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out over his rude bed. So between these two—the priest and the sinner—
was a sort of sympathetic bond.
(1870-74)

“Tasma’ (Jessie Couvreur)
AN OLD-TIME EPISODE IN TASMANIA

The gig was waiting upon the narrow gravel drive in front of the fuchsia-
wreathed porch of Cowa Cottage. Perched upon the seat, holding the whip
in two small, plump, ungloved hands, sat Trucaninny, Mr Paton’s
youngest daughter, whose straw-coloured, sun-steeped hair, and clear,
sky-reflecting eyes, seemed to protest against the name of a black gin that
some ‘clay-brained cleric’ had bestowed upon her irresponsible little per-
son at the baptismal font some eight or nine years ago. The scene of this
outrage was Old St David’s Cathedral, Hobart,—or, as it was then called,
Hobart Town,—chief city of the Arcadian island of Tasmania; and just at
this moment, eight o’clock on a November morning, the said cathedral
tower, round and ungainly, coated with a surface of dingy white plaster,
reflected back the purest, brightest light in the world. From Trucaninny’s
perch—she had taken the driver’s seat—she could see, not only the
cathedral, but a considerable portion of the town, which took the form of
a capital S as it followed the windings of the coast. Beyond the wharves,
against which a few whalers and fishing-boats were lying idle, the middle
distance was represented by the broad waters of the Derwent, radiantly
blue, and glittering with silver sparkles; while the far-off background
showed a long stretch of yellow sand, and the hazy, undulating outline of
low-lying purple hills. Behind her the aspect was different. Tiers of hills
rose one above the other in grand confusion, until they culminated in the
towering height of Mount Wellington, keeping guard in majestic silence
over the lonely little city that encircled its base. This portion of the view,
however, was hidden from Trucaninny’s gaze by the weatherboard cottage
in front of which the gig was standing,—though 1 doubt whether in any
case she would have turned her head to look at it; the faculty of enjoying a
beautiful landscape being an acquisition of later years than she had
attained since the perpetration of the afore-mentioned outrage of her
christening. Conversely, as Herbert Spencer says, the young man who was
holding the horse’s head until such time as the owner of the gig should
emerge from the fuchsia-wreathed porch, fastened his eyes upon the
beautiful scene before him with more than an artist’s appreciation in their
gaze. He was dressed in the rough clothes of a working gardener, and so
much of his head as could be seen beneath the old felt wide-awake that
covered it, bore ominous evidence of having been recently shaved. I use the
word ominous advisedly, for a shaven head in connection with a working
suit had nothing priestly in its suggestion, and could bear, indeed, only one
interpretation in the wicked old times in Tasmania. The young man
keeping watch over the gig had clearly come into that fair scene for his
country’s good; and the explanation of the absence of a prison suit was
doubtless due to the fact he was out on a ticket-of-leave. What the
landscape had to say to him under these circumstances was not precisely
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clear. Perhaps all his soul was going out towards the white-sailed wool-
ship tacking down the Bay on the first stage of a journey of most uncertain
length; or possibly the wondrous beauty of the scene, contrasted with the
unspeakable horror of the one he had left, brought the vague impression
that it was merely some exquisite vision. That a place so appalling as his
old prison should exist in the heart of all this peace and loveliness, seemed
too strange an anomaly. Either that was a nightmare and this was real, or
this was a fantastic dream and that was the revolting truth; but then which
was which, and how had he, Richard Cole, late No 213, come to be mixed
up with either?

As though to give a practical answer to his melancholy question, the
sharp tingle of a whip’s lash made itself felt at this instant across his cheek.
In aiming the cumbersome driving-whip at the persistent flies exploring the
mare’s back, Trucaninny had brought it down in a direction she had not
intended it to take. For a moment she stood aghast. Richard’s face was
white with passion. He turned fiercely round; his flaming eyes seemed
literally to send out sparks of anger. ‘Oh, please, I didn’t mean it,” cried
the child penitently. ‘I wanted to hit the flies. I did indeed. 1 hope I didn’t
hurt you?’

The amende honorable brought about an immediate reaction. The
change in the young man’s face was wonderful to behold. As he smiled
back full reassurance at the offender, it might be seen that his eyes could
express the extremes of contrary feeling at the very shortest notice. For all
answer, he raised his old felt wide-awake in a half-mocking though entire-
ly courtly fashion, like some nineteenth century Don César de Bazan, and
made a graceful bow.

‘Are you talking to the man, Truca?’ cried a querulous voice at this
moment from the porch, with a stress on the you that made the little girl
lower her head, shame-faced. “What do you mean by disobeying orders,
miss?’

The lady who swept out upon the verandah at the close of this tirade
was in entire accord with her voice. ‘British matron’ would have been the
complete description of Miss Paton, if fate had not willed that she should
be only a British spinster. The inflexibility that comes of finality of opinion
regarding what is proper and what is the reverse,—a rule of conduct that
is of universal application for the true British matron,—expressed itself in
every line of her face and in every fold of her gown. That she was
relentlessly respectable and unyielding might be read at the first glance;
that she had been handsome, in the same hard way, a great many years
before Truca was maltreated at the baptismal font, might also have been
guessed at from present indications. But that she should be the ‘own sister’
of, the good-looking, military-moustached, debonair man (I use the word
debonair here in the French sense) who now followed her out of the porch,
was less easy to divine. The character of the features as well as of the
expression spoke of two widely differing temperaments. Indeed, save for a
curious dent between the eyebrows, and a something in the nostrils that
seemed to say he was not to be trifled with, Mr Paton might have sat for
the portrait of one of those jolly good fellows who reiterate so tunefully
that they ‘won’t go home till morning’, and who are as good as their word
afterwards.

Yet ‘jolly good fellow’ as he showed himself in card-rooms and among
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so-called boon companions, he could reveal himself in a very different light
to the convicts who fell under his rule. Forming part of a system for the
crushing down of the unhappy prisoners, in accordance with the principle
of ‘Woe be to him through whom the offence cometh,” he could return
with a light heart to his breakfast or his dinner, after seeing some score of
his fellow-men abjectly writhing under the lash, or pinioned in a ghastly
row upon the hideous gallows. ‘Use,’ says Shakespeare, ‘can almost change
the stamp of Nature.” In Mr Paton’s case it had warped as well as changed
it. Like the people who live in the atmosphere of Courts, and come to
regard all outsiders as another and inferior race, he had come to look upon
humanity as divisible into two classes—namely, those who were convicts,
and those who were not. For the latter, he had still some ready drops of
the milk of human kindness at his disposal. For the former, he had no
more feeling than we have for snakes or sharks, as the typical and popular
embodiments of evil.

Miss Paton had speedily adopted her brother’s views in this respect.
Summoned from England to keep house for him at the death of Trucanin-
ny’s mother, she showed an aptitude for introducing prison discipline into
her domestic rule. From constant association with the severe régime that
she was accustomed to see exercised upon the convicts, she had ended by
regarding disobedience to orders, whether in children or in servants, as the
unpardonable sin. One of her laws, as of the Medes and Persians, was that
the young people in the Paton household should never exchange a word
with the convict servants in their father’s employ. It was hard to observe
the letter of the law in the case of the indoor servants, above all for Truca,
who was by nature a garrulous little girl. Being a truthful little girl as well,
she was often obliged to confess to having had a talk with the latest
importation from the gaol,—an avowal which signified, as she well knew,
the immediate forfeiture of all her week’s pocket-money.

On the present occasion her apologies to the gardener were the latest
infringement of the rule. .

She looked timidly towards her aunt as the latter advanced austerely in
the direction of the gig, but, to her relief, Miss Paton hardly seemed to
notice her. .

‘I suppose you will bring the creature back with you, Wilfrid?’ she said,
half-questioningly, half-authoritatively, as her brother mounted into the
gig and took the reins from Truca’s chubby hands. ‘Last time we had a
drunkard and a thief. The time before, a thief, and—and a—really I don’t
know which was worse. It is frightful to be reduced to such a choice of
evils, but I would almost suggest your looking among the—you know—
the—in-fan-ti-cide cases this time.’

She mouthed the word in separate syllables at her brother, fearful of
pronouncing it openly before Truca and the convict gardener.

Mr Paton nodded. It was not the first time he had been sent upon the
delicate mission of choosing a maid for his sister from the female prison,
politely called the Factory, at the foot of Mount Wellington. For some
reason it would be difficult to explain, his selections were generally rather
more successful than hers. Besides which, it was a satisfaction to have
some one upon whom to throw the responsibility of the inevitable catas-
trophe that terminated the career of every successive ticket-of-leave in
turn.
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The morning, as we have seen, was beautiful. The gig bowled smoothly
over the macadamized length of Macquarie Street. Truca was allowed to
drive; and so deftly did her little fingers guide the mare that her father
lighted his cigar, and allowed himself to ruminate upon a thousand things
that it would have been better perhaps to leave alone. In certain moods he
was apt to deplore the fate that had landed—or stranded—him in this
God-forsaken corner of the world. Talk of prisoners, indeed! What was he
himself but a prisoner, since the day when he had madly passed sentence
of transportation on himself and his family, because the pay of a Govern-
ment clerk in England did not increase in the same ratio as the income-tax.
As a matter of fact, he did not wear a canary-coloured livery, and his
prison was as near an approach, people said, to an earthly Paradise as
could well be conceived. With its encircling chains of mountains, folded
one around the other, it was like a mighty rose, tossed from the Creator’s
hand into the desolate Southern Ocean. Here to his right towered purple
Mount Wellington, with rugged cliffs gleaming forth from a purple back-
ground. To his left the wide Derwent shone and sparkled in blue robe and
silver spangles, like the Bay of Naples, he had been told. Well, he had
never seen the Bay of Naples, but there were times when he would have
given all the beauty here, and as much more to spare, for a strip of London
pavement in front of his old club. Mr Paton’s world, indeed, was out of
joint. Perhaps twelve years of unthinking acquiescence in the flogging and
hanging of convicts had distorted his mental focus. As for the joys of
home-life, he told himself that those which had fallen to his share brought
him but cold comfort. His sister was a Puritan, and she was making his
children hypocrites, with the exception, perhaps, of Truca. Another dis-
agreeable subject of reflection was the one that his groom Richard was
about to leave him. In a month’s time, Richard, like his royal namesake,
would be himself again. For the past five years he had been only No 213,
expiating in that capacity a righteous blow aimed at a cowardly ruffian
who had sworn to marry his sister—by fair means or by foul. The blow
. had been only too well aimed. Richard was convicted of manslaughter,
and sentenced to seven years’ transportation beyond the seas. His sister,
who had sought to screen him, was tried and condemned for perjury. Of
the latter, nothing was known. Of the former, Mr Paton only knew that he
would be extremely loth to part with so good a servant. Silent as the Slave
of the Lamp, exact as any machine, performing the least of his duties with
the same intelligent scrupulousness, his very presence in the household was
a safeguard and a reassurance. It was like his luck, Mr Paton reflected in
his present pessimistic mood, to have chanced upon such a fellow, just as
by his d—d good conduct he had managed to obtain a curtailment of his
sentence. If Richard had been justly dealt with, he would have had two
good years left to devote to the service of his employer. As to keeping him
after he was a free man, that was not to be hoped for. Besides which, Mr
Paton was not sure that he should feel at all at his ease in dealing with a
free man. The slave-making instinct, which is always inherent in the
human race whatever civilization may have done to repress it, had become
his sole rule of conduct in his relations with those who served him.

There was one means perhaps of keeping the young man in bondage,
but it was a means that even Mr Paton himself hesitated to employ. By an
almost superhuman adherence to impossible rules, Richard had escaped
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hitherto the humiliation of the lash; but if a flogging could be laid to his
charge, his time of probation would be of necessity prolonged, and he
might continue to groom the mare and tend the garden for an indefinite
space of time, with the ever intelligent thoroughness that distinguished
him. A slip of paper in a sealed envelope, which the victim would carry
himself to the nearest justice of the peace, would effect the desired object.
The etiquette of the proceeding did not require that any explanation
should be given.

Richard would be fastened to the triangles, and any subsequent revolt
on his part could only involve him more deeply than before. Mr Paton had
no wish to hurt him; but he was after all an invaluable servant, and
perhaps he would be intelligent enough to understand that the disagreeable
formality to which he was subjected was in reality only a striking mark of
his master’s esteem for him.

Truca’s father had arrived thus far in his meditations when the gig
pulled up before the Factory gate. It was a large bare building, with white
unshaded walls, but the landscape which framed it gave it a magnificent
setting. The little girl was allowed to accompany her father indoors, while
a man in a grey prison suit, under the immediate surveillance of an armed
warder, stood at the mare’s head.

Mr Paton’s mission was a delicate one. To gently scan his brother man,
and still gentler sister woman, did not apply to his treatment of convicts.
He brought his sternest official expression to bear upon the aspirants who
defiled past him at the matron’s bidding, in their disfiguring prison livery.
One or two, who thought they detected a likely looking man behind the
Government official, threw him equivocal glances as they went by. Of
these he took no notice. His choice seemed to lie in the end between a
sullen-looking elderly woman, whom the superintendent qualified as a
‘sour jade’, and a half-imbecile girl, when his attention was suddenly
attracted to a new arrival, who stood out in such marked contrast with the
rest, that she looked like a dove in the midst of a flock of vultures.

‘Who is that?” he asked the matron in a peremptory aside.

‘That, sir,’—the woman’s lips assumed a tight expression as she
spoke,—‘she’s No 27—Amelia Clare—she came out with the last batch.’

‘Call her up, will you?” was the short rejoinder, and the matron reluc-
tantly obeyed.

In his early days Truca’s father had been a great lover of Italian opera.
There was hardly an air of Bellini’s or Donizetti’s that he did not know by
heart. As No 27 came slowly towards him, something in her manner of
walking, coupled with the half-abstracted, half-fixed expression in her
beautiful grey eyes, reminded him of Amina in the Sonnambula. So strong,
indeed, was the impression, that he would hardly have been surprised to
see No 27 take off her unbecoming pyison cap and jacket, and disclose two
round white arms to match her face, or to hear her sing ‘Ah! non giunge’
in soft dreamy tones. He could have hummed or whistled a tuneful second
himself at a moment’s notice, for the matter of that. However, save in the
market scene in Martha, there is no precedent for warbling a duet with the
young person you are about to engage as a domestic servant, Mr Paton
remembered this in time, and confined himself to what the French call le
stricte nécessaire. He inquired of Amelia whether she could do fine sewing,
and whether she could clear-starch. His sister had impressed these ques-
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tions upon him, and he was pleased with himself for remembering them.

Amelia, or Amina (she was really very like Amina), did not reply at
once. She had to bring her mind back from the far-away sphere to which it
had wandered, or, in other words, to pull herself together first. When the
reply did come, it was uttered in just the low, melodious tones one might
have expected. She expressed her willingness to attempt whatever was
required of her, but seemed very diffident as regarded her power of
execution. ‘I have forgotten so many things,” she concluded, with a pro-
found sigh.

‘Sir, you impertinent minx,” corrected the matron.

Amelia did not seem to hear, and her new employer hastened to inter-
pose.

‘We will give you a trial,” he said, in a curiously modified tone, ‘and I
hope you won’t give me any occasion to regret it.’

The necessary formalities were hurried through. Mr Paton disregarded
the deferential disclaimers of the matron, but experienced, nevertheless,
something of a shock when he saw Amelia divested of her prison garb. She
had a thorough-bred air that discomfited him. Worse still, she was undeni-
ably pretty. The scissors that had clipped her fair locks had left a number
of short rings that clung like trendrils round her shapely little head. She
wore a black stuff jacket of extreme simplicity and faultless cut, and a little
black bonnet that might have been worn by a Nursing Sister or a grande
dame with equal appropriateness. Thus attired, her appearance was so
effective, that Mr Paton asked himself whether he was not doing an
unpardonably rash thing in driving No 27 down Macquarie Street in his
gig, and introducing her into his household aftérwards.

It was not Truca, for she had ‘driven and lived’ that morning, whose
mauvais quart-d’heure was now to come. It was her father’s turn to fall
under its influence, as he sat, stern and rigid, on the driver’s seat, with his
lictle girl nestling up to him as close as she was able, and that strange, fair,
mysterious presence on the other side, towards which he had the
annoyance of seeing all the heads of the passers-by turn as he drove on
towards home.

Arrived at Cowa Cottage, the young gardener ran forward to open the
gate; and here an unexpected incident occurred. As Richard’s eyes rested
upon the new arrival, he uttered an exclamation that caused her to look
round. Their eyes met, a flash of instant recognition was visible in both.
Then, like the night that follows a sudden discharge of electricity, the
gloom that was habitual to both faces settled down upon them once more.
Richard shut the gate with his accustomed machine-like precision. Amelia
looked at the intangible something in the clouds that had power to fix her
gaze upon itself. Yet the emotion she had betrayed was not lost upon her
employer. Who could say? As No 213 and No 27, these two might have
crossed each other’s paths before. That the convicts had wonderful and
incomprehensible means of communicating with each cther, was well
known to Mr Paton. That young men and young women have an equal
facility for understanding each other, was also a fact he did not ignore. But
which of these two explanations might account for the signs of mutual
recognition and sympathy he had just witnessed? Curiously enough, he
felt, as he pondered over the mystery later in the day, that he should prefer
the former solution. An offensive and defensive alliance was well known to
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exist among the convicts, and he told himself that he could meet and deal
with the difficulties arising from such a cause as he had met and dealt with
them before. That was a matter which came within his province, but the
taking into account of any sentimental kind of rubbish did not come
within his province. For some unaccountable reason, the thought of having
Richard flogged presented itself anew at this juncture to his mind. He put
it away, as he had done before, angered with himself for having harboured
it. But it returned at intervals during the succeeding week, and was never
stronger than one afternoon, when his little girl ran out to him as he sat
smoking in the verandah, with an illustrated volume of Grimm’s Tales in
her hands.

‘Oh, papa, look! I've found some one just like Amelia in my book of
Grimm. It’s the picture of Snow-White. Only look, papa! Isn’t it the very
living image of Amelia?’

‘Nonsense!” said her father; but he looked at the page nevertheless.
Truca was right. The snowmaiden in the woodcut had the very eyes and
mouth of Amelia Clare—frozen through some mysterious influence into
beautiful, unyielding rigidity. Mr Paton wished sometimes he had never
brought the girl into his house. Not that there was any kind of fault to be
found with her. Even his sister, who might have passed for ‘She-who-must-
be-obeyed’, if Rider Haggard’s books had existed at that time, could not
complain of want of docile obedience to orders on the part of the new
maid. Nevertheless, her presence was oppressive to the master of the
house. Two lines of Byron’s haunted him constantly in connection with
her—

So coldly sweet, so deadly fair,
We start—for life is wanting there.

If Richard worked like an automaton, then she worked like a spirit; and
when she moved noiselessly about the room where he happened to be
sitting, he could not help following her uneasily with his eyes.

The days wore on, succeeding each other and resembling each other, as
the French proverb has it, with desperate monotony. Christmas, replete
with roses and strawberries, had come and gone. Mr Paton was alternately
swayed by two demons, one of which whispered in his ear, ‘Richard Cole
is in love with No 27. The time for him to regain his freedom is at hand.
The first use he will make of it will be to leave you, and the next to marry
Amelia Clare. You will thus be deprived of everything at one blow. You
will lose the best man-servant you have ever known, and your sister, the
best maid. And more than this, you will lose an interest in life that gives it
a stimulating flavour it has not had for many a long year. Whatever may
be the impulse that prompts you to wonder what that ice-bound face and
form hide, it is an impulse that makes your heart beat and your blood
course warmly through your veins. When this fair, uncanny presence is
removed from your home, your life will become stagnant as it was before.’
To this demon Mr Paton would reply energetically, ‘I won’t give the fellow
the chance of marrying No 27. As soon as he has his freedom, I will give
him the sack, and forbid him the premises. As for Amelia, she is my
prisoner, and 1 would send her back to gaol to-morrow if I thought there
were any nonsense up between her and him.’
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At this point demon No 2 would intervene: ‘There is a better way of
arranging matters. You have it in your power to degrade the fellow in his
own eyes and in those of the girl he is after. There is more covert insolence
in that impenetrable exterior of his than you have yet found out. Only give
him proper provocation, and you will have ample justification for bringing
him down. A good flogging would put everything upon its proper
footing,—you would keep your servant, and you would put a stop to the
nonsense that is very probably going on. But don’t lose too much time; for
if you wait until the last moment, you will betray your hand. The fellow is
useful to him, they will say of Richard, but it is rather rough upon him to
be made aware of it in such a way as that.’

One evening in January, Mr Paton was supposed to be at his club. In
reality he was seated upon a bench in a bushy part of the garden, known
as the shrubbery—in parley with the demons. The night had come down
upon him almost without his being aware of it—a night heavy with heat
and blackness, and noisy with the cracking and whirring of the locusts
entombed in the dry soil. All at once he heard a slight rustling in the
branches behind him. There was a light pressure of hands on his shoulders,
and a face that felt like velvet to the touch was laid against his cheeks.
Two firm, warm feminine lips pressed themselves upon his, and a voice
that he recognized as Amelia’s said in caressing tones, ‘Dearest Dick, have
I kept you waiting?’

Had it been proposed to our hero some time ago that he should change
places with No 213, he would have declared that he would rather die first.
But at this instant the convict’s identity seemed so preferable to his own,
that he hardly ventured to breathe lest he should betray the fact that he
was only his own forlorn self. His silence disconcerted the intruder.

‘Why don’t you answer, Dick?’ she asked impatiently.

‘Answer? What am 1 to say?’ responded her master. ‘I am not in the
secret.’

Amelia did not give him time to say more. With a cry of terror she
turned and fled, disappearing as swiftly and mysteriously as she had come.
The words ‘Dearest Dick’ continued to ring in Mr Paton’s ears long after
she had gone; and the more persistently the refrain was repeated, the more
he felt tempted to give Richard a taste of his quality. He had tried to
provoke him to some act of overt insolence in vain. He had worried and
harried and insulted him all he could. The convict’s constancy had never
once deserted him. That his employer should have no pretext whereby he
might have him degraded and imprisoned, he had acted upon the scriptu-
ral precept of turning his left cheek when he was smitten on the right.
There were times when his master felt something of a persecutor’s impo-
tent rage against him. But now at least he felt he had entire justification for
making an example of him. He would teach the fellow to play Romeo and
Juliet with a fellow-convict behind his back. So thoroughly did the demon
indoctrinate Mr Paton with these ideas, that he felt next morning as
though he were doing the most righteous action in the world, when he
called Richard to him after breakfast, and said in a tone which he tried to
render as careless as of custom, ‘Here, you! just take this note over to Mr
Merton with my compliments, and wait for the answer.”

There was nothing in this command to cause the person who received it
to grow suddenly livid. Richard had received such an order at least a score

‘Tasma’ 157

of times before, and had carried messages to and fro between his master
and the justice of the peace with no more emotion than the occasion was
worth. But on this particular morning, as he took the fatal note into his
hands, he turned deadly pale. Instead of retreating with it in his customary
automatic fashion, he fixed his eyes upon his employer’s face, and some-
thing in their expression actually constrained Mr Paton to lower his own.

‘May I speak a word with you, sir?’ he said, in low, uncertain tones.

It was the first time such a thing had happened, and it seemed to
Richard’s master that the best way of meeting it would be to ‘damn’ the
man and send him about his business.

But Richard did not go. He stood for an instant with his head thrown
back, and the desperate look of an animal at bay in his eyes. At this critical
moment a woman’s form suddenly interposed itself between Mr Paton and
his victim. Amelia was there, looking like Amina after she had awoken
from her trance. She came close to her master,—she had never addressed
him before,—and raised her liquid eyes to his.

“You will not be hard on—my brother, sir, for the mistake I made last
night?’

‘Who said I was going to be hard on him?’ retorted Mr Paton, too much
taken back to find any more dignified form of rejoinder. ‘And if he is your
brother, why do you wait untl it is dark to indulge in your family
effusions?’

The question was accompanied by a through and through look, before
which Amelia did not quail.

‘Have I your permission to speak to him in the day-time, sir?’ she said
submissively.

‘I will institute an inquiry,’ interrupted her master. ‘Here, go about your
business,” he added, turning to Richard; ‘fetch out the mare, and hand me
back that note. I'll ride over with it myself.’

Three weeks later Richard Cole was a free man, and within four months
from the date upon which Mr Paton had driven Amelia Clare down
Macquarie Street in his gig, she came to take respectful leave of him,
dressed in the identical close-fitting jacket and demure little bonnet he
remembered. Thenceforth she was nobody’s bondswoman. He had a small
heap of coin in readiness to hand over to her, with the payment of which,
and a few gratuitous words of counsel on his part, the leave-taking would
have been definitely decorously accomplished. To tell her that he was more
loth than ever to part with her, did not enter into the official programme.
She was her own mistress now, as much or more so than the Queen of
England herself, and it was hardly to be wondered at if the first use she
made of her freedom was to shake the dust of Cowa Cottage off her feet.
Still, if she had only known—if she had only known. It seemed too hard to
let her go with the certainty that she never did or could know. Was it not
for her sake that he had been swayed by all the conflicting impulses that
had made him a changed man of late? For her that he had so narrowly
escaped being a criminal awhile ago, and for her that he was appearing in
the novel réle of a reformer of the convict system now? He never doubted
that she would have understood him if she had known. But to explain was
out of the question. He must avow either all or nothing, and the all meant
more than he dared to admit even to himself.

This was the reason why Amelia Clare departed sphinx-like as she had
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come. A fortnight after she had gone, as Mr Paton was gloomily smoking
by his library fire in the early dark of a wintry August evening, a letter
bearing the NS Wales postmark was handed to him. The handwriting, very
small and fine, had something familiar in its aspect. He broke open the
seal,—letters were still habitually sealed in those days—and read as
follows:—

‘SIR,—I am prompted to make you a confession—why, I cannot say,
for I shall probably never cross your path again. I was married last week
to Richard Cole, who was not my brother, as I led you to suppose, but my
affianced husband, in whose behalf I would willingly suffer again to be
unjustly condemned and transported. I have the warrant of Scripture for
having assumed, like Sarah, the réle of sister in preference to that of wife;
besides which, it is hard to divest myself of an instincctive belief that the
deceit was useful to Richard on one occasion. I trust you will pardon
me.— Yours respectfully, ‘AMELIA COLE.

The kindly phase Mr Paton had passed through with regard to his
convict victims came to an abrupt termination. The reaction was terrible.
His name is inscribed among those ‘who foremost shall be damn’d to
Fame’ in Tasmania.

(1891)

Bruce Dawe
A VICTORIAN HANGMAN TELLS HIS LOVE

Dear one, forgive my appearing before you like this,
in a two-piece track-suit, welder’s goggles
and a green cloth cap like some gross bee—this is the State’s
idea. ..
I would have come
arrayed like a bridegroom for these nuptials )
knowing how often you have dreamed about this
moment of consummation in your cell.
If I must bind your arms now to your sides
with a leather strap and ask if you have anything to say
—these too are formalities | would dispense with: 10
I know your heart is too full at this moment
to say much and that the tranquillizer which I trust
you did not reject out of a stubborn pride
should by this have eased your ache for speech, breath
and the other incidentals which distract us from our end. 15
Let us now walk a step. This noose
with which we’re wed is something of an heirloom, the last three
members of our holy family were wed with it, the softwood beam
it hangs from like a lover’s tree notched with their weight.
See now I slip it over your neck, the knot 20
under the left jaw, with a slip ring
to hold the knot in place. . . There. Perfect.
Allow me to adjust the canvas hood



