones on to the shimmering silks.

"Joan--what a lovely thing! But you can't wear it yet, my daughter."

"Me wear it? Not much!" said Joan. "I suppose it's very fine, and all that,
but that sort of affair isn't in my line. Just you come and see my elephants!"

"Where is Hugh? Has he finished unpacking?"

"Nearly. There's only one little box, and he said he'd do that by himself."
Joan capered off, whistling.

Mrs. Stanford put the Eastern gifts aside and went to Hugh's room. The
door was ajar; she hesitated for a moment.

"May I come in, Hugh?"

A muffled voice answered, and she entered. Hugh was standing before his



table, looking at the contents of his last box--a number of framed photographs.
There was Maurice Harvey, stout and good-natured and cheerful; there were
pictures of the plantation--coolies among the tea-plants, pickers coming home
with high-piled baskets poised on their heads, a wide-verandahed house set on
a hill among great trees; and there was one at which he was gazing with dry
eyes that ached: a big man in riding-kit and pith helmet, on a great horse, who
seemed to return his steady look with one of perfect understanding. Ursula
Stanford put her arm lightly across the boy's shoulders, standing behind him.

"Shall we hang them up together, just you and I?" she asked.

Hugh nodded. She went away returning in a moment with hammer and
nails and wire, and locking the door behind her. Together they decked the
room with the Cingalese pictures, hanging the father's likeness where Hugh
could see it from the couch or from his bed on the verandah. There was a little
shelf on the wall, beneath it, and on this she put the vase of beaten silver.

"We'll keep this filled with flowers--shall we?" she asked. "Do you like
gardening, Hugh?"

"Yes, Aunt Ursula. Father loved flowers, too, and we always worked in his
special garden together."

"Then you shall have your own garden, and grow flowers for his vase.
There is a good place, just outside your sleep-out. And until your own flowers
grow you must take my best roses."

The boy's set face relaxed. He looked round the room, his eyes travelling
from one to another of the familiar scenes. They came back to his father's face.

"I think he looks happy," he said. "I--I guess he knows how jolly good you
are to me, Aunt Ursula."



CHAPTER V

SETTLING DOWN

Tue weeks went by, and Hugh Stanford gradually settled down to life at
Kallowra among his father's people.

It never grew quite easy to him. In a hundred ways each day he realized
sharply his physical inferiority to these strong, energetic youngsters of
Australia, who went about their many occupations with a quick sureness that
was quite impossible to him.

Perhaps he would not have felt it so much if he had not tried to meet them
on equal terms--to keep up with them, so far as he could. He hated
acknowledging that there were things he could not do; and he was so deft in
his management of his lameness that he did accomplish a great deal. But not
all the will in the world, nor all the pluck, could make his lame leg equal to a
good one.

The children were very good to him, on the whole. They treated him with
an off-hand kindness, and he soon found that in the matter of noticing his
lameness they were almost as sensitive as he was himself; so that his old terror
of being ridiculed quickly vanished. Mervyn frankly adored him, and would
follow him about for hours if there were a chance of making him talk about
Colombo or tell stories of the natives and of life on the plantation in the hills.
Hugh liked the friendly little fellow, and was often grateful for his
companionship; but, after all, he was only a six-year-old, and the gap is very
wide between six and thirteen, especially when "thirteen" happens to be old
beyond his years. Curiously enough, it was Joan whom Hugh wanted most.

And Joan did not want him at all.

Never was any small girl more entirely a product of the Australian bush
than Joan Stanford. She hated lessons, and hated the house; books, she frankly
stated, "made her sick," and a wet day was to her a calamity. Flowers, frocks,
sewing, and all domestic pursuits, she treated with lofty scorn; she dodged
music-lessons and practising with persistent determination, and wore out the
patience of her instructors during the weekly morning in the kitchen when it
was her mother's resolve that she should be instructed in the gentle art of
cooking. The most delicate part of a sponge-cake's composition--the supreme
moment in the baking of a pie--the boiling-point of a sauce--all were as
nothing to Joan if a strange dog barked or a cat was reported with new kittens.
Instantly the kitchen knew her no more, and the outraged instructor would
protest feebly in the wake of a flying, floury figure. Joan scorned aprons as
"silly, pussy-cat things;" and as she invariably wiped her flour-daubed fingers



on her skirt or, more often, her riding-breeches, she presented a peculiarly
streaked appearance towards the end of a cooking-lesson.

"And the worst of it is she can cook!" the old cook would mourn. "There's
many a grown woman hasn't half Miss Joan's knack with pastry. It's awful to
see her go to waste, like!"

"She ought to have been a boy, that's very certain," her father would say,
almost as mournfully. For Robert Stanford had already three sons, and he set
great store by his one daughter.

But none of his sons had the instinctive sense for dealing with animals that
Joan possessed; rarely, indeed, did he hire a man who could help him as
capably on the run, or who could train a dog to handle sheep or cattle like this
tall young daughter with her quick eye and her sharp, decisive voice. The most
stubborn bullock, mulishly determined to disobey law and order and remain in
the paddock he preferred, became meek when Joan and her brown pony Gipsy
appeared on the scene, armed with the small stock whip she could use to such
good effect. Where pace and dash were needed Joan and Gipsy were in their
element; they raced over the plains like mad things, or scurried across the
rocky hills at a rate that often brought Mr. Stanford's heart into his mouth,
accustomed though he was to the sure-footed pony that never stumbled or
made a mistake. Wild riding was the sheerest joy to Joan, and Gipsy enjoyed it
as much as she did. Yet, they were equally useful when judgment and care
were required of them, and could be depended upon just as certainly when
dairy cows had to be gently handled, or a flock of ewes with young lambs
"nursed" over a distance. Theirs was the natural instinct for dealing with stock;
but, as Mr. Stanford pondered ruefully, it would have been far more to the
purpose if one of the boys had had it.

George, the eldest boy, did not care for stock at all. He loved his home and
the wide country round it, and he rode well: but animals bored him as heartily
as flowers and music bored Joan. The only animals which interested him were
dead ones, and when he was ten he was found laboriously cutting up a defunct
rabbit, "to see how its joints worked." Since then, he had never wavered in his
determination to be a doctor, and now he was in his last year at a big public
school, with a very good chance of a scholarship th