STINGAREE STORIES.
By E. W, HorxNUNG.
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I HERE was no more fervent
admirer of Stingaree and
(XM all bushrangers than George
Oswald Abernethy Melvin
Despite this mellifluous no-
menclature  young Melvin
helped his mother to sell dance-music,
ballads, melodeons, and a very occasional
pianoforte, in one of the several self-styled
capitals of Riverina; and despite both facts
the mother was a lady of most gentle blood.
The son could either teach or tune the piano
with a certain crude and idle skill. He
endured a monopoly of what little business
the locality provided in this line, and sat
superior on the music-stool at all the dances.
He had once sung tenor in Bishop Methuen’s
choir, but, offended by a word of wise and
kindly advice, was seen no more in surplice or
in church. It will be perceived that Oswald
Melvin had all the aggressive independence
of Young Australia without the virility which
leavens the truer type.

Yet he was neither a base nor an unkind
lad. His bane was a morbid temperament,
which he could no more help than his sallow
face and weedy person ; even his vanity was
directly traceable to the early influence of an
eccentric and feckless father with experi-
mental ideas on the upbringing of a child.
It was a pity that brilliantly unsuccessful
man had not lived to see the result of his
sedulous empiricism.  His wife was left to
bear the brunt-—a brave exile whose romantic
history was never likely to escape her continent
lips. None even knew whether she saw any
or one of those aggravated faults of an only
child which were so apparent to all her
world.

And yet the worst of Oswald Melvin was
known only to his own morbid and sensitive
heart. An unimpressive presence in real life,
on his mind’s stage he was ever in the lime-
light with a good line on his lips. Not that
he was invariably the hero of these pieces.
He could see himself as large with the noose
round his neck as in coronet or halo; and
though this inward and spiritual temper may
be far from rare, there had been no one to
kick out of him its outward and visible expres-
sion. Oswald had never learnt to gulp down

the little lie which ensures a flattering atten-
tion ; his clever father had even encouraged
it in him as the nucleus of imagination.
Imagination he certainly had, but it fed on
strong meat for an unhealthy mind; it
fattened on the sordid history of the earlier
bushrangers ; its favourite fare was the
character and exploits of Stingaree. The
sallow and neurotic face would brighten with
morbid enthusiasm at the bare mention of
the desperado’s name. The somewhat dull,
dark eyes would lighten with borrowed fires ;
the young fool wore an eye-glass in one of
them when he dared.

‘“Stingaree,” he would say, “is the greatest
man in all Australia.” He had inherited
from his father a delight in uttering startling
opinions ; but this one he held with unusual
sincerity. It had come to all ears, and was
the subject of that episcopal compliment which
Oswald took as an affront. The impudent little
choristers supported his loss by calling
“ Stingaree ! ” after him in the street : he was
wise to keep his eye-glass for the house.

There, however, with a few even younger
men who admired his standpoint and revelled
in his store of criminous annals, or with his
patient, inscrutable mother, Oswald Melvin
was another being. His language became
bright and picturesque, his animation sur-
prising. A casual customer would sometimes
see this side of him, and carry away the
impression of a rare young dare-devil. And
it was one such who gave Oswald the first
great moment of his bush life.

“Not been down from the back-blocks for
three years?” he had asked, as he showed
a tremulous and dilapidated bushman how to
play the instrument that he had bought with
the few shillings remaining out of his cheque.
“Been on the spree and going back to
drive a whim until you’ve enough to go on
another? How I wish you’d tell that to our
high and mighty Lord Bishop of all the
Back-blocks ! I should like to see his face
and hear him on the subject ; but 1 suppose
he's new since you were down here last?
Never come across him, eh? But, of course,
you heard how good old Stingaree scored
off him the other day, after he thought he’d
scored off Stingaree;2”



Original from

Digitized by G‘DDS[*? UNIVERSITY OF MICHIGAN



Original from

Digitized by G‘DDS[*? UNIVERSITY OF MICHIGAN



STINGAREE STORIES.

beside the milk-white mare that he had left
tethered in a box-clump quite near the town ;
at sunrise he knelt and shaved on the
margin of a Government tank, before break-
ing the mirror by plunging in. And before
the next stars paled he was snugly back in
older haunts, none knowing of his descent
upon those of men.

There or thereabouts, hidden like the
needle in the hay, and yet ubiquitous in
the stack, the bushranger remained for
months. Then there was an encounter, not
the first of this period, but the first in which
shots were exchanged. One of these pierced
the Iungs of his melodeon—an instrument as
notorious by this time as the musical-box
before it—a still greater treasure to Stingaree.
That was near the full of a certain summer
moon ; it was barely waning-to the eye when
the battered buyer of melodeons came for
a new one to the shop in the pretty bush
town, ’

The shop was closed for the night, but
Stingaree knocked at a lighted window under
the veranda, which Mrs.. Melvin presently
threw up. Her eyes flashed when she
recognised one against whom she now har-
boured a bitterness on quite a different planc
of feeling from her former repulsion. Even
to his first glance she looked an older and a
harder woman.

“] am sorry to see you,” she said, with a
soft vehemence plainly foreign to herself. I
almost hate the sight of you! You have
been the ruin of my son!”

“His ruin?”

Stingaree forgot the speech of the un-
lettered stockman ; but his cry was too short
to do worse than warn him.

“ Come round,” continued Mrs. Melvin,
austerely. ‘I will see you. You shall hear
what you have done.”

In another minute he was in the parlour,
where he had sat aforetime. He never
dreamt of sitting now. But the lady took her
accustomed chair as a queen her throne.

¢ 7s he ruined ?” asked Stingaree.

“ Not irrevocably—not yet ; but he may be
any moment. He must be before long.”

“ But—but what ails him, madam ?”

“Villain-worship ! ” cried the lady, with a
tragic face stripped of all its humour, and
bare without it as a winter’s tree.

“] remember! Yes—I understand. He
was mad about—Stingaree.”

"~ «It is madness now,” said the bitter
mother. ‘It was only a stupid, hare-brained
fancy then, but now it is something worse.
1 have not admitted it to a soul,” she con-
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tinued, with illogical indignation, “but you—
it is all through you !”

‘“ All through me?”

“You told him a tale. You made that
villain a greater hero in his eyes than ever.
You made him real.”

“He is real enough, Heaven knows !”

“But you made him so to my son.” The
keen eyes softened for one divine instant
before they filled. “And I—I am talking
my own boy over with—with——"

Stingaree stood in twofold embarrassment.
Did she know after all who he was? And
what had he said he was, the time before ?

“The lowest of the low,” he answered,
with a twitch of his unshaven lips.

“No! That you are not, or were not,
whatever you may say. You,” she hesitated
sweetly—*“ you had been unsteady when you
were here before.” He twitched again, im-
perceptibly. * Thank Heaven, you are now
more like what you must have been. I can
bear to tell you of my boy. Oh, sir, ‘can
you bear with me?”

Stingaree twitched no more. Rich as the
situation was, keenly as he had-savoured its
unsuspected irony, the humour was all over
for him. Here was a woman, still young,
sweet and kind, and gentle as a childish
memory, with her fine eyes full of tears!
‘That was bad enough. To make it worse, she
went on to tell him of her son, him an outlaw,
him a bushranger with a price upon his skin,
as she might have outlined the case to a con-
sulting physician. The boy had been born
in the trouble of her early exile; he could
not help his temperament. He had countless
virtues ; she extolled him in beaming paren-
theses. But he had too much imagination
and too little balance. He was morbidly
wrapt up in the whole subject of romantic
crime, and no less than possessed with the
personality of this one romantic criminal.

“I should be ashamed to tell you the
childish lengths to which he has gone,” she
went on, “if he were quite himself on the
point. But indeed he is not. He is Sting-
aree in his heart, Stingaree in his dreams ; it
is as debasing a form as mental and tem-
peramental weakness could well take; yet I
know, who watch over him half the night.
He has an eye-glass ; he keeps revolvers ; he
has even bought a white mare! He can
look extremely like the portraits one has seen
of the wretched man. But come with me
one moment.”

She took the lamp and led the way
into the little room where Oswald Melvin
slept.  He had sléptin it from that boyhood
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“But you’re not. You're not half smart
enough. You can’t tell me anything about
Stingaree ! ”

He put his eye-glass up with an air.

Stingaree put up his.

“You young fool ! ” said he.

The thoroughbred mare, the eye-glass, a
peeping pistol were all superfluous evidence.
There was the far more unmistakable
authority of voice and eye and bearing. Yet
the voice at least was somehow familiar to
the ear of Oswald, who stuttered as much
when he was able.

“1 must have heard it before, or have I -

dreamt it ? I've thought a good deal about
you, you know ! ”

To do him justice, he was no longer very
nervous, though still physically shaken. On
the other hand, he began already to feel the
elation of his dreams.

“I do know. You've thought your soul
into a pulp on the subject, and you must
give it up,” said Stingaree, sternly.

Oswald sat aghast.

“But how on earth did you know?”

“I've come straight from your mother.
You're breaking her heart.”

“But how can yox have come straight
from ker?”

“I've come down for another melodeon.
I've got to have one, too.”

“ Another ”

And Oswald Melvin knew his drunken
whim-driver for what he had really been.

“The yarn I told you about myself was
true enough,” continued Stingaree. * Only
the names were altered, as they say; it
happened to the other fellow, not to me. 1
made it happen. He is hardly likely to
have lived to tell the tale.”

“Did he really try to betray you after what
you’d done for him ?”

‘“ More or less. He looked on me as fair
game.”

“ But you had saved his life? ”

Stingaree shrugged.

“We rode across him.”

“And you think he perished of dust and
thirst ?” :

Stingaree nodded. ‘In torment!”

“Then he got what he jolly well earned!
Anything less would have been too good for
him!” cried Oswald, and with a boyish,
uncompromising heat which spoke to some
human nature in him still.

But Stingaree frowned up the moonlit
track the coach must traverse. Time was
short. The morbid enthusiast was not to be
disgusted ; indeed, he was all enthusiasm
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now, and a less unattractive lad than the
bushranger had hoped to find him. He
looked the white screw and Oswald up and
down as they sat in their saddles in the
moonshine : it seemed like sunlight on that
beaming fool.

“And you think of commencing bush-
ranger, do you?”

“ Rather !”

“It’s a hard life while it lasts, and a nasty
death to top up with.”

“They don’t hang you for it.”

“They might hang me for the man I put
back in the vile dust from whence he sprung.
They’d hang you in six months. You've
too many nerves. You'd pull the trigger
every time.”

“ A short life and a merry one ! ” cried the
reckless Oswald.  “I shouldn’t care.”

“But your mother would,” retorted
Stingaree, sharply. ‘ Don’t think about your-
self so much ; think about her for a change.”

The young man turned dusky in the
moonlight ; he was wounded where the
Bishop had wounded him, and Stingarce was
quick to see it—as quick to turn the knife
round in the wound.

“What a bushranger!” he jeered. “Put
your plucky little mother in a side-saddle
and she’d make two of you—ten of you—
twenty of a puny, namby-pamby, conceited
young idiot like you! Upon my word,
Melvin, if I had a mother like you I should
be ashamed of myself. I never had, I may
tell you, or I shouldn’t have come down to
a dog’s life like this.”

The bushranger paused to watch the effect
of his insults. It was not quite what he
wanted. The youth would not hang his
head. And, if he did not answer back, he
looked back doggedly enough ; for he could
be dogged, in a passive way ; it was his one
hard quality, the knot in a character of deal.
Stingaree glanced up the road once more,
but only for an instant.

“It is a dog’s life,” he went on, ‘“whether
you believe it or not. But it takes a bull-
dog to live it, and don’t you forget it. It’s
no life for a young poodle like you! You
can'’t stick up a better man than yourself, not
more than once or twice. It requires some-
thing more than a six-shooter, and a good
deal more than was put into you, my son!
But you shall see for yourself; look over
your shoulder.”

Oswald did so, and started in a fashion
that set the bushranger nodding his scorn.
It was only a pair of lamps still close together
in the distanceiupthe road.
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But Oswald watched the mare stop, prick
her ears under the hammering of unspurred
heels, spin round, bucking as she spun, and
toss her rider like a bull. There in the
moonlight he lay like lead, with leaden face
upturned to the shuddering youngster in the
tree.

“One of you a doctor?” asked Stingaree,
checking a forward movement of the file,

“1 am.”

The cigar was paling between a finger and
thumb.

“Then come you here and have a look at
him. The rest of you move at your penl!”

Stingaree led the way, stepping backward,
but not as far as the injured man, who sat up
ruefully as the bushranger sprang into the
saddle.

‘“ Another yard, and I'd have grabbed
your ankles ! ” said the man on the ground.

“You’re a good man, but I know more
about this game than you,” the outlaw
answered, riding to his distance and reining
up. “If T didn’t you might have had me,
but you must think of something better for
Stingaree ! ”

He galloped his mare into the bush and
Oswald clung in lonely terror to his tree. A
snatch of conversation called him to attention.
The plundered party were clambering philo-
sophically to their seats, while the driver
blasphemed delightedly over the integrity of
his mails.

“That wasn’t Stingaree,” said one.

“You bet it was!”

““How much? He never would work so
far south.”

‘“ And he’s nuts on mails.”

“ But if it wasn’t Stingaree, who was it ?”

“It was him all right. Look at the mare.”

“ She isn’t the only white ’orse ever foaled,”
remarked the driver, sorting his fistful of
reins.

‘““ But who else could it have been?”

The driver uttered an inspired imprecation.

“I can tell you. I chanst to live in this
here township we're comin’ to. On second
thoughts, I'll keep it to myself till we get
there.”

And he cracked his whip.

Oswald himself rode back to the township
before the moon went down. He was very
heavy with his own reflections. How mag-
nificent! It had all surpassed his most
extravagant imaginings—in audacity, in ex-
pedition,, in simple mastery of the mutable
many by the dominant one. He forgave
Stingaree his gibes and insults; he could
have forgiven a horse-whipping . froim . that
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king of men. Stingarec bad been his
imaginary god before; he was a realized
ideal from this night forth, and the reality
outdid the dream. :

But the fly of self must always poison this
young man’s ointment, and to-night there
was some excuse from his degenerate point
of view. He mustgiveit up. Stingaree was
right ; it was only one man in thousands who
could do unerringly what he had done that
night. Oswald Melvin was not that man.
He saw it for himself at last. But it was a
bitter hour for him. Life in the music-shop
would fall very flat after this; he would be
dishonoured before his only friends, the
unworthy hobbledehoys who were to have
joined his gang ; he could not tell them what
had happened, not at least until he had
invented some less inglorious part for him-
self, and that was a difficulty in view of news-
paper reports of the sticking-up. He could
scarcely tell them a true word of what had
passed between himself and Stingaree. If
only he might yet grow more like the master !
If only he might still hope to follow in his
startling steps !

So aspiring, vainly as now he knew, Oswald
Melvin rode slowly back into the excited
town, and past the lighted police - barracks,
in the innocence of that portion_ of his heart.
But one had flown, running ahead of him,
and two in uniform, followed by that one,
dashed out on Oswald and the old white
screw.

“Surrender ! ” sang out one.

“In the Queen’s name ! ” added the other.

“Call yourself Stingaree?” panted the
runner.

Our egoist was quick enough to grasp their
meaning, but quicker still to see and to seize
the chance of a crazy lifetime. Always
acute where his own vanity was touched, his
promptitude was for once on a par with his
perceptions.

“Had your eye on me long?” he inquired,
delightfully, as he dismounted.

“Long enough,” said one policeman. - The
other was busy plucking loaded revolvers
from the desperado’s pockets. A crowd had
formed.

“If youre looking for the loot,” he went
on, raising his voice for the benefit of ?.ll,
“you may look. Zsha’n’t tell you, and it'll
take you all your time !” )

But a surprise was in store for prisoner and
police alike. Every stolen watch and all the
missing money were discovered no later than
next morning in the bush quite close to the
scene of ‘thielvuirgges There had been no
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without spilling blood. I promise you it was
for no other reason. What did I want with
watches 7 What were a few pounds to me?
1 dropped the lot that the lad might
know.”

The Bishop started to his gaitered legs.

“ And he’s actually innocent all the time ? ”

“ Of the deed, as the babe unborn.”

“Then why in the wide world——"

Dr. Methuen stood beggared of further
speech. His mind was too plain and sane
for immediate understanding of such a type
as Oswald Melvin. But the bushranger hit
off that young man’s character in half-a-dozen
trenchant phrases.

“ He must be Jet out, and it may save his
mother’s life ; but if he were mine I would
rather he had done the other deed!” ex-
claimed the Bishop. “ But what about you?”
he added, suddenly, his eyes resting on his
sardonic visitor, who had disguised himself
far less than his horse. *It will mean giving
yourself up.”

“No. You know me. You can spread
what I've told you.”

The Bishop shifted uneasily on his hearth-
rug.
“1 may not see my way to that,” said he.
“ Besides, you must have run a lot of risks
to do this good action ; how do you know
you haven’t been recognised already? 1
would have known you anywhere.”

“But you have undertaken not to raise an
alarm, my lord.”

“T shall not break my promise.”

There was a grim regret in the Bishop’s
voice. Stingaree thought he understood it.

“ Thank you,” he said.

“Don’t thank me, pray!” , Dr. Methuen
could be quite testy on occasion. ‘I have
other duties than to you, you know, and I
only answer for my actions during the actual
period of our interview. There are many
things I should like to say to you, my
brother,” a gentler voice went on, “but this
is hardly the time for me to say them. But
there is one question I should like to ask
you for the peace of both our souls, and for

the maintenance of my own belief in human
nature.” He threw up an episcopal hand
dramatically. * If you earnestly and honestly
wished to save this poor lady’s life, and there
were no other way, would you then be man
enough to give yourself up—to give your
liberty for her life ?”

Stingaree took time to think. His eyes
were brightly fixed upon the Bishop’s. Yet
they saw a little bedroom just as plain, an
English lady standing by the empty bed, and
at its foot his own portrait, armed to the
teeth.

“ For hers?” said he. “ Yes, like ashot!”

“T'm thankful to hear it,” replied the
Bishop, with most fervent relief. “I only
wish you could have the opportunity. But
now you never will. My brother, if you look
round, you will see why!”

Stingaree looked round without a word.
In the Bishop’s eyes at the last instant he
had learned what to expect. A firing-party
of four stocking soled constables were drawn
across the open French windows, their
levelled rifles poking through.

The bushranger looked over his shoulder
with a bittersmile. “You've done me, after
all ! ” said he, and stretched out empty hands.

“It was done before T saw you,” the
Bishop made answer. “I had already sent
for the police.”

One had entered excitedly by an inner
door.

“ And he didn’t do you at all ! ” cried the
voice of high hysteria. “It was I who saw
you—it was I who guessed who it was! Oh,
father, why have you been talking so long
to such a dreadful man? I made sure he
would shoot you, and you’d still be shot if
they had to shoot him! Move—move—
move ! ”

Stingaree looked at the strong-minded girl,
shrill with her triumph, quite carried away
by her excitement, all undaunted hy the
prospect of bloodshed before her eyes.  And
it was he who moved, with but a shrug of
the shoulders, and gave himself up without
another sign.

(To be concluded.)
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