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AUTHOR’S NOTE

In the writing of this novel I have endeavoured to represent the attitudes of the early colonialists as accurately as possible, including their use of derogatory terminology and the expression of, and belief in, harmful ideas. However, it is important to acknowledge that these attitudes and beliefs are in no way acceptable by contemporary standards.

I wish to acknowledge the use of the Wadawurrung language, and extend my respect and gratitude towards the Wadawurrung people.



For my wife, Lena, who reads every dark and gritty story I write.
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I

1870

THE DEATH OF JOHN LACEY


1

In the end he was alone. It was musty and dark in the earth. The taste of iron, dirt in the mouth. A struggle to breathe, his bad leg groaning like he was decades younger and the injury was fresh again. His chest throbbing gunshot blood, the backs of his legs leaking.

He had always known it would be this way. Deep in the bloodied ground he’d made his name on. The boy he’d murdered reborn, he knew that now. Mongrel little shit. Conspiring with the spirits, all of them bent against him. The boy manifest in every circumstance. All people. His rotten luck not born of chance but born of the decision he’d made all those years ago.

He did not regret he had killed the boy. He regretted only he had not killed him so hard he had stayed proper dead.


II

1847

ERNST JAMES MONTAGUE AND JOE MONTAGUE


EDWIN MONTAGUE was indicted for stealing, on the 4th of August, 1835, at St Leonard, Shoreditch, 6 sovereigns; 9 half-crowns; 1 shilling; and 1 box, value 1 penny; the goods and monies of William Bennet, in his dwelling-house.

*

JANE BENNET. I am the wife of William Bennet, and live in the parish of St Leonard, Shoreditch—we let lodgings—the prisoner came to me on Thursday, the 30th of July, from the fever hospital, and asked me to accommodate him for a week, till he could write home to his mother for money to take him home—I consented, and on the 4th of August, at half past nine o’clock in the morning, I put the money, named in the indictment, into a box, in a handkerchief—the prisoner was not there then—he had been ill all night, and I had been up with him—I went out of his room, and received the remainder of my money to make up my rent from the other lodgers—I was not more than five minutes out of his room—when I returned, I missed him—I opened my drawers to take the money out, and missed it—it was in the second-floor room—I ran down stairs and made inquiry of him; he was not there—I afterwards saw part of the box in which the money was deposited—nobody but him could have taken it, they had no time—I lost 6 sovereigns; 9 half-crowns; 1 shilling.

*

WILLIAM STOTTER. I am a policeman. I received information of this, and went in search of the prisoner—on Monday, the 4th of August, about half-past seven o’clock in the evening, I found him in the Red Rover, Manchester coach, at the Angel, where he had booked his place for Birmingham—I took him out of the coach, and told him it was a bad job—he said it was, if they could prove it against him—at the watch-house I found 4 sovereigns; 5 half-crowns and 4 pennies, and part of the box on him—I found a purse with the silver and halfpence on him—the four sovereigns were in the box.

*

EDWIN MONTAGUE. The sovereigns were in the purse when the officer found it—he put the sovereigns into the box and the silver in the purse.

*

GUILTY. Aged 18.—Transported for Life.
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In all his young life Ernst had only known their farm. His mother would often tell him stories about the life she had led back in Scotland but all Ernst could do was nod, hoping his mother wouldn’t notice he didn’t share her longing. They had come so far inland when they’d first settled on their land that Ernst had never even seen the ocean; he had been just a babe when they’d made the journey. His mother promised him they’d go and see it as she swept her hand in front of her, bidding his eyes follow her gaze to her imagined waves, the sloshing blue she painted for him with her words.

We’ll travel back that way some day, and you’ll see it, she’d say. We’ll travel over it, back home.

He’d nod and smile.

It’s so dark, the blue.

He’d nestle into her and try to tell her with his body they were home already; there wasn’t any need for them to leave. But she was a hungry bird, never satisfied with the feed right in front of her. He knew it had been something for his father to earn his ticket and travel over from Van Diemen’s Land with his young family, find the small township of Bannockburn, and build this new house for them all. His mother, though, would quietly grumble when she thought he couldn’t hear, about the small size of the home, the large distance from the town, or the poor quality of the build, running her hands over the rough wood, latching the door closed with rope and nails, whispering about the need for a handle. But Ernst admired that his father had made anything at all. She was a slight woman, blond hair clutched tight to her skull with a comb. She would look out the window as she spoke of the ocean or she would look at the painting of the hills of Scotland his father had hung above the fireplace and her eyes would go distant like she had drowned in her memory. For the remainder of the day she would not be wrenched out until his father returned.

His father worked their fields late into the evening and would arrive home after they’d already eaten, smelling of sweat and dirt. He was a large man with furry arms and a heavy red beard. His words sounded like music when he spoke, like in him was some permanent song. He had a deep voice. He was stout, his stomach built of brick. Before entering the house he would wash up in the trough outside and then sit at the table and ask them both about their days as he ate, his hair still dripping with water.

Nothing much for us to do around here, Ed, Ernst’s mother said one night. She had her arms folded and was seated at the opposite end of the table to his father.

I know, his father said. He spooned in some thick mutton stew and it clung to his moustache. You should take Ernst up to see that other boy. You get on and see the woman. What’s her name?

You know we can’t. It’s too far.

His father licked his lips and spooned in another mouthful. I’ll take you, then.

We’ll all ride the horse together? All three of us?

You could sit in the back of the cart.

I’m not sitting in the back of the cart.

Isabelle.

She had this way about her that suggested her anger without her putting word to it. The hurried way she’d stride from a room or sit down and sigh. Or the way her fingers would clutch the fabric of her dress at her knees, scrunching it up tight, digging her nails in.

Later, in bed, he could hear them both still talking. Their small home only had one room, and at night his father draped a quilt, made up of sewn-together old burlap sacks that had originally held potatoes, over a rope he’d strung up after Ernst’s mother had been at him about the lack of privacy. Then Ernst could no longer see them—just their shadows silhouetted behind the cloth. His mother would snuff the lantern before she undressed and it would not be lighted again until the following evening.

They talked a long time but he could not hear exactly what was said, since neither raised their voice for fear of waking him. Still, he could tell that in their whispers was all the disappointment they always strived to keep from him.
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He woke in the early light of dawn to shouting from outside. He wiped the sleep from his eyes and sat up. From behind the hanging quilt he saw his mother yelling from the doorway. She was clutching the frame with one hand. He looked for his father but couldn’t see him.

He went to the door. In the yard was a group of black men and women, at least ten of them; the women had possum skins draped over their shoulders and the men wore nothing at all. Ernst tried not to look at their bodies. Behind them, children were staring with wide eyes, probably at him, and around their feet four dogs circled. Though their shapes were hard to make out in the early light, they appeared mangy and scary.

Ma? he said.

Go find your da.

Where is he?

A shout from the crowd. Their throats caught on their words in ways Ernst didn’t understand.

What’s bacca, Ma?

It’s tobacco, she said. Addressing the Aboriginals, she said, I told you we don’t have none. Then she shouted, Ed! Ed!

The men and women in the yard seemed unmoved by this. They just kept watching Ernst and his mother, laughing with each other.

He had heard the stories his mother and father told while they thought he was out of earshot. They spoke of people being speared, of men and women and children being killed in their sleep, the blacks ghost-silent in the night as they crept into the homes. Ernst understood death. He had seen it many times when his father killed a sheep for them to eat. It would kick its legs for a bit but soon stop, and then his father would string it up and butcher it, his hands turning red and the front of his shirt darkening. He understood too that getting stuck in the guts with a spear would be painful. He didn’t want to be dead, for his legs to stop moving. The blacks in the yard didn’t appear to be holding weapons, but he knew from how his parents spoke about them that they would still be capable of harm.

His father rounded the corner of their home with his temper up. In his hands was his musket; he had it angled down but it was there so the blacks could see it. He stood in front of Ernst and his mother in the doorway, shielding them with his body.

You alright there, Iz? he asked without turning his head.

No, I’m not alright. These ones come up asking for our goods.

Ernst’s father raised his voice to the crowd in the yard. What’re you all up to?

Ed! the one in front shouted. He was smiling. Ed! This is your house?

What do you want? his father responded.

The man held out his hands like he wanted a present. You got bacca? We need some.

No, we don’t have none.

You got needle? You got thread? You got tea?

Hold up there, his father said.

You got sugar? Still with his hands out.

Ernst’s father turned to his wife who was still gripping the doorframe. Go get the sugar and tea.

You’re not giving it to them?

I’ll give ’em some.

Ernst could see the anger in his mother’s clenched jaw. She stomped from them and he watched her grab a handful of sugar from the bag near their food stores in the corner and fling it into a smaller jar. She did the same with the tea and brought it all to his father, who lay the musket down on the verandah and took a jar in each hand. Then he walked slowly out to the black and said, Here you are.

The black man’s grin widened as he took the jars. He gave one to a small child who ran away with it. Then the whole lot of them turned as one and ambled back to the tree line without hurry.

Didn’t even say thanks, Ernst’s mother said as his father returned to them.

Edwin leaned down and retrieved the musket. He hefted it and ran a hand along its metal. They probably just expect it like it’s nothing. Like it’s rent.

This place ain’t theirs.

Ernst’s father said, I know it’s not theirs. It’s mine. But it is better to keep them friendly.

How long do they expect to keep that up?

His father shrugged. As long as we’re here.

And what if we can’t pay?

I don’t know, Isabelle. They’ll spear us to death and eat our guts.

She said nothing. Then, That first one knew your name.

I’ve given them things before. I met ’em out in the bush.

Given what?

Sugar. Small stuff they don’t have none of.

Well that’s bloody it, then. You’ve as good as told ’em they can expect it from us. They’ll be back here every day now.

Enough, Iz.

His mother opened her mouth to speak but saw her young son looking at her and shut her mouth and smiled and walked back into the house instead. His father didn’t watch her go. He was watching the tree line.
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Ernst was seated on his bed and his mother on hers as she read a book to him, the quilt obscuring his view of her. She would read an entire page and then she would bring the book to him so he could read it back to her, finding the words for himself. The book was something his father had bought for them in town, a collection of letters from settlers who had written about their experience of the Port Phillip District years ago. The quilt had been hung so he couldn’t watch her read, so he couldn’t cheat. He leaned over to peek and saw how she had her legs crossed, how her hair was messy.

She finished her page and then looked up, saw him. She smiled at him as she stood from her bed and came over to plonk the book down on his lap.

Your father needs to buy us new books, she said. I keep asking him.

I know.

Well I don’t know what he’s doing on those trips of his that get him so busy he forgets.

You know he’s trading. And he’ll remember, Ma.

She nodded once and put a hand on top of his head. She said, Your turn.

Then she was busying herself washing potatoes in a bucket of water, readying them for trade. It was a large and messy job. She did it on the verandah as he read aloud, his voice raised so she could hear. He could see her back and her hair from his bed. She was seated on her chair, her hands dunking into water sloshing it out onto the timber.

He yelled, My con … I don’t know this word.

I just read it to you, she shouted back without turning.

I don’t remember.

Conscience.

What’s conscience?

It’s how we know right from wrong. God gives it to you.

I have it?

She stood from her spot. I bloody hope so, she called as she walked around to the side of their home. She returned with a pile of sacks and then set about placing the potatoes inside.

He looked down at the book. There were pictures of blacks with spears and bones through their noses. Their faces scrunched up in anger. Some of them shouting. He read aloud, My conscience told me I had done nothing to cause the attack. At the same time I thought they might have taken offence without just cause. Perhaps … I don’t know this word either.

How’s it spelled?

He shouted out the letters.

Conceived. That means thought of.

He continued, Perhaps conceived an offence. Which is quite common among white people much less savages. I resolved to wait the sun and all subsided. But then Henty … Henty?

Yes, Henty. It’s a name.

Henty said if a black was to lift a spear or attempt anything at him he would if he had a gun drop him if the rope was ready to be put round his neck the next minute.

He studied the book once more and its pictures and then called, But the blacks seem friendly. Each time they’ve been.

They seem friendly, his mother said. Don’t mean they are.

He didn’t reply to her. He kept studying the pictures in the book, running his hands over them. He looked at his mother as she worked placing the potatoes into their sacks, the muscles in her back straining and her dress matted with sweat.
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Edwin Montague was working his land hard as Ernst watched. He farmed corn and potatoes and he was often up before the sun, tilling the soil. Ernst often spent afternoons watching his father at his work and would help when he was asked. His father slammed the hoe down, arms stretching. The shirt on his back. His red beard thickening with dirt and sweat as the sun set. He worked for a while and stopped only a minute and looked up at the sun. A few times Ernst had seen him raise his hands above his head as though he were giving thanks.

He ran sheep, too. They roamed over pasture Ernst’s father had cultivated and fenced. There were twenty of them now and some were due to lamb. It was near winter when they usually birthed and his father had pointed out to him some of their swollen udders and the redness of their underparts. He wanted chickens too but had not yet built a coop. He had plans to start once winter was through.

Ernst’s father stopped his work and regarded his son. He wiped his brow and dropped the hoe in the dirt. He walked over and sat in the shade and put a hand at the small of his son’s back.

What do you reckon? he asked as they both sat looking at the field.

I reckon it looks alright.

His father spat in the dirt and showed the boy his dirtied teeth. Hard work, though.

Ernst nodded.

Been thinking about trying our hand in the goldfields.

The boy said nothing.

Heard rumours in town of big finds up north in a region named Bathurst. Some bloke named O’Brien found gold in a river. Would be a few weeks’ journey, though. He glanced back at their home and then out to the field again. Would mean leaving all this, but. Your ma wouldn’t much like that.

Ernst said, I don’t think she much likes it here anyway.

She’s a woman, son. She don’t like it much anywhere. She’ll like it less not having a house.

Big finds?

Not yet. Just flecks. But where there’s some, there’s more.

She never leaves the house.

No, she doesn’t, does she, Edwin leaned forwards. Can you fetch us some water from the trough, mate?

It was Ernst’s job to fill the trough each morning with water from the stream which ran through their place down at the end of the field. He would carry the buckets down and fill them, then lug them back up the hill. His father had told him once that the stream was why he had chosen to settle here and why there were blacks nearby too.

Ernst went to the trough and fetched his father a bucket of water and the man dipped his hands in and brought them to his mouth, slurping at the liquid and then running it through his hair.

Why do the blacks keep coming here, Da? It’s been two weeks now and they’ve been here three times.

You been counting the days? His dad shrugged. Three times that you know of. They’re here damn near every night. You’re just usually asleep. And I expect they’re used to it. Us being here doesn’t stop them doing what they always done.

You aren’t goin’ to do something about them?

His father arched an eyebrow. That’s your ma speaking.

Ernst shrugged and tried to act as though he hadn’t meant what he had said. But he had meant it and wondered what his father thought. He said, They walk all over our place they’ll keep thinking they can do it and Ma said they’ll be taking sheep and that soon.

She said that, did she?

She said the Keanes said they lost some sheep and rounded up some black people who had taken ’em and the blacks didn’t even think twice about it. They just took the sheep like they was theirs in the first place and had no idea about it at all. Just admitted they done it without being sorry or anything.

His father shifted and grunted and looked out on his field. Not sure about all that.

About what?

All those stories. About the blacks. I mean, I think that’s happened. I’m sure that’s happened. But they’re all stories. People blaming the blacks for their own problems. Like the Keanes. Useless as a rifle with no powder is Robert Keane. Could’ve been a fox, a bloody dog. Could’ve been a lotta things.

The boy squinted. Ma said—

Your ma says lots of things, mate. She’s just angry at the world. Angry at her da for bringing her over in the first place, leaving their home. Angry at me for taking her from him. Just angry. Tough thing, dealing with a woman. You’ll find that one day. His father grinned but soon swallowed it. I thought getting away from all that suffering on Van Diemen’s would settle her a bit but she just misses her da.

Ernst pulled at some grass in the dirt and his father drank some more water.

I don’t remember Granddad.

You were just a babe when we left. He’s not worked his time off yet. Not sure he will before he dies either, so you’ll probably never see him again. He remembers you, but, I’m sure. His father was looking at him, a sad smile on his face. You look like him a little.

You think the blacks’ll keep coming? Forever?

I’m sure they will. But no use us fighting them, is there? Where would that get us? We’re better off talking to them, trading with them. It’s not hard to convince ’em the world’s a certain colour. You tell ’em this is worth that and they’ll nod and go along. You could teach ’em up is down. Lotta use in that.

Ernst thought about what he had seen of the blacks and also about what he’d read. He didn’t think they were stupid at all. They seemed to Ernst to understand much more about how the land worked, and this terrified him. His father’s fields were one way to demonstrate knowledge but they had another. Whenever they returned to the forest they moved like water down a stream over rocks, fluid and easy, bending to slip between the cracks. His father was not like that. His father was an axe.

Ernst said, You need help finishing?

His father grinned and his beard bristled in the sunlight, caked with dirt. Don’t you worry ’bout helping me. You go help your ma.

Ernst looked back at their home. He knew she was inside but he didn’t know what she was doing. He wanted to be outside with his father and he wanted to wear a shirt like him and feel his muscles pressing against the fabric and to wipe sweat and dirt from his face.

There’s a good lad.

Ernst stood and went back to the house, turning to regard his father one last time before closing the bark-thatched door. Edwin still sat looking over the small field with its rows of corn and potatoes. There was no telling what he was thinking.
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His mother was kind to him most of the time but she seemed to hold deep within her a type of meanness that would occasionally spill out. She would tend to their sheep with grain from her bucket but as the sheep bumped into her in an effort to get at the grub she would shout at them to stop their buggering around and let her be. He watched her once leave the field with the feed still in the bucket and the sheep went hungry that day. He dared not cross her and carry the food to them behind her back. He knew she would sense somehow what he’d done.

She would sit and look over their land to the tree line and he could tell she was thinking about the blacks and the way they had shouted at her. In the weeks since they had first seen them she had never shown herself to them again. When they’d returned she had hidden herself indoors. She was afraid of them, but there was something deeper than that.

His father was often away trading their stock in Bannockburn. The lambs had grown enough now to be worth something decent and he was exchanging half of them. They needed the money to purchase stores, wire to fix the fence, new clothing for the winter. Ernst had helped his father load the lambs onto the cart in small boxes his father had made from sticks and what remained of the wire. Their little bleats pained their mothers.

Now, even though he’d made a fire indoors and it was cold out, Isabelle was sitting in her chair on the verandah knitting a blanket, readying them for winter, glancing at the trees now and then. Ernst admired the practice in her hands and the steady clicking of the needles. He wrapped his blue woollen jacket tighter around his middle and stood behind her. The jacket had been his father’s and it fell past his knees.

He said, You’re thinking about the blacks.

She didn’t reply for a moment. She gazed at the sun as it sank slowly into the trees and said, The other day I heard a woman in town saying that her bloke had been attacked. They’d got at him with spears and their boomerangs.

You don’t go into town.

She looked at him. Your father told me the story.

Was she telling him the truth?

Why wouldn’t she?

The blacks don’t do nothing to us. They just want some stuff. Da says—

I know what your da says about them. It worries me.

The boy sat down on the step and looked at the dirt and grass and the still-bleating sheep in the field. It seemed much of the fight had gone out of their cries.

His mother sighed and put her knitting down on her lap. It’s not right. They got no religion. They got nothing at all. They just walk around with nothing on and when we try to civilise them they point their spears at us. You don’t like what we have to offer, then you don’t get nothing from us. We go our way and they can go theirs.

The boy thought about this.

We be nice to them, and next thing they’ll be up here just taking whatever they like from us. Next they’ll be in our house sleeping in our beds.

What’s their ways?

Lying in the dirt. They like that better than the beds.

That doesn’t sound so bad.

You want to go lie out in that field all night? I’ll burn your mattress and see how you like it. She sat back and looked at him. She was clenching the knitting needles so her knuckles were whitening, like they’d emptied of blood.

He stood and went inside the house. He watched through the window as his mother started her knitting back up. He sat on his bed to read one of their books and tried to puzzle out what in her life had made his mother so afraid.
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The blacks came after nightfall most nights. His mother would still remain inside but he and his father would venture out to trade with them. Ernst would stand at his father’s side and watch the near-naked forms shift about in the dark. They seemed to possess within them a way of moving that made their bodies indistinguishable from the shadows surrounding them. They would not arrive on any particular day and seemed not determined by the Sabbath but whatever time they came his father always greeted them.

His father learned some of their language, including the word for possum skin. He once traded an old pipe he had received as a gift from a fellow convict for a large possum fur blanket he then proudly displayed to his wife when he re-entered the home, shaking it out in the doorway. It was similar in size to the burlap quilt, patched together from many possums with different shades to their fur. Ernst’s mother said she had seen finer blankets elsewhere and, even though she would complain every night about the cold, she refused to use the fur. They’d sold the blankets she’d knitted for their own preservation before winter had truly set in to purchase food, which his mother had complained was shortsighted. Maybe the possum skin rug was his father’s way of saying sorry. It was hung up over the rope stretched through their home and there it stayed. His father said no more on it.

*

He and his mother were both huddled by the fire; his father had taken the cart to the city, Geelong, to sell some more of his sheep. It was a longer journey but he hoped the sheep would be worth more there. She was holding her hands out to the flames and then bringing them to her mouth, breathing into them, rubbing them together. Ernst had some small wooden blocks he had long ago outgrown and he was arranging them in patterns. He said, Why don’t you like the blacks, Ma?

She said, I don’t think much about them.

Ernst said, You seem to.

You don’t know me like you think you do. Your father fills your head with all of that.

He shrugged and continued to stack the blocks.

They’re just not the same as you and me. They live differently to us. I don’t get why we must get along.

Da said better we get along than not.

I miss home. Scotland. She looked at the picture above the fireplace. She put a hand on his shoulder and waited until he turned to her. He felt her icy fingers through the fabric of his shirt. I should be nicer to him, I s’pose.

He nodded, looked behind him at the blanket draped over the rope. You could use that.

She seemed about to protest but instead said, Go grab it.

He took the possum fur from the rope, thumped it free of dust and then draped it over her shoulders. He sat beside her and she extended her arm to cloak him in it as well.

It is warm, isn’t it, she said.

It is.

Hope there’s no bugs in it.

Shouldn’t be. Da said they’re careful with all that.

Even the blacks don’t like sleeping with fleas all over them, eh?

He grinned. It was pleasant to sit there by the fire wrapped in a blanket with his mother. It made him feel closer to her than he had in a long time. She told him of the ocean again and of her home in Scotland and of her father who she said was so tall and big that when he spoke the floorboards in their home shook. Her voice was gentle and just above a whisper and the crackling of the fire. He wished his father could see them now.

*

He woke up. Sometime during the night he had rolled from his thin mattress onto the wooden floor. He crawled back into bed and was about to shut his eyes again when he saw that the front door was open. He stood. Outside it seemed wholly dark but there was also a faint light flickering against the floorboards of their home in the shape of the doorway. He went to it and saw his mother sitting outside in the field of potatoes and corn his father had sown. There was a large fire before her and Ernst saw in it the possum fur blanket the blacks had made. She had set it ablaze with matches and whale oil. He wrapped his arms around himself to stave off the cold. She’d dug her nails into the skin of her thighs. The light of the fire smacked gold at her features and behind her was the black of shadow and she looked as grim as a ghost from a story. He drew closer and saw the flames had reddened her face.

She saw him and called out, There were bloody bugs, Ernst! Your father’s a mongrel fucking liar!

She turned back to the fire. He wanted to go to her but knew he’d never pry her free. This was the place she lived in and there was nothing he could do to draw her back.
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The kangaroo between the trees had its ears up. It knew he was nearby and was on alert. He forced himself to breathe in and out, attempting to not disturb the leaf litter in front of him with his breath. All the while he watched the kangaroo. Its grey fur mottled into the scrub, making its edges hard to see. It was looking for him, its head moving, its eyes darting.

The leaves were so dry. The summer had been the hottest Ernst had ever experienced and his parents would not stop commenting on it. They all slept uncovered on their beds each night, soaking with sweat. His mother especially seemed ill with it. Her hair was often matted to her forehead and she had a sickly glaze to her eyes, like she hadn’t slept in weeks.

Before he’d left that morning to head into town, his father had told Ernst to go out and bring home something to eat so his mother would have a meal other than potatoes and corn. He had handed the boy the musket and told him he had only three shots to load. His father had smiled as he handed his son the weapon, and the boy knew that his father did not really expect he’d be able to accomplish what he had been told to do. He was only ten years old. Let the boy try his hand, his father had said to his mother. Let him have a go. She had looked stern but perhaps there had been some tenderness in her, that her husband would think of her and care for her this way.

It was important that he do this for his father. It was important that he get it right. His parents had been speaking more harshly to one another in bed for months now, and he had heard his mother mention Scotland more than once. He hoped this small gift might please her. It might soften her and give her less for which to blame his father.

As he watched the kangaroo it moved slightly and he held his breath, but then it bent down and started nibbling at the tufts of grass poking up from the leaf litter. He exhaled and raised the large musket. It almost toppled from his hands. He pushed the pan down the way his father had shown him and took a cartridge from his satchel. He ripped it open with his teeth and quietly spat the remainder of the powder out of his mouth onto the leaves before him. Into the pan went some of the powder, just like his father had shown him, and then he poured the rest of the powder down the barrel. He had to move a bit so the musket was at the right angle for him to do this, and while he moved he kept his eyes fixed on that fur twenty yards out. He jammed the paper down into the barrel and shoved it further in with the ramrod and then returned the ramrod to its original position. He cocked the musket and put it up to his shoulder and looked at the kangaroo.

In this moment he saw the roo look directly at him and knew it would soon bolt, so he aimed the musket and squeezed the trigger. A loud cannon. He had only shot it once before, and his father had been there at his back to stop him from falling at the sudden pressure, warning him to hold the musket tight when the time came. Now, as he flew back and down and his head collided with the dirt, he knew he had missed.

He sat up and looked around and picked up the musket and wiped the dirt from the stock and barrel. The kangaroo was nowhere in sight.

He stood and wiped his hands over his pants and then looked down at the ground. The cartridge had sparked and sent the sparks into the leaves, and he realised with growing terror that they were now alight.

He stomped on them but they kept on smouldering and then the first lick of orange flame shot out and he saw then the amount of dry leaves around him and in the bush. A heavy blanket of them. He kept stamping but it had no effect; the leaves were soon violent and red.

In his heart then the panic. Breathing hard with effort. His death was a part of it but much worse was what this would do to his parents, this fire in the valley near their home. And if he died his mother would blame his father. It may well be the final straw for her.

The flames licked at the dry leaf litter until they were up in it and the fire came for him then like a monster from his dreams. He ran and fell hard on his knee and went down holding it, coughing. Tendrils of black smoke snaked into his mouth and throat and lungs and down into his legs.

He wanted to shut his eyes, they hurt so much, but through the thick terror of it he saw them. Two black men were upon him, dragging him out by his underarms. Kicking dirt against the fire, which had now spread up trees. He felt cold water pressed into his lips and down his throat and he couldn’t swallow it so he started gagging. Good boy, he heard someone say.

He rubbed at his eyes and saw one of the blacks fanning the flames with a big leafy branch.

Don’t, he gasped. It’ll spread.

The black ignored him and kept fanning, and the fire did spread to other trees but away from all three of them. The black was almost naked and Ernst could see his dick as it swung beneath his grass skirt. The boy looked away but the black came over and sat down and looked him in the eye.

You looking at my dick? he said.

Ernst didn’t know what to say.

The black laughed. You a young fellow. Got no hair on you yet. He looked back at the flames he had encouraged. Fanning ’em that way, he said, down into the gully. He shook his hand in the direction. They won’t get out there. They stay here and do what they like they gonna move up towards your da’s place.

The other black came back and had in hand the musket. Ernst wanted to stand to retrieve it.

What a boy like you doing with this? he said.

Give it here. Ernst made a swipe for it.

Alright, young fella, the black said, and he handed Ernst the musket.

Ernst cradled it in his arms.

You oughta be thankin’ us, the first black said. We saved you.

Ernst nodded; it was true. I don’t have nothing to give you.

The blacks laughed.

Don’t want nothing you have, young fella, one said. You right there with that knee?

Ernst had forgotten about it. He looked down and saw blood darkening the fabric of his trousers and felt the pain sharpen under his attention. He looked back up at the two men and perhaps they saw his fear.

I don’t know, he said.

You stand on it?

He tried to rise but fell back down and the first black clucked at him and the other laughed. He had the musket, sure, but that didn’t seem to make them treat him like a true threat. Maybe they knew he wasn’t one.

Come on up then, the black said, and before Ernst could protest he was up over the man’s shoulders, latched onto him from behind like a koala. His knee was pincered under the black’s arm and he winced at the pain but didn’t say a thing. The musket wedged between them. They trudged then, the three of them, through the bush. Ernst rested his head down against the black skin and saw the sweat there and the dust from the dirt and felt somehow safe despite his fear.
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As they came upon the family of blacks Ernst kept his eyes open and did his best to track everything he saw. He knew this was a silly notion and knew too that it wouldn’t matter in the long run but he thought to make sure he could say where everything was when he finally made it back to his home. He did not doubt he would make it back now. His fear when he had first seen the men and the pictures he had in his mind about being speared in the guts were no longer alive in him. As he’d been carried for what felt an age through the bush, the boy’s fear had drained from him, from skin into skin. The black, though often saying things to his companion Ernst didn’t understand, did not complain about his burden, or didn’t seem to at least. The blacks’ words and sounds had a melody to them, soft and unhurried. Instead of shouting at the bush to clobber it, their voices let the wind and leaves carry them along.

There were around thirty members of the group. They were living in huts that seemed well constructed, large domes thatched in bark, thick with hardened mud. His mother had said they didn’t have homes, that they slept under the stars like animals, but this was clearly wrong. There were strange items on the ground. Candlesticks, cutlery, other items most often found in settlers’ homes, gathering dirt from disuse. The women seated around a fire looked at him and had over their shoulders possum fur blankets because it was growing dark and, despite the recent heat, it seemed somehow cold here, in this camp. There were also men seated who did not look at him at all, consumed in their discussion, animated and fierce. The fire was going in the middle of the camp and there were small children Ernst’s age running around it laughing with their play. He didn’t see any dogs. There were possum skins drying strung up between trees. As he trundled by atop the black’s shoulders he saw a woman rolling what looked like a lump of clay from the fire and whack it with a big stick. The clay tumbled apart and inside Ernst could see what was once an animal. The clay ripped the skin off and the fur and what was left was this whitish sausage dripping red and grey grease.

The black who carried him must have sensed him looking because he said, Possum for dinner. You can eat with us.

But he was tired and his knee was throbbing; he only nodded.

They approached a hut nearer to the edge of the camp. A blanket had been strung up over the entrance for a door, and the man carrying Ernst pulled this back to allow them to see inside.

His father was lying on the dirt floor and beside him was an Aboriginal woman.

This your boy, Ed? the black who carried Ernst asked. He released the boy onto the ground by the door.

His father sat up and looked first at his son and then at the man who had brought him here.

Where’d you find him?

Little bugger nearly set the whole gully up, the black said, laughing. He looked a bloody dog throttling chickens trying to get it down when we came up on him. The other black who had been with them laughed at this, and then the two of them were at it.

Ernst craned his neck into the hut to better see the woman his father was resting with. His father looked at him looking but did nothing to stop it.

It likely to spread? he asked the black man.

We fanned it off. It will die out soon enough.

You alright there? Edwin asked his son.

Ernst only shrugged, shifting his focus from the Aboriginal woman.

His dad shuffled upright and looked at the boy’s knee. You hurt?

Ernst nodded and felt like crying but he wouldn’t in front of this lot.

Come on then, son.

His father stood and ducked beneath the blanket to come outside. The woman he was with raised her head and regarded Ernst, smiling at him. There was a babe at her breast suckling and wriggling its fat little legs. It was naked and there were rolls in its skin. Its hair was black. The soles of its feet were dimpled and new. His father put a hand on Ernst’s shoulder and gently spun him so he was facing the others and the fire instead of the babe and the woman. They walked away, Ernst limping. The adult blacks looked solemn. He thought maybe he was a great joke to them but they weren’t treating him that way.

The black who had carried him was the only one to smile. As his father walked him away from the hut this man put a hand on Ernst’s shoulder .

This is Russell, his father said.

The black laughed. Yeah, we know each other already, don’t we. And he ruffled Ernst’s hair.

Ernst looked up at his father, who refused to look back down at him. Soon, though, his father sat down next to the women by the fire and Russell sat with them.

You set the gully on fire, did you, son? Edwin asked.

Ernst said nothing. Gazed at the fire.

Russell said, He was out hunting, that’s all. Weren’t you, lad.

Hunting?

Ernst turned his gaze to his father. What you told me to do. With the musket. Bring something home for Ma.

Behind them the noise of a baby wailing and a woman shushing. Ernst’s father rose quickly and went to the woman, and soon there was quiet in the hut and Ernst was alone by the fire with the blacks.

Russell was watching him.

What are you looking at? Ernst asked.

Your old man has made himself quite a home out here with us, hasn’t he. This the first you know of it?

Ernst nodded.

He ever talk about her? About us?

Not really. He says this is your place and we should be nice to you.

Russell smiled at this. He says that, does he?

Ernst shrugged.

He ever mentioned her? He gestured with his chin. Or the child?

Ernst shook his head.

Yeah, wouldn’t think so. He only wants to be out here in secret. You see. We don’t have anything you lot value. He gestured with his hand, encompassing the camp. But we’re honest. At least we’ve that. Not met one of you lot that speaks truth like it’s actually in him. All facing one way to one lot of people and facing a different way with the next. I’m the same to all people. I don’t change who I am to get along with whoever’s in front of me. You. Am I the same to you as I am here? He jutted his chin at the women around the fire who were listening to the conversation. They don’t know what I am saying. But I would tell them straight. I don’t keep secrets. I don’t believe in them. Secrets get you in trouble.

Ernst took a breath and watched the women. It was hard not to stare at their black bodies. He had never been near so much uncovered skin.

He said, I don’t lie either.

Russell laughed. Nah. You don’t tell the whole truth, but, do you? He seems decent, your old bloke there, but he’s the same. They’re all the same. You too, young fella. You’ve got it in you.

What’s that?

You take. That’s what you do. If you want something, you just take it without regard for others and what they might want to take. Like you were trying on with the kangaroo. Kangaroo didn’t say it was alright for you to shoot it. You just wanted it so you will take it.

His father returned then from the tent and, nodding up at the darkening sky, said, We best be getting back to Ma.

Edwin looked at his son and pointed at a tree nearby, tilted his head in its direction. Ernst stood slowly and with his limp walked to the tree and stood and waited for his father, watching as the people chatted and smiled, wondering about their lives and how different from his own they seemed. They seemed happy and content and normal and otherworldly all at once.

His father clapped the serious men on their shoulders and slipped away to the hut and the bub again.

Ernst imagined the type of goodbye his father offered to the woman. The glance he gave the baby he’d fathered, his strong hands on its back. The way he was out here different from how he was at home. Even in how he said goodbye. From the confines of the tent, despite the distance, Ernst heard his father loudly fart. Then the laughing of his companion, the laughing of them both. His father emerged and stretched and then returned and nodded at him.

Russell gestured at the skinned possum, still dripping grease, and the women cutting into it with wooden implements. He raised his eyebrows and said, You sure you don’t want dinner?

Nah, his father said. Thanks, though.

Boy didn’t get the roo, mate, so you won’t have nothing at home.

His father sighed and Ernst knew then the depth of his disappointment. If he’d wanted to gift his wife the roo meat as a treat, he had failed to do so. He had trusted Ernst and Ernst had let him down.

We have potatoes, he said finally.

And then they were walking from the camp. Ernst wanted to say goodbye to Russell but he didn’t turn around to do so. When they were a distance away his father said, without looking down at him, You can’t tell your ma.

Feet snapping twigs pressing into dry leaves. The smell of smoke still lingering in the air enveloping them both and the sun setting. Ernst wondered then if his father had only wanted to please his mother out of duty, or whether there remained in him some love for her. The love out here for this woman and this child seemed like it was of a separate colour from the love he showed Ernst and his mother. Richer, fuller, more vibrant. It made his father’s face seem clearer.
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Since burning the possum fur blanket his mother had grown even more withdrawn. As his father toiled under the sun turning crops, his mother would sit in her chair on their verandah watching with her hands in her lap. Where once her fingers had gripped the fabric of her thick dress and he’d known her fear, now they no longer moved.

Often he would wake in the morning and pull back the quilt separating him from his parents and see his mother lying in bed, staring at the wall or at the painting above the fireplace, and his father gone. He imagined his father was visiting the family he had made for himself apart from them. He imagined his father was happy. He wasn’t sure what his father told his mother because they didn’t seem to talk much anymore. There were no longer angry whispers in the night. When he’d been smaller he had sometimes heard them loving each other behind the quilt; that’s what his father had called it when he’d asked what the sounds had meant. He remembered how his father had laughed and told him they’d been loving each other. But now there was no anger and no love. There was only empty silence in the dark that now bled into their days.

Ernst took over his mother’s chores. One evening, his father still not having returned, Ernst tended to the stew simmering in a cast-iron pot set over the fire in their yard. There was a hock of mutton in there, and potatoes and corn from his father’s crop. He stared out into the black tree line, and he imagined the woman in the tent with the baby out there and his father beside her, and it struck him suddenly that he had a brother. Or a sister.

His mother, sitting in her chair on the verandah, called out to him, What are you smiling at?

Nothing, Ma.

You were smiling at something.

Just thinking.

About what?

He turned to her and saw her eyes were glistening in the firelight. She seemed older suddenly, ancient, like she’d been there always, that she’d seen all that had transpired on this land since the beginning of time.

I was thinking, he said. You always talk about the ocean.

She nodded once.

We should ask Da to take us.

He won’t.

We should ask, though. You could wear something nice and do your hair nice and we could all go together.

We can’t. We only have the one horse and it’s two days’ travel.

I could build a carriage bigger than the cart. Able to fit all of us properly, not in the back like the sheep. He walked up the step onto the verandah and put a hand on her knee and looked her in the eyes. Then he sat beside her without removing the hand and he patted her twice. I think I know how, he said.

She said nothing to this but he heard her breathe in, shuddering like she was catching some sickness.

Are you sick, Ma?

No.

He sat with her watching the stew simmer, glancing occasionally at the tree line, willing his father home. He needed to tell him how his mother’s spirit was fleeing her, but he knew too his father was already aware and still did what he was doing and Ernst adding to it wouldn’t change anything.

That night after supper they were in their beds separated by the quilt. His parents no longer spoke much at all beyond general pleasantries. He heard the sound of his father shifting on his mattress and then, abruptly, farting. There was only silence in response.
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His mother was reading on her bed. His lessons had long been forgotten but she’d kept at her reading from time to time without him, the same book of letters over and over. His father was readying himself for another journey into town, taking the horse and cart loaded with corn and potatoes they had harvested the week prior. She put the book down and stared at him as he pulled on his boots but said nothing until he was standing at the door.

You still haven’t brought me anything else to read, Ed.

He put a hand on the doorframe and lowered his head so the light behind him spilled onto the floor, and there was his shadow creeping over the timber, over her face.

He said, I’m busy, Iz.

She had her mouth clamped shut and Ernst watched as tears welled in her eyes.

She said, You remember this time, then. There’s nothing to do here.

He shut his eyes, hard, like he was trying to brand it into his brain. I’ll remember.

And then he left. As he walked across the yard to the cart he called over his shoulder, Ernst! and the boy went running out of the house to his father’s side. His father put a hand on his son’s back and then bent lower so that their faces were near each other. His unkempt red beard was dense with dust. He said, I need you to fix the fence down at the far end of the paddock.

Near the trees?

That’s the one. It’s the wire that’s busted. The sapling rails are rotting too but they should be right a bit longer. You know where the tools and spare fencing wire are?

Under the back of the house.

Have it done by the time I get back. His father climbed into the cart and picked up the reins.

How long will you be? Ernst asked.

I’ll be back by the end of the day.

Remember her books.

His father nodded once and then he was off, the horse clopping up the slight incline. Ernst looked back at the house and wondered what his mother was doing inside but decided he didn’t want to check.

He walked down to the end paddock and saw where the sheep had been pressing up against the posts and making them topple. They were almost in the mud. As he stepped in, the sheep came over, bleating at him, wanting their food. I don’t have it, he kept saying, and despite his pushing at their woolly bodies they didn’t leave. As he inspected the fence they kept butting into him so that he lost his balance and sunk his hands into the mud to steady himself.

He returned to the house and fetched the hammer and the nails and the fencing wire and wire cutters. He walked back to the fence, squinting into the sun and shoving at sheep. He pulled the posts into upright positions and hammered them further into the earth. He cut the wire where it had been bent out of shape and then levered out the nails with the hammer’s claw.

He was struggling with this when he looked up and saw that Russell was nearby, watching him. His skin in the bush melded into shadow and leaves.

Russell called out, Looks like a tough job.

Ernst said nothing. He kept straining and kept his eyes fixed on the bush near Russell, but no other blacks appeared.

It’s just me, Russell said.

Why are you here?

Your father about?

Ernst shook his head.

You want to come with me?

Ernst looked back at the house and thought of his mother still inside. He said, Come with you where?

I’m hunting.

Would we be gone long?

Gone as long as you like.

Will I be able to find my way back?

I will bring you back.

Why are you being friendly to me?

You and I are family. Now we are family. You dad has made us. Plus you are terrible at hunting. I saw, remember?

Russell was smiling but Ernst did not feel the humour in it.

Oh, come on, little one, Russell said. I am only playing.

Ernst nodded and put his hammer down on the grass and looked back at the house once more. There was smoke drifting from the chimney.

He climbed over the fence and started into the bush towards Russell. As he approached, Russell held his hand out and Ernst looked at it and then shook it in greeting. Russell turned then and walked off, and Ernst did his best to follow.

The man wore little clothing but had his grass skirt and he had in his hand a long spear. He held it down and seemed at ease with it and as he moved through the trees there were no moments when the spear caught on a branch and held him up; it glided with him over the leaf litter and the bark and the dirt.

Russell said, You walk loudly.

Ernst looked down at his feet. The crunch they made as they trod through the leaves seemed louder suddenly.

You need to be quieter. You will scare off all the tucker. They will hear you and you will not even see them.

What are we hunting?

Whatever we find. He kept walking and Ernst did his best to mimic the footfalls of the bigger man and he saw there was hair on his arms that was thick and dark like coal.

What will we find?

Goanna. Pudgeing. Or Wurok. Maybe kangaroo. Goeem.

Ernst thought of his books and said, You know our language. I don’t know yours.

I worked for a long time for a white fellow named McMillan. He came from Van Diemen’s Land and was used to working with black fellas down there. His officialdom job was to be friendly to the blacks in this area and all around this land. Placate them with gifts.

What’s placate?

Make them be okay with something they shouldn’t be.

Oh.

I already had some language from working at a sheep station, and so when he came here and saw that I understood him, he employed me to translate for him. And he gave gifts and made the families he encountered happy enough to be moved off the land they’d been on for a long time. But they did not know they’d been moved off, you see. They just were heading some place new. They did not know when they returned they would find land cleared and trees gone and houses and farms built. That they couldn’t return.

They walked for some time in silence until Russell paused by a tree. Ernst paused too, and listened, but he did not hear anything. Russell had a hand up, though, so he kept still.

Russell brought his hand down and the other held aloft his spear and his movements were like he wasn’t moving at all. It was as though he imagined a new position and then there he was. There was light in his eyes and he lifted his eyebrows once at Ernst, who did not move. He readied the spear so that his hand was weighted with it and then he hurled it.

Ernst watched the spear fly through the air soundlessly and then he heard the thunk of it into the trunk of a tree followed by a scurrying. He saw the spear falling, and on the end of it was a great lizard spotted with black and yellow. It was writhing and its claws were out. The spear had hit it in the side. Its long tail was whipping back and forth like a snake.

I didn’t see it at all, Ernst murmured.

Russell grunted. That is the problem with your loud steps. Don’t need to see it when you can hear it, but when you step so loud you won’t hear. You need to practise.

I don’t know how to step without sound.

Russell went to the spear and lifted it with the lizard still on the end. It was dying. As Ernst moved closer he saw its eyes were black and glossy and reflected what sun was allowed through the canopy above them. He saw its leathery skin and the size of it.

What will you do with it?

I will take it back to our camp and we will cook it. You are welcome to come with me, if you like.

Ernst looked back in the direction they had come and said, Da told me to finish the fence before he returned.

Well we best walk you home then.

Russell started forwards, the spear again leading the way with the lizard still writhing, his footsteps noticeably louder. Ernst said, Is it heavy?

It is not heavy for a strong man like me. A small boy like you might struggle.

Ernst said nothing.

You don’t seem to like my play.

Ernst said, You aren’t like in the stories.

You read stories about me?

Stories about black people. About Aboriginals.

What do they say?

They say you are savages and that you hunt people and you don’t have a conscience. Do you know what a conscience is?

Russell grunted and the sun glinted over the muscle on his back as he walked. He said, Yes. I do.

But you’re friendly.

You cannot believe all you read. He stopped walking and put a hand up to lean on a tree. He turned back to face Ernst and said, You cannot know a person by reading words on a page. You do not know me or my story. Words on a page are just words and they are not me or anybody like me. You cannot suppose to know me or know all of us by reading a book. We are all different. My sister says she has affection for your da and I think that is bloody stupid. I think she likes that he brings her things. We are different. We have different ideas and thoughts. Books do not know whole stories.

Ernst said, He brings her things?

They are married, she says.

But Da is married already.

I do not speak for your da. I only speak for me.

They’re married?

Russell turned and kept on, and it was some time before he added, If I read a story about a little red-haired boy living in a land he doesn’t understand, who cannot hunt, do you think then I could say I knew you?

Ernst said nothing.

If I read a story about a sad white woman do you think I would know your mother?

No.

Words on a page are not whole stories. You cannot pretend they are.

Russell kept moving and Ernst followed. Above Russell was the spear and Ernst saw the lizard had finally stopped moving and its blood had slowly leaked down the spear’s shaft and some of it now darkened Russell’s hand. He did not seem to notice. He kept moving forwards and his pace quickened and Ernst hurried to keep up.
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He was asleep in the morning when his father shook his shoulder and then Edwin’s face was there right in front of him with its dark red beard and matted hair. His father motioned with his finger to his lips to be quiet and Ernst nodded and swivelled in his bed and found his trousers on the floor and put them on. The floorboards creaked and he eyed the burlap quilt that dangled between their beds. He peeled it back and looked at his mother still sleeping. He felt sorry for her, but then as he left to follow his father he heard her shift in her bed and he wondered if she was asleep or if she was just pretending.

They left the house quietly and, standing on the verandah, Ernst looked out and saw the sun was not yet risen but there was colour on the horizon. Mist had settled and bled between the trees, and if he looked carefully in the distance he could see where the trees were darker from his fire those months prior. He thought about it a lot and had been thinking about Russell saving him. His father in front of him was looking at the same thing, standing with his hands on his hips, his back wide.

They walked then from the verandah. The grass wet and his breath white on exhale. They entered the tree line and soon his father said quietly, You alright?

Mum’s not good.

I know.

You need to tell her.

His father spun then to look at him and he saw the pain in his father’s eyes. The fury of it. It almost made him step back.

Telling her could kill her, mate.

Then what will you do? Ernst asked, his heart drumming loud in his wrists.

His father said nothing. Just another silence.

It was enough for Ernst, and before he knew what his limbs were doing he was thrashing at his father’s back. He had his fingernails out trying to claw the skin from his father’s face. His dad wrapped his arms around Ernst and held him, breathing into his ear. Ernst crying and bucking, trying to knock his da’s teeth out with the back of his skull. All around the mist and the silence and the smell of bark.

Easy, lad, his father said. Go easy.

Still holding him tight, his father fell back onto the wet earth, Ernst atop him smothering him, kicking, the two of them sinking together. Dirt and leaves flinging into the sky. He wanted only to be safe in his father’s arms, but he knew here, now, there was no safety. His father had abandoned them, running after this new family of his in the bush. Soon he would leave for good. One day he just wouldn’t return and that would be all. And then it would be Ernst’s job to look after his mother. It was supposed to be his da doing it. Ernst didn’t know how.

Despite his anger, with his father’s arms still wrapped around his chest, Ernst started to breathe easier. His anger went deep inside so that he couldn’t feel it anymore. He looked up at the treetops and felt the cold breeze bite into his hands and fingertips. His father’s breathing rhythmic. He thought maybe his father would offer an apology but no apology came. He just felt the man’s breathing near his ear.

His father let him go and Ernst rolled off him and stood up, brushing dirt and leaves from his trouser legs. His father doing likewise. Off walking again, Ernst following.

As they were walking Ernst said, Is it a boy?

His father nodded and said not a word.

They came to the huts soon enough and there were the women around an open fire, covered in blankets against the morning cold. They were laughing at some joke and as the two men approached they did not move but their faces changed. They seemed upset at his father, one of them waving a stick at him. They soon returned to their task, cutting possum skins with sharpened flint. Ernst nodded at them as he passed and the women smiled at him.

They came to the hut wherein his father had his other woman. His father paused at the door for a moment and Ernst had never seen him so nervous, him picking at the skin behind a fingernail. He pushed back the possum skin covering and held it open for Ernst.

As he entered, Ernst felt the breeze and cold of the outside leak from him. On a mound of rugs in the middle of the floor was the black woman he had seen his father lying beside. She had the babe in her arms and they were both wrapped in a blanket. She was awake and smiled up at him and coughed once and then looked down at her son. He saw the love she had for him in her eyes and he remembered that his own mother used to look at him the same way.

His father leaned over and kissed her brow. She smiled and nodded and then she was coughing and hacking; she did not cover her mouth the way he’d been taught to. She grimaced and his father looked concerned.

This is Joe, his father said. He nodded at the infant. Joseph.

Ernst crouched down, shuffled closer. Joe was dark-skinned but not as dark as his mother. He had black hair and a creased face. In his sleep he looked pained, somehow. His little chest was moving with his breaths.

Hello, Joe, Ernst said. He looked at the black lady as he spoke. She was smiling sadly and he wondered if she understood.

*

Outside, later, he overheard his father speaking to Russell. Russell had a possum blanket draped over his shoulders but nothing on for pants. Ernst had to force himself not to look too close at the man’s bare skin and act as though everything were normal. The sun was up but the cold had not left the early morning. The huts almost a part of the trees surrounding them. Everything was at ease.

Russell said, She’s not getting better.

We need to take her to Bannockburn. Or I can send for a doctor in Geelong.

Doctor won’t help her none. I’ve seen what your doctors do. We have medicine.

It’s not working.

Neither will yours.

Well, his father said. I can’t force you.

That hasn’t stopped you before. You’re not forcing now because it’s easier for you not to do anything. It’s easier to live with the excuse that you tried so hard but these bloody black fellas stopped you. Easier for you to blame us.

You want me to force her to go?

Russell turned from Edwin and walked over to Ernst. He looked him in the eye as he passed but said nothing to him, and then he was slipping through the trees. As Ernst looked he saw there were other men gathered a distance from them and they all walked from the camp. The women were left behind by their fire, still talking among themselves.

His father’s hand on his back. The two of them then walking back the way they had come. He thought his father would excuse himself to say goodbye to his woman but he didn’t. They just walked. He heard the women’s conversation increase in volume at their backs.

As they walked and the sun came up, coating them in warmth, Ernst said, Is she your wife too?

No.

Russel said you were married.

You can’t marry ’em, son.

Do you care for her?

Yes.

His father’s figure in front of him. The voice low and still melodic, bouncing off the trees.

Can she speak our words?

No.

How do you talk to each other?

We don’t really use words.

Do you know much of their language? I mean, more than you did already?

Not really. What would we talk about? We have nothing in common.

What’s her name?

Youramonsy. I call her Nancy.

Is she sick?

His father nodded.

Are you going to take her to the doctor? Or bring the doctor out?

His father didn’t reply and Ernst thought maybe he was trying to decide how he would answer. But they kept walking and there was still no response. There seemed a great sadness to him and Ernst wondered if it was because the black lady was sick or because he didn’t know what to do or because he would eventually have to tell his wife.

The sun was well up when they returned and his mother was in her chair on the verandah looking at the two of them. Ernst gave a tentative wave but she did not return it.
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His father was gone for longer and longer periods. One morning, as Ernst was feeding the sheep, his mother seemed to come back to herself. She stood from her chair on the verandah and stretched her arms above her head like she’d woken from a long slumber. She came down to him and put a hand on his shoulder and patted him and said, You’re a good boy. The sheep all around them butting into them wanting feed. He didn’t want to move and break the spell of her recovery and so he just stood there, allowing her hand to rest on his shoulder.

Later he made them damper for lunch, taking flour and their stores and using water from the trough. He buried it within the coals of the fire. He retrieved the butter, which sat underneath the front verandah in a hole his father had dug to keep it cool, and spread it over the steaming bread. He scraped honey over it from a small jar and presented all this to his mother, who was inside lying on her bed.

She sat up as he approached and smiled at him. What’s all this?

I thought to give you a treat.

This made her eyes water and she took the plate carefully and regarded him as she ate.

We’ll get there, he said.

She nodded and took another bite of her damper. This is good, she said.

Thank you.

His father returned in the early afternoon looking weary and sat on the verandah step. His mother came out and put a hand on his father’s shoulder the same way she’d done to Ernst earlier in the day. His father didn’t shrug her off, remaining where he was. He sagged a little.

There was another fence needing repair that his father had been meaning to get to and so after a few minutes he stood and turned to kiss his wife on the cheek. He fetched the hammer and nails and axe and then came to Ernst and patted him on the back and nodded towards the fence. They walked together down to where the sheep were, his father trailing his hand over their thickened wool.

They needed to replace a length of timber that had rotted. Looking at it, his father said, Didn’t realise we’d been here that long. They went to the trees and stood looking up at them until they found one young enough and his father felled it quickly with the axe. He trimmed off the upper branches and made the timber smooth and then the two of them dragged it back to the fence. Ernst held the stout sapling in place as his father hammered it in.

It was late afternoon when they finished. Ernst turned to his father, who was crying. He was standing with his hand on the fence post and his sheep in front of him and the house just a bit further on. He wiped his face and looked at his son. She’s not going to make it, he said.

Youramonsy?

Yeah. And it was me. It was my fault.

How was it your fault?

She wasn’t sick before I got there.

Da, Ernst said, why did you go to her when you have Ma?

Because I’m a fool.

But you have us.

His father nodded. They stood then, the two of them, with the sheep bleeting quietly nearby. Ernst looked up at his da. He felt an urge to take the man’s hand in his own and feel how worn and heavy it was. But the anger was still there in the pit of his gut. So he didn’t.


13

He was feeding the sheep early of a morning when his father appeared from the tree line, stumbling towards their home. He was holding a bundle to his chest and in the light of dawn his hurried breaths were white. He tramped across the ground to the house. The baby’s cries were loud in the silent day. Ernst left the sheep with their feed and hurried after them.

As he entered their home his mother was sitting up in bed frowning at the baby and shaking her head. What is that?

That’s my son.

His mother looking at her husband with her eyes wide. You had a kid with her?

Yes.

Get out.

No.

Get out. Now, his mother said. Her voice was rising in volume and her neck was turning red. She was balling the burlap quilt up in front of her, her fists clenching. Ernst went to her, intending to put his arm around her, but when he got closer he saw that he couldn’t. It was like she was aflame and him touching her would send him up too.

We need to leave, Edwin said. He was jiggling the baby up and down and swaying, trying to get it to hush.

Get out, Edwin! Go!

You have to come with me. I can’t leave you here.

His father went back to their open door and looked out. He swore and then came back to his wife and tried to rip the blanket off her. Get dressed, he said. His voice didn’t sound angry but Ernst could tell he was. His mother held the blankets tight, refusing to move.

Ernst looked out the door and saw the black men coming. They were at the trees and they had spears and other weapons. They had possum skin cloaks over their shoulders. They were striding across the field, past the sheep.

Get the gun, his father said.

As his father stood in the doorway warning the men not to come any closer, Ernst slipped out and ran around the back of the house. He crawled under their home and retrieved the rifle from its case, then loaded it the way he’d been taught. He returned to his father, who was now yelling about Joe.

He’s my son!

He’s our family. You cannot take him, Edwin. It was Russell speaking, and he was standing at the front of the group of men. Ernst had thought he’d be angry, but he didn’t look it. He was smiling, his hand resting lightly on the spear. He looked like he was out for a morning stroll and had happened upon them accidentally. As Ernst stared Russell saw him with the musket and winked in his direction, still not seeing him as a threat.

Ernst held the gun up and aimed it at the group. He watched them and saw their dogs were there too, yipping around their ankles. He saw in their faces the shame he knew. He was holding the gun up and maybe he accidentally squeezed the wrong part of the stock or maybe he squeezed on purpose because the gun jumped in his hand and then the black man furthest to the right went down. He was holding his leg, groaning and writhing on the ground. Blood appeared instantly, wetting the grass, soaking the earth.

Russell’s demeanour shifted and he looked at Ernst without much expression as Ernst trembled. He said quietly, Guess you can hunt. He returned his gaze to Edwin. You cannot just take what isn’t yours.

Be off! Ernst’s father shouted. He is mine. He’s my son.

Then Ernst began to feel a heat in the backs of his legs. He turned and smelled some animal burning. Then he heard his mother shrieking. Orange flames were licking the bottom of their wooden house. Ernst remembered the blaze he had started those months ago with his shot and thought that maybe he had done it again. He had harmed the Aboriginal man and now he had set their home on fire. But as he looked inside he saw his ma was running around throwing oil from the lantern over all of their belongings and then he remembered the blanket.

Iz! Shit! his father shouted. He turned and ran inside, clutching the screaming Joe to his chest.

Ernst heard his mother screaming, This is not his home!

He turned back to the Aboriginal men and came down off the verandah. He still had the gun up, trembling.

You see? Russell said. You see, young boy? You see your father just taking what is not his? You just take too. You are the same.

I’m not the same. Shaking fingers on the gun. Get out of here. Be off!

You are the same.

The black men helped their friend up and Ernst saw the oozing hole in the leg made by his lead ball and how the blood looked different on the man’s skin. There were no medications in their camp and he knew the wound would get infected and the man would die. Russell seemed nonchalant about all of this. He bent down and looked at the man’s leg and frowned and then glared at Ernst. He said, We need to get him fixed up.

Ernst said nothing.

Tell your old man we will be back for our son.

He’s ours.

He is not yours to take. That boy needs his family.

We are his family.

Then they walked away.

Behind him Ernst could feel the flames and then he saw his da run from the house, coughing and spluttering. In his hands, Joe was wriggling, his little face all screwed up.

Where’s Ma? Ernst asked.

His father was on the ground now in the dew-soaked grass. He put Joe down and the baby just sat there squirming. His father shook his head. Coughing, choking.

Ernst threw the weapon down and ran back to the house, shielding his face from the flames. Inside, the fire had sprung up, furious and untethered. He could just make out his mother inside, still running, and saw she was well on fire. He could smell her skin burning. She was screaming.

He ran out and down to the stream, nearly slipping on the wet grass. There was a wooden bucket there they used to carry water up to the trough and he grabbed it and filled it. When he turned his father was there behind him and Ernst made to run by but his father held him and forced him to stop.

No, son. No.

And then he was in his father’s arms. His father solid and immovable. There with Joe bawling loud, screeching, and Ernst screeching too, trying to escape his father’s hold. His mother inside, burning to death. What would it be like? Surrounded by fire, coated in it, in its heat. Your skin melting. He thought about it and about her and her love for the ocean. How she’d robbed herself of it, of them.

His father held him tight until he was crying on the grass with deep sobs. Ernst wanted to stand and move towards his mother, to rescue her, but found himself incapable. It had been his job and he had failed. His father moved from him. Ernst barely noticed. He moved his hand over the mud by the river and wanted to claw the skin from his father’s neck and imagined doing it as he tore at the earth. Felt the slime of it like his father’s blood.

Soon his father was back with the horse and then Ernst was on top, sheltered in his father’s arms. Joe was at his back, wedged between them, quieter now. As they rode away from the burning house Ernst realised that this day he and Joe had both lost their mothers.
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The two Lacey brothers on horseback were not in any type of hurry. The tall eucalypts a part of them now, the smell of them, the feel of their bark. They stopped a moment by a small creek and watered their horses and filled their sacks and ate the damper they’d stored in their packs. Neither said anything. The leaves above them still. The breeze not conjuring much. Beside the creek was dirt and dust. Before they moved on they boiled a billy and made tea and sat in the shade of the trees and drank it together.

Be good to eat something besides damper, Gray said.

Mmm, his brother said, his mouth full.

Be good to get there. Get working.

Mmm. It will be.

There was dirt in the water; John could feel it crunching between his teeth, sliding down his gullet. There was nothing to be done besides masking the flavour of the metallic tannins with tea and they’d done that and it hadn’t helped.

John said, You can’t be confident about what we’ll find when we get there.

I know.

They said it was thriving but there’s no way to tell.

I know, I said. I can hope, though.

Yeah. You can.

They put their gear back in their bags and untied their horses. They mounted. They rode on over dirt, the horses shifting dust, tails warding off flies. John looked at his brother. The flies circled John’s face and he kept swatting at them but his brother didn’t seem to mind them and let them sit atop his lip. There was sweat on his brow. A fly landed near his eye and he didn’t flinch. When Gray noticed John staring he smiled.

Don’t know how you let them just touch you like that.

You wave them off and they just come back in a new place. Better to let them settle.

They bloody irritate.

Lot of things about this irritate.
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The next day while riding they saw a kid with red hair sitting in the road. Almost a man in his limbs, still a boy in the cheeks. He failed to move on their approach and had his head in his hands, looking at the dirt.

What’re you doing, son? Gray said.

Watching ants.

And what’re you doing out here?

They’re big bastards.

Gray looked at his brother and at the trees surrounding them. Your dad nearby?

He’s digging.

They lashed their horses to a tree near the red-haired kid. John turned and tried to get the boy to meet his gaze. He didn’t.

Oi. You need to look at me.

The red-haired kid looked up and his freckled face was burned and red. He blinked at the flies. What?

You think you can watch our horses?

He looked at them.

We need these horses.

I get it.

We want to speak to your dad.

That’s okay.

You look after those horses and I’ll give you this. In his hands he brandished a small knife, its blade dull and used. This knife was given to me by my dad a long time ago. He was a mongrel, though. It’s been used for a lot of things.

Like what?

A lot of things. You can see it’s used. But it’d come up good with a polish. So. You think you can watch these horses for us?

The boy looked at the knife and then the horses and nodded solemnly.

Which way’s your dad?

The boy gestured behind himself. Gray and John walked off the track and into the bush, following the sounds of movement further along, the leaf litter thick and dry beneath their feet.

What’re you promising the kid the knife for? Gray asked.

They came upon a rise and, looking down, saw a man on a shore with a pan shifting dirt. He watched them as they approached and eyed a musket that lay nearby. He was a bigger bloke, with golden hair lining his forearms and a mighty red beard. Behind him stood a boy much younger than the other and the man rested his hand on the boy’s head. This boy had darker skin and looked Aboriginal with his thick black hair. Maybe he was and it was nothing at all to them.

You won’t need that, Gray offered, nodding towards the rifle.

Man intent on robbing me would say the same thing, the man said.

Gray smiled in that affecting way of his. We won’t come down. We just thought to stop when we saw your boy. Thought to see how you’re getting on.

This is my claim.

We know that.

John added, We have no intent on panning at all, mate. We’ve done our dash in the rivers.

Man intent on stealing this claim would say likewise.

Well, I’m not sure I can dissuade you of that with anything else. Do I need to show you our horses and the lack of pans lashed to the saddles?

The man looked at them both. His beard had water in it. The pan half-swished free of debris. Even from the distance there were glints of gold sparking light.

What do you want?

Just thought to see how you’re getting on, Gray repeated.

Grunting, swishing the pan, sitting back on his heels. Looking intent. Had a few small sparks, he said. Nothing grand. Nothing big enough to warrant digging.

We turned out alright on a claim north of here.

Yeah?

Gray looked at him but John added, Well enough. Didn’t find much in the river but dug down nearby and found a seam. Found a few decent nuggets.

The man pinched his mouth, sucked his teeth. Well, good on you, I suppose.

Can’t hurt digging a bit.

Thank you for the words.

He was clearly done with them. He turned his back and went to the shore, where there was a rocky overhang, and he chipped away at the hard earth. Dust and rock fell into his pan and he kept chipping with his hammer until the pan was full. When he turned he realised the brothers were still there.

Guess we’ll leave you to it, then, John said.

My boy okay by the road?

He seems fine.

You tell him come see me?

We will. Good luck to you.

They walked from him and the sound of the pan being swirled and the birds behind him in the otherwise silent forest sent their memories back to when they had done the same for days and months.

They went through the forest and found the red-haired kid by their horses. When they had unleashed the horses from the trees and sat atop them and found all their gear where they’d left it, the red-haired kid said, You got that knife for me, then? I watched your horses like you said.

You need to not be so trusting, mate.

John urged his horse forwards and knew his brother’s eyes were on his back as he left. Soon, though, he heard his brother’s horse moving in unison behind him.

You can’t just do that! the red-haired kid shouted.

Why not?

It’s not fair!

That’s true.

Well then, you can’t do it.

Life’s unfair. Best you learn that early.

The red-haired kid’s hurried footsteps behind them. Approaching them quickly.

John didn’t bother turning. He said with volume, Have a think before you do something drastic, son. Have a think on what I said about the knife.

The footsteps stopped. The horse behind him continuing on. He didn’t hurry. They rounded a corner and only then did he look back and see the kid had followed them there and stood watching them both with anger in his fists.
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It was mid-afternoon when they came upon Ballarat. There were tents and canvas and a few buildings they could see from among the outskirts near the bush. The tents a mass so large it reminded John of the sea. Ropes pulling canvas taut, dirty white with mud. Movement in the setting sun, the women out front throwing wet clothing over lines, campfires burning. The din from instruments some people were playing all out of tune with each other. Dogs yapping, too, what sounded a herd of them. Running through tents untethered. It was chaos and mud and dirt. The brothers gave each other a look and then moved their horses on a track around the outskirts, not wanting to get bogged down in the traffic of the horde.

They rode by a man working at his claim. He had on a blue shirt and moleskin trousers and his back was aching, by the way he stood. He was shovelling dirt from a shallow hole into a cradle, and as the brothers rode near to him he stood next to it and shook it. The dirt snaked over the timber, sifting back into the earth.

Any luck? John asked.

The man only stared at them. As they rode by John looked into the cradle and saw no flecks of gold and saw the man’s disappointment in how he gripped the side, how he lifted the sifted dirt in his bare hands and let it fall back into the ground.

They set their camp near a large eucalyptus away from the tents and up on a slight hill, and a fellow strode over as Gray hammered in their tent pegs and tipped his hat at them.

You fellas staying a bit?

John smiled. We’ll see what pans out.

Is that a pun?

John didn’t respond.

You sound like most blokes here.

I guess we’re similar in that way.

Are you panning? His eyes shifted over their horses, still laden with their gear. You haven’t brought mining gear.

You need to know all this?

The man seemed taken aback. Just making small talk.

I know what you’re doing.

We’re a small community here. He waved his hands, indicating the tents nearby. Just thought to say hi. I’ll leave you to your business.

Appreciate it.

The man walked away and John watched as he returned to his wife and he could see the two were talking about them. There were hurried looks and a little anger. John sat down on the earth watching.

You could be nicer, Gray said, having finished with the tent. You could help me a bit.

Not much point in either of those things.

There’s point in both.

What point?

Helping me makes me want to help you later.

You help me anyway. And I do other things.

Gray said not a word but started instead taking their gear and stores from the horses. His brother, though younger, was the stronger of the two, more solidly built, though they shared the same dark hair and heavy beards. He rubbed their snouts and spoke to them. John on the ground keeping an eye on this man who had introduced himself, keeping an eye on Gray’s mood simmering behind him. The stores would get done, the tent would get set up. He didn’t need to do a thing if he didn’t want to and neither should the both of them and yet here they were, doing things.

That night his brother fell asleep and John waited a moment, listening to his breathing, before rising and standing from the tent in the shrouded dark. There was a wind and it raised his arms up in goose pimples. He hugged his blanket around himself and sat on a fallen tree at the edge of the bushland. He waited, watching the sea of tents and the lanterns at play within them.
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In the morning he was up first and he lit a fire and boiled their water. He moved to the fallen tree he had sat on the night previous and hewed at it with his axe, forging two stools with great effort. He rolled them over to their tent and their horses. He spooned oats into the water and placed dry ones in a bag for the horses to feed on. He rubbed their ears.

He was seated and eating when his brother woke and emerged from the tent. His woollen pyjamas were grubby, marked with sweat and dirt. He stretched and sat himself down on his stool and found his bowl and started eating.

What’re you aiming to do today?

Well, John said, thought I’d get a read on the area. On the people. He nodded his head toward the tents down the slope. See what they say.

About what?

About everything. And I’ll be nicer, like you said.

His brother ate. Guess I’ll get washing and get our stuff proper away.

Woman’s work.

Well. We don’t have women so somebody needs to do it.

John smiled at this. Plenty of women down there.

None’ll be here on their own.

Some might be here with men don’t treat them well.

So I go down there, start giving them flowers and that?

You’re not bad-looking. You could try it on.

His brother laughed. And what about their men?

We can take their men. Not real men anyway, not treating them right.

Treating them right.

Looking out for them. If they want to leave their men for you, then their men aren’t worth worrying about. No balls in them can’t keep and treat a lady.

Not sure there’s ladies here.

The camp was stirring. From their vantage point they could see some of the women in front of their canvas tents. The few wooden structures were much further down and hard to see. The women looked hard-faced. Worked hard. Children’s noise met their ears but there was no sight of them.

There’s women enough, John said.

To clean our clothes.

To be wooed.

To be wooed, Gray said, punching John in the arm. Listen to you.

I’m the only one of the two of us knows how to treat a woman.

Gray leaned back. You didn’t learn that from Dad.

Learned it from Mum.

You had more time with her to learn.

I did.

There was a pause, then Gray added, You need to teach me.

I am.

After breakfast he dressed and tried his best to make himself presentable and stood from their tent in the baking sun. The flies had started up and the deep red of the dirt had cloaked the earth and he hated this place with the soul of him. He walked to the nearest tent and did his best to feign a lack of interest and continued on while taking peeks inside. He came soon to a woman who he thought might have been the wife of the man he had spoken to yesterday. She was seated on a decrepit stool with a crying babe in her arms.

You okay there? he said.

She nodded, her face desperate. Her hair slicked back and her eyes squinting.

You one of those fellas up the hill?

Yes, he said. How are you this morning?

You can hear how I am.

The baby kept on, its little face red. Eyes hard, dark hair. Little fists grabbing at her dress.

Can I help?

Can you stop a child from screaming?

He shook his head. No, miss.

Then no.

He tipped his hat at her and moved hastily away, knowing that she watched his steps.

In the afternoon he made his way across the camp under the guise of meeting the locals. He passed by a black man near the edge of the tents waving a boomerang. Surrounding him were men wearing finery John Lacey had rarely seen and they were shoving money into the black man’s hand as he gibbered on. The black man gave a shout and then hurled the boomerang. It looped out into the sky, swirling through clouds in a shape and at a distance John marvelled at, and then it returned and landed near the black man’s feet. The small crowd of men all cheered and then there were more approaching. John continued on.

He approached a storehouse in a large tent that had mining equipment hanging outside it and a sign that read GOLD HUNTER. He bought a pan and sieve and a small hatchet. Out of eyeshot of his brother and their tent he made his way into the hills and found a small section of river where nobody was panning. There were two mines sunk nearby and nobody working them so he figured all the gold in this area had been found already, though that didn’t stop him shuffling dirt into the pan and swishing the water around. There wasn’t anything worth noting in the river, but the old addiction came flooding into him, so during dinner that night he spoke and ate with merriment in his eyes. When his brother was asleep he went back to the bush and found the pan and the small axe and he brought them back to their tent and hid them behind a tree nearby and covered them in a little dirt.
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One evening he was in town near the storehouse wherein he had purchased his gold-prospecting equipment and was contemplating purchasing more when an Aboriginal family passed him in the street singing. In their throats was joyful song he knew he’d never understand. They had their heads back some of them, looking at the clouds, and they sounded like birds. They called and hollered and clapped each other on the back and they were almost running to the storehouse. Red, yellow and white paint on some of their faces. There were three younger men but they were big enough, and there were smaller ones near their heels. They wore very little but pants and their brown skin was lined with the paint and this was the only thing to distinguish them from the oncoming dark.

He watched as they entered the tent of the storehouse and walked over so he might better see what their business was. He looked through the flap and saw they had in their fists some gold because the old man with the white beard behind the table brought out his scales and started to tally up the weight of it and then he placed in the biggest one’s palm an amount of notes. It seemed plentiful enough from John Lacey’s vantage. Surprising the blacks knew enough to know the value of the gold and knew enough too to find it. He supposed some honest white had taught them or they had seen him do it. Stupid bugger, he was. The blacks finding out the value of what was beneath them would mean they’d be at an advantage now and in the future. He’d seen them stripping bark from trees with such ease and using the bark to carry their children or tow heavy gear. He’d seen them climbing the trees like koalas and laughing at him as he struggled to dig in hard clay. He was not afraid of them but knew they’d soon be a people with whom he’d need to compete.

They meandered around the tent and then Lacey saw with some astonishment that they’d brought some clothes up to the counter and were forking over many of the notes they’d earned. They left the storehouse and were still making their song and the oncoming dark was truly on them. The old man at his tent lit his lanterns hung on poles outside and then the blacks were dancing and their shadows thrown forth across the dirt seemed too huge to fathom. Giants whirling in dust and mud. They all of them were shrugging on the moleskin trousers they’d purchased and they had also bought a number of stovepipe hats. They started wearing them and then pretended to be fashionable whites cavorting across the dirt with their arms flailing mightily and a fine look about their faces. It was great sport. They were all of them soon laughing at their charade. He knew another man watching them might be brought to anger. He could not bring himself to curdle that way.

One of them watched him watching them and smiled and said, You watching us?

Lacey nodded. You boys find some gold out there, did you?

His white teeth in a smile. We found some gold. We sell and now we’re spending it.

I see that.

I know you do! he said, and smiled again. It’s a bit of fun.

I don’t care if you’re up in the stirrups. I don’t care what you do.

The black laughed and clapped his fellow on the back and then they were at it again in their charade. John Lacey turned aside and walked back to his tent.
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Back up the hill laden with a pickaxe, a shovel, flour, a sheep leg. His brother was cooking damper in the earth, moving the coals from it with a stick. When his brother saw him he came down to help store their purchases in the tent.

We cooking this leg tonight?

Gotta cook it soon.

They sat around the fire eating damper, the leg in their pot, cooking over coals.

Soon the man from the day prior walked back up the hill to them and John greeted him by standing and extending a hand.

Sorry about the way I spoke to you yesterday, he said. Had been a long day.

That’s alright, the man said. He seemed relieved.

No excuse for bad manners, I suppose.

The man grinned. No use for manners ’round here anyway.

You want a bit of leg? Might be near cooked now.

No, I’ll have supper on for myself back at the tent. He looked back at his camp as though to check. Thank you. My wife won’t want me filling my belly up here.

You have something on your mind?

Just thought to check in with you, on your intentions.

Have a seat.

On what?

John kicked at his brother’s leg. He’d fallen asleep. Oi. We have company.

His brother looked up under his hat and quickly stood. Their guest sat down and Gray found a place on the grass and sat cross-legged.

So are you boys panning or mining or what?

What’s your name? John asked.

The man laughed. Sorry. Delaware.

Delaware?

People call me Dell.

Dell?

Dell, yeah.

I haven’t heard that name before.

English name.

I’m John, John said. And this is my brother Graham.

People call me Gray.

Which people? Dell asked.

Gray laughed. Guess people that don’t matter now.

Well, Dell, John said, we’re not planning on finding gold at all. We did well enough for ourselves already with the strike nearby, a few days’ north-east from here. Found enough gold to set us up for a bit.

Oh yeah?

Yeah. Wouldn’t normally share this with people on account of wanting to avoid being robbed, if you hear me, but thought you seemed like a man in the know, a man who’s involved in the community, like you said yesterday.

That I am.

Good. That’s good. You asked after our intention. I guess you could say we plan on setting up a storehouse here with our earnings.

Dell wobbled a bit on his stool and seemed to chew on the idea. A storehouse up here would do well, I imagine.

Thought to get your thoughts on it.

People keep striking near here, up the track you two came down. More and more people setting up tents. More people here than I’ve ever seen before. Nearest storehouse is a walk away, people lugging stuff back with them every other day. Knew the guy set up the last one; I could introduce you.

John nodded. That would do just fine.

You want, I could take you over now?

Why don’t you take Gray here? He tends to have a mind for that sort of thing.

What sort of thing?

As you found me yesterday—don’t often meet people well.

Dell looked at Gray and Gray at his brother.

Suppose I’ll come down with you, Gray said.

The two of them set off and John watched their backs as they chatted together down the hill and the dark smudges of their shirts became one with the tents so that he was left looking at a blurring sea.
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He stood barefooted in the watering hole and watched as kids nearby swam and splashed each other and floated on their backs looking up at the clouds. There were three, all of them under eight. Their skin was pinked with sun and their eyes were bright. They found a tree and one of the boys climbed it until he was high up and then leaped and landed with a splash in the water. The two others laughed and raced to the tree themselves. John watched all this transpire, doing his best not to move, squishing his toes in the mud beneath his feet.

Soon there were five Aboriginals emerging from the forest. In front was a man and then trailing behind him were two women and the rest were children. Over the shoulders of the women was a thick piece of timber and dangling from the timber was a dead kangaroo suspended by its hocks. The two younger blacks near the same age as the white ones swimming bounded over and soon the five of them were laughing together. The older Aboriginals smiled at this, stood a moment, quiet with thought.

The man saw John standing and nodded at him and called something in a tongue he didn’t understand.

I don’t understand, John called back, shaking his head.

The man walked to him and John remained where he stood and nodded at the man. The kangaroo between the women was swung in his direction and the man made some noises and nodded towards him. The women looked at him and he could see their breasts beneath their clothing. The man turned his back and with a blade of white hacked at the breast of the kangaroo and then turned back. He took John’s hand and then slapped the red and dripping meat down upon his palm and nodded and said some more words. John nodded in return and said, Thank you.

The three older blacks walked on. The younger ones remained behind. One a girl, one a boy. They played freely. John called out, Hey, and all of them turned as one. It’s alright, John said. I’m not here to hurt any of you.

He waited a minute, till he was sure the older blacks had gone, before clambering to the bank and finding a piece of bark. He put the kangaroo meat upon it gently, not wanting to cause offence if the man who had given it to him returned. Then he reached into his pocket and withdrew a gold nugget. He held it out before him between his thumb and forefinger and let it glint in the light for the children to see.

You blacks, he said. He pointed so they would know. You two. You see this? In the water somewhere? He splashed at the water with his hands. In his face he did his best to etch confidence, certainty. You know where this stuff would be?

The boy was the first to look aside. Down, away from this white face imploring him.

You, John said. You know this. He trod closer, sending water splashing, and held out the nugget and shook it a little.

The boy looked around, then pointed up the bank.

You need to take me.

The boy couldn’t understand him but he looked at his new friends. None of them came to his aid. They were all staring at this man before them, scared out of their wits.

The white boy who had climbed the tree eventually said, He doesn’t understand you.

I know that.

Well, what’re you asking him for?

With that, John pocketed the gold. Put a smile on, made himself cheery. Oh, just thought it was worth a shot. These blacks’ve been here longer than us; they know the land better. Bit useless if they can’t speak our language, though, right?

The boy did not seem appeased so John stepped from the waterhole. Dripping wet he grabbed the kangaroo and felt its warm meat move between his fingers. He walked from them all. A distance away, after hearing their splashing resume, he risked looking again, and noted the Aboriginal boy’s face. Noted the way his hair fell to his shoulders, the slightness of his shoulders. The splotchiness up one arm—the forearm—indicating scar, indicating fire. He then turned and walked back to camp.
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They sat by the fire on their cut logs of mountain ash and the two brothers were silent as they ate their kangaroo stew. They’d thrown in cut carrots and potatoes Gray had bought from the store.

People near here grow these?

Gray finished his mouthful. Didn’t ask. He didn’t say.

Sort of information might’ve been useful.

Early days, brother. Early days.

John looked at the clouded sky and hugged his fur around him and ate another spoonful. The warmth of it reached his toes.

Might go in tonight, Gray said.

I’ll come with you.

You deign to be seen with me?

Get off your high horse.

His brother laughed. This kangaroo’s alright.

It will do.

The black fella just handed it to you?

Making friends, I suppose.

Grunting, Gray cocked his leg, farted. Feels bloody mongrel coming out the other end let me tell you.

You looking to meet a cornstalk tonight you won’t want to be doing that.

His brother’s eyes had dark rings about them and as he hunched over his bowl and the steam wafted up towards him he seemed malevolent and dark, darker than his eyes, dark in his intent. He smiled, though, and the image was unspun.

Never said I wanted to do that.

You said the other day.

Not tonight, but.

Keep an eye out, though.

*

They got ready in the tent together and his brother without his shirt bore on his skin the marks of their father. John wore the same on his but of course had never had a good look at his own and he wondered if he had fared worse or better.

They walked by tents and there were men and women living lives foreign to their own. Babies crying and children darting between their legs and pushing each other over onto dirt. Curly-haired children in the mottled dark like animals, like horses bounding. One ran into John’s back and he shoved the child aside into the dust and the child looked at him from its back. Didn’t cry, though. John stopped walking and bent over and offered a hand to help the child up, in case there were people watching, which the child accepted, and as he stood John tried to help dust off the dirt from its back but the child was running again with its friends and was soon lost within another tent.

They passed a man working in this low light swearing softly. He had a bucket bailing water from a hole he’d formed and he was sloshing the water as fast as he could down a small decline into a pond he’d made. They kept walking without a word, the man’s swearing getting louder behind them.

The brothers walked towards a fire in the distance. There were other people travelling with them. Dirt tracks scuffed from boots and horses making a path in the dark, a different shade of earth. He walked with hands in pockets. His brother’s arms were shining, reflecting distant firelight, a look of drunk happiness splashed across his face.

They came to a larger tent, spanning fifty foot either way. They stepped inside. A man at the front with suspenders offered an upturned palm and without word pointed at a crude sign. Gray found money and pressed it into his palm and the two brothers moved into the tent. Smell of stagnant sweat normally found within a church, normally within a pub. Whumping breeze on the canvas overhead. Would rain by night’s end.

In the centre of the tent there were wooden planks fastened together with rope making a platform. A wooden post in each corner and rope between them. Two men in the middle wearing boxing gloves made of leather. Men and women alike talking loudly, seated on wooden benches spanning each side of the event in the middle. Neckerchiefs, dusters. John felt underdressed, felt cold suddenly. Wanted to sit but found no place.

There came Dell standing beside him. Beside Dell was the woman John had met days ago struggling with her child. Now she wore a look of stern resignation, the likes of which seemed permanently etched into her face. The babe was at her breast dozing, wrapped in a blanket.

Miss, John said, shouting over the other patrons. Dell.

She nodded at him and looked to try to soften.

Dell said, Don’t mind her, mate. Don’t blame her either, mind. That kid up all hours. Bloody angel standing next to me. Heather is her name.

He kissed her solidly on the cheek. She smiled then.

Dell says you might open a storehouse near us then? Heather said.

That is the plan.

You’d sell food?

Yes. We’d sell what would be useful to the people in the immediate area.

Families starting to move here, she said. Heard about the gold. We’ve been here a while and you can’t count the people now showing up daily. Might be worthwhile getting some items for families. Blankets, food, the like.

Toys?

Toys would be wonderful.

Books?

She smiled. Would save us trekking up that mongrel hill every other day to buy things.

Well, we’ll see. We’re in no hurry to set up. We want to do it right, build a building for it. Don’t want to operate out of a tent forever.

There came then a loud shout from the middle of the ring and the man who had collected their money stood centre stage looking up, tilting his head back, grinning, swinging his arms about like a whirligig.

You’ve all paid to see a good fight and a good fight you will see. Winner is the man still standing at the end. You want to place a bet you best do it within the next two minutes because we will start on eight o’clock, you mark my words.

There were two men wearing red shirts walking between the benches writing names and bets down as men placed money into their hands. They put this money in a wallet and continued on to the next person. One of these men neared the brothers and John shook his head. Dell made a bet, looking at the boxers, choosing the heaviest.

What do you do, Dell? John yelled over the racket as the bookkeeper walked to the next man.

Got a claim up a bit. Haven’t found much yet.

How you living?

Not well.

How you making bets like that?

Dell shook his head and Heather refused to look at the two of them, instead focusing all she had on the two men in front. Gray was looking over the ring at the crowd on the other side. John followed his gaze.

You looking at the girl?

Gray didn’t turn.

Go talk to her.

No. Gray shook his head. Not now.

Wait till after then.

Gray didn’t respond.

Soon the men within the ring moved apart and sat in different corners on wooden stools stained dark with old blood. The owner came forth once more to stand in the middle and waved his hands for the crowd to shush.

The men here’re gonna fight. We’ll blow the whistle every three minutes for the round break. Twelve rounds.

He clambered out beneath the rope and the men in their pants and leather boots and longer shirts stood from the stools. The whistle blew. Both men seemed reluctant to enter the fight and the crowd were cheering and then the taller one, who had scars around both his ears, strode over. The other shrunk away and in that John knew the fight had been lost. Scarred ears swung his fist and caught the other in the side of the head despite his raised gloves and the man cried out, blocked the next, ducked another. John watched it all unfold not caring who won or lost. His eyes were for the crowd and the way they were enraptured.
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Autumn had set in and the air around him was frigid and often in the morning he could breathe and his breath would turn into fog. On his way to the waterhole he saw a black child different to the one he had seen previously and at this child he moved his hand to his mouth like he was holding a pipe and he puffed out the smoke in mime. The child smiled at this and he smiled in return and then he moved on.

As he made his way in the early hours he saw a game being played. Dell was seated on a stump watching the dealer moving the thimbles and then when he stopped Dell pointed. The man lifted the thimble revealing no pea beneath and then he was laughing. Dell looked heavy in his shoulders as he handed over his bills. Looking like he hadn’t slept all night. John Lacey did not make himself known.

At the waterhole he sat on a fallen tree laced with dew to the side of the water. The water muddy and red. He considered filling his canteen and drinking but didn’t want to move, so he didn’t. He sat and waited for the Aboriginal family but the sun moved across the sky behind clouds. Soon the day was half wasted and he had done nothing besides wait and knew there had to be a different way.

Back at camp that night after supper he and Gray sitting beside one another looked at the tents below and near. Recently people had started building humpies, a few bark-thatched roofs jutting up between the canvas.

Gray said, Soon this spot will be too crowded to make a decent storefront, let people know it’s here.

We’ll be right.

We should be further along in making the place.

John looked behind them. They’d flattened earth, which had taken over three days because the structure they were aiming to build was at least double the width of the ones made just for shelter. In the low light he could still see the shadows of the posts in each corner of the frame. They’d driven some in roughly every foot. They’d collected acacia branches and started to weave them between the posts but they’d only come up on to knee-height so far. What stood seemed skeletal in the dark, made of hell.

John said, We’ll get there, brother. You don’t need to worry.

I do worry.

I know.

Gray’s feet were tapping in the dust. We have money but it won’t last us forever. We need to get things running.

We’ll have a month left yet. We’ll get it sorted.

Gray said nothing. Stared off at the tents. Maybe looking for that girl. Seeing her hair somehow in the dark amid the mass. The noise of constant chatter and people laughing and children still about distant from them. Like unknowable ghosts, untraceable phantoms.

I’m going to walk in, John said.

Why?

Just walking.

Gray huffed. Right.

I’ll be back.

John left his brother there and walked towards the tents. As he passed the newly erected structures he looked at them and their occupants, bending down to peer in without shame. Most of them stared back. A few did nothing at all.

He soon found Dell’s tent. Dell was outside digging a trench around their tent with a shovel and heaving and moaning like he’d been stuck in the side with a knife.

Dell?

The man stopped and seemed spooked, standing quickly, wiping his face. Smiling when he realised who’d spoken.

Bloody give a man a fright. Thought you were a boomah in the dark.

Boomah?

Bloody big kangaroo. I’ve been told. He breathed hard, held a hand to his chest. You walking?

Had an idea, thought I’d pose it to you.

Pose away, Dell said. He kneeled back down, resumed his digging. Heather won’t stop at me about these humpies nearby. She was fine in the tent till she saw them and now we need to make one, she says. Haven’t found gold panning for a month now. Guys digging nearby keep yelping, finding seams, finding nuggets. Need to change, mate; need to change something.

John waited until he was finished then said, There was an Aboriginal family I saw up at the waterhole the other day.

That dark mob’s alright, aren’t they? They give you some kangaroo?

John nodded.

Dell turned from his trench, sat on his arse in the dirt. Wiped his face with both hands, moonlight catching in his fingertips. They do that. They’re alright. Think they’re a bit scared of us.

I wouldn’t mind catching them again. Talking with them.

They don’t speak English.

I know. Still. I could figure something out. Thought they might be a good resource for bartering. They make things, hunt. Might be useful in the end.

Dell blinked.

From the tent, Heather said, Dell?

Yes?

You coming in soon?

Just talking with John.

They waited a moment but there came nothing more.

Dell said, They normally walk through over there come nightfall. Dell nodded north-west to a strip of tents bordering thicker trees on the other side of the clearing. Walking into town. Normally a few women, the man. Their kids. You can see their … He motioned mounds of imagined bosom near his chest, eyes looking at the tent that held his wife. You can see them. Their clothes don’t fit right.

John nodded. Might see if I can have a chat. Maybe we can learn to speak black.

Dell laughed. Good luck, mate.

Heather shushed him from the tent.

Dell said, I best be to bed.

What’s the trench for?

Looks set to rain. Thought to ward it off the floor.

That trench won’t hold back much.

John waited until Dell was inside his tent and he’d seen the string pulled and tied at the front flap before moving on. He walked over to the strip of tents Dell had gestured towards and kept his ears ready for movement in the trees over leaves but there came no sound besides some of the men sleeping heavily in their tents. He thought on what a man might make of another man standing silently near his tent and thought he would need to somehow find a weapon soon. He waited a while longer, then left.
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It rained. They lay in their tent and the rain bucketed. Soon it sloshed in under the floor of their tent. John and Gray both exited and with shovels and fingers dug trenches so the water would flow around them and down the hill towards the other tents. It was wet and slow going and after a while they gave it up and returned to the confines of their tent.

We need to get the building built, Gray said. Should’ve started it already.

Wouldn’t be finished yet, though. More roof on this than we’d have on that half-finished.

Gray shoved at him and John smiled.

The two of them then in the canvas. Soon it grew darker. Noises in the bushes. They would be sleeping in wet and John knew from experience that he’d struggle to fall asleep at all and come the new day he’d not get much done even if the rain had stopped.

Gray said, I’m going to take a squat.

In the dark?

Was hoping the rain would let up.

His brother wrapped his coat around himself and drew it tight with the strings. He put his boots on and the sound of the falling water on top of their tent intensified.

John Lacey looked up and said, God knows you’re getting ready to go out.

He’s always having a laugh.

Gray breathed a few times before pulling the tent drawstring free and pushing back the flap. Water cannoned inside and he struggled out and John tied the string tight behind him. Not long after his brother returned, yelling something at the flap.

Not much time to take a shit, John shouted.

Get out here, came the loud reply.

To watch?

Somebody needs our help.

John pushed back the flap and squinted through the dark rain. Gray there pointing down towards the town of tents. John looked but could not see through the rain and dark.

I can’t see anybody.

They’re down there, Gray shouted. He’d cupped his hand over his brow to keep his eyes free of water. There’s a family down there whose tent’s fallen down.

Well good luck to them. I’m not getting wet helping them out.

Come on, John. Can’t hurt in the long run having people owe us.

John knew the freezing cold and knew too that he’d soon be aching with it and when they returned to their already sodden tent there’d be no way to dry off without the sun. But as his brother bounded forth in the dark he found himself putting his boots on and scrambling from the tent in the rain.

They came upon a family in the mud. In the dark with no light it made them all blind. Shielding his eyes he saw his brother helping with a large swathe of canvas which had already fallen in the rivers of dirt and mush. He moved forwards and found another pole and pulled it upright. There was another body beside him hauling too. Soon the canvas was draped over and there were ropes lashed to pegs which would surely come free in no time at all.

Squinting through the rain he found his brother. Clapping the man beside him on the shoulder by way of a signal, he dragged himself over to his brother through the wet and yelled in his ear, This is proper wet.

It’s not proper wet till the water finds the hole in your arse.

Well, I can tell you we’re there.

His brother nodded. Shouted, Could take them to the hotel.

Up above was black and rain. He looked, squinted. Rain like tiny hammers into skin. John yelled, Cost ’em.

We can pay.

John shook his head. We don’t have endless money.

What?

He shook his head again and saw his brother wasn’t looking, so wrenched his head around with both hands and made him look and shook once more emphatically. His brother pushed his hand away and walked from him dripping. In the thick water Gray and this bloke huddled near one another like giant boulders, like char-coaled gold. Like he might hack into them and find his fortune. Sift their innards through a sieve and watch as those tiny sparkles born in their blood shone.

The man hurried from them and his brother came over and pushed him in his front and bade him follow. The noise of it deafening. They all went. There were two others beside the man. Gray led the way and on they went, doing their best to avoid falling into other tents. There were people outside digging trenches and huddled together and through the sleet John saw some were huddled under the trees in the forest. Some shelter better than none. There were children there too, and in their dark faces he saw the face of the Aboriginal boy who was always in his mind.

They came soon to the hotel, a large structure that sat outside their immediate line of sight from their tent. There were people crowding the front. There weren’t many other places to shelter so it seemed the whole town had gathered here.

As they huddled into the building like herded sheep John said, Should’ve known it’d be this dense with people.

Gray shook his coat and pushed back his black hair so that he looked far rougher than his spirit would attest. I did know. Thought to just get bloody out of it.

There was murmuring around them. Children scampered between their legs chasing a ball. They were all of them drenched, herded together like penned sheep. Lanterns lit in the corners, hanging from hooks in the ceiling. It was two storeys tall and the brothers had spoken with the proprietor and knew he was doing very well for himself. John couldn’t see sign of him now but understood that all these people crowded in his parlour would only help his business. Now he was their saviour, a man who had rescued them from the downpour.

Guess there’s no need to pay for a room then, John said.

No.

Where are the people that came with us?

Gray looked around. Don’t know. Don’t know what they looked like.

So all this good Samaritan-ing was for nought? They want supplies they won’t know the people who helped them.

You’re dry aren’t you? Gettin’ your shirt out. I found us dry walls.

John shook his head and saw his brother craning his neck over the crowd and knew he was looking for a girl he’d surely seen and then all of this effort came into sharp relief.

You’re after a girl, aren’t you.

Gray’s neck stopped craning. Be quiet.

After that cornstalk the other night at boxing?

Gray leaned in close and held John’s shoulder so that his fingernails pinched skin. Shut your gob, brother.
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It was night-time when he set out. His brother snoring drunk. He’d sat by the fire reading a book by its light and when he heard the slumber he stood and moved quickly through the bush. Going through parting branches in the dark. Getting stuck in his stomach and his face with sticks and leaves. Nervous of spiders, of getting coated in their webs and feeling their little legs creeping over him, but then what would happen? He’d get bitten and then he’d be dead and then he wouldn’t care one way or another and all of his worries and cares and ambitions would be dead with him. There was a type of peace to that.

His way forwards over mounds of red earth dark in the night. Moonlight dull, absorbed by wood. Running hands over the eucalyptus trees, feeling their bark catch in his fingertips. Heels worn, hurting, running pains up the backs of his legs. He waded through bushland and made a mighty noise with all of his grunting and heaving.

Soon he came up behind the stretch of tents Dell had pointed out to him near the trees. He sat down on a patch of dirt and put his elbows on his knees. All fires had been extinguished. Some were still gushing smoke. He pulled from his pocket a piece of kangaroo that had been dried in the sun and salted and sat to gnawing on it, the cold in the earth leaching through his moleskin trousers.

*

He first heard the Aboriginal family as they crept through the trees. It was only because he was sitting not making any noise at all that he managed to hear them. They were quiet like bush rats. A short distance from him. He stood as quietly as he could and shouldered his pack and watched them as they made their way.

When he saw the youngest boy—the one with fire scars up his arm—he crept forwards. The father heard him and turned but he was too late and John was upon the boy, holding him rough around the neck.

The man came behind him and pushed at him. The boy squirming. He held him tight and knew the boy’s younger strength could not undo the knot formed by his arms. John Lacey kicked out at the man who kept on pushing and was yammering something.

I’m just taking him for a bit, he said.

The Aboriginal man kept at him. He shoved at his chest and swung at his face and John fell back against a tree in the dark, still holding the boy. He tried to make a motion to the Aboriginal that he’d better stop because he had his arms around his son’s neck and he could wrench his head off if he squeezed hard enough but the black didn’t seem to notice. The women nearby moaning, yelling, too loud. John kept on grunting and saying, Stop, but then he was struck in the face. He felt blood smear his lips, hot in his throat.

He threw the boy wherever he could and now he was free he drew his father’s knife from the back of his pants and next time the Aboriginal man lunged he stuck it out against him. The Aboriginal cried out and drew his arm back. The women crying, one murmuring. The trees all around them in shadowed witness.

The man fell back against a tree and the sound his head made when it collided was akin to a wooden bowl being smacked. He didn’t move again and the women went to him. John looked around and found the boy lying sprawled in the dust, so he went to him and raised him, gripping the boy’s neck between his fingers like a mother cat carrying its young.

Get to your feet, boy, he said.

He shoved and moved him. Behind him the women crying. He grabbed his pack. The boy seemed mute and only walked when shoved. As he passed the tents that lined the trees he thought he heard movement from within and hurried his steps.
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He sat waiting in the pre-dawn light, watching the stars as they were engulfed in shaded sky. The Aboriginal boy near him on his haunches.

From his pocket he drew the kangaroo meat and held it out to the boy and motioned with his eyebrows. The boy did nothing in response.

As the sun crested the trees he looked back to where they had walked and saw no trace of civilisation.

Bit ironic, isn’t it? Me offering you the meat your dad gave me as a gift.

The boy said something and stared at him.

Just taking you for a bit. I’ll bring you back when you get me what I want.

He found the gold nugget he’d shown the boy in the bag he’d brought with him and held it out.

You see this? I know you know where there’s some of it so I want you to show me.

The boy didn’t move.

You know where we are? You run off, I’ll stick you. And he waved the knife about.

The boy looked around and stood and walked to a nearby tree and ran his hand along it.

How’d you get that scar on your arm? Some bloody ceremony you lot do, is it? Shove your hand in a fire, see how you become a man? I heard all those weird things you Aboriginals think is religious.

The boy walked back to him and held out his hand.

What do you want? The kangaroo?

He made to put the meat in the boy’s palm but the boy tapped his hand and then gripped his finger. He started walking, pulling John, and John followed.

They scrambled up an incline that was draped with broken leaves and he had to use his hand to pull himself up but the boy didn’t. He glided up it like a snake. At the top he sat waiting until John arrived, puffing up his guts, both hands on his knees, his pack feeling heavier. The boy kept easing his way between trees so John had to keep moving despite his aching chest, his scratched hands.

They walked for two hours, only pausing when there was water to be had. John marked his way with cracking branches on trees so that he might find the path back. The boy wouldn’t look John in the eye and wouldn’t take his food either. John kept silent as much as he could but often found himself telling the boy things he had never told his brother. He spoke of his father and the way he had always pitied the man and the last memory he had of him, the way his arm had bent back at the shoulder in his death near the beach. They’d travelled on the ship and he had little memory of that but he remembered his father falling because he’d jumped on purpose and landed on rocks near their ship and he remembered the way his arm had dangled as they’d raised his sodden body up. Then the absence in his eyes and the way he’d been buried. He spoke of all of this to the boy. Gray had been too young to remember. The only memory Gray had of their father were the scars that lined his back. Their father had put them there with his belt and with his fists when Gray was a baby screaming in the hold of that ship. There’d been a charm in him, though, a way he had with people. He was able to get them to gab about their worries and cares without much prompting. John knew he held none of this charm but he saw it present in Gray.

Soon they came to a stream. The sun up near the roof of the world. They’d climbed some way since they’d started. At first the boy seemed to be interested in more water but he didn’t drink and instead as John bent down to scoop some into his gullet the boy grabbed his hand and forced it down near his pocket.

Easy, hey! John said.

The boy kept doing it until John pulled out the gold nugget and the boy nodded. He nodded towards the water then tapped the side of the bank made of rock and quartz. Red rock.

Gold in here? He waved the nugget about.

The boy nodded.

John unshouldered his pack and opened the flap and retrieved the sieve and pan. You stay here now. Here. Near the pack. He pointed with his fingers but because he wasn’t sure if the boy was watching him or looking through him there was no way of telling if he’d been understood.

From his pack he took a long thin chain and then grabbed the boy by the hair. The boy started to struggle and kick and cry. John dragged him to a nearby tree and then slapped his cheek as hard as he could so that the boy would stop struggling. He put a thicker chain from the pack around the boy’s neck and locked it and pocketed the key and then locked the thick chain to the longer one and made a loop around the trunk and locked that too. The boy sat down with his head in his hands.

Stay here, alright? Don’t go running off gettin’ lost.

He wandered back to the river. It was around ten foot wide and not very deep. He took off his boots and rolled his trouser legs up to his knees then waded in. The pan sloshing. He had a small hatchet he used to hack at the rock at the bank. He put the rock in the pan and swished it around looking for little flecks of alluvial gold but he didn’t find any so he dumped the dirt back into the water. He did this three times without success.

You’re sure? he said.

The boy said nothing but pointed further down the river.

John grumbled and the sun bit into his neck so he shifted his hat backwards and then waded to where the boy had pointed, burbling water about him. The river narrowed in this spot and the water grew deeper and then there were little streams of water. In those streams he knew might be some gold. He tapped at the rock and sifted small dirt and panned it out. Small flecks of gold glinted in the sun. A lot of small flecks. Two or three substantial ones.

He looked up at the boy and smiled and sifted the flakes into a jar he’d brought with him.

He spent the afternoon that way, searching for gold, and find gold he did. Most of it small but enough to warrant this as his claim. John felt that old ache and release he had felt whenever he’d found gold before. Some need within him met with these yellow bursts of light. As he approached the boy he almost skipped and rubbed the boy’s hair.

Now, mate, it’s getting on. I’m going to leave you here, okay? I’ll need your help with this. Can’t dig all of it on my own; I’ll be up here for centuries. He motioned with his hand. I reckon there might be something worthwhile here in the earth too. Yeah. Don’t want you running back to your dad just yet, either.

He took from his pack a blanket made of kangaroo fur and held it out for the boy. He put beside him his canteen full of water and some of the meat he hadn’t eaten earlier.

You lot are used to sleeping out in the cold, right? You’ll be right, won’t you?

The boy said nothing.

Right. Well I’ll get back to camp. We find what I’m looking for, I’ll let you go back to your dad.

The afternoon sun was dropping when he walked into the bush, following his broken branches and sticks back the way he’d come.
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Days later outside their tent on the ground, looking at the sky. Gray returned. Upon sighting his brother he stood with his hands on his hips and behind him was the setting sun.

Where’ve you been? Gray asked.

Meeting people.

You’ve been just sitting there all day?

John said nothing and smiled.

I’ve found a few people to sell us produce, Gray said. Carrots and potatoes. Found a bloke farming sheep. Had around a hundred head. Said he made his cash on his claim right at the start of the strike and bought all these sheep and let them root and now he has a hundred head. What do you think of that?

That sounds good.

So we’ll have sheep. He’s shearing ’em but when they get old we can have ’em for meat. We buy direct from him and butcher them ourselves we’ll be kept in supply.

Come a point we’d be better off buying our own stock.

His brother leaned forwards, resting on his knee. He turned back to the camp and then back again and tipped his hat and looked at their horses. They fed?

I fed them.

You’ve just been sitting here?

John smiled again. Look behind the tent.

Graham stood and arched his back and walked behind the tent. John stood and followed him.

Behind him, bordering the bushland, there was a hole in the earth John had dug. Next to it timber he’d purchased in a stack.

What’s this for?

My vision.

For what?

For shitting.

He walked over and kicked at the hole and looked at his brother who had questions in his eyes. He stood looking back at the sunset and the clouds as they bordered colour.

Most of the men camping nearby are off early in the day working their claim. Leaving the women minding the children, taking care of the home. Or tent. And women like their privacy. I’ve seen ’em walking near the bush with children in tow looking every way for a set of eyes watching them piss. The kids holding the shovels they use to bury their shit. And it’s getting foul here. Probably the muck washing into water and we’re all drinking it. Anyway. Thought we’d dig a hole here near our storehouse real deep and build a dunnekin.

A dunnekin?

Near the store. So women, when they’re buying things, can use the toilet for no extra charge. Just incentive to be here. Women and men alike’ll be coming here to use the toilet but on their ways back they’ll be stopping into our storehouse to thank us and finding all these items they never knew they wanted.

His brother walked over, looking down at the hole in the earth splattered with newly fallen leaf litter. It’s not very deep.

I’m not done yet. Figured I’d spend a while digging it deep so we don’t fill it up too quick.

And what happens when we do fill it up?

I’m building the structure so it’s not heavy and it’ll be tied down with rope. He kicked at a pile of rope near his feet. If the hole gets filled up we can dig another and move the structure down a bit.

With a door and everything?

Yes with a door. Not much good without a door.

On hinges?

With hinges. With a lock so nobody else can get in.

His brother shook his head. You and your ideas.

You don’t think it’s good?

I think it’s good but I also think there are more important things that need doing round here.

You’re always better at making friends, going off sourcing stuff.

You could start on the actual building.

Thought I’d practise with this first. Get my bearings on how to do it again. Never built one on my own before.

*

That night he waited until his brother fell asleep then crept from the tent, untying the knots holding the door flap closed, booting his feet, finding his coat. In his pack he had a coloured blanket he intended to use. The camp mostly asleep except for one small fire but in the distance he could see the two people sitting beside it were only talking and took no notice of him. He crept into the bush and fought his way through, doing his best to find his bearings by moonlight, looking for the signs he’d etched in trees to guide his way. Crunching leaves beneath feet and wincing. His brother’s snores echoing through the bushland still finding him a distance away.

He went up the incline and found the going somehow easier in the dark. Fighting his way through bush. Each time he came to a tree with a broken branch he had used to mark his path he ripped a piece of blanket off with his knife and tied it around the branch. He touched the tree as he did so as though it were a totem and he a weary pilgrim whose only intent had been to feel the sacred object so he might continue on.

In this manner he came to the creek. He looked for the boy. He was on all fours like a possum.

You alright, mate? John called.

He feared getting closer. Feared he had turned the boy’s burgeoning modernity back to the feral. He’d tipped one way and John had tipped him back. Saw in his mind the boy’s teeth tearing at his throat. The kangaroo blanket and the canteen he’d left he couldn’t see anywhere. No telling what the boy had done with them, whether he’d understood their use in the first place.

He walked over, crossing the river, getting wet through his boots, and stopped before the boy’s leash would allow him to reach. He threw over some of the dried meat he’d purchased and some apples and they landed softly near the boy. But he didn’t move to pick them up, ravenous though he must be.

Come on, mate, eat. You’re no use to me if you’re dead. He made motions with his hands and mouth as though he were eating. He took from his pack the remainder of the blanket and threw it over too. It flopped over the boy’s head and still he remained in his position, now a heaving lump. He looked like a child playing dress-up. Something John remembered attempting to play with his father. Walking from room to room like a ghost back in England making a moaning noise and bumping into furniture. He’d bumped into the vestibule upon which sat a vase and it had fallen onto the floor and smashed and he’d cried out. His father had soon been upon him and John had whimpered away because he’d known he should be beaten but instead his father had picked him up and carried him from the broken glass. He’d sat him down on a rug and lifted up each foot and brought the lantern nearer so he could better see if there was any glass embedded within John’s foot. The beating had only come once his father had been sure he was safe and the glass had been cleaned up.

He watched the breathing lump and wanted to let the kid go, but if he did the kid would tell his father what John had done and while he was sure he wouldn’t be charged or sent to prison for thieving a black necessarily, there’d still be trouble. And Gray would not approve. He knew then that he would have to kill the boy, when they’d mined far enough.

You’ll be right, mate, he said. Just be under that blanket in the night, hey? I know you lot sleep rough but it’s getting right cold. I’ll be back tomorrow and we’ll keep digging. And when I find enough gold to set me right for a bit I’ll let you go back to your dad.

The blanket seemed to turn aside. Maybe he had understood the word dad. Or maybe he was just uncomfortable. John walked back across the creek and followed his tied blanket strips by moonlight and made it back to their tent. He had to sit with his toes near the fire for a bit to warm them up from the cold before climbing back inside.
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He woke to find his brother already gone. The sun had barely risen as he wandered from their tent. There were oats and water and sugar in the cookpot left to the side of the fire in the coals. Who knew what his brother was doing. He spooned some into a bowl and sat and watched the village of tents stir to life.

Soon his brother returned with the girl. They were walking side by side and his brother said something and the girl laughed. She had sunlight in her hair and there were marks on her dress where she’d been kneeling in mud. The clothes had been washed, of course, but she’d been so often kneeling the mud had left a permanent mark.

Gray looked up and saw his brother watching and then stopped walking. He turned to the woman and said something, and she looked up the incline at John, smiling. They came upon him spooning in another mouthful.

I’m Gabrielle, she said. She extended a hand.

John wiped his hand on his shirtfront and reached out and shook hers. Strange to shake a woman’s hand.

John.

Your brother said you might be grouchy.

John looked at his brother and Gray shrugged. Heard you come in late again last night. Wasn’t sure you’d even be up at all.

John smiled. It’s a pleasure meeting you.

She looked back down towards the tents. You boys have a nice view up here.

We’ve done alright, John said.

Well, she said. She looked from brother to brother and laughed. I’ll let you boys alone.

She turned and walked back down the hill and the brothers watched her as she navigated the tents and talked to people as she passed and lifted her dress near the muddier parts of the dirt walkways.

Nice girl, John said.

Gray sat down next to him. She is.

Bit rough.

I like her.

She doesn’t look like she’s worth much.

She’s good, though, Gray said. She knows how to laugh.

How’d you meet her?

Just the other day.

So not the one you’ve had your eye on?

Nah. This one’s better. He grinned, said, You were out so I went down to the hotel to check on that family we helped in the rain. She was one of them. Her mother and father just moved here, trying to strike it rich. Poor girl had to leave the rest of the family and all her friends to travel with her folks. Just turned nineteen. She’s been helping with the kids in the village, minding them to give the mothers a break.

Make a good mum herself then.

That’s my thinking.

Later that day, after they had made some ground in the building of their house, he said, I’m heading in to the storehouse.

Yeah?

Yeah.

What for?

Supplies. Few things for the home. See if I can find some mattresses. Bit tired of sleeping on those kangaroo furs.

You and me both.

He put the hammer down on the ground and washed his hands free of dirt in the bucket of water and wiped his hands on the front of his trousers. He rolled his sleeves up to his elbows and donned his hat, thick with the smell of sweat. He laboured down the hill and wandered through the camp. He passed Dell’s tent and passed the place where he had knifed the Aboriginal bloke but saw no sign of either. He even made a few hesitant steps towards the place to see if there was blood in the leaf litter at the foot of the trees but didn’t dare get close enough for fear somebody would know and that same somebody would see him.

He came to the GOLD HUNTER storehouse where he had purchased his supplies for prospecting. Since he had first visited, instead of operating from within his tent, the man had built a small building to house his wares. He entered and took his hat off and placed it on the counter and looked around the size of the room and knew his and Gray’s building was superior and larger. The man behind the counter stood up from behind and said, What can I do for you?

Was wanting to purchase a licence to prospect.

The old man looked him up and down. You prospecting?

He made no motion.

If you have been without a licence, they’ll ask you, is all, and you’ll be in trouble.

I have to have a licence.

If you want to have a legitimate claim on what you find, you do, yes. The police’ll be asking you ’bout your claim whenever they see you. And you come in here wanting to sell gold, or anywhere else, and they’ll find you to ask you where you got it.

So I need the licence?

You need the licence if you want to avoid trouble with the law, yes, the old man said. He had a smile in the corners of his eyes as he added, Of course, the police have been fewer in number than the new arrivals. They’ve been sending people from Melbourne but it still don’t cover it. So there’s some chance they’d never catch you. But do you really want that trouble?

He shook his head. No.

Cost is thirty shillings a month.

That’s more than I heard.

The old man chuckled. That’s the start of it. That’s the new way of doing things. Was worse before. Still, don’t know how they’ll go about hiring more people to police and enforce the law here if they don’t up the price soon.

That’s already bloody enough. John shook his head and said, Suppose there’s some argument to be made to working a claim out of eyeshot and waiting till you strike gold before buying a licence.

There’s some. But they’ll be on you, son. And you don’t want to get prosecuted.

No.

You don’t want to end up in Melbourne.

He didn’t speak for a moment and looked about and then said, No. I don’t.

He walked from the store. He looked at the greying clouds above and the way the eucalypts were struck with air and felt it cold in his forearms. He rolled his sleeves down, then made his way back to the camp.
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The moon was up as he came upon the boy asleep on the blankets he’d provided. The canteen of water had returned and was rested against the same tree to which the boy was leashed. The kangaroo fur around him made him look like a sleeping animal. He noticed there the boy had further improved his shelter in the week they’d been digging. Above him, laid across tree branches, were several branches thatched thick with mud and leaves. Behind him and surrounding him the same, the one gap in his wall facing the stream. He’d fashioned for himself this home.

He let the child sleep as the dawn broke and the sun extended itself over the clouds. The cold night eased just a little but they were in the newly christened Victoria in the dead of winter and so that sun would not bring much relief against the breeze. The branches of the eucalypts bending with it, the smell of them making the air even cooler. The kid had it right to shield himself from the wind.

The sun had not been long up when the kid stirred. He was immediately aware and did not present with the same grogginess John knew in his brother. Instantly he was up and looking at John, and John struggled to read his expression. It wasn’t fear but it was something stern.

You ready then?

The boy made no response but scratched at his clothing. John wondered if he normally bathed. Knew he hadn’t for some time.

You try to run and I’ll have to kill you. You understand? Wouldn’t mean nothing to me at all. Don’t want you going telling folk about this place. Don’t want you blabbing to your old man. Who knows how much English he has now, eh? Your dad.

The word dad caught in the air and as John unleashed him from the tree the boy stared then with such ferocity there was no mistaking it. There was a violence in his eyes John had never before witnessed and he envied the boy his clarity. He did his best not to be cowed by it.

I have my knife and I know how to do things with it so you best not try it, my mate.

He unleashed the child from the tree, undoing the locks and pocketing the keys, and tied a rope around the boy’s waist and held the other end and then the two of them walked to the river and went upstream.

Soon they came to where John and the kid had started digging. They’d found a seam of quartz a few days prior and they’d dug it inland into a gully, following it, and had so far not struck the lob of which he dreamed. They’d come upon hard white piped clay in their digging, which was a decided barrier. It had been agony to shovel but they had broken through that to a thin layer of chocolate-coloured clay which was tough and soapy. He had put his fingers into its wetness and lifted it to the boy, who had not responded. He had heard of this blue clay and knew it was rich, and as they sifted it out they found many flecks of gold which he’d put in his jar carefully. Where they’d stopped in the blue clay the seam of quartz had travelled down and so John had it in his mind to trace it to wherever it led. The scent of gold in his nostrils, he knew it like he knew that knife. Like he knew the sun would rise the next day and like he knew he’d have to kill the kid.

They went down about two feet and the quartz kept travelling down. John hefted his pickaxe and swung it down and clunked into the clayed earth. He wrenched dirt free. The boy stood watching until John stopped and unslung the shovel from his back and handed it to the kid, who started to shovel dirt. Occasionally John would hit the quartz or just get a feeling and so he’d stop his progression and scoop the dirt into the pan he’d set beside them. He swirled the dirt around and sieved out the worst of it and swirled it again. Finding flecks and flecks but nothing massive. Hopeful finds.

He carved off a hunk of quartz, hoping for a rich reef. He stepped from the slop with the kid watching his movements. He placed the cream-coloured hunk on the dirt. He went to the boy’s camp with the boy still lashed to him and found his pack and the double-handed saw he’d brought with him a while back.

Help me with this, he said.

The boy seemed to understand. They went to a nearby tree and commenced to sawing and soon it was down and both of them were sweating. They sawed off two equal sections a foot in length. Then they rolled them down to where he’d been mining out the reef and he found the hunk he’d excavated earlier.

He put one of the stumps into the earth and slopped wet clay around it so that it stuck a little better. Then he put the quartz on the newly hewn top. He lifted the other stump with effort and brought it down and then pressed it in and felt the satisfying crunch of the quartz beneath.

He lifted the powder in his hands, allowing for the dry blow, but saw no gold reflections in the sun. He did this twice but saw nothing.

It looks rich. But it’s not.

He looked to the boy for a response but none came. He put the log next to the powder and then sifted what remained into his pan and swirled it around but there was only one fleck.

This thirst within him he knew he’d never quench. Not if he found a nugget the size of this boy’s head. What he wanted was to lord it over all the others. Dell and his wife with their destitute hopelessness. People born in poverty always fated to remain in poverty their whole lives and he would be one of the different ones if it killed him.
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John was seated beside the fire thinking of his future. His brother was inside their new shelter fiddling with a small stone Gabrielle had gifted him. There were two beds in a separate room towards the back made of timber and on each frame were mattresses stuffed with wool they’d purchased from a man on the other side of town. Larger items like mattresses and woodworked furniture like chairs and tables were hard to come by in this new town. He and his brother had decided they’d steer clear of those items too until they’d settled into their storehouse and had operated it for at least one year at a profit. The roof of the thing made of patched-together quilt shook in the breeze and sounded like muted thunder in the night. They needed to finish the roof soon because if it rained again like it had those weeks ago all of their things would be drenched and they’d be back at the hotel again. Though John was sure his brother wouldn’t mind that so much if Gabrielle was beside him.

His brother walked from their doorway which was made of draped quilt also and it flapped behind him like a dress. He stepped off the stair and sat down beside his brother and ladled himself a large bowl of stew made of mutton, carrots, potatoes.

John said, as his brother leaned back after his first bite and regarded the stars, You look content.

I feel it.

You’re happier now the place is nearly finished.

Much happier, yes.

And you met Gabrielle.

John found his nugget in his pocket and withdrew it and held it close by the fire. He turned it so his brother would see its brilliance.

Gray said, You miss it, don’t you?

Miss what?

The hunt for it.

John shook his head. I don’t miss it. The bloody hard labour, the dirt, the living conditions.

I’ve not seen your eyes come alive the same way they did when you were hunting for seams. Building this place is liable to make us much more money than any claim we could muster near here, if there are any patches unclaimed at all.

There are patches.

Where? This place is turning to muck. Miners not walking five feet away from their tents before sinking shafts into the earth. It’s a wonder more people aren’t breaking their limbs.

John turned the nugget in his fingers before he put it back in his pocket.

You ever going to trade that for money?

John shook his head. That’s the first nugget we found.

I know it is.

Well you know the answer then.

The two sat eating. John knew he wanted to head back out to his claim later and knew too that he would need to wait for his brother to be asleep. He thought of his father for the first time in many weeks and thought of how he’d treated their mother and looked at his brother and saw their father’s face there. A hard line to his jaw.

He said, What are your intentions with Gabrielle?

I aim to marry her.

And what? You’ll live here with her?

Gray looked down. If that’s okay with you.

Not room enough for three people in here. Any tick of the clock and she’ll likely start churning out babies. Should’ve thought about it when we built it.

We’ll fit.

No. No. That’s alright. John stood and swished the rest of his stew out into the flames and sat back down and cuffed his brother on the shoulder. I’ll find something.

*

Later, Gray was asleep in his bed with John near him in his own. Gabrielle would have to get used to his brother’s snoring.

He rose from bed and dressed and put on his boots. He would have to be quick tonight because they were aiming to work on the building tomorrow and he would need to be in his best form. He put his boots on and opened the flap and found his pan and his pickaxe near their horses. He petted his own and realised he hadn’t ridden for days and that eventually he’d need to somehow find his way up to his claim with the horse. Knew too he wouldn’t be able to manage it without his brother’s eyes finding him.

As he started to make his way through the bushland he turned and saw in the distance the herd of Aboriginals wandering through the tent village. They were calling into the tents in their own language. Some people were lighting their lanterns and speaking to the group. He strained to find the old man he’d cut with the knife and from whom he had stolen the child but he couldn’t see him. He hurried on.
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As he walked through the camp he saw a preacher who had in hand a Bible. It was leather-bound and huge but he was using it as a type of paddle. He waved it back and forth as though batting ghosts away from the camp. There was a group of people watching him. Nearby small children gathered and a family struggling to make its way through the red mud and maybe this preacher would better serve his God were he to stop swatting the book and start helping their feet out of the mud, help the woman with her things. The rest of the throng didn’t seem to notice the family either, enraptured with the preacher as they were. The preacher’s face covered in flies he kept swishing away with a free hand, the other hand dangling the Bible.

Now I know this place has served some of us well. I know, the preacher said. He slapped the book down on a small table before him and then stood free, swinging his arms around, a dancer, a charlatan. And some of us it has served better than others. God has seen fit to bestow upon some of us wealth, and on others a type of desperation. Now I need you all to think.

A chattering rippled through the crowd like kookaburra speak.

I need you all to think, he said, raising his voice to cannon over the top of theirs, what riches to God look like. Says right here in His word. He slapped the Bible. Says it right here plain as day. The rich are going to struggle to make their way into the kingdom of heaven. They’ll struggle because they’ll be trying to carry all them worldly things. They’ll struggle because they’re comfortable. They have all they need. God in his provision is testing these people with their wealth and wellbeing. He has made their lives easy because He wants to see to whom they are truly devoted. The rest of us who are desperate and cold and aren’t sleeping on proper bedding. Whose tents are wet. Whose wives are complaining and yelling at us to take the family back to where we come from.

Laughter at this, from the men and women both.

We are the blessed. We are the ones who know misfortune, who know calamity. And it is because of these very afflictions that we are thrust headlong into His bosom. We nestle ourselves in there like infants because we need His comfort, we need His strength to see us through this time. Those who are rich will not rely upon Him as sure as we will.

John watched all this and with arms crossed he shouted, You including yourself in this we business, preacher?

The crowd all turned to look at John.

I am the same as you, said the preacher. I am struggling.

You’re not in the mud with the rest of us. You’re put up in that new church building.

It is hardly a building.

It’s more building than most of us know.

The crowd jostled and then looked to the preacher. He said, Perhaps you’re right.

I know I’m right.

You are all more afflicted. And more blessed because of it. I envy you all, to add to my sin.

Some people around the edges of the crowd began to draw away and John followed their lead. The preacher was left shouting to his diminished audience but he didn’t seem to mind too much. He kept right on about the affliction and the trouble and the comfort.

Sundays this was what normally happened. There were many preachers and most people did not work on the Sabbath. John had never been a part of something that spent so much time without work. The claims had to be worked six days a week to allow the prospector to make his claim legitimate and so nearly all of them stopped work each Sunday. It was strange to see so many men who may have gold and fortune right at their fingertips stop and take a moment before actually reaching it. He himself knew that he would never stop searching and would always be sniffing it out. This very morning before the sun had risen he had worked his own claim with the Aboriginal boy who was beginning to look worriedly thin. The seam had produced more gold and he’d traced it into the earth and knew he would need to dig deeper to properly find the colour. He would need to shore the mine up with wood.

Up on a hill he looked at the new government buildings they’d been building for months and how they’d placed them to look over the whole tent village. Now with their vantage point they pretended to be seated in power but they were precarious up there because all could see their comings and goings. He walked behind a newly erected building and pissed against the timber out of eyeshot of the women. His bubbling urine mixing with the red earth and mud. Then he was grabbed around the shoulders and pushed forwards and his first instinct before protecting himself was to put his dick back in his pants. The person who’d grabbed his shoulder pushed his face into the timber. Then there were hands around his legs and he was pushed again by more hands and he fell into the mud made from his piss.

He struggled. Hands all over him, inside his pockets. He kicked and mud flew and he couldn’t see. Stumbling to his feet, he threw his arms around. He was pushed again and he wiped his hands against his eyes and blinked until he could see who had done what.

You’re a bastard, said a voice.

He squinted and the sun added to his blindness. He looked again.

You that kid I saw those months ago? he asked.

The red-haired kid stared back at him. There were other children near him. Three other boys, one much smaller and darker. They all stood like wary dogs at the edge of some unseen circle. Out of his reach were he to rush forwards and try to grab them.

Where’s the knife?

John smiled and put his hand into the pocket inside his breast and withdrew the knife.

You were stealing this, were you?

You promised it to me.

I suppose I did.

So I wasn’t stealing it.

That seems accurate.

John looked at the knife. His father had truly given it to him and had said to John that he should use the knife to protect his brother. His father in that moment hadn’t really been in his right mind. He’d been a lushy cove on the boat and talking about Australia. He’d spoken gravely to their mother about her horrible nature as the ship wobbled over waves and then pressed the knife deep into John’s palm. I’m a bloody useless git, he’d said. I’m useless as a wagon with no wheels.

You’re mooning about.

That I am, son. But I am useless to boot and so you need to look after your mum and your brother when I’m dead. And I will be dead, I’ll make sure of it. So you use this knife to cut the balls off any codger come at any of your family. You cut them off and make them bloody eat ’em.

And so he’d taken the knife and held on to it like something sacred. This thing more holy to him than that Bible the preacher had been slapping. And then, two days later, his father had jumped from the boat only yards from the shore. Fallen onto rocks with his arm at that angle and the deadness of his eyes like he had never been. This knife the thing that remained.

Behind the building with these kids watching him look at the muddied blade he smiled and put it in his palm. He shut the blade even though it was muddied in its wooden handle and then levered it out again and hefted it.

Well. Guess you earned it.

The red-haired kid didn’t know what to do. His freckled face squinting hard. You’re not fooling?

No.

I come to get it you’re not going to cut me with it?

I get in trouble with the law for cutting a boy.

Not much law here yet.

No. There’s not.

The young man looked at his friends and then stepped forwards through the dirt and stood before John. He reached out and carefully picked up the small knife with its blade out between his forefinger and thumb. He held it and John knew he felt the same way about the knife that John did. He shut the knife and opened it again and held it reverently.

That’s the most important thing you’ll ever own, John said. You have a family?

You know I do.

You use this knife to look out for them. You cut off the balls of any mongrel try to attack you. Nothing worth more than family. You hear me?

The young man nodded. Solemn and serious. He did not seem to want to pocket the knife. He walked to his brother and friends and they all glared at John as they left but the red-haired one didn’t look back once. John knew he had done the best thing he was ever going to do but it would not be enough to save him from damnation.
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The brothers were seated around their fire eating. Heavy clouded night, the whisper of trees moving with breeze near them. The sound of their cloth door flapping against the timber. There were blacks down below them dancing in town around a large fire. They were moving and had their hands up waving, some of them holding weapons. Coated in white paint made of ochre and charcoal. White men and women nearby laughing with their hands out holding money and other trinkets for the blacks to take up and place in a bag. A big racket echoing. All this in the distance difficult to see.

Those poor buggers, Gray said, eating.

Why’re they poor?

Being taken advantage of.

We’re poor.

No we’re not. Not like them.

John Lacey sat back and his brother folded his hands over his gut. Gray looked at him, the side of his face coated in firelight. He took his hat from his head and put it in his lap and refolded his hands.

You know, he said, turning his gaze back to the flames, I heard tell of a bloke shoot one of ’em up in the hills. Said it was to keep ’em in line. That they were getting uppity. Too big for their breeches.

John swallowed. What happened to him?

Nothing much. Told the coppers he was threatened, pointed to a lump on his skull he took from a blow with a stick. Gray pointed at the top of his head. Wasn’t much questioning him after that.

Where’d you come by this other story, of him keeping them in line?

This other story’s the one he told his mates. The true one. The one that spread.

Gray then sat forwards and held his hat dangling between his legs. He waited until his brother was looking right at him and he said, A person like that’s not worth much. Shooting a black like it’s nothing. Not worth knowing. You know a bloke like that you gotta start unknowing him right quick or he’ll tangle you up in his evil and you won’t know how to find your way back.

Where’d you hear that?

Didn’t hear it. Just what I reckon.

John forced a laugh, a grin. Bloody big thoughts for you.

Gray didn’t smile, looked at his brother hard. I’ve always thought it.

John sat back again, studying their fire. Crackling timber. He reached down and added another log and pushed the embers around, helping it re-spark. He swallowed his food and trained his eyes on the corroboree instead of his brother and watched the blacks as they danced.
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His brother was readying himself for a night out with Gabrielle. He wore a bowler hat for fashion and his shirt was a dull orange. He had never worn either before and so the clothes appeared either desperate or sincere. There was something naive about him John envied. His desires and passions were simple and his life before him looked easy. John often wished he had been built for something different but knew too that wishing his guts away would be akin to wishing death to visit. His brother’s pants were a dull brown. Leather boots, which would soon be caked in mud and dirt. No way possible walking anywhere through this small place without wrecking whatever clothing you wore. The recent light rains had settled the dust but there were still the deep puddles and mines to navigate. The settlers here had made an unholy mess of the earth.

Gray finished readying himself seated on his bed, tying a neckerchief around his neck, adjusting the collar so it sat right. They still had not purchased a mirror and so Gray turned to John and said, Look good?

As good as you’ll get.

Better than you’ll ever look.

Well. That’s true enough. But I’m not the one trying so hard.

Gray smiled and shoved at John’s arm. She’d better appreciate it.

She will.

I don’t think she cares, actually, Gray said. I think all this stuff seems like nonsense to her. Still. Better put in an effort.

Where are you taking her?

There’s a concert in the pub. Drinks and music. You should come.

I’m not going to be that bloke sitting with his brother and his brother’s girl. You two can have fun all on your own.

Her father’ll be there, so it’s not like it could get stranger.

He’s coming?

He insisted. Don’t think he trusts me.

Does he know you own this place? John waved his hand around. They’d rigged the place out and had secured nearby farmers. There were lanterns hung and jars of lollies near the counter. Price labels placed, mining gear ready and more out the back. They’d be opening soon and then they’d be set.

He does.

Doesn’t make a difference?

Doesn’t seem to. What’re you gonna do?

Might go for a wander into the village. Might see how Dell’s gettin’ on.

Haven’t seen them for a while, have we.

No.

Only six months ago this place was so bare. Remember when we arrived we set up our tent thinking we were a bit removed from everybody else. Feels like there are tents right on our doorstep now.

Word travelled fast.

People keep striking it rich. Makes me miss it a bit.

You do?

Well. I miss the feeling. We don’t have a lot of gold left. We’ll have to go exchange it for credit soon and then that’ll be that. All that time we spent up north foraging and struggling, getting enough together to afford this place. It’s a real risk.

It’ll pay off.

I know, I know. Gray opened their front door and looked out into the ocean of lantern light. There were miners still working their claims nearby, the clang of pickaxes and the sound of shouting. Children were crying and John thought of his boy out in the bush. He had visited him earlier this day and they had made steady progress on their dig. The quartz would soon pay off, he was certain. Wouldn’t be long before somebody came upon the whole thing, and then the jig would be up. He’d have to get to digging early on tomorrow and take the day and tell Gray he’d been out wandering again. Gray seemed to know what he was up to with his digging but would never say it outright and seemed settled in himself that this was the way things would be. He’d started distancing himself from John in some ways, though. They spoke less now than before and he’d moved his bed the other night further from John’s and John wondered if it was because now he had Gabrielle, and his speak was used up on her during the day. Or because he knew about the boy.

Gray turned from the doorway and gave John a wink and then shuttled off into the darkness. John watched him walk away and turn a corner. He put boots on himself and dressed in his regulars and then into the village he strolled. There was nothing specific to what he was doing; he would’ve walked up into the hills to the mine but his back ached and he didn’t like to leave the building unguarded for too long if he could help it. The digging work and the boy would be there come morning. As he walked through the tents and meagre buildings he kept glancing back towards the hill upon which their storefront sat to ensure its safety. They’d brought in weapons with the stores and he’d stashed one under his bed loaded and ready, but if somebody walked through that front door now he’d have no chance of running up there to grab it and aim it before they’d made off with whatever they wanted.

He went to make his way back when he noticed a crowd gathered before him. There was shouting and then he saw the Aboriginal man he’d stolen the boy from in the middle of a group. He was surrounded by other Aboriginal people and they were speaking loudly at another person in the crowd. Dell and his wife nowhere to be seen. None of the friends he’d made, few as they were. He was all alone as he watched the crowd enfold the blacks.

The man was motioning to his arm, where he’d been slashed. Even in the dark John could see the grey scar running up his forearm from the light of the lanterns of the people who stood listening. The man was gesturing at his wife and his daughter and there was Aboriginal language all around. He kept saying the word man and tall and gesturing to his chest with his palm laid flat as though to indicate the height of his son.

A fellow at the edge of the crowd stood on tiptoes to see. John ambled forwards and stood next to him and folded his arms.

What’s going on?

Still the yelling of the language in the dark. The man turned, looked John up and down. This bloke’s lost his son.

How can you tell?

Few fellas can understand a bit of what he says. Know he has a kid. Know the kid’s not here now.

So he’s just lost him? Thought they were good trackers.

They’re saying somebody took him, the man said. He then turned to regard John properly. He had a full beard that swallowed up his ears and a hat that looked to fall apart.

What’ll happen to the guy if he’s found?

If the government get a hold of this and there’s somebody up top who actually cares for the blacks then I guess they’ll charge him with something. Maybe. You heard about the culling going on down in Van Diemen’s?

No.

Well. There’s a lot of them dying down there. Lot of blood. So I guess the question is: what will this guy do if he finds the fella? He nodded towards the Aboriginal man who was now yelling, his tribe of blacks behind him giving addition to his voice. They all had with them sticks for hunting and some held spears and they shattered light as they twisted. They were united as a whole and seemed to John to move as one with all their heads nodding at the same time and the way their mouths made shapes.

He backed away from the man and walked with his hands in his jacket pockets around a building. He sat on a barrel and waited for the noise outside to dissipate before returning to the thoroughfare and walking to his storehouse.
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The boy looked thin as he moved the shovel. The ribs were sticking out of his skin at the back and he looked like he might keel over any minute and be food for the crows and magpies. Gotta hand it to the blacks, though; they knew how to work. Not an ounce of complaint in the kid this whole time he was hefting the shovel. John had looked earlier as they’d sat at rest eating damper he’d cooked with his brother the day prior and saw the child had bloodied blisters stripping flesh from both palms. John knew well the pain of blisters and maybe they were infected but the kid kept right on without fuss. He’d watched the boy strip damper with his teeth like a possum. He’d munched happily and there’d seemed no thought behind his eyes.

He stopped shovelling and watched the kid work. You just working because I got a gun now? he said.

The kid blinked and paused and looked back at the gun and John knew he understood the word. The rifle leaned against a tree near the little shelter the child had made. Its barrel looked like charcoal and the stock had a floral shape etched into it.

You were working before, though, so maybe it’s not that.

The kid turned back and continued his effort. They were in the shade now. They’d dug that far in. The quartz seam had entered the earth and they were following it. He kept chipping at it and smashing the hunks of it and swishing the contents of his finds in the river but using a smaller pickaxe to pick out the larger chunks of quartz. There’d been a bit of gold but it seemed like it might dry up and they’d have to dig another mine and the kid might not last that long. Guess he didn’t really need him now but it didn’t hurt to have a bit more help in what he was doing.

The kid hadn’t changed his effort at all while John’d spoken but now he was silent the child turned and gave him a look. He said some words in his language and John just shrugged and said, Might as well be speaking horse, mate. Can’t understand.

The kid said some more and maybe he’d said the word gun but it was hard to tell in all of the nonsense.

We’ll stop in a bit and have another break but we need to get further in. We need to go deeper. Last time we found gold we got four yards along the seam, so that’s as far as we need.

At this rate he knew they’d be a long time digging. The child started his efforts anew and John just stood and watched him work.
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There was a large crowd. They’d invited everybody they could. There were police nearby and the morning light was shrouded by dark clouds and they knew the day would bring rain but they’d said to everybody that this was the day and so it would be. The crowd was at least one hundred big and even in the last week the tents that had at first been so far from them had crowded right up to their doorstep. They’d chosen their position well because they could see down into the village and all the village could look up and see their store. In the future they’d paint a large sign and hang it over the entrance. Then all would see. Even at night they’d light the lanterns they’d set out and like a lighthouse their shining would welcome all who needed anything. They planned to wake at night to serve customers if necessary. They slept there; it wouldn’t hurt them at all.

The crowd was excited and murmured like a dull thrumming congregation and John looked at his brother.

You going up?

His brother shook his head and smiled. Thought you would.

This is your store, brother.

Gray looked at him. It’s our store.

It’s ours. But it’s yours. It’s yours, really. You know it is. You’ve worked harder for it; it was your idea.

You paid for it.

We paid for it. I’m happy to give you what’s mine as soon as I find something else.

Gray turned and looked him up and down as though he were seeing him for the first time. You wanted this?

I wanted this for you. Go on. Get up there.

His brother shook his head and stood atop the apple crate they’d readied and waved his hands at the crowd.

Ladies and gentlemen! His shouting rendered the crowd silent and they all stared up at him. Watching his brother in this moment, John knew love deep in himself; he felt such joy that he’d helped his brother find this life and satisfaction that he couldn’t stop smiling. Kept rocking on his heels like a boy eating sweets waiting for more. Ladies and gentlemen! It is our intention to provide you with everything you are likely to need. We don’t just want to provide food, water, weapons, mining equipment. We want to provide you with a place you can find shelter for your families. This new town of Ballarat is now our home. We want to help you make it your home as well.

The crowd all cheered and one person in the back shouted, You gonna look after our kids too?

Told you already, Bill, Gray shouted back. You want me to watch them for you they’re gonna have to earn their way selling gear.

The crowd laughed and then his brother stood down from the crate and found his way between them shaking hands. A few came up to him also and shook his hand but there was less in it. They loved his brother and they only abided him.

*

That night he sat on the step leading up to their storehouse. People had been buying things all afternoon and he hoped it was because they actually needed them and they weren’t just swept up in the moment. Some had even used the outdoor toilet he’d constructed. They’d bought pans and clothes and lots of socks. One couple bought cookware, complaining that theirs had fallen on the road on the way here and then before they had been able to scoop it up their horse had trod on it and crushed it because it had only been made of flimsy wood. They’d had children like koalas gripping their legs and running about the store. They thanked them and his brother offered to take some of the price down and they thanked him again. John knew his brother’s knack for this and now as he sat on the step looking up at the stars, he smiled.

How are you, mate?

John looked up and saw Dell in the darkness. He had put a leg forwards and was leaning on it and had his hat on. In the darkness his features were sunken like mines in the earth.

You alright, Dell?

No. No, mate, I’m not.

You weren’t here for the opening?

Dell walked forwards and sat down beside John.

No. I wasn’t. He looked up at the stars and heaved a sigh and then looked at John. Heather’s run off.

What do you mean?

I mean she’s run off. With our kids. Run back to her folks. Said she didn’t trust me and we should give up. I come back—I’d been gone two days hunting up in the hills with some blokes—and she’s gone. Taken the tent and everything.

Today?

Few days back.

You been sleeping?

On the ground. Found a soft patch up there. He pointed with his finger at a hill in the distance. Just under a tree.

You’d be bloody freezing.

Yeah. It’s cold alright.

John shook his head. Sorry to hear it. You want to talk to Gray about it?

No. I’m talking to you.

The man breathed. John watched him and saw the pain in his face. Hard to see in the moonlight, but maybe there were tears.

I know you’ve got something beyond this going.

John said nothing.

It’s alright. I know you have to. Your brother probably knows too but won’t say anything to you because he’s comfortable with how things are working out. But I need … I need help. I want to work. I want to help you.

Help me?

If you’ve got a claim or anything. I just want to make my way. I’m not asking for whatever I find to be mine. I’m just asking for a way.

You could become a copper. He nodded his head up at the police camp at the top of the hill. Desperate man could make money doing that.

Dell shook his head. I’m not doing that. Nothing in the world would make me. I don’t want everybody looking at me that way. Turning on my mates.

John watched the man speaking and saw in his eyes and lips the way he had resigned himself. He was ripe to be picked for all he had, and if he treated him well this man would be loyal unto death. I can help you, Dell, he said.

You’ve got a claim?

I’m not saying what I’ve got brewing, but I’m willing to say that I’ll help you in whatever way I can and that’ll have to be enough.
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He arrived at the mine while the boy slept. He leashed the boy to a tree at night and while they mined he kept him tethered with the long length of chain but he was sure by now that all notions of flight had gone out of him. He had never once tried to run or swing the pickaxe in such a way that he’d strike the chain and be freed. Like a cow being led he accepted his lot and just made do with what was.

He watched the boy sleeping and then clambered into the mine. They’d sunk it quite deep into the earth over the last few weeks. As he’d wandered up here this morning he’d passed a few other mines. People were fast approaching this little claim of his and would soon be vying for whatever this river produced. He would have to strike fast or else other people would find the child and ask John Lacey for his claim ticket which he wouldn’t be able to produce and then it would have been all for nothing.

It was cool. The shade of the early morning. He’d found a snake inside once dozing and he’d killed it quickly with the shovel, lopping off its head, careful not to stand on it. The body writhing. He’d taken it outside and that night he and the boy had cooked it over coals and eaten its flesh. The boy crunching into the bones. John had been more tentative. He’d eaten snake before but didn’t enjoy it.

He was finding he spent less and less time with Gray. Not of his choosing. Gray had proposed to Gabrielle. He’d made it as special as he could by lighting candles in their shop. She had said yes and the wedding was to be soon and they were going to have the whole affair in the church that had recently been refurbished.

Running his hand along the wall of the mine, following the quartz down into the earth. He found the going downwards tricky and had to use his hands against the wall to balance or else he would fall forwards. They’d shored up the walls with timber he’d purchased without his brother knowing. He’d sawn them here with the Aboriginal kid watching and then used them to brace the dirt. It had been slow going but the mine was deep now and he knew the vein would come good soon. The low rising sun from outside did not provide much in the way of light and he couldn’t go much further forwards for lack of it. Blinking, trying to get his eyes to adjust. The damp smell. Everything down here was safe and as it should be. He touched the quartz again and felt its cool smoothness beneath his fingertips and said, Soon, and knew it would be true.

He emerged. The kid was up now and watching him as he squinted into the sun and looked down as John met his gaze. They weren’t friends and John had never expected them to be considering how he’d stolen him but it was a strange sort of thing. There didn’t seem to be hatred in him either. John couldn’t puzzle it out and came to the conclusion that he was such a foreign creature there would never be understanding. He looked human, sure, and walked upright and used tools and even had language, but the two different colours of man were so distinct there was never any possibility that one would understand the other.

You sleep okay? John found himself asking.

The boy didn’t respond.

You ready to start digging or do you want something to eat?

He walked over to the kid, who watched him the whole time, and put out his hand with some jerked meat and old damper and raised his eyebrows. The child took the bread and ate it but would not take the meat.

Too salty? John asked. He sank his teeth in and sat beside the boy and again marvelled at the structure the kid had made. It truly did block out the wind. He would be quite comfortable.

Quite good this, isn’t it? You lot know how to tough it out.

The child said nothing but kept chewing on the damper.

Soon they both stood and walked to the mine. The boy hefted the pickaxe he had taken to using and by now John wasn’t wary of him at all. It would only take him swinging it quickly and John’s guts would be out but the boy didn’t seem to think that way so he stood by him and even rubbed his long black hair. The boy didn’t respond to this. Instead he walked into the mine and John followed with the shovel.

*

They came to a thicker part of the quartz around midday and John took the smaller pickaxe from his belt and chiselled a great hunk of it into the pan. He brought it out into the sunlight while the boy kept at it down below and even without washing it he could see there were great hunks of gold within. His breathing quickened.

With water he massaged the dirt from the basalt with his thumbs until it gleamed and he felt the rough texture of the gold beneath his fingertips. He massaged and swished it in water and used his little pickaxe to chip away the dirt. He massaged it and washed it and soon there was a gold nugget the size of his thumb in his fist.

He stared at it. He held it up to the light and then quickly brought it down to cup it in his palms so that if anybody wandered along they wouldn’t see it. It was the biggest hunk of gold he’d ever seen and he knew that all he’d found up until this point paled in comparison to this. He brought it right up to his eye and was startled by its colour. In the sunlight it reflected light like tiny sparks. Like tiny stars embedded there in the musty colour. He looked at it and put it to his nose and breathed it in and put it on his tongue and tasted its dirt.

The scraping of the boy in the mine. He pocketed the gold and felt it there steady against his leg so he could feel its certainty.

Come up, he said.

Soon the boy was up, holding the pickaxe. He had dirt covering his shoulders and matted into his hair. He did nothing to wipe it aside.

Let’s eat something.

He beckoned the boy over and the boy threw the pickaxe back into the mine—John heard it thunk into the dirt—and then he came. They sat near the home he’d made and John threw his pack in front of the boy. Practised, the boy opened the bag and started to look for the damper and meat they’d normally eat come midday. John leaned over and picked up the rifle and held it out so that the barrel was facing the boy. He often did this, just holding the rifle so the boy wouldn’t be afraid of it, and now the kid didn’t move. John levered a round into the barrel and then moved it a little so that it was facing the boy, who put some damper into his mouth and began to chew. He kept it resting on his knee. He tapped the boy on the shoulder and made a gesture so that he’d be turned aside when he fired. The boy looked in the direction he’d indicated and then he pulled the trigger.

The loud slap of the gun and the round smacked into the boy’s head and instantly he was in the dirt and his legs were out like a doll’s. Dust motes in the air. Blood leaking into the dirt. John stood and looked down on the kid and saw the hole in his head and the red of it musted into red earth and the two together forming a muddy paste. It oozed and puddled around the boy’s head. The damper he had been eating was still gripped in his hand.

He knew he’d had to do it to protect himself, but now that it was done he regretted not the boy’s death, but the lack of his company. They’d fallen into a steady rhythm, the two of them, and now that rhythm was no more.

He hurried over to their mine, leaving the boy’s body where it had fallen. He knew he should take the time now to bury him somewhere but also knew that the quartz below was likely to give more gold. He wanted to get back down there, and any people who would be drawn by the sound of a gunshot were still a long time away, surely, and wouldn’t care at all that he’d murdered a black. He stood at the entrance to the mine with his hands on his hips and then walked back to the boy’s body. He dismantled the boy’s structure and put the two thatched walls over his body as subterfuge. The kid had created his own coffin. John almost laughed at that.

He went back to the mine. It was dark and the air felt cold against his shins. The rest of the day he would excavate more gold and then he would hide the body of the child in the dirt somewhere by nightfall. After, he would head back to his new storehouse and nobody would be any the wiser.

As he looked down into the mine he felt the child collide with his body before he saw him. A savage grunting and breathing like a wombat. Snarling. John Lacey fell forwards and found his leg caught against a rock and he struggled against the boy. He pushed at John’s back and he fell and his leg with it caught snapped in half as his knee hit stone and he tumbled down into the mine and he bounced off the rock walls as he went and when he hit the bottom he lay there breathing looking back up at the light. The child there breathing down on him with the hole in its head staring at him. The child with the matted blood in his thick curly hair. Before John could cry out the child went away and he was left staring up out of the mine with his busted leg.

He moved it and felt such agony that he gripped his shirt. He banged his fists against the dirt and clawed and manoeuvred his body so that his leg was out and he saw a lump against his pant leg. He rolled it up gingerly, breathing, wincing, and saw the bone stuck out from the flesh. It was pink like a leg of a lamb. He touched it with his thumb and tried to push it back in all at once but found the pain unbearable. So much so he almost blacked out. Looking up at that square of sky knowing the boy was out there somewhere. Like a magic he didn’t know existed.

You fucking mutt, he said, and banged his fists against the earth. His leg shook with the effort and pained him and still he thudded his fists until the sky above had dimmed a little and he knew if he didn’t move soon the sky would darken entirely and he’d be left stranded in this oblivion.

He wrenched himself up, trying to steady on his good leg. The bad leg in the cramped confines of their tiny mine kept banging into the walls. He held on to the wall and wrenched and felt his fingertips tighten. Soon he was up. Resting for a moment against the wall with his head down in his hands. Sweat and exertion. He was an almighty type of tired.

There was no way he’d make it out without help. His rope and gear were still up at the mouth. Hopping a bit. Every jump the other leg would jiggle and pain him. He fell back after the third try and looked up at the top of the mine. From his pocket he retrieved the nugget he’d found earlier and held it up and even in the low light its colour excited him.

The pickaxe was beside him. He took his shirt off and felt the cold bite into him and he tore strips from the sleeves with his teeth. There was nothing to knock the head of the pickaxe from its wooden handle and so he put the head at the base of his foot and then lashed the handle to his shin. As he pulled the threads of his shirt tight against his leg he felt the bone in there line up to where it had been his whole life and with each pull the pain. He gritted his teeth and could taste blood in his cheeks and his tongue. He knew if he didn’t lash it tight it would not hold and so he did not relent and soon all the blood and fluids pumping through his leg were restricted and it was both numbed and agony at once.

Jittery, he stood. He did not dare put weight on the bad leg, but if he only wobbled on it a bit he soon found he wouldn’t fall. It was tough going but he could make it up. He moved his leg and wrenched himself up the wall. Each time he put weight on the bad leg and the pickaxe it felt like his skin slid up and his bones pushed down and he’d grit his teeth and taste the blood again. But he’d quickly hop to his other leg and make his way forwards.

It was dark by the time he reached the surface. He stuck his head up and looked around for the boy or his body but didn’t see anything. The sound of insects and that fresh breeze against his hair and sweat on his forehead. He struggled up and balanced on his good leg and saw the shack of the boy in the distance much as he’d left it, the walls he’d dismantled precisely where they’d been. The boy like a spectre somehow shoving him into the mine without disturbing anything else. No trace at all he’d ever existed.

He hopped forwards over dirt, the pickaxe still lashed to his leg. Sitting down, he levered up the leg and undid the ties and felt his leg throbbing. He rubbed it where he dared and tried to get a bit of the blood pumping back through it. What he’d done was dangerous. If the blood didn’t flow he knew the leg was likely to infect, especially with the wound, the bone. The blood would swish the infection out but if he’d stopped the blood from flowing he was likely to lose the leg. He’d seen it happen and seen the men with their wooden legs and even knew men who had died from infection. It was easy for it to poison the blood. He fretted over the leg and massaged it near the knee and hoped it’d survive.

He moved like a dog with worms on his arse over the dirt to a nearby tree. A paperbark. He stood and struggled but finally reached a lower branch and snapped it off. He strapped it to his leg using the strips of shirt he’d used before but made sure to let it hang a little looser to allow the blood to move. He found another branch and put it beneath his armpit. It dug in. He put his weight on it and found he could stomach the pain there because the leg dangled and did not press into the earth.

Through the bush. The signs he’d long ago made for himself were no longer there but by now he knew his way well enough. Soon he found he had no need for the crutch and hopped his way between trees. At one point he almost slipped on his good foot but he steadied himself with his grip on the tree, clawing into the bark. Breathing. He stood and looked up at the stars and swore to himself that he would find his way home and he would mend and by God he would hold on to his leg and then he would make his way back to his claim and purchase it legally and find as much gold as he could. He felt the lump of gold still in his pocket. He would find his way out of this place and leave his brother happy and he would etch his name into the red earth or be damned.
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He and his brother were seated on leather lounges in the parlour of a hotel waiting for a bloke to finish booking a room with the proprietor. The man’s moustache was long and vibrated as he spoke. His coat seemed thick and well-fitted. His wife stood a little behind him and she was frilly and done up. Her hair towered over her and her sleeves were puffy and she was fanning herself with her hand and seemed as put out by her husband’s behaviour as they were.

Can you hurry it up? Ernst shouted, leaning back over the rear of his lounge. We’ve been waiting here a long while.

You will be seen to when you are seen to, the proprietor shouted back. He returned to his conversation at a lowered volume, the two now whispering close.

Joe gave Ernst a look.

Ernst spread his hands. What?

Joe looked away and focused on the flames. His cheeks now heavy with stubble that danced in echoed firelight.

Your beard’s coming in. You’ll be looking like a man in no time.

Joe glared at him. Already looking tougher than you.

I never tried to argue I looked tougher than you. I look classier, but. You gotta hand me that.

Joe’s fingers played over his knees. How long does it take to reserve a room?

Ernst leaned back again. You buggers right in there, or what?

Watch your mouth, the proprietor shouted. There are guests here before you.

Yeah. Just before us, though. We entered pretty much the same moment. And you’ve been at it for ages now. My brother here’s grown a beard in the time it’s taken.

There was no response for a moment and Ernst watched Joe looking at the men and then came the proprietor’s shout, If you two are expecting a room you’re not getting one.

What was that?

Ernst stood and saw the other gentleman had moved aside already and was shielding his wife with an outstretched arm. Ernst showed his teeth to them and stalked forwards and heard Joe move likewise behind him. He came over to the proprietor who had a grey beard and had his hands spread out over the book in which he entered his guests’ names.

What did you say to me? he said.

You won’t be getting a room.

And why’s that?

Don’t give rooms out to blacks is all. The proprietor leaned around him to look at his brother. Ernst turned and saw Joe standing tall with his chin out.

Ernst turned back to the proprietor. You mean we been sitting there waiting this whole time and you never said nothing to us about it?

I do what I want in my own place, son. Didn’t feel like saying it.

We been riding and camping in that tent for weeks now. We need a room. Need a bath.

The gentleman who sold me this place said he had a black stay in a room once and gut a chicken in there, leaving its innards and feathers all over. Didn’t clean it up.

This is my brother.

I don’t care what he is. He’s black.

He was raised with me. He don’t even know his black family.

They all got it in them, son. Instinct. Like animals.

Ernst clenched his fist and gritted his teeth and swiped the book off the desk from beneath the proprietor’s fingertips. The proprietor scrambled for it but Ernst had it quickly. He dropped it on the wooden floorboards, the thud of it gunshot-loud. The proprietor raised to the bench what looked like a copper’s cudgel. He sat it under his hand and just looked at Ernst and then at the book at his feet.

Ernst unclenched his fist and felt the pricking of open sores in his palm from where his fingernails had dug in but forced a smile and kicked at the book he’d dropped, dirtying the pages. He and Joe walked from the hotel out into the night, shutting the door behind them.

They gathered their horses up and mounted them and rode out of town, Ernst looking up at the stars and the clouds gathering up there, the moon shrouded. As they reached a small incline and saw behind them the lights of the small populace Ernst dismounted and his brother followed suit. They set to making their tent and beds for the night and soon they had eaten some dried meat they’d stored in their packs and fed their horses which had been ridden all day.

When he sensed Joe was asleep he crawled out of the tent and stood and rebooted his feet. He crept near to his horse, which was lashed to a tree, found chunks of its sloppy shit and picked them up with an old shirt. He mounted his horse. He rode under cover of night, the cool breeze whipping into him, the hooves of his horse thumping into the earth. He gathered his jacket about him but it did nothing to stop the wind. The fresh horse shit nestled warm against his chest.

He came to the hotel, which by now had doused its lanterns. It was a small township and so there were no other people about. He looked both ways before trying the handle of the door and found it locked. There were glass windows in the front and he stared through them and through the lace curtains inside. The fire they had been sitting beside was dimmed but there were still embers and in the dark they looked like the glowing eyes of possums.

Ernst stood back and kicked at the window. It smashed easily. He was careful not to stick his foot through for fear of cutting his leg. He walked to the other window and turned around and like a horse kicked backwards and that one too smashed. The sound of glass falling, of movement within, of grunting and calling out from the upstairs.

He gathered together his pile of horse dung and then flung it into the room in as wide an arc as he could manage. Heard the sound of it slopping inside. He threw the shirt in too. Then he was back on his horse, riding from the town with a smile on his face, feeling the cold more acutely but feeling warmer for his crime.

Joe was awake when he returned. As he clambered back into the tent Joe was sitting up and looking at him. He said, You get much?

No. I wasn’t thieving.

What did you go back for then?

I threw horse shit into that hotel.

Joe laughed.

Wanted him to feel the way he made us feel.

Joe said nothing in response but remained sitting up as Ernst snuggled in under his covers. Joe soon lay back down next to him and then Ernst was staring at the canvas of their tent thinking of their father, wondering what he would say to him and how he would explain the lives he had made for them.
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As they were atop their horses in the midday sun they came upon three men around the remains of a campfire. They were seated under a tree in the shade and there was still steam spilling from their billy’s spout. They were drinking from mugs. As Ernst and Joe clopped down the rugged dirt path they saw at the men’s feet lay the body of an Aboriginal.

Ernst made to ride on. He knew Joe had seen the body because his horse slowed in front of him so Ernst pulled his horse alongside and tried to urge him forwards.

What’re you looking at up there, you black mongrel? came one of the voices. This one with a beard like their father’s.

Nothing, Joe said.

Yeah. Nothing.

Ernst lifted his chin and said, What’d he do? He moved his horse around the back of Joe and then pulled forwards so that he was between his brother and the men.

This bastard? said the loud one, kicking at the body. The body was naked and there were flies buzzing near the head, and as they came closer they saw there was blood there and that some of the man’s skull was gone. One remaining eye open staring into the vast sky above him. The man said with another kick, This bastard didn’t do anything.

Another one of the men said, in a quieter voice, Just needed to kill one of ’em so others don’t try us on.

Joe said, You killed him as a warning?

Yeah, said the quieter man. He looked straight at Joe. It working?

The men all laughed but Joe, even though Ernst knew he wanted to, did not let his horse stop. He wondered if the dead man had been kin to Joe. If in another life they might’ve known one another. He knew his brother wondered the same.

Then the brothers were past the men. They continued down the road, trying not to hurry too much.

The larger one shouted at their backs, I told you they were spineless bastards! The men all laughed at this, loud, reverberating through the flesh of their horses. Joe kept forwards, Ernst watching his back carefully. Were his brother to turn in anger he knew he would have to throw the first punch, that he’d have to take it from that lot. He felt the rifle near his foot on the right side of the saddle. He had the pistol in his pack but he couldn’t grab it quickly. There was no way they’d take those three in broad daylight. But his brother did not turn.

They soon found shade away from the men, the trail leading through a patch of forest. Ernst wiped at the sweat covering his beard.

We should stop soon, he said.

Joe kept riding, his horse’s hooves steady in the dust.

Don’t let them get to you.

Easy for you to say.

It gets at me too.

You aren’t me. You can’t know what it’s like. He looked at Ernst, waiting for him to look him in the eye in return. I don’t understand how they get away with it.

Not understanding it don’t change it.

Ernst looked up at the sun now peeking through the canopy, keeping an ear out for running water. He unlatched his canteen from the saddle and took a swig and found it near empty.

We should stop soon, he repeated. We need water.

*

They rode on quite a distance and the canteen was drained completely by the time they found water. It seemed mid-afternoon with the sun low over the horizon. As they lay on the grass drinking from their canteens, and as Joe started setting up their tent, Ernst only watched him and felt acutely how vulnerable they were.
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His brother looked awful. Slouched in his saddle, head forwards like he’d been hard up riding for days. They’d been at it two since they had spoken with the men who had murdered the black, and at least ten before that. He sank his teeth into an apple and hoped Joe would look up as they rode on under moonlight but look up he did not.

They rounded a corner in the dark bushland and in the distance were lanterns and homes. He could see people milling around shadowed against the smaller lights. They had a ways to go yet. People near the road lying wait in the gutter could wrench their horses right from under them. Heard tale of bushmen like that robbing folk in the night. He’d keep an eye out. He touched the rifle’s wooden stock to make sure it was still there. Couldn’t keep it loaded, not after what happened to Sal.

Remember Sal? he said.

Joe groaned, looking forwards. We gotta go all that way yet?

Remember Sal?

Bloke who shot his foot off?

Yeah, him.

Da didn’t think much of him, Joe said. He urged his horse forwards so that it clomped beside Ernst.

No, Ernst said.

They rode on. Ernst did not mention or think too hard on the time he had accidentally discharged the musket aimed at the black and maybe killed him and then his mother had burned behind him. He had never spoken of it to Joe, but maybe Joe knew it too. The day they’d truly become brothers. He looked up at the sea of stars above him. He would light a lantern and hold it to allow them greater visibility but knew that it might attract rangers and the moonlight was bright and the track well-made so that he didn’t need to. They kept on, the two of them in the dark. Looking at the stars. Watching as they shifted. The steady sound of the horses and their gear clanging. It was not unpleasant.

We should stop here, get some sleep, Joe said.

Ernst considered. They were miles away yet and the shadows that had moved against the dull lights were no longer. A few of the lights had been extinguished completely.

The horses will step into a hole or something, Joe said.

I was thinking that.

We should stop then.

And camp out here?

Sure, Joe said.

Just on the side of the path? There’s no cover or anything.

His brother shrugged and grunted.

You hear that? Ernst asked.

The water?

They stopped their horses moving and sat and the sound was still there. He turned his horse in its direction and then decided that he didn’t want to risk the horse stepping in the mud and grass beneath its hooves. He dismounted and his brother went to do likewise until Ernst stopped him with a wave of his hand.

Don’t.

Why not?

Just checking that it’s safe.

It’s safe.

Just bloody don’t. I don’t trust your black instinct out here any more than I do anywhere else.

He didn’t want to strike his brother but knew he would to keep him safe. He took a step towards him and didn’t make any other sign but he knew Joe knew he was ready to attack. He’d done it before. Joe stayed in his saddle.

Don’t whine about it either.

Don’t know why you think it’s not safe.

He walked towards the water. He knew there was likely nobody there but knew too that bushrangers and other marauders might camp out near water to trap weary travellers. He crept forwards and found the river down a slight mound of grass. It was five foot wide at least. In the moonlight it sparkled. Steady sound of it. No people.

You can come over now, he said.

He heard Joe dismount and then he was beside him. Camp here then?

He nodded.

They unsaddled their gear and set their tent up and slept beside one another, cramped and uncomfortable. Joe fell asleep before he did and he listened to his breathing.

Soon he heard the sound of other horses moving on the road they’d abandoned. He kept his ears wide and heard them keep on and waited for the sound of them to stop. Then would come the sound of them dismounting and creeping over to their tent and they would see his brother’s skin and then they’d be done. But the horses kept on and it was just Joe’s breathing. He did not like threatening violence, but if it kept Joe safe then he would harm him as much as was necessary. What might they do to him if they found him in the dark?
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It was still dark when he woke. He had dreamed they had both been swept into the river and Joe had cried out but Ernst wasn’t able to swim after him because he had been tangled in his bedding. He was sweating and dizzy somehow. Joe was still asleep, the big heaving lump. His mouth ajar.

He clambered from the tent and looked up and saw the sun’s light starting to ebb into the cloud on the horizon. The town ahead dark and small. Straining to see. Nobody was moving. They’d lived in Ballarat as smaller kids but now it had truly sprung up. There were buildings he could see even at this distance. In his memory it had been little more than a city of tents and ramshackle huts.

From his bag he retrieved some of the dried meat and found some string and tied it on. He walked to the edge of the water and leaned down and put the dried meat in and flexed it to allow it to absorb some moisture. Then he threw the meat into the water, further out. It sank quickly, soon so deep he could no longer see it, the river thick with weeds. He sat on the gravel with his knees in his elbows and watched the darkened water. Trying to see through it as his eyes adjusted.

As the sun rose he marvelled at the clarity. Near the meat in the green was a crayfish, blue and hesitant. He pulled the meat slowly and the crayfish followed and then another appeared out of the lower murk behind it. Needed a net to do this properly. He hadn’t been sure it would work but the method his father had shown him still did the trick, it seemed.

He put his end of the string beneath his foot so it wouldn’t be swept away into the slow-moving current. He undid his shirt and tied the sleeves together. He stood up and watched the crayfish. They were big enough. Holding the shirt like a sieve he leaped into the water and crashed it down and in the chaos the crayfish scuttled. Yet he felt one tugging at the shirt so he scrambled back until he’d shuffled it onto the gravel and dirt of the bank. It moved slowly then with its weight and he grabbed it by its back ridges and held it up. Its pincers dull and lethargic.

Joe called out from the tent, What the hell was that?

I got a crayfish!

His head then, poking from the tent flap. So?

Breakfast!

He put the crayfish down on the grass and watched its movements to ensure it wouldn’t make it back to the water. The thing was dimmer than a cow. He readied a fire with matches and some dried reeds he found nearby and they put their billy on top filled with water. When it boiled he stabbed the crayfish with his knife behind its head and waited for its limbs to still before he yanked it apart. The claws from the body. The muck from it flicked out into the water. The tail and sternum in two. He put all the good bits in the billy. It rattled about.

Soon they were both eating the flesh. It was delicious and warm.

Good find, Joe said, the grease over his fingers slick and glistening.

Ernst nodded.

They rinsed the billy and filled it again and set it to boil and made tea and drank it. They saddled their horses up and started the last leg of the journey into town.
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They rode to the largest hotel in Ballarat. Made of brick, standing two storeys tall. They lashed their horses to the timber rail out front and Ernst ran his hand over the nose of his own and then the two of them walked inside. There was a woman behind a desk. She was fussing with some papers on the bench in front of her. Ernst walked forwards and put his hat in his hands at his chest and drummed his fingers on the brim.

The woman looked up. Yes?

Thought to grab a room.

Grab a room?

Please.

She huffed and her shoulders sagged. You just arrive?

Yes, we just arrived.

Well, we don’t have any rooms available.

None?

Not a one. People set to leave before midday today, though, so you can check back with the day getting on.

He looked back at his brother, who was standing awkwardly, and said, You sure there’s not a room?

What did I say?

It’s not on account of my brother?

She flicked her eyes at Joe and said, I’m not in the business of lying, son.

Can I reserve a room if it frees up?

I can write your name down.

She found a blank sheet of paper and dipped a quill in an ink pot so used it had left a dark circle beneath it in the wood of the desk. She looked up at them expectantly.

Ernst James Montague, he said. This is my brother, Joseph Montague.

She said, And you want the same room?

We’ve been camping a long time sleeping in the same little tent. I think we’ll be fine.

You’ll share the bed?

He didn’t answer and instead leaned on the desk.

The woman wrote Joe’s name down in the book under his own. Her handwriting was hurried and neat.

She looked up as she finished. She said, So check back in here at midday. You’re not here, I’m giving out whatever room’s available to the next person come along. I can’t afford to be turning away business.

He stopped leaning and stood up. Absolutely.

So you’ll be back?

We’ll be here.

He put his hat back on and walked out of the room, Joe following.

They stood there, the two of them, amid Ballarat. Far busier now. It had been busy when they’d lived here but now the town had been constructed so that some of the peopled chaos seemed further off.

They had finally left the goldfields and the chase of the gold back when they had been children because their father had received a letter from his mother, saying she was sick to death of the way he conducted himself and that he was no fit parent and he needed to return to London so that she could spend some time with her only grandchildren before she died. Their father had been shrieking with laughter at that and calling her all the names, and pointing at the two of them huddled together beneath his unpredictable anger and yelling about how he had been the only one to truly care for them and it was he who was showing them parts of the world which their own mothers had never dreamed of. It had been raining, the boys holding each other in the tent and their dad outside, Ernst sheltering Joe in his arms, Joe barely having turned six.

Edwin wrote a letter back in his anger. All his efforts at explaining that he could not return, that the condition of his ticket meant he needed to stay within the colony, were futile. Before she had even received his letter she had already set forth on a ship perhaps having guessed what he would say in response. Edwin’s father had died back in Shoreditch, so she made the journey on her own.

When next he heard from her she was already in Melbourne waiting for them. After much cursing his father had packed up their tent and travelled to Melbourne, collecting her from a hotel. They had all then travelled back to Bannockburn. There, the two brothers had spent time with their grandmother and their father had existed again in the same discontentment he’d always known. They had constructed a small home together, using the last of what money Edwin had. Separate again, from the main of the town. All the questions about their fleeing Ernst had always assumed would come knocking on their door, the reasons they’d left his mother to burn in a fire, never arrived. One of Edwin’s eyes always on the fields, on chasing something different from what he had in hand. He never told her about Joe’s true mother and pretended he had been Isabelle’s as well. She had been right, too, about her impending death and they hadn’t known her barely two years before she was in the ground as well. The same dead as their mothers.

Now his brother was staring across the street at dresses in the window of a shop. Ernst clapped him on the back. You do well tonight we could get you one.

What for?

You could wear it.

Joe looked at his feet. You’re a joker. There was no smile.

You could wear it out.

You keep it up I’ll shove one down your throat.

We could go for a meal. Or a dance.

Joe shook his head. There was no talking to him and Ernst was done trying. Not in the mood for jokes.

Ernst walked into the muddied street without looking at his brother to follow because he knew he would. Since they’d left their father Joe’d only had him and Ernst had kept it that way on purpose. He didn’t want Joe depending on anybody else.

They sat out the front of a bakery on wooden crates eating fresh bread he’d bought the two of them. He removed his knife from his pocket and placed it on the table and ran his hand over it to make sure it was there. His brother had no manners and used both his hands and teeth to tear at the bread. Ernst saw a few onlookers watching them. A few of them in finery he knew he’d never wear. Studying his brother and his movements like an animal and looking at his skin and whispering. Let them look and keep their distance. He needed his brother but would never let him know it.
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Joe was in their room and Ernst was out the front. They were on the ground floor and had access to the rear alley. He was on a chair the hotel had provided and watching as people walked by. Sometimes he’d tilt his hat. People kept checking into rooms and he watched them all as they did. A well-dressed couple left their room and locked the door behind them with a click of the key. As she put her hand in the crook of his arm and he walked her out of the alley Ernst said, You two out for an evening?

Just going for a show, the man said, without turning.

Good to have a lot of money, hey?

The man said nothing and the woman quickened her stride.

He went inside and made Joe get off the bed. Joe rolled his eyes but did as he was told and stretched out on one of their kangaroo blankets to sleep on the floor. Ernst lay down on the bed and waited for the night to grow longer. He didn’t sleep, though, and just lay there waiting. Joe was in his pyjamas but Ernst had on his clothes. He was playing with the pocket-knife. Opening the blade and letting it shut. He kept it oiled. The thing had been a constant comfort since it had been gifted to him. Since he had earned it.

It was dark out. He twiddled his thumbs and thought of their father. Thought of his mother and the way she’d died and how she had hated their father and what little joy she had experienced in her short life.

Soon he heard the next door open and people enter the room and the door shut. He heard them through the walls moving around their room. He leaned down from the bed and jostled his brother awake.

Stop it, Joe said. I’m already awake.

They’re back.

I can hear them too.

He looked at Joe and Joe returned his look.

I don’t know why you need me to do this with you, Joe said.

Because.

Joe screwed his face up at him. You treat me like dirt.

I treat you the way you should be treated.

Joe said nothing for a moment. Next door was no longer moving about and maybe they were in bed. This is it, Joe said. This is the last one.

Is it?

Yeah. It is. And you can go to hell. I don’t like taking off folks what’s not ours.

Ernst remembered Russell proclaiming similar over him and his father both. Remembered Russell and how the man had rescued him from the fire, picking him up, carrying him on his back, and wondered not for the first time how Russel was related to his brother, how that spirit was in him too.

Ernst laughed. You’re as much a part of this as I am.

I would never have done it without you.

No. But you would’ve wanted to. You got Dad’s blood in you same as me. Remember why he was shipped over in the first place. And don’t consign me to hell so quickly. I’m all you got.

Joe rolled over away from him.

We were forced into this, Ernst said. We were outlaws already thanks to you.

I didn’t mean none of that.

I know you didn’t. But it happened and it doesn’t matter what you meant. It only matters how it looks. No right or wrong in any of it. Just what we do so we can survive. This place was founded in opposition to buggers like us. To you especially. Remember the black man dead on the road. That’s you if you play by their rules. We need to be utterly cutthroat. I need you to understand that.

You never used to be like this. Do these things.

I do what I have to so I can protect you. It’s as easy as breathing.

I know Dad told you that.

Well then. What choice do we have?

Joe rolled back over and looked at him and Ernst saw him then in his youth. That young baby in his mother’s arms in the camp. Saw what he would have been if not for their parents and what all their decisions and difficulties had done to him.

We’ll stop soon.

When?

When we’re done. When we have enough.

For what?

We need enough to get a farm or something. Something we can invest in and live far enough away from everybody so nobody can find us. Then we’ll stop.

We’ve done three. That’s enough.

I know, Ernst said. He breathed out slowly and added, Alright. This is it, then.

Joe sat up. You don’t mean that.

Ernst stood from the bed before he could change his mind and went to the dresser and sat in the chair. He started to put on his boots.

Get ready.

We’re going now?

He was already dressed but Joe needed to put on his clothes. He stood from his pillows and started to pull on his trousers and his boots. Soon they were both ready and at the door. He had his pistol out and Joe held one too but his hands were much shakier. They never loaded Joe’s weapon with bullets because there was no telling how he’d handle it. There was always the risk things would go wrong but they never had before because Ernst always chose the marks well. Well-dressed people not used to scrapping.

He nodded at Joe and Joe returned it. They opened their door and, with a quick look to ensure the alley was clear of people, stepped out from their room. They went to the next door and knocked on it.

Who is it? came a voice.

Next door, he said. Was hoping you might be able to help.

I can’t help you. Go see the manager.

Ernst breathed and looked at his brother. In the darkness his features were black and he looked like grim death. Listen, he said through the door. I have a gun out here and if you don’t open this door I’m just going to start firing through. And I’m not going to stop firing till somebody stops me. Government camp still up on that hill means they’ll be at least ten minutes. I got loads of rounds.

Nothing for a minute inside. Then a voice, You’ll go to gaol.

I’m going to gaol sooner or later, mate. I’m bloody wild and there’s no reasoning with me.

You don’t have a gun.

You open this door right now or you’ll find the truth of the matter.

There were murmurs from inside. The woman, mostly. Then, footsteps. Soon the door swung open and as it did Ernst rushed in, pushing at the figure who’d opened it. The man had his pyjamas on but his shirt was unbuttoned and billowed open as he was splayed out on the floor with his hands up shuffling backwards, away from this demon who had invaded his room. Ernst held the gun loosely at the man.

The woman was on the bed with the blankets huddled up around her. She was whimpering and Ernst raised his pistol up and was about to bring it down across her forehead when Joe said, Wait! Just shut your gob, woman.

The woman tried to stop her whimpering. Her bottom lip trembling and her chest heaving.

Ernst motioned with the gun at her man and said, You keep on crying out, your man here will be gut shot.

She nodded and kept up her snivelling. It annoyed him but he got on with things.

Ernst turned back to the bloke on the ground. He still had his hands up but he did not seem too perturbed. You lot got something worth taking in here?

Don’t hurt us.

Reason I’m asking is so I don’t have to.

Can I put my hands down?

Never asked you to raise them.

The man lowered his hands and then pointed at the dresser. On top was a wooden box.

Ernst nodded at it. Joe went to it and extracted what was inside. There were a few necklaces but in his hands that seemed to be all. Joe shrugged as he looked at him. Beside him the whimpering of the woman.

Can you get your woman to shut her gob, mate?

She’s scared, the man said as he stood up, brushing at his pants.

She’ll be hurting soon, she don’t stop it.

The whimpering stopped.

This all you got? Ernst said, pointing his pistol at his brother’s hands.

We don’t have much.

You lot in all your finery out for the show earlier on and this is all you have?

The man nodded. Just trying to impress.

Impress who?

People. You know. Fit into society a bit. Find a job somewhere nice.

You don’t have a job?

The man shook his head. Worked for a banker in Melbourne but that came unstuck when I started up with this one. She’s the boss’s daughter.

Ah.

So we ran off down here when he fired me and have been trying to make a go of it.

Didn’t ask for your life story.

The man said nothing.

So this is it?

That’s all we have. He looked at Joe and grinned widely and said, You can eat our fucking scraps. He turned back to Ernst. That pistol you’re waving isn’t loaded, is it. Dogs like you can’t afford ammunition. Shoot or be done with it because I’ve had it now, with all of it. You hear me, you cow woman?

She was crying heavily now, big exhausted sobs.

You’ve brought me nothing but misery and now this hell to our doorstep.

The man stepped forwards and grabbed at the jewellery in Joe’s hand and started to shake it violently, so Ernst used the pistol to break the bloke’s nose. The man cried out and fell backwards onto the timber floorboards. Ernst hammered into his face and forehead without true aim. He hammered and hammered and saw his father’s face until there was only red and mess and he felt his brother trying to pull him off but he kept going. He kicked and screamed and yelled and there was the woman beside him and in his fury he struck out at her and at his brother too. He freed himself and kept going until he felt something strike him on the back of the head. It made him dizzy. He fell. He fell down next to the bloody mess of a face and then he shook his head. His brother was at him, hauling him up, and the two of them were out the door. They were down the street with the horses then, riding. The wind in his face and his hair. Riding hard. He put his head down and hoped to hell he hadn’t ruined everything.
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Joe was crying when they stopped riding. They were huddled near a stream in the dark and above them were the stars and there was a real chill in the air. The horses shuddered with their sweat and hasty movement. There were tears streaming from Joe’s eyes and snot smearing his face and he was moaning from low in his gullet. Ernst feared he would fall from his horse.

You killed him, Joe said.

Ernst shook his head. Nah. I didn’t.

He looked dead.

He was hurting but he weren’t dead.

He wasn’t moving.

Ernst tried to remember what he had done to the man but all he could see in his mind was his fury. Images of red blood and a face and the fragments of a woman screaming and the sound of gargled water. He imagined himself like a horseman in the Bible riding down on a horse with a sword for a tongue and wings of fire. Smiting those who deserved it. Those two-faced dogs.

The coppers’ll be after us now regardless, Joe said.

Again he shook his head. They were after us anyhow.

They’ll really be after us.

Don’t know why we stopped to go on about it to begin with.

Joe was still crying, and in that moment Ernst saw how young he truly was and without further deliberation turned his horse and continued down the road. The sun was soon up and the early blue of morning hushed over the land. They could only just make out the trees through the mist. The vapours of it wafting near the shinbones of their horses who were breathing hard. Great swathes of green pasture with sheep. They kept riding.

Come midday they stopped their horses near a stream and watered them and fed them. They spoke not a word to one another and he thought of what he’d done to the man. He had his knife out, playing with it underneath a tree, and then gave up trying to think.

I done worse than that before in front of you. He levered the blade open and shut it and smelled the familiar wood and oil of it.

You always had a reason.

I had a reason this time.

Wasn’t enough of one to risk us like that. To do that to the bloke. And why? Because he hurt our feelings? You act like you’re a dog.

He didn’t reply to this. Soon they were done with their horses and they remounted and continued on.

They rode through eternal bushland without talking for almost the day entire. As the sun was sinking they rode over a ridge and looked down into a town. Ernst stopped his horse as his brother came alongside and then the two of them sat there studying the town.

What’s this place? Joe asked.

I don’t know. I been riding same as you.

As they watched they saw policemen emerge from a shopfront. There were two of them and they went to their horses and holstered on their saddle-rigs were their weapons. They had their little helmets on and belts cinched tight around their thick waists, and even from the distance each cut a mighty figure. They swung their legs up and over their horses and then sat atop them talking loudly to the owner of the shop, who had exited his store and was motioning with a finger in all directions.

We can’t go down there, Joe said.

No. We can’t.

Joe manoeuvred his horse away from the town and turned back to the road on which they’d just arrived. Ernst felt his guts seething at these two cops denying him his rightful passage into town and the rest he and his brother needed. Felt red with rage and almost started down but then his brother had grabbed the reins of his horse and was pulling him alongside until he was safely away.

The two of them rode fast and their horses were doing well but they all needed rest and soon. Ernst saw his brother, who was riding ahead, turn off the road into the bush.

He called out, Where you going? That’s no path.

There is.

Where?

Come closer—you’ll see.

Ernst brought his horse over and saw that perhaps there was a path. You thinking we’ll camp?

His brother’s horse was struggling up an incline, almost swallowed in the trees. Joe’s voice cannoned back, We can’t go into town. We can’t ever go into town ever again.

Shut your mouth—you don’t know the truth of that. You don’t know they were there for us.

You don’t know they weren’t.

And then the sound of Joe was far from him and Ernst realised this was further apart than they’d normally ridden since they’d left their dad and Joe was risking it where normally Joe huddled near to him like he was some mother wombat. That Joe would risk this distance implied some gap he was chiselling out between them. It infuriated Ernst that his brother would so quickly shuck him off but he quickly swallowed the anger before it had time to properly grow. Joe would forgive him soon and soon they would be together again. But he needed to fight the way his blood got up and made him do things. He needed to do this in the future or else there wouldn’t be one for either of them. He would drag them both down into the earth with the fire in his belly.

They clambered through brush on this supposed trail, Joe stopping occasionally to squint through the dying light and then nodding and moving forwards. Ernst now the follower. They rode for an age and the sun truly descended and then they were in the dark and the smells of the bushland overwhelmed. There were possums in the treetops and other noises of animals scampering about them.

We should camp soon, Ernst said.

Joe said nothing to this but didn’t stop. Come nightfall they were stumbling along when they saw lights emanating from behind trees. They kept on aiming towards the light and emerged and found they were before another town. It sat atop a hill but there were a few buildings made of timber. Tents, as well. A few old prospectors still out for their finds despite the gold rush having long subsided. All the gold in these hills probably found decades prior and cashed in and the people who’d found it now living in splendour. He looked at his rough hands still stained with the man’s blood. Felt the pistol in his belt. Still sticky.

They rode through town and at the rear stood a church and next to it a hotel. He moved his horse closer and looked up at it then back at Joe and said, Should check in for the night.

Joe shook his head and looked to cry again as if he guessed at his brother’s intentions. No.

Yes.

No.

We need the money now to go on the run with.

No.

You come or you’ll catch worse hell than that arsehole caught.

I don’t believe you.

They lashed their horses to the post out front and Ernst spared a moment to look at the buildings surrounding them and saw just the church and then what looked to be the main thoroughfare of town. But there were few people beyond the desperate prospectors out in the darkness and so they walked inside the hotel. A large expansive room with a chandelier and a fireplace glowing bright in the slight darkness. The older man behind the counter looked twice at him and he realised when he looked down that the dirt caking his front wasn’t dirt at all.

You got a room?

That’s no way to introduce yourself, the man said.

Do you have a room for us or not?

The man looked down at a ledger on his countertop and said, We have rooms.

Can we have one?

The man looked up at him and tilted his glasses down so they sat at the front of his nose.

Please?

You seem desperate.

Just want a room, mister. We’ve been riding for days.

The Aboriginal too?

The man appraised his brother and Ernst felt the rage building in him.

He said, Both of us.

You’ll need to pay all in advance case you ride out without letting me know.

Ernst pulled from his front pocket some coins and notes and put them on the counter. The man counted them and harrumphed and put the money beneath.

Here’s your key.

Ernst pocketed it. Which way’s the room?

Upstairs is your room.

Much obliged.

As they walked towards the front door to collect their things the man called from behind them, Welcome to Lacey.

As they exited Ernst looked at the stars and cursed his luck and his temper both.
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Early morning starlight. Almost blue but still dark. Lace curtains still as posts weaving shadows on the carpet. There was a fire flickering in the fireplace and the sticks were cracking in the silence. Joe was on the bed and he was on the floor. Out of shame Ernst had suggested it, as he’d landed them in this mess.

He turned over and knew they’d soon need to be leaving. As far as he could tell, from the moment they’d checked into their room not another soul had entered this place. And no police. There was no hustle to the small town of Lacey beyond the few miners hard at it, perhaps because it was so hidden. Maybe nobody else and no coppers would be coming. There had been some items worth thieving in the main foyer and that would have to do to help them continue on. This was just a stop along the way to wherever they were going. One place now he could never go was home. They’d have drawings of his mug up all around from Ballarat to Geelong and Melbourne, and they would have spoken to his father in Bannockburn and they’d soon connect all the dots, that he’d sinned in all these ways, and that would be that. And people had seen in which direction they’d ridden. They would find this place and soon, he was sure. He had shaped a noose around their necks with his anger and no matter what he did they would never be rid of it. Even if he were never caught and found guilty and hanged in Melbourne gaol he would still wear that noose. He and his brother both. What had he done to him?

The ticking of a clock somewhere. He sat up and shoved Joe in the shoulder.

His brother woke without sound or fight. What?

We need to go.

Joe nodded and rose from the bed and there was none of the hope in him he’d had the previous night when they’d started talking about stopping. Joe dressed and he dressed and then the two of them were ready. There were doilies and blankets and a Bible he took from the room and put in his bag. When Joe looked at him he shrugged and smiled and Joe didn’t return it. He held the pistol out in front of him and Joe saw it in the firelight.

Thing’s still covered in blood.

Ernst said nothing to this.

Will it still work?

It works fine.

You might’ve done damage to it with the way you hammered it into that bloke’s face.

It’s fine. We’ll take some of those things from the foyer on our way out.

What things?

There were some porcelain figurines on a shelf down there.

They won’t be worth nothing.

We’ll take them anyway. Can’t hurt. Adding theft to the murder charge won’t make the noose any tighter.

Joe said nothing to that but he saw in him the discomfort he felt himself.

They creaked open the door of their room and crept into the carpeted hallway. There were framed pictures hanging on the walls but their images were unknowable in the dark. In his mind he saw his mother’s painting, the hills of Scotland, all her longing captured in it. He shook his head clear of her and contemplated taking one down and carrying it under his arm but knew it would only be damaged on the ride and so he left them. They found the stairwell and walked down it, each step groaning with their weight. He had in hand the pistol and felt its stickiness beneath his ready fingertips.

They entered the foyer. The fire was ablaze and this said to Ernst that somebody had stoked it recently with more timber so he knew they weren’t alone even before he saw the man sitting on the lounge chair. He was staring at them as they crept and half his face was in the orange light. He had a moustache and a bowler hat and he was smiling.

Evening, he said.

Good evening, Ernst said.

Bit late to be leaving, isn’t it?

Thought we’d get a jump on the day.

The man said, You okay there, sir?

Ernst looked at Joe, whom the man had nodded at, and Joe nodded slowly in return. Yes. Thank you.

He said to Ernst, You need to sit down a minute.

Ernst said, I don’t think I will.

You need to sit down.

Ernst held the gun up and aimed it at the stranger. No. I don’t think I will.

The man did not seem perturbed. You need to sit down. And he nodded at the empty chair opposite him.

We’re leaving.

You leave and it will be a lot worse for you.

Ernst didn’t respond.

I know you’re the sort of man who’s used to getting his way because he does so by force, but that force don’t mean much in Lacey. It don’t mean anything. You could be holding your dick in your hand as much good as that pistol will do you. No offence intended to either of you, of course. Or your dick.

Joe stared at the chair. Ernst said, We’re leaving.

You leave, you’ll be getting worse than this nice chat.

I’m not staying on some story from a stranger.

Listen to the way I’m saying what I’m saying. Don’t listen to the words.

He felt backed into a corner somehow by this man. He was dressed in a fine suit while Ernst’s shirt was still covered in the blood. He was smiling with the barrel of the pistol aimed directly at his chest. The pistol meant nothing to him.

Ernst strode over and raised the pistol up and brought it crashing down on the man’s hat. The man fell down and hit the carpet, but before Ernst could escape a gunshot collided with the chair he had fallen from and Ernst scrambled backward. Joe fell down and called out and then there was another gunshot. Loud like a cannon and debris flying. Ernst scurried behind the chair. He couldn’t see his brother.

Joe?! he shouted.

Silence in the air beyond a moaning from the downed fellow. Then there were footsteps entering the foyer. Two sets by his listening.

Who’s out there? Ernst called.

Never you mind who we are.

The man he’d struck was on the floor. His hat had come off and his head was bald and almost sparkled in the light of the fire, covered in blood the way it was. It made Ernst want to laugh.

I have a pistol.

We have more than that.

I can shoot your man.

You know what’s coming if you do.

The footsteps kept approaching and Ernst looked for his brother.

Joe?

No answer.

I’m going to come out, Ernst said.

You best have your gun thrown out ’fore you do it.

He considered the weapon. It still had the blood on it from the man he’d broken the previous day. He wiped the barrel and threw it out so that it padded on the carpet. In the firelight the metal gleamed.

Is my brother out there?

There’s nobody out here except poor Jim who you’ve bludgeoned. Quicker you come out and let us see to him the better this’ll go for you.

Ernst stood quickly, his hands up. There were two men, as he’d heard. One was older and had paunch and a thick black beard that covered his neck. The other was younger and seemed to be the one in charge by his gait and by the way he was the first to take a step forwards. Both had rifles in their hands and the younger one had his up and aimed at Ernst’s heart.

The younger one turned back to his older friend. See to Jim. He nodded towards the man on the ground with his gun up all the while.

The older man lowered his weapon and walked over to kneel beside the fallen Jim. He put his ear down near the bloke’s mouth. The blood had stopped leaking from his head but it had soaked into the carpet. In the firelight it glinted like ink. The older man lifted his head. He’s breathing. The man turned Jim’s head so that it was to the side and then turned it back to face the ceiling again. He put his fingers over the man’s wound and pressed in. Can’t tell if he’s broken the skull here or not. Could be brain-damaged.

Could be a mongrel now? Ernst said.

Could be.

Drink out of a straw and that?

Can’t tell with the brain. The older man stood, wiped his fingers, looked at Ernst.

Was just looking out for myself. Your man here –

Quiet, the young one said. You be quiet, you bastard.

Ernst nodded. He still had his hands up but now he lowered them and waited for a rebuke. It didn’t come. Now he had no weapon the men seemed to think him not a threat. The men looked at each other and the older one nodded.

Boss’ll want to see you, he said.

Yeah? Who’s that?

The man whose man you just hammered into a bleeding mess.

Wouldn’t’ve happened he’d minded his business.

What goes on in this town is his business.

The old man now stepped forwards and in that instant Ernst knew who the true leader of the two was. He had fire in his eyes and smelled of whisky. He seemed of fortune and loss.

You best come with us now. And no more of this funny business of yours. And where’s this brother you were shouting about?

I wasn’t shouting about a brother.

You say shit like that to me again with your eyes all wide like that and you’ll be much worse off than Jim on the floor there. You understand me, you mutt?

Ernst swallowed and said, He was with –

Joe ran out from behind the staircase wherein he’d been hiding in the shadow and ran at the older guy with the big gut before Ernst could finish his sentence. The man was caught off guard and so when Joe’s smaller frame collided with his he fell to the side and stumbled. His big stomach didn’t help as he started to topple and he grabbed at the chair he was near to steady himself but missed. Ernst watched as that fire in his eyes turned to panic as he fell into the open flames and was instantly ablaze. He was screaming and bucking like a rat caught in a trap and the smell of his hair burning and then his skin. The younger man was yelling, Dell! and going to him to help yank him out. Trying for his sleeves, trying to grab something in the burning.

Run! Joe shouted, and shoved Ernst out the door.

As he fell from the doorway he tripped and went sprawling in the mud and then he was up again on his hands and feet like a baby crawling away. Inside he could hear screaming and he reached his horse and looked for Joe to be unleashing his own from its post but when he spun around he found Joe wasn’t there.

He shouted his brother’s name. There were other houses nearby and a store and there were people emerging from their homes wondering at the chaos. And the church. There were flames then licking out the doorway but no sign of Joe nor of the other blokes. He was on his horse and galloped forwards as the onlookers came. Some were carrying buckets of water and soon they were organising. Ernst kept shouting into the flames, desperate and crying, and the flames grew such that he felt the heat through his horse and through his trouser legs. Coating his face. Yelling and yelling. Same death as his mother’s.

He saw then two more men on the scene with rifles. They saw him on his mount and pointed at him and before he’d really decided he was galloping away. He left town and didn’t glance back and saw in his mind’s eye his brother’s face and knew perhaps he had lost him forever.
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He rabbited through the bush on his horse imagining the dogs at his heels and thinking of his brother. The sun up now, slicing through leaves into his skin. He came to a clearing. From behind gum trees he looked out, expecting to see the cops or somebody else approaching from the distance with guns loaded and ready to pummel him. His breathing was hurried, he realised, in tandem with the horse. He dismounted and lashed his horse to the tree and then sat down and leaned his back against the trunk. He had no water and no food. Nothing but what he was wearing. Nothing packed on the horse. Breathe. He slowed himself and looked at the clearing and his breathing quickened. There was nobody approaching but he still couldn’t stop imagining them or thinking about the man as he’d been shoved into the fire. What kind of death was that. The same as his mother’s in her shrieking. Burning alive in agony for seconds which probably stretched into eternity. Probably life would stretch out like toffee in those moments and you would never die. He knew he’d gone too far. Had let his brother go too far. Joe’s soul would not stand it. He’d put the man’s death in him. Joe would never be rid of it.

Soon he stood and kept going across the clearing. Nearing a tree he saw there was a magpie beset by larks who were pecking at it. Ernst ran over despite the danger immediate to him and started kicking at them but the birds took no notice of him. He kept kicking, trying to land his boot in one of their bellies, but they avoided him and kept pecking at the magpie. He knew he should race on but could not until he saw their little bodies squishing and breaking and snapping underneath his boot. He couldn’t catch the bastards they were so quick. The magpie flapping, trying to launch again. Get off, he said, and soon shouted it. Shoo! He waved his hands about. The birds kept on at their game and the magpie seemed resigned to it until finally it flew off into the sunlight. The larks didn’t follow and he stood there breathing hard wondering what it was he needed to do now.
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THE WIDE DESTRUCTIVE PATH OF GILBERT DELANEY
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In the light of a lantern placed on a small table beside them, the legs of which were decorated with ornate swirling flowers chiselled delicately into the wood, Gilbert sat with his two children on his lap. They were on his rocking chair, James having lifted his feet so his toes would not be squished. This had taken no prompting from his father. The boy had seen how low to the floor his legs were now dangling and had started lifting his feet whenever they sat together. Gilbert wondered at this young mind now making decisions for itself. When had he grown so smart? He was, at six, much larger than his sister Ruth, who was only four. Her legs would take a bit more growing before her feet were at risk, thank the Lord. Both of them were leaned back against his chest, nestled into him, getting heavier and heavier it seemed with each passing day.

He rocked forwards. Rocked forwards. He rocked forwards and felt the weight of the chair against the floorboards. He rocked forwards. They’d been in this new home three weeks now and the chair had still not settled into the house the way he liked. He rocked forwards and felt his weight shift between his legs and rocked backwards, straining with his feet. He rocked forwards. His children waiting. Knowing he was like this, knowing that sometimes he needed to get things just right.

He knew his wife was watching. She was seated in her own chair, mending a small dress by the same lantern light. He admired the endless patience she had for his afflictions. He’d told her some of how it was for him and if she saw he was suffering she would place a firm hand on his shoulder and let it rest there, making sure he felt it. She never demanded that he change or get better, or ask that he stop with his nonsense. She believed, too, that it was the work of evil, and that the only course of action was prayer, and to endure. He longed desperately to fix this about himself, for all their sakes, but there seemed to be nothing for it.

It had been growing worse, too. The urge to repeat himself and the need to get things a certain way before moving on was always exacerbated when he found himself in stressful situations, and the move here those weeks ago had brought all the worst of it back. He rocked forwards and his children waited. Three weeks ago. He rocked forwards. As he grew accustomed to this new place, his new position, he hoped he would find his confidence again and, in turn, his strength in the Lord. He knew it was there, that it had never wavered, but knew too he no longer felt its presence. Not when he was like this. Resignation was all that kept him fighting now, and the Lord lifting him up, bidding him continue. And his wife, the light in her spirit, the feel of her hand on his shoulder when he suffered, the certainty of her.

Dad? Ruth said. Her eyes looked up at him and he saw himself reflected there.

He held his children tight. These kept him fighting as well. These two young hearts. He rocked forwards. Yes?

Tell the story now?

He rocked forwards and the floorboards creaked and he felt his weight shift the way he liked and so he rocked backwards and smiled down at her.

Sorry, my darling.

Why do you sometimes do that? James asked.

Do what?

Stop what you’re doing.

I just like things being a way and I make sure they are before we continue on.

It’s strange, though, isn’t it?

It is a bit.

Is something wrong with you?

He shook his head and tried a smile. No. I’m okay. Everybody is strange in their own way.

You’re not sick?

No. I’m not sick.

James nodded his head and then leaned it back against Gilbert’s shoulder and they rocked a little bit before Ruth repeated, Tell the story?

Right. Once upon a time there were two young children that lived in a forest. They’d cut a door into a gigantic tree and they’d hollowed out the tree to live inside it. It was so big, and so large.

Could they keep food in there? Ruth asked.

They kept food in there.

Did they have parents?

No. No parents. Because these two children were special. You see, they were magic. And though they had each other, the rest of the people who lived in the forest were afraid of them.

Because they were magic, Ruth said.

Right. The people were afraid about what magic children would do to them. Would they turn them into frogs? Would they make them walk around upside down?

Gilbert, Sarah said. She was smiling at him over her knitting.

The children giggled.

He stopped rocking and started it again. He leaned back and leaned forwards. Found a rhythm.

That’s bad, Dad, Ruth said.

I know it is. But the people were afraid, you see, because they made up all these stories about this brother and sister. None of them were true. But because the people kept on saying them they held them to be true.

What’s held to be true? Ruth asked.

It’s what you think about things.

Like Dad thinks about his job, James added.

Leaning forwards, and back. Steady hand on their backs. Steady so they don’t fall, so James doesn’t lose his toes.

That’s right, Gilbert said. That’s exactly it. So the children were quite lonely and felt a bit isolated from the rest of the forest people.

What’s isolated? Ruth asked, sounding out each syllable carefully. She looked up at him.

You’ve got to stop using such big words with them, Sarah said.

I’m building their vocabulary for school.

There’s no use them knowing big words if they don’t know what they mean.

They felt alone, he said. They felt alone and scared. But one day a giant came to the forest full of people and he started tearing down trees, yelling really loudly. Burping the worst burps you’ve ever smelled in your life.

Both children laughed.

And the forest people ran away. And one of them said, You know who I bet would be brave enough to take on a giant? I bet those magic children could! And so they ran to their house and knocked on the door. The brother and sister answered and listened. And you know what they did?

What? Ruth asked.

What do you think they did? Both of you. What do you think would be the right thing for the children to do?

They should fight the giant! Ruth shouted.

He waited for James, who looked like he knew. He often did. Chewing on his bottom lip. He prayed he hadn’t passed his demon on to his boy, the curse of his indecision.

Finally, James said, The right thing to do would be to help the people.

That’s right, Gilbert said. He coughed and coughed again to get it right, the way it felt in his throat, and then said, But what do you think they’d want to do?

Tell them to go away.

And sort it out themselves?

James nodded.

There’s a difference between doing what’s right and doing what’s easy, isn’t there.

Both children nodded. He knew they were too young to truly understand what he was saying but he also knew that if he taught them these things at their young age they might grasp some of the concepts of which he spoke, and hopefully that would be enough.

So what do you think they did?

They helped the forest people? Ruth said.

They did. They ran out of the tree and they found the big giant who was eating a cow and they turned him into a giant bowl of lollies and all the townspeople ate him up! It took them years.

Ruth groaned, laughed. He got another look from his wife. Instead of laughing James looked at his mum and was twisting his feet about.

Didn’t you like the story?

I did. I just felt bad for the children because they felt like they weren’t a part of the town.

Gilbert nodded. I understand that.

And they should be a part before they help the people.

That’s true. They should have been. The thing is, no matter what happens, we always have to do what is right. No matter who says for us to do otherwise. And it doesn’t even matter if nobody likes us for doing it. If we know something is good to do, we have to do it. So I think the children did the right thing because they wanted to do the right thing, not because they wanted to be liked. Do you understand?

James nodded. Kept twisting his feet over themselves, hovering above the floorboards.

What is it, James?

The boy looked up at Gilbert. I felt bad for the giant, too.

Oh?

I think he was the same as the children. Maybe he just wanted friends.

Gilbert smiled and said, That may be true. But he was still harming people, wasn’t he? Something needed to be done.

James nodded once.

So what should have been done about him?

James untwisted his feet and sighed in an adult way and leaned his head back against his father. I don’t know. But I don’t like that he was turned into lollies and eaten.

Sometimes there’s no good way through.

James said nothing and Gilbert studied his bare feet. The way he wriggled them. He noticed the flowers carved in the wooden table legs beside them splashed in lantern light, how shadowed and otherworldly they seemed.

You two need to get into bed, he said. Go on. Give your mum a kiss.

The two slid off his lap and Sarah leaned forwards so the children could reach her cheek. Ruth stood on her tiptoes and held her mum around the neck.

In their bedroom they clambered into bed and he doused the lantern he had carried in after them and pulled the blankets up on Ruth so they were just beneath her chin. He pulled them down and pulled them back up so they were just touching the skin of her chin. He pulled them down and tucked them in at the sides as he lifted them back up. He kissed her on the cheek three times and then he tucked her in again and this whole while she just stared at him with love in her eyes.

As he shut the door to their bedroom he put his head softly against the timber and he prayed then, cursing the demon in his spirit and forbidding its transference to his children. He put a hand on the door and splayed out his fingers and felt the woodgrain beneath his skin catching on something sharp in the wood. He lifted his hand and placed it back down and in his mind was the anger at the injustice of it. The gall. You have me, you beast. You do not come for my children or by God I will rip out your throat.

What are you doing? Sarah asked.

Nothing. He lifted his hand and then his head from the door and beheld his wife standing in the darkness of their hallway. He tried a smile. I’m just breathing.

Are you alright?

I think I am.

You’ve been fidgeting more than usual tonight, that’s all.

New place. New building. New things to get used to.

She nodded at him and he went to her and kissed her on the cheek. She said, You’ll do.

I’m going to go and sit out front a bit.

Why’s that?

Just to settle down.

Alright. Don’t be long, though. She placed a hand on his shoulder and looked him in the eye. She held his gaze a moment, making sure he returned it, before smiling and walking from him.

He opened their front door and stepped outside into the cool and shut the door and sat on the cheap-looking chair he had built himself long ago and looked out on the small town of Lacey. There were lanterns still lighted at some storefronts. As he had been meeting with the folk through the weeks and they’d been attending the church, the pulpit from which he spoke, they had struck him as usual and polite, if a bit hesitant. He’d expected they’d be wary of him. Stars were in the black above him like sunken ships out at sea. Sunken deep down below somehow with the lanterns still lighted. He shook his head and clenched his right fist and clenched it several more times until he was satisfied. It was exhausting, this way of his, but he had no other way. He ran his hands over the rough timber of the chair. He’d tried prayer and he’d tried medicine but nothing could alleviate what he had. He simply had to get on with things and live with it and do the best he could.

He looked over the small town again and as he did so one of the lights in Lacey caught his attention. As he looked more closely he saw it was the hotel, that it was ablaze. The front of it catching fire, the fire spreading and smoke lifting up from it into the night clouds. That hotel was near the church, he realised. There were people too, just in shadow, moving about. He only had his socks on so he opened the door and found his boots and shoved them on. He took his dust jacket from its hanger at the entrance of his home. Soon he was running down the hill towards the chaos, praying that he would be able to help in some small way.
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As he came upon the men carrying buckets of water from the dam he fell in with them and was soon handed buckets of his own. In the muddied blackness he sank his hands in and felt the regular pressure to do the task again until it had been done well and so had to sink them again and cursed his demon for the way it’d manifest itself most terribly in times of stress. Now was not the time to listen to it. He tried to shake it off but couldn’t manage it. Emptying the buckets and dunking them again, catching looks from the people nearby him. One of them named Timothy, he was fairly certain. Owned the mining supplies store and had a beard blacker than the night. He had visited Gilbert in the church three days prior and they’d had a good conversation about where they’d both come from before reaching Lacey.

You know what’s going on? Gilbert asked.

Timothy shook his head as he lowered his own buckets and then the two of them were hurrying back. You’d know better than me, Father.

I don’t know anything.

Well I know less than that.

They hurried over scrubland and bog with their boots sucking into dirt and then saw the fire over the crest of the hill. There were at least twenty others surrounding it, crying out, sloshing their water. The front of the place was already coated in flames but they looked like they were gaining. The church building nearby was unaffected thus far. He hurried forwards and did his best to help with the buckets. The extra water sloshed over the sides as he handled it and on more than a few occasions he stopped and lowered the bucket before picking it up again to stop the sloshing. The other men didn’t seem to notice, and if they did they didn’t say anything. As he came nearer to the flames he felt the heat of them in his whole body. It smothered his face like oil. His lips seemed to catch and he shielded them with his free hand once he’d thrown the contents of the bucket on the flames. The water seemed to do very little as he sloshed another bucket. As it made contact the fire would hiss and then re-strengthen in moments. He knew then they were fighting a losing battle and so as he walked back to the dam he looked at the surrounds to make sure the flames would not be able to jump to another property, especially the church. It had been a cold winter and the ground was sodden but the wood was quite dry and he was afraid this new responsibility he’d inherited would soon be destroyed.

You the new preacher?

He turned and saw a man coming towards him holding his forearm. In the flames of the night he seemed red and tormented, his face creased with pain, his arm bleeding. He was a large man and young.

Yes, Gilbert said. Are you hurt?

You need to come with me.

You need to sit down.

But the man in his redness just walked away. Gilbert paused a moment, looking back at the flames. I need to stay here and help.

You’re needed elsewhere, mate. The voice now out of darkness.

Gilbert looked back at the flames once more then turned and followed the voice over the hill. The man a shape in the distance now beside the tree line that skirted the town. The flames licking the darkened sky behind him no longer illuminating his steps. He walked over and saw the man flanked by other men and saw too on the ground another. Even though he struggled to see through the dark he could see still the smoke emanating from the body on the ground. He walked closer and the smell of it was like seared pig. He held his shirt up to his nose.

He’s dead, a voice said. Don’t bother checking him. Don’t bother with trying to comfort him with talk of God, or any of that. One thing you could’ve done you’re too late for.

Gilbert looked at the voice in the dark. An older man. There were three others standing around.

What happened?

You can’t smell him?

I mean, was he in the hotel when it went up? Or was he helping?

The old man came forwards and put a hand on Gilbert’s shoulder. It was a light touch. It reminded him of Sarah. He could’ve shrugged it off but felt compelled to let it be.

I should’ve introduced myself to you earlier. You’re the new preacher?

I am.

My name’s John Lacey.

Gilbert nodded. I’m Gilbert. Delaney. And I know who you are already.

The old man smiled. You do, do you?

I’ve been told. I know you named this town.

Well, then. You know who I am and I know who you are.

What happened to him? Gilbert asked. The man on the ground was heavyset. The smell grew stronger. Smell of burnt skin and defecation.

This fire wasn’t an accident, John Lacey said. He kneeled down and put a hand on the man’s chest and lowered his head. This bloke has been with me for two decades.

What was his name?

Dell.

What do you mean it wasn’t an accident?

Two people in the hotel stealing in the night. Dell here tried to confront them about it but they shoved him into the fire and ran. In his pain he fell about the room and set fire to a rug. Another man named Jim was burned up in there. Angus here managed to retrieve Dell before he was swallowed whole.

How do you know all this? Gilbert asked.

Excuse me?

How do you know this is how it happened?

Hotel owner told me as such. These people are thieves, preacher. They are thieves and they are killers. They’re long gone. But I can tell you they’re wanted for another burglary in Ballarat one night prior. The police are after them.

Gilbert nodded once. Then he said, And they’ll be here soon? The police?

Soon enough.

There was a shouting from the ridge. All the men looked up and saw another man at the top, maybe Timothy.

There are injured, Father, we need the church, the man said. And then he was off.

I’d better go, Gilbert said.

I’m sending my men out after these two, Lacey said. You’ll be presiding over a few more funerals yet.

Best to leave the police to do that, Gilbert said. He raced off up the hill.

Behind him Lacey shouted, I’m not letting them go to the police after they done Dell like that. I don’t trust those bastard troopers far as I can throw them.

Gilbert came to the top of the ridge. The flames at the hotel had dissipated and still there were people working. There was Timothy running back down to the hotel. There was smoke coming from a person’s clothing and he looked like he had been recently doused. Gilbert ran down. He put one foot forwards and then the other followed and then he stopped and started it again. One foot forwards. Trying not to think of Lacey and the burnt man on the ground and what the two thieves were thinking. If what Lacey had said was true. From what he’d heard the man might never tell the truth if it meant some advantage to him.

He came to the smoking and coughing fellow. There were two men now holding him up and Timothy’s hand was on his arm, nodding towards the church. Gilbert hurried forwards and removed the key from his trouser pocket and tried to unlock the heavy wooden door and he was surprised when he didn’t need to twist the key before it swung inwards. He stood to the side to allow the others entry.

They came in with the man and laid him out on one of the pews and then there were others behind them coughing as well, seeking refuge. Gilbert wanted to move forwards but was praying inside and trying to get his feet to do the thing he knew to do. Timothy was watching him struggle, which added to his difficulties, but soon he had it. He came forwards.

Do you have water, Father? Timothy asked.

Gilbert nodded and turned and ran down the aisle between the pews and came to the front of the church. The church building was larger than he had expected it to be when he’d first arrived those weeks ago. When he had spoken to his deacon about the commission to come to this young town of Lacey he had been told the people had already constructed the church building and that a man named John Lacey, alongside the previous minister, had overseen its design. This was strange to him and he had remarked more than once to his wife about how large the building was considering what surrounded it. How it imposed itself on the people by its stature. A church building did not need to be large the same way God’s voice did not need to be. As he passed the wooden pulpit he ran his hand over its carving of Christ in the centre and felt each part of the gaunt man’s cheeks beneath his fingertips. Behind him the sound of more people entering the church.

He opened the heavy rear door that opened their back storage room with his key and found as he twisted it that it was already unlocked and he saw the trough wherein they kept the water he blessed weekly to make it holy and saw beside the trough was a figure crouching in the dark. It was a very small room with nothing beyond the trough and the table and some cupboards against the wall. The figure was huddled down, holding its arms in front of it and shaking terribly. Gilbert lost thought for his immediate task and instead bent down and placed a hand on the figure’s trembling back. In the dark and shadow it seemed an animal harmed.

The figure flinched and tried to run but instead fell back, clutching its leg. There was a banging and thumping Gilbert was sure the people in the church hall would hear. Gilbert looked closer and saw it was a young man not much through with being a boy. He had short dark hair and his eyes were wide and frightened.

Are you hurt? Gilbert asked. He bent down lower and then there was a noise at the door he had entered. He rose and saw the young man try to scurry further backwards but he held a hand up in an effort to command Timothy at the door to still, which he did. He thought it best to keep the young man a secret for now, as he had sensed the fear in the young man’s eyes, the shaking in his body beneath the preacher’s hand.

Are you getting the water, Father? Timothy asked.

Sorry, Gilbert said, attempting a smile. The lanterns in the church hall had been lighted by someone and there was a steady warm glow emanating from behind Timothy so that he looked angelic. Gilbert turned and slopped the bucket into the trough and carried it to Timothy and handed it over. The figure he was concealing now shrouded so completely by dark he wasn’t sure he’d seen him in the first place.

Are there more buckets? Timothy asked.

No. We normally only use the one bucket.

Timothy looked out to the hall and said, I will send somebody to fetch some more.

Most buckets will be concentrated on the fire, surely.

We need water here to help these people. People are more important than buildings.

Gilbert nodded once and Timothy turned from him. Gilbert watched as the light, undiminished by the man’s body, cast its glow into this back storage room. There was a bench they normally used to make food and prepare communion, with cutlery and bowls upon it.

As he came back to the young man his feet caught in his movement and so he stumbled a bit but managed it quickly. He kneeled down and asked again, Are you hurt?

The young man shook his head.

Where are your clothes? You’re freezing cold.

A shrug.

I’m here for you now. I will look after you.

Are you a minister?

Gilbert nodded. Yes. This is my church. I have been here not even three weeks, and already my first emergency. He tried to smile, to convey to the young man that he would be looked after, but the smile didn’t feel real.

The young man nodded.

We need to find you some clothing.

Father, please, the young man said. Please. You cannot say that I am here. Not to anybody.

Why not? Were you in the hotel?

The young man nodded and then started shaking uncontrollably. Gilbert put his arms around him and felt the sticky sweat and how cold it was. Gilbert held him, praying, Father, You are here for us as we are afflicted. Father, we know You are here, we are certain of Your grace. Father, be with us be with us be with us. In this young man he held his own children and he held his own wife. This young man suffering and hurting and cold and alone. Bind up this broken-hearted, Jesus. Help me here, Father. None of this spoken aloud.

Gilbert took his jacket from his shoulders and draped it over the man’s body. He rubbed his back and rubbed his shoulders and just held him until the shaking subsided. He said, What is your name?

Joe, came the quick reply.

You can stay here for now, Joe.

You cannot say I am here.

Gilbert swallowed. Why not?

Joe just stared at him.

Were you involved in what happened?

Joe shook his head.

You were involved in the fire? Yes?

Joe shook his head. No. I didn’t do that.

Then why are you hiding?

Joe shrugged again, trembling.

Well. We’ll make sure everybody is safe first, and then we’ll decide what to do. But I will help you. I will not abandon you.

He stood then and walked away from Joe as quickly as he could because he feared he wouldn’t be able to if he remained much longer. As he’d held the man he had tried to instil some sense of the Lord in his heart. He had tried to convey love. There was no telling if he’d been able to do it.

He shut the door to the back room and stood there and saw they’d carried water from somewhere else nearby and it was being used to minister to the people who were hurting and coughing. As he walked from the front of the church again, trailing his fingertips over the carving of Jesus, he saw Timothy looking at him and studying the way he carried himself. He thought perhaps the man had seen how he had paused and stopped so often and suspected that he was afflicted with a demon.

But when he drew nearer Timothy only said, Where is your jacket?

In taking the water I splashed some on it and it became soaked and cold to the skin. Better to remove it.

Timothy nodded once and turned back to the man he was helping.

What is his name? Gilbert asked.

This is Frederick.

Frederick was a small man with grey whiskers. He seemed old and weak and he was coughing mightily. Gilbert put a hand to his forehead and started to pray. His prayers more to give voice to the man’s concerns and to comfort the man than they were to move the Lord to help. The Lord was already helping.

Frederick’s wheezing eased as he listened to Gilbert’s practised voice, which he made steady and calm like a boat on a lake with no wind. As he prayed, Gilbert looked up at the ceiling. He looked at the wooden beams and he wondered how long it had taken the people to build this church. He knew God moved in people, and as he looked up he realised he could not move his head back down to face Frederick. He was stuck looking at the ceiling until he moved his head the right way and held his hand the right way and his foot was certain planted on the floorboards. He knew he had to turn and tried and tried and couldn’t so he moved his hand a bit and moved his foot. The ceiling above him so large it seemed to swallow them all.

He managed it with a breath out and laid a comforting hand on Frederick, who hadn’t seemed to notice his spasm. He looked at Timothy, who smiled at him and nodded at the others in the pews and said, They seem comforted by you.

Gilbert smiled. I hope I can offer something.

You have.
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He spent the remainder of the darkness before dawn tending to the sick and praying with them, and the doctor came and administered his aid and then left. Those with smoke in their lungs were carted off in the back of a cart driven by Timothy to Ballarat, where there were better medical facilities. Nobody else beyond Dell had been killed by the fire except for the other, Jim, who was only a blackened husk, as Gilbert had been told. He did not want to see. Jim’s body had been taken up to the cemetery in the night after the fire had dulled and he’d been buried without ceremony to hide the horror of his corpse. Gilbert was called out from the church to say a prayer over Dell’s body before he was wheeled up to the same cemetery, where there were two men who had volunteered to construct a coffin for him. By the look of their eyes and the way they refused to meet Gilbert’s he could tell they had been Dell’s friends. There weren’t many graves. Dell would make four in total.

The hotel itself now skeletal and black. Gilbert stared up at it. The clouds and the new dawn surrounding it were testament to man’s fragility. What could man hope to build that might rival God’s creation. God making the whole sky and the whole earth.

John Lacey approached. Gilbert hadn’t noticed during the night that Lacey had a pronounced limp and had in hand a cane to help him move. Father, John Lacey said.

Gilbert nodded at the man. How are you faring, John?

I’m cut up, if I’m being honest.

Gilbert looked at his eyes and saw that he’d been crying.

He swiped at them and grinned and said, Known that man a long time.

Two decades, you said.

Or more.

Yes. Or more. Death is never kind. Never welcome.

We didn’t find none of those that did it, John Lacey said. My men have been out riding all night. They’ll continue looking, too. Can’t have injustice like this. Injustice like this infects the whole town.

Gilbert didn’t know how to respond.

That’s in the Bible, isn’t it, Father? Little bit of yeast infects the whole batch.

Yes.

This goes unanswered, the whole town is poisoned. Dell needs his answer. And Jim.

I pray they’ll be found, Gilbert said.

One of them a young black bastard. That’s what Paul said. The proprietor. John Lacey nodded at a man standing near the smoking remains of the hotel who had his head down. He said the other was older, red hair. They’d said they were brothers.

You’re right. They need to be brought in and be made to stand trial.

John Lacey clenched his teeth together and said, Let me ask you, Father … you believe in punishment?

Do I believe in punishment?

I know you got kids. If they misbehave, do you punish them?

Of course.

What does that look like?

Depends on what they do, I guess.

Depends on what they do. That’s an answer.

I believe in punishment. Of course I do.

Some preachers only speak on the subject of God’s love. You wouldn’t think God ever did nothing to nobody with how their tongues drip with it. Like He’s some big cuddly toy.

God punishes those He loves.

He does, does He?

Yes. He steers them back on track. What you ought to be worried by is if there’s no punishment at all. Maybe you’ve been sinning so long God has given up on you.

John Lacey seemed taken aback by this by the way his eyes flicked. You think that?

Gilbert smiled. No. I don’t think He’s capable. But it’d worry me.

You think these two that killed Dell deserve what they get?

They deserve to be hanged according to the law.

There’s a difference between hoping it’ll happen and pulling the lever yourself. Drop them in the pit, watch the rope pull taut. Could you pull the lever?

To hang them?

Could you tie the noose around their necks?

Gilbert shook his head and then shook his head again and squinted. He rubbed at his eyes. Why’re we talking about this?

Because I’m not a man with a weak stomach, Father. I’ll pull the fucking lever, it comes to it.

John Lacey nodded just once and then patted Gilbert on the shoulder. When he smiled his teeth looked blackened and then he was off up the slight incline to stand with the proprietor Paul as he huffed and looked to cry. Gilbert wondered at Lacey. He saw another man who had been standing near to them turn to follow where John Lacey walked and Gilbert then understood Lacey was being guarded.

*

The sun was glinting through the windows of the church when Gilbert managed to return. He shut the timber door in front and placed the piece of wood across the metal latches to lock it. He made his way to the back room, hoping the trembling figure he had met those hours previous was no longer there.

It was dark within, as there were no windows. He left the door ajar so that light from the main hall might cascade in; this was what he normally did.

Joe was asleep. He was on the floor on some hessian sacks he had found, Gilbert’s thick jacket over the top. Gilbert sat down on the wooden floor with his legs crossed considering the man as he shuddered. The cast of his skin was dark, he saw now. He hadn’t noticed before. This must be the younger brother of Lacey’s description. The one responsible for what had happened. This huddled shape so sad and forlorn.

Joe’s eyes opened suddenly and beheld him and then they went wider and he jumped up, his hands and one leg scurrying like a beetle. Gilbert had his hands raised, supplicating. Ssh, he said. It’s alright.

I need to leave.

Then the young man Joe was up and Gilbert saw for the first time the true condition of his leg. Joe fell down and cried out loudly.

The leg was black and blue and warm. Clearly burned, and badly. A large gaping sore lined the shinbone. Gilbert tenderly lifted it up and let the leg drape across his leg.

Careful, Joe said. He was wincing and breathing through his teeth.

Gilbert nodded. You should have said. About the leg.

When?

Last night.

Joe shook his head and then, as Gilbert touched the sore, he cried out.

Gilbert said, This needs the doctor.

You can’t say I’m here.

You need the doctor.

Joe, shaking, stole his leg away and yelled as it slammed into the timber of the floor and then held it tight. He tore at his own shirt until there was a rag and then wrapped it around the oozing wound. Gilbert only watching.

They said you killed a man.

Joe didn’t reply.

You killed the man in the hotel last night. You set the fire. You said you had nothing to do with it. I thought … I thought you were just scared.

Joe said nothing immediately but then he nodded. He said, I had to.

You had to.

They were going to hurt my brother.

Gilbert shook his head. I don’t know about that. It sounds like that trouble you brought on yourselves.

We did. But I couldn’t do nothing.

Joe was shaking again with the pain of his leg. He removed the shirt entirely, wrenching off the buttons, and then wrapped the leg tight.

You need medicine. That wound will infect.

Well, what, Father? What do I do? Will you get me medicine?

Gilbert didn’t reply.

Will you tend to me? Or will you turn me in? They were after us. They knew what we were doing.

What were you doing?

Joe shook his head.

Where is your brother?

I don’t know.

Gilbert stood. He went to the trough and saw it was almost empty of water. He scooped some into the bucket and then turned back to Joe and kneeled down next to him. He tore off the bottom of his own shirt, though he struggled with it more than Joe had with his own. He soaked the rag and dabbed at Joe’s shirt covering the wound, hoping the water was ebbing through the cloth and lending relief.

You need to be brought to justice, Gilbert said. But not the justice of John Lacey.

John Lacey?

He is the man who runs this town. We were told about John Lacey before we arrived here. That he is not to be messed with. That he drove out the previous minister because he didn’t like the way he preached. He runs every inch of this place. It is named after him. But you need to meet the law. For all you’ve done.

Joe looked at the door and then back at Gilbert and nodded. I know I do.

So we will wait for the law.

No law here?

None yet. But we have sent for them. Or so Lacey says. In Ballarat.

Joe nodded slowly again.

Gilbert stood and went to the door, saying, I will bring you food and more water. But that wound will infect. It’s ugly.

No doctor.

We’ll see what we can do.

No doctor. Not if they’ll tell this bloke Lacey.

Gilbert gripped his fingers into his palms. No.

As he turned to leave he heard Joe say, This is your law.

It did not seem directed at him but it made him pause. He said, What other law is there?

Joe said nothing to this. Inside it was silent, like there was no man there at all. He shut the door and knocked once and said through it, There is a wooden plank you may use to barricade the door. It locks from this side and I will lock it but you should barricade it too. And you may keep the jacket. He turned and put his foot down and tried to walk away from the man and the room but found the other foot wouldn’t lift. He placed his foot again and again and tried to wrench himself from the place. He fought against what kept him rooted there and placed the foot more carefully and then he was almost running down the aisle and out the front door of the church.
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When he arrived home his wife greeted him, her eyes still bleary from sleep. She hugged him tight and said, Are you alright? You’ve been gone all night.

Yes, I know, he said. He tried to smile for her and he kissed her forehead. I was helping. There was a fire.

Yes, Margaret visited and said. I assumed you’d be there. Your shirt is torn.

He looked down at it.

Sarah said, I saw a cart leaving with men in the back.

Yes, that was Timothy.

What does Timothy do?

He owns the supplies store. Gilbert nodded his head in its direction. From their house they could see most of the town and the dark timber of the roof of the store was plainly visible. Smoke from chimneys billowing up. The town itself sounded usual, as though the fire from the night previous hadn’t happened. People were milling in the streets and there were the old prospectors with their pans setting out for the day and there was the husk of the hotel.

Come inside. I’ll make you something.

She bustled him into the kitchen and he sat at the table and said, Where are the children?

It’s a school day. They’re at school.

The school stood as a lone building to the west beneath trees. There were under twenty students and there was one teacher, a woman named Gwendolyn. She had no husband as far as he knew, but he did not know much.

His wife brought him a bowl of oatmeal and he let the steam warm his face and soothe his eyes before he spooned in his first mouthful. She had added honey to the top the way he liked, but honey was not something they came by often and so he knew she knew how tired he was. The stove had already been stoked with fire and wood and now she left the door open to let it burn out.

She sat opposite him, smiling, and said, You should sleep.

They will need me today. I must help.

You will be of no help without sleep.

He nodded and chewed and said, I have something to tell you.

Sarah cupped her hands in front her mouth and blew into them. She placed them back on the table and nodded at him. She had a possum skin rug over her shoulders to keep her warm.

There is a man in the church. His leg has been burned.

That’s awful.

Gilbert nodded. He nodded again and then nodded again and said, It needs tending.

The doctor?

Yes.

Well. Get him.

Yes. Yes, I should. He spooned another mouthful and let it coat the roof of his mouth. He spooned another mouthful. Yes.

Gilbert?

Gilbert shook his head and regarded her and said, He was the one who set the fire.

She said nothing immediately but looked at him, sucking her lips together and breathing out. He needs to go to gaol, then. You need to tell the police.

I will.

There’s a hesitancy in you.

Yes.

What is it?

I do not think he will survive.

The burn? Will it infect?

It is not that. I mean, yes. It is that. He may die from that, yes. But I’m speaking of John Lacey.

She nodded her understanding. She had heard the same stories he had heard. She said, You never keep things from me.

No. I wouldn’t.

I wish you had kept this. She stretched back and the possum rug fell from her shoulders. She leaned down and scooped it up. Was it Lacey’s hotel?

I don’t know if it was. He said it wasn’t.

You spoke to him?

I did.

How did he seem?

Angry.

Well. Then I guess you need a way to get this man out of the church and to Ballarat. To get him to the authorities.

I cannot move him with his wound.

She sighed. You’re in a spot.

Yes.

She stood then and came to him and wrapped her arms around his shoulders and kissed him on the cheek and held her cheek there with his own so that their mouths were close to one another and they started to breathe as one. She had her hands on both his shoulders. I thank God, she said, that you are good. I thank God that you are good.

He rubbed his hand over her forearm. He felt the feathery hairs of her beneath his fingertips. He truly doubted her belief in him. He breathed in deeply and breathed in the smell of her. She kissed him again and sat down on the chair near him.

He said, He’s Aboriginal.

Is he?

He is not very dark, but yes. He is.

Does that make any difference?

No. Not to me.

But to others? she asked. When he didn’t respond she added, So you won’t give him up?

No. But he needs to see justice. He needs to be hanged. He does. He has murdered. He said it plain to me.

Sarah sighed at this and sat back from him. What difference does it make how his death comes? Why does it matter if he be hanged in Melbourne or he be hanged right here? In the end he is hanged.

Sarah. Don’t you remember Griffith? And what it cost? I cannot go through it again.

She shook her head. Nobody deserves hanging.

You said yourself that he needed to go to gaol.

Yes, to gaol. Not to be hanged. He’s murdered somebody, she said. She looked up at the ceiling. You must know what will be done to him.

He is dangerous, Gilbert said. He needs to be punished. Others need to see that there is justice. There is order.

What others?

The other people in the town. Without punishment for wrongdoing there will be more wrongdoing. That is plain. I’ve learned my lesson.

She gritted her teeth together. By now he was done with his oatmeal and she stood and collected his bowl. She took it to the water bucket and rinsed it out, tossing the remnants of his meal onto the grass outside. She returned after placing the bowl onto the shelf for it to dry.

It seems, she said. It seems … She lost her words.

He waited for her to speak.

I don’t know.

Well, when you think of what you want to say, you say it. I will hear you.

I know.

I cannot get him the doctor yet. I will tonight. When there are fewer people about, he said. He swallowed three times and then looked at his wife. Her eyes were difficult but he still knew her. I will minister to this man, he said. I will help him find God and salvation before he goes. I will travel with him to Melbourne if need be. He is my ward. I am responsible for his soul.

She nodded. Good. That’s good.

I only pray that he will listen.

He stood and retreated to their bedroom. He lay down on the bed and shut his eyes and opened them and shut them again many more times and thought only of the young man in his church.
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Later in the morning he was woken by a banging at his door. He tumbled outside with his eyes blinking hard and squinted at the man. This was the big one he’d met the day prior, the man who had drawn him from the fire to first meet John Lacey. You’re needed, Father.

For what?

To bury Dell. To say words.

Gilbert nodded once and then shut the door to don his suit. He wore his white collar underneath his black shirt collar and wore black pants and his boots to ward off the mud.

Sarah was not at home and he wondered where she had gone. He shut the door to his home and locked it and the man who had woken him was still there waiting. They walked together up to the cemetery, sloshing through wet grass and muck, the man’s youth propelling him ably over puddles and wet. The man’s arm seemed to have mostly healed. It was thick around the forearm with bandage. As they neared the hotel, he saw there were people moving about the ruined husk, tearing down what remained of its skeleton. They were wrenching apart the wood and throwing it in a pile nearby. Paul the proprietor was among them and so was John Lacey. He admired that the people here were unified in this manner.

Dell’s coffin had been hastily made from scraps of old pine dark yellow with age. He had been a big man and the coffin had been made large as had the hole in the earth. Gilbert breathed out and clasped his hands together, trying to steady himself, trying not to falter. Dell’s eyes were open. Gilbert did his best to not look at the newly hewn earth nearby, knowing a man named Jim had been buried there with no word said at all.

Who prepared the body? Gilbert asked.

The man next to him shrugged. Gilbert leaned forwards and gently shut the man’s eyelids and then stood back. There were two other men nearby, one with a hammer ready to shut the lid.

You gonna say something? the man who had summoned him asked.

What’s your name again?

Angus.

We normally wait until he’s in the ground, Angus, to say the final words over him.

Angus shrugged. Never been to a funeral before.

Gilbert nodded. Is anybody else coming? He looked down the slope to the hotel.

No. This is it.

He studied the shape of John Lacey in the distance. John Lacey had said they were friends.

Lacey wants the words said for Dell, that’s all. He said he’s dead anyway.

Gilbert nodded once. Then why are you here?

Never been to a funeral before.

The two men lifted up the ready-made lid and moved it into place and one of them began hammering in the nails. Their steady rhythm and the pace at which they worked seemed without ceremony, like all they were was in a hurry. Gilbert understood that all death was like this, having presided over so many. There was always great wailing and sorrow, but in the end, after the dying had been done, there was pragmatism, and great relief in the work it required. Even so, he could not help but picture Joe’s face as each nail was struck and thought of Christ crucified on the cross and how those nails might sink into flesh.
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Gilbert went to Joe in the afternoon of the first day after the fire. He was struggling for lack of sleep. He would have normally opened the church of a morning but he had been asleep and then decided it safer to keep it closed for the day, despite a few folk asking for his help. Better to keep Joe hidden. He had in hand a basket full of fruit and dried meat and cooked potatoes. He kept an eye out for John Lacey’s men, but as he walked he realised that all the people in this town might be in the man’s pocket and so he waited to open the door until he was certain nobody at all was watching. The people nearby working at the hotel had taken a break and were somewhere else, maybe in their homes. He wondered if Paul the proprietor would have a place to stay tonight and thought he might offer his own home and then realised he would be taken care of by John Lacey and there was no need.

He padded down the carpeted aisle and knocked once on the heavy door at the rear. He said, It’s me, but nobody answered. He unlocked the door and swung it open and noticed it hadn’t been barricaded the way he’d suggested and for a moment he was sure Joe had escaped and left and would die in the wilderness but then saw his huddled shape underneath his jacket and the sacks in the corner.

As Gilbert came to him he was vibrating with the cold and sweat was standing on his brow. Gilbert dipped his shirt fragment in the trough and patted the man’s forehead and prayed against fever. He left the fruit and dried meat next to him and left him there, locking the door at his exit. He had to relock it three times before he could move on.
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At home they were eating dinner at the table and he was attempting to ladle the stew into his mouth when James said, Somebody died in the fire last night.

Gilbert kept his spoon where it was, hovering between the bowl and his lips. He said, Did you hear that at school?

James nodded.

Yes. A man died. Two men, actually.

Did they go to heaven?

I hope so. I think so.

James smiled at this and continued to eat. Ruth was quiet this evening and hadn’t said much. Gilbert leaned over and placed his hand on her shoulder and she regarded him with her sad eyes.

They still died, though, didn’t they, she said.

Gilbert patted her shoulder. Yes. They did.

She said nothing further.

After putting his children to bed with a story he came to his wife, who was rinsing their bowls with water outside, swishing the water around and throwing it onto the grass. The stars and sky above and then the people moving in the night, still hunting for their fortunes. The lights of Lacey had mostly been extinguished. People now in their homes lighting lanterns to dine by, acting as though the fire of the previous night hadn’t happened at all.

He hugged Sarah from behind and nestled his chin in at her neck. He said, I have to go see to this man.

She nodded. How was he today?

Far worse. There’re fewer eyes about now, so I will get the doctor. I’m just uncertain, Sarah, the doctor can be truly trusted. I don’t know what kind of relationship he has with John Lacey.

He’s a doctor. They have to help, she said. She turned to look at him. He was without his jacket and was still wearing the black shirt and pants from the funeral. The cold bit through into his skin.

Are we in danger with this? she asked.

He shook his head.

What if John Lacey finds out you’ve been sheltering this man?

Gilbert shrugged. I am only doing what is right. He cannot be too mad.

She just looked out over the town.

He needs a doctor, Sarah. He’s shaking. His leg seemed far worse.

I’m not arguing with that. I’m glad you’re doing what is right.

He stood with her for a minute, surveying this new town of theirs. The hotel by now had been completely demolished. Normally where it stood there had been light beckoning to the weary from within it. Without this light the town seemed smaller.

He kissed her on the cheek and walked down the slope towards town. He knew where the doctor lived and aimed in that direction.

*

Lacey was dirt and mud in the street. He kept his hands in his pockets and sloshed over the muck of horses and pigs. Boots sucking at dirt. He brushed his hand over a timber rail used to lash horses and felt its cold enter his bones.

He came out the other side and walked on, and a number of houses later he came to the doctor’s. He had a sign out front advertising his service but there was nothing there regarding the hours he preferred. He had a picket fence and a rose garden which seemed to be mostly dirt.

Gilbert opened the gate, walked up the brick path and knocked on the door. There was a murmuring from within and then he saw through the glass a lantern being lighted and it coming towards him. He stood back.

Wornkin, the doctor, opened the door and looked at him. Some medical emergency then?

Gilbert said, Yes. You’re needed.

Right. Let me get my things.

The doctor went back inside and soon returned with a thicker jacket. He had on his pyjama pants still and was mostly bald except for some short grey tufts hovering above his ears. He carried a leather bag that jangled as he placed it down on his verandah to lock his door.

He said as they walked, You’re the new minister I’ve heard about?

Yes, I saw you the other night, administering aid. I’m sorry I haven’t introduced myself sooner. It didn’t seem the time.

That’s fair enough.

Gilbert kept walking, leading the way to the church. I’m Gilbert Delaney.

Where are you from?

Near to Sydney, originally.

The doctor harrumphed at this. We going to the church? he asked as they rounded a corner.

Yes.

What is the emergency?

There’s a man in there with a burnt leg.

And it’s infecting?

I think so. He’s shaking.

How have you cared for the wound?

We wrapped a cloth around it to stop it bleeding. And I’ve tried to soak it in water.

The doctor harrumphed again. This man seemed steady and quick in his movements, like a bull charging at the world. They continued down the town of Lacey. On the other side and past some more buildings there was the church. As they approached, there rounded the corner in front of them the man Angus from earlier in the day. He had a cup in hand and was swerving as he walked. When he sighted Gilbert he broke into a grin and said, What you doing out this late? His eyes moved to the doctor, who walked next to Gilbert without word.

My wife has an upset stomach and I am bringing the doctor to see her.

The doctor next to him just keeping pace, not saying a word about Gilbert’s lie.

You speak like you’re fucking proper, don’t you? Angus demanded.

Gilbert nodded and tried to smile as they passed. It’s a habit.

It’s bloody annoying.

I’ll try to stop.

They came to the church and Gilbert unlocked the front door and then they were inside in the dark. Gilbert didn’t want to light a lantern in the church and beckon people inside and so they walked down the aisle in the dark. The doctor didn’t utter a word.

Gilbert unlocked the rear door and as he entered he was greeted with the smell of the sick and unwashed. The smell of urine. He hadn’t looked after Joe at all. He’d left him to sleep in his muck like he was an animal.

It stinks like the dead in here, Wornkin said. Where’s the patient?

Gilbert lighted the lantern in his hand and swung its brightness and then they both saw Joe in the corner now underneath the sacks. He was breathing hard and there was sweat beading over his face, plastering his dark hair to his forehead. His neck arched back and under strain.

Bugger, Wornkin said. He got down on a knee, putting the bag on the ground beside him, and then looked back up at Gilbert.

What were you thinking? Wornkin said. This man needs to be cared for.

I cannot remove him from this place. He has enemies here.

Wornkin nodded. I get that. But you need to provide him with more than some empty potato sacks. He needs something comfortable to rest on. He needs water, food.

I brought him that. Gilbert looked and saw the basket of fruit and dried meats he’d provided hadn’t been touched.

He just got this wound last night?

At the fire, yes.

He’s right sick. Really quick it’s infected. Give us a look then, mate.

The doctor removed the sack from Joe’s shin with a gentle grace. Joe muttering something, staring at the ceiling with his eyes open now. His leg shaking. Wornkin motioned for Gilbert to bring forwards the lantern and he did so, casting the red and open sore in shadow and flame.

Wornkin pressed it tenderly. It was weeping clear and white liquid and charted half of his shinbone. It was deep too. Some had healed over and scabbed but there was still blood.

Yes, it’s infected. You shouldn’t have wrapped it so tight. There’s cloth all strewn through it now I’ll have to remove. It’s alright, mate. Hey. He put a hand on Joe’s shoulder. Hey. It’s alright. Shh.

Joe had his head back still with his eyes pressed together, praying maybe. Looking up at the ceiling now and then looking at the two of them. Such resentment and anger Gilbert had never seen before.

The doctor rummaged in his bag for the tweezers then set to work picking small pieces of cloth and dirt and crud from the wound. As he removed the first piece he motioned for Gilbert to provide him with some receptacle in which to place it. All Gilbert had was the bucket, so he emptied what remained of the water back into the trough and then set it down by the doctor’s side. There were soon small bits of debris from the wound in the bottom. All this time Gilbert looking at Joe, not offering any comfort, though wanting to. Wanting to take his hand and say to him that he would be alright. But his feet wouldn’t move in that direction, try as he might.

When Wornkin was finished with cleaning the wound he removed a jar from his bag. Inside was a green and oily poultice that smelled of tea-tree leaves.

What’s that?

Something I learned from the blacks up north. Where I’m from. He started lathering on the ointment gently, shushing his patient as he did so. There was no need, though. Joe was now awake and always staring at the two of them. This here’ll help him heal better than anything we ever come up with.

Gilbert nodded. I’m sure you know what you’re doing.

The doctor shrugged as he worked. You don’t have much choice regardless, though, eh?

He was soon finished. He then wrapped the wound in a clean bandage and patted it once. Though Joe was now alert there was the sweat over him and Gilbert knew he was still sick.

Thank you, Joe said.

You’re welcome, mate. Make sure you get some rest, eh? Not sure how in here. Maybe one of them pews? Nodding his head towards the church.

Maybe, Gilbert said.

Wornkin stood, grunting. Picked up his bag. I’ll come visit tomorrow afternoon, let you know how much all this cost and put some more of this ointment on the wound. You’ll be right, son. He tousled Joe’s hair. You’ll get there.

Gilbert nodded. Right.

He saw the doctor out, walking him back through the church.

The doctor’s voice lowered in volume. He may lose the leg. Honestly. I have seen lesser wounds infect far worse. It had better improve right quick or it’ll just be going the other way.

Gilbert grimaced and patted the doctor on the back. He said, You can’t tell people about him.

The doctor said nothing to this at first. Then, Why not?

You just can’t. He locked eyes with the man. Please.

The doctor nodded once and turned with his bag, walking back into town. Gilbert locked the door once it was closed and unlocked it and locked it again and then walked back through the church, watching each of his steps, until he was back looking at Joe.

Well, he said. What do you want to do?

Joe said nothing. Only held the minister’s gaze.

You aren’t up to leaving.

No.

Anyway, you leaving might set Lacey onto you.

So you say.

I’m not the one did this to myself, son. You’re the one who brought this down.

Joe turned from him then, looking at the wall. I’ll be right.

You don’t want to go lay on a pew like the doctor said?

I’ve slept on worse.

Joe didn’t move. Gilbert went outside and cleaned the bucket out, throwing the small bits of fabric and gunk onto the dirt, before refilling it and placing it by Joe. He went to the potato sacks and his jacket and laid them out neatly on the wooden floor. He opened the cupboard and saw a few more sacks and brought these to Joe as well.

I’ll leave the lantern here for you this time.

Where am I supposed to shit?

Gilbert looked around himself.

I don’t know.

Joe said, Guess I’ll keep pissing in the corner and holding it in.

You’re spotted in here, they’ll come for you.

So you say.

You keep saying that.

Joe shrugged.

They said it. John Lacey did. He said he was out for you and your brother after what you did.

They find him?

Gilbert shook his head. I don’t know.

The coppers been here yet?

I don’t know that either.

Joe sank back. The shaking had entered him again and he seemed more sweaty than when they had first entered. Just leave me alone. I’ll leave soon as I can stand. Won’t bother you anymore.

Gilbert nodded at this and turned and left the room, pulling the heavy door closed and locking it with his key. He heard Joe shuffling inside, barricading it the way he’d suggested earlier. He breathed in the air of the church and kept his forehead pressed to the door, wondering about this man inside and how best to care for him. Was there enough charity in his heart for him to care for this man who had brought such calamity down on himself and on Gilbert as well? It was the Lord’s to judge and the Lord’s alone. His alone. There wasn’t any part of the Bible describing the quality of those afflicted, or what risk it meant to the Christian to care for them. Only the command to do so.
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In the morning he was seated in his chair on his verandah, drinking hot tea and staring out over the township of Lacey, and so he saw Timothy returning from Ballarat in his cart. Sarah had taken the children to school and was remaining there this morning to read to the students and so he was all alone. In the cold of the morning, breath billowed from Timothy’s horses and even from a distance Gilbert could tell from the way he sat that he seemed tired. Sitting next to him was a small Aboriginal boy Gilbert hadn’t seen before and they seemed like good companions, judging by how close they sat to one another. He’d seen men before treat the blacks as though they weren’t only inferior but diseased as well, forcing them to sit apart, to dine apart, to eat somewhere else. Timothy did not seem to hold such suspicions. He watched the two of them unbridling the horse and managing the cart and laughing together.

The man Angus came up the slight ridge to his home rubbing at his eyes with his hair askew. Treading over dew-soaked grass leaving footprint tracks. He paused at a tree some distance from Gilbert. He leaned on it, his other hand on his knee, staring up.

Gilbert said, Do you want something, Angus?

Angus waved his hat up. Mighty walk coming up here in the morning, don’t you think, preacher?

Gilbert shrugged.

I come up here to call you into a meeting with John Lacey.

You need to be shouting at me about it from all the way down there?

Angus groaned, leaned his head back, started forwards. He was breathing hard and holding the back of his neck by the time he stood before Gilbert, who hadn’t moved from his chair.

John Lacey would like to see you this morning at your earliest convenience.

What about?

I don’t know. Just said to tell you.

Gilbert’s mind went straight to the church, to Joe locked within, to the doctor who now knew all about it.

You have anything else to say to me?

Angus wore his confusion. No?

Nothing about how you spoke to me last night?

Angus grinned. Don’t recall speaking with you last night, truth be told.

No. You seemed quite drunk.

Ah, preacher. We can’t all sit up here on a hill looking down on folk. You were me you’d drink too. Lost some mates and all that. Celebrating their lives.

Gilbert nodded. I understand.

You coming down to see John then?

Gilbert looked towards the church. You tell him I’ll be there in a couple of hours. I always open the church up of a morning for people to enter for prayer and ministry. So I’ll do that first of all. Then I’ll come and see him.

Angus looked back in the same direction as Gilbert. Righto. I’ll tell him.

Angus, Gilbert said. Why do you do what he asks?

Angus shrugged. He’s always looked after me and my dad. Feel like I owe him.

Gilbert nodded in reply. Angus turned then to traipse back down the incline and almost fell over his own feet as he walked. Gilbert smiled at this and stood and splashed the dregs of his tea out over the grass of his front yard. Then he went inside, where he combed his hair and put on his vestments.

As he was leaving his home, standing on his verandah and looking down at the town, he found he couldn’t move. There was something wrong with him. Normally he could figure it out quickly enough but now he was unsure. He tried to lift his foot but he wasn’t able to. Either of them. He had his hands out and so he put them in his pockets and squeezed his thighs but no, he still couldn’t move. Oh Father, he prayed, oh Father. Oh Father, don’t let them find me this way. Oh Father. Gazing at the church in the distance as he struggled with it, this demon come at him with its paralysis. He had ignored it and ignored it and prayed against it but he had only strengthened it. Now he was stuck, he would be here forever, and it was this thought that kept swirling through him, making things worse. The church in the distance next to the burnt-down hotel and inside the church a man whose life was in peril in more ways than one. He knew deep down he resented Joe for presenting himself in need, for putting this on him. The resentment felt foolish, and yet there it was.

He prayed exactly thirty times the same prayer. Oh Father, lift this from me, please let me move. Oh Father, lift this from me, please let me move. Oh Father, lift this from me, please help me, please. He had got the words wrong and had to start again.

He finally managed it. He was shaking as his foot lifted up and then the other came and by some miracle he was walking like everything was normal. Took a miracle to get him walking. He did his best to swallow his anger at himself and wiped from his brow the sweat that was cooling in the early breeze, making his way into town, attempting to pretend as though the world weren’t spinning.
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He didn’t dare enter the back room of the church while people were inside the building with him. He was normally the one to replenish the trough with water and nobody else entered the room without him being present and it was only used for storage and preparation anyway. He smiled at all those who entered the church and greeted them warmly. Some were crying because of the fire and some were upset about other things. He did his best to listen and smile and act in a way that spoke of love and kindness. At this moment, while Caroline talked about her brother’s addiction to drink and how he had abandoned his children and she had to help out at their home, there was a man in this church actually suffering, shaking with infection, a man he couldn’t tend to for the sake of appearances. He kept looking at the door to the back room and then shaking his head, trying to focus on the problems coming out of the mouths of his flock. Difficult not to picture Joe dead in there, his body turning cold on the floorboards. Nobody present to witness his final moments. Gilbert prayed he was alive and healing. If he mentioned Joe or mentioned the colour of his skin, some of the people here would be at him, he knew. Him the cause of the distress of the fire. Him him him. Pointing fingers at his skin saying he was animal. As Caroline spoke of her sadness he could see those very accusations forming on her lips. They would be spoken just as easily.

He had seen it all before. The very worst of people. The very worst. It was so difficult to care about their problems when they could be so vicious. Ought to look at the plank in their own eyes before proclaiming their judgement.
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He knew where John Lacey lived. He walked up the hill to the home hidden behind trees around lunchtime. As he approached he saw there were men outside standing and chatting with rifles in their hands. The building was two storeys tall and there was a brick pathway leading up to the front entrance. There was a garden full of green. Considering the month, there wasn’t much in the way of colour, but Gilbert could tell that in spring it would be splendid. The men were on the verandah, both of them smoking. Somewhere nearby the sound of sheep bleating, a whole lot of them together.

He knew not what John Lacey wanted to talk to him about. He prayed it wasn’t Joe, that the doctor Wornkin hadn’t blabbed.

They looked down at him as he walked towards them. He stopped and waited for one of them to speak or make any other motion but neither did.

He said, I’m here to see John Lacey.

No kidding, one of them called out, and they both laughed.

He walked up the path and onto the verandah, where he was enveloped in the smoke they exhaled. He stood there waiting, looking at the two of them. Normally the clothing of a minister did something to embarrass sinners, as though looking at him brought their troubles into focus like he was their father discovering a misdeed. But not these men. They both smiled at him with their yellow teeth until one of them entered the house, calling out for John. The man remaining appraised him, taking his measure.

The first man returned and said, You can go in.

Where?

Room’s past the stairs on the left.

Gilbert nodded and stepped inside. The floors were carpeted and there were bookcases and framed portraits in the room immediately to his right. There was a leather armchair. He wanted to walk in and look at all of the objects and turn the small ceramics over in his hands. The portrait of a man who looked like John Lacey but wasn’t John, a bit stouter, must be family, next to a woman standing beside him. Much younger.

Gilbert continued on down the hallway. There was talk in the room to which he had been directed. As he stood there was groaning in the floorboards beneath his feet and so he stopped every so often to place his feet more carefully.

He rounded the corner and stood before John Lacey in his kitchen. There were three other men inside and John Lacey had on a leather apron and was fishing eels from a board covered in salt. As Gilbert entered he lifted one up and scraped the salt from it with his knife and then he rinsed it in a bucket of water beside him on the bench. The bench was in the centre of the expansive room. The smell of fire wafting in through a door.

John Lacey smiled at him as he entered and gestured with his knife. Forgive me, he said. I wanted to meet earlier in the day. My men need food. Cured these overnight, getting them over the fire now. You cook ’em over gumnuts and leaves. You ever try one?

Gilbert did his best to return the smile and shook his head. No, I can’t say I have. And it’s no problem. I’m sorry I couldn’t be here sooner.

Pull up a stump, Lacey said. He pointed the knife at a stool near his bench. The men standing all left as he sat down and then it was just the two of them in the kitchen.

Lacey worked at the eel, the long snake-like length of it. Its skin had shrivelled and seemed like newspaper. He was cutting it into smaller pieces and scraping off the salt with water. He kept wiping his hands on his apron front. There was no hurry in the movements; only care and precision.

He said, Bet you’re wondering why I wanted to see you.

Gilbert nodded.

Well. Like I said the other day when we first met, I’ve been meaning to speak to you, introduce myself.

I understand.

Make myself clear, he said. About this place. The knife up waving, flicking eel guts.

How are you going finding the men who set the fire? Gilbert asked, clenching his teeth.

No luck. The tracker lost their scent. I got people in the towns nearby keeping an eye out. Soon as they turn up we’ll hear about it. The cops haven’t seen ’em either.

The cops?

They been up to see me yesterday. I sent them on.

Gilbert swallowed once and then swallowed again and settled his fingers. He said, What will you do when they’re found?

They’ll be brought to justice. That’s what.

He sliced through another part of the eel. They were left in around foot-long strips. He had on his wooden chopping board a pile of them now he carried to the door and outside. When he returned he took up a new eel from the tray of salt and began his scraping and chopping anew. He saw Gilbert staring and said, Lotta mouths to feed.

Good of you to feed them.

Feed hungry dogs and they’ll be loyal forever. The Bible says that.

No it doesn’t.

Well. It should.

Gilbert looked around the kitchen. Light through windows warming him. He said, Do you mind getting to what you’d like to say?

You in a hurry?

I have my own lunch to take. I have a few errands to run in the afternoon.

I thought you’d stay for lunch.

If it’s all the same.

John Lacey put the knife down on the chopping board next to the meat and sat on his own stool so that the two of them were eye to eye across the table. He said, This town is my legacy. You understand? This town is what I leave behind when I’m dead and buried. It has my name. I built it on the back of the fortune I made. My brother has his children and his wife but I don’t have a family. I was never suited for it. So this is what I have. This place. I’m a careful man. The people in this town need to feel safe and cared for and I am careful in how I go about ensuring that. I am careful about what I allow and don’t allow.

You are not the law.

That’s true. I am not the law. But in Lacey my say is more important. We are not just talking law and order here. We are talking quality. Of people.

You choose who stays in town?

Yes. I do. If you are not of a quality, I do not allow you to stay. I move you on.

You move people on.

I help them find a place more suited to their needs. If you are not suited to this place, then why would you want to stay here? Your stay would be unpleasant.

What do you grade people on?

John Lacey smiled at this. You take offence. Well. Father. Your own religion does likewise, doesn’t it? Rooting out those not worthy?

No. It doesn’t. Gilbert shook his head. Jesus died for all of mankind. Went to the cross for all of us.

Yeah. That’s what you say. But what do you do? You think all kinds are welcome in church? Blacks, beggars? I seen the way folk treat those they feel are less than them. You welcome them all in, do you, give them a place and feed them? Your parish do likewise, extend the same hospitality? Your Bible says one thing but you act another. Look at your finery, the clean robes. Your dress excludes and judges before you even open your mouth.

Gilbert looked down at what he wore. He said, I’m not like that.

John Lacey said, That’s the problem with people like you, convinced they’re right. Least I’m honest about what I’m doing.

So what are these qualities you look for in a person? What do I need to show you so that I can stay?

John Lacey’s smile never faltered. Good to see you get rattled, Father. Good to know it happens.

Gilbert stood up. Is this what you wanted to tell me?

I don’t know why you’re offended. I want this town to be productive. I want the people here to live worthy lives. I want the people here to be able to trust one another to strive for what is best for the community. These are good things. You saw it in them the night of the fire. You saw how everybody came together.

Gilbert said nothing.

What I wanted to say was that you are welcome here, and that if you ever need anything at all, you can call on me. We are a good people here, of good quality. We have been slow in building a police presence here because we have not needed it. There has been no crime. I am saying to you, care for this town and it will care for you in return. If that is too much for you, you are welcome to leave.

Gilbert nodded and said, I thank you for your offer of lunch, but I have things I need to attend to.

People need you, do they?

Some have concerns in their lives. I aim to help them through it.

Good. That’s good.

John Lacey stood with his new pile of eels and as Gilbert left the kitchen he heard behind him the man leave through the other door and cough at the smoke of his fire. Gilbert padded down the carpeted hallway and exited the home and the two men outside were still there smoking as though they were statues, as though they never moved. Stepping onto the path he breathed in the fresh air and it caught in his lungs and he had to breathe and breathe before he could move on.
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As he walked through the township there were people near him discussing what had happened in the fire. They were discussing who had set the fire and how sorry they felt for Paul. Above them the clear sky and nearby the sound of magpies and magpie larks. Also nearby were men expressing jubilation at a recent gold find, clapping each other on the back, looking at what spun between the oldest’s fingers, his grey beard quivering with excitement, his eyes up and merry. The two men nearer him continued on about how Paul would need to rebuild and how he’d been done dirty. That there’d been a black kid do it, they’d heard; this young black kid and some redhead travelling with him.

Gilbert went on his way, smiling and nodding at those he passed. He soon found Timothy’s mining supplies store and stepped inside, shutting the door behind him. Timothy was seated behind the bench at the front and next to him was the small Aboriginal boy he’d seen earlier. Timothy only looked up at Gilbert as he entered and then returned to reading what was spread out in front of him on the bench. The boy did not look up at all. He was sitting on the floor playing with wooden trains. Pans and buckets and cradles and picks all were stacked on the floor and on shelves and in the sun seeping through the smudged glass of the windows their metal glinted.

Gilbert said, There’s blokes outside with gold who might be entering soon.

Timothy nodded. I heard. A lot less folk finding nowadays.

Gilbert walked forwards, catching his feet a few times and lifting them up and doing his best to smile. Timothy watching him without expression. His eyes sunken in, almost revealing the shape of his skull. A hungry man unfed.

I saw you come in this morning. How did you get on?

Hell of a trip with the moaning. Felt I was chased by banshees the whole way. We got there, though. Nobody died.

Gilbert said, You came to see me in the church last week. We discussed our home towns. Timothy nodded. Yes. I thank you for the visit.

I’m not here about that.

What are you here for?

The excitement from outside bustled into the store, slamming the door open, rattling the timber of the shop. The men came forwards and the one with the gold in his hand held it out and tipped it onto the bench.

Timothy produced his scales and placed the gold on one side and then added small weights to the other until he’d found the exact quantity. Gilbert watched the eyes of the man who’d found it as he tallied up the money and he saw within him a type of sickness. Something driving him beyond the having of the gold or the drink he’d spend it on or the company he’d be able to buy himself at least for one night. There was something deeper there that had excited him, as though he were finally complete. There was a great suspicion in feeling this way. The great deceiver brought temptation like this in an effort to get men to give themselves over to serving him, and greed was certainly an avenue he often used. Most men, it seemed, were easily swayed into giving up their soul. He remained silent. As the men left they all shook his hand and he nodded at each in turn.

They were alone again in the store. Timothy put his scales back down by his feet on the floor. You came here for something?

I came to ask for your help.

Of course. Happy to oblige.

I have to say to you that you cannot be mentioning this to John Lacey. As he spoke the name he saw Timothy’s eyes widen and his lips clamp together. If you are beholden to him in any capacity then you cannot help me. This must remain hidden.

Timothy nodded slowly. Bit of a risk there, preacher, isn’t it? If I am beholden to him, then even knowing nothing else I might mention you saying you wanted to keep something from him.

Gilbert breathed out and struggled to breathe in and managed it with force and said, I have to do something. I cannot continue alone. You seem a good man.

You mean I’m the only bloke here whose name you know so far.

You helped the others from the fire. I thought you’d help me.

Well. He looked around his store at his possessions. I can’t say I’ll help. But I can say I don’t need to be speaking to nobody else about it at least. You saying it needs to be kept close, it must need to be. You fear Lacey, do you?

Gilbert said nothing, only looked at the door at the front of the store, stepped aside to allow Timothy room.

Yeah, Timothy said, standing from his stool. I figured. Come on, William.

I would not bring him.

His father has entrusted me with his care. He goes where I go. I don’t trust nobody here with nobody black. Fucking mutts, the people in Lacey are sometimes. Sorry, Father. But they are. They’re dogs.

Gilbert looked at the boy, who had stood and now looked back at him, staring into his eyes. There was defiance there and humour. The boy grinning now, jumping up at Timothy, who lifted him into his arms, and then the three of them were walking from the store down the main thoroughfare of Lacey to the church.
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They found Joe curled up in the corner, still trembling. His face had grown thick quickly with stubble and the bandage covering his leg had started to seep red. The little black boy went to him and put his hand on his forehead and then held both his hands, staring at his face in an effort to get him to return the look. Joe couldn’t manage it. The boy shaking the hands.

Timothy said, He looks bad, Father.

Yeah. I’ve had a doctor in to see him.

Wornkin?

Yeah.

You trust Wornkin?

Gilbert shrugged. What else could I do?

The boy went to the bucket, which still held some water, and placed a piece of cloth he’d found on the floor into it, letting it soak. He removed the cloth and brought it to Joe’s lips and left it there for him to suck on the moisture then returned to holding both his hands.

What did he say to you?

He said he started the fire. That he was sorry.

Mmm. Is Wornkin coming back?

He said he’d be back tonight to look in on him.

What did you bring me here for? What use am I to you?

Gilbert addressed the boy. William, are you alright in here with him?

The boy turned and said, Yes. We’re fine. I will give him water.

Do you mind? Gilbert said to his guardian, gesturing with his head to the foyer of the church.

Timothy said, We’re right out there you need us, William.

They left the room. Gilbert walked to one of the pews and tried to sit but had to hold his feet differently. He had to place his feet. One foot down and then sit and then the other foot could move slightly to accommodate his body. One foot down. He went to sit.

You need some help there, Father?

Gilbert shook his head. It’s nothing.

Timothy sat then and waited patiently for Gilbert to get it right. It took a few more efforts and under Timothy’s gaze he felt foolish or diseased.

That happen often?

No.

There were windows in the church but they let in little light and so it seemed far darker inside and far colder. Steaming breath escaping from both their lips. Gilbert looked up at the ceiling, not for the first time, and prayed in his heart that he might do well. That he might see a path through this. That the path God had placed before him would be illuminated and that he would resent it no longer.

Timothy said, You look up at that ceiling a bit.

Gilbert nodded. I do.

You looking for God up there?

I don’t know what I’m looking for.

I see why you can’t say to John Lacey this boy’s here. I understand your caution. You’re right to have it.

The boy needs to be punished for what he did. He needs to be brought to justice.

Timothy nodded. Yes. I suppose he does.

So what I thought was to have you hitch up your cart late at night and we can place him in the back and take him to Ballarat. The same journey you made with the wounded.

Hoping Lacey won’t see.

Yes.

The coppers have been here and gone again, haven’t they?

John Lacey told me that, yes.

Timothy sighed. He said, You think this boy’ll hang for what he did?

He killed two men. He deserves to be punished.

But does he deserve hanging?

Gilbert shook his head. That’s not for me to say. I did not create the law.

Who did, then?

God.

That’s different. I’m saying the law here. In this land. Who brought it here?

Well.

Would there be no law if there weren’t us here? Us who brought it?

That makes no sense. That was then. This is different now. Here. He has murdered. Now.

Timothy shook his head and looked up at Gilbert and said, You aren’t listening to me.

I’m trying.

What brought him to this place of murder? Who placed it in his heart? What were his circumstances before he set that fire? What has happened to him?

No harm inflicted on him excuses him murdering.

No. I suppose it don’t.

This line of reasoning doesn’t hold water.

That boy should not be hanged for what he done. That’s all. I don’t think it.

Then how about justice? You must believe in justice?

It’s not our role to administer justice. Do you know his story?

No.

He looks like he has some Scottish in him.

Gilbert nodded. I heard them say his brother had red hair.

So. This boy born in between worlds. At the very least we know this.

This is all without point. The boy has committed murder. John Lacey would like to visit his version of justice upon him and I don’t want that. I want this boy to go through the courts. Whatever brought him here and whatever things have happened to him, he is here now in this church suffering from an injury he acquired in the murder of two men. He needs to be held accountable and we need to do as I suggested.

Timothy shook his head. I won’t help you murder that boy. You saying hanging is what he gets. You think hanging is not murder? Aren’t you just doing to the boy what he done to Dell if you send him off? What else is it?

It is the law of the land we are in. We must abide by it.

You are not listening. You say my chain of reasoning has no point. Well. You’re just the same. I will take the boy from here, but when we reach Ballarat I will not be turning him in. He sighed, smiled to himself. Look at me telling you what I think.

I asked you.

You’re the father, Father. You know more about this than I do.

Gilbert crossed his arms. I don’t think I do.

Timothy leaned forwards and placed a hand on his forearm. He said, This decision should not be ours to make. You should know this. We are not to judge. Nobody has placed us over this lad. Who are we to say to him if he is to live or die?

He made that choice already.

Drumming fingers under his folded arms one two three. One two three. Against his upper body. One two three. Putting the first finger down and then the next. Then the next. One two three. Trying to count the exact moment the fingers are placed. One two three one two three. The foot. Getting his foot to rest the right way before drumming and then moving the foot in time. One two three.

What’s the boy’s name? Timothy asked.

Sorry?

You haven’t told me his name.

It’s Joe.

Joe what?

I don’t know.

Timothy nodded. I see.

Gilbert clenched his teeth together. Clenched them until they were right, until he heard or felt the grinding of them. Will you help me?

I’m not turning him in. Like I said.

I don’t see I have any other option.

You still want him to hang.

I want to do what is right.

Timothy shook his head. You following your law. Pray, Father. You think God wants this boy to suffer still? Adding to his afflictions?

God punishes the wicked.

I’m not one to tell you your Bible, Father. But I will say I don’t think you’re reading it in its entirety if you think that boy in there deserves God’s punishment. Give the doctor another chance to see him tonight. Keep him on the mend, prepare him for the trip. Hopefully his fever will break. He might die before we even get him in the back of the cart.

Yes, Gilbert said. I hope he’ll make it.

So he can die a different way.

Gilbert clenched his teeth again. Drumming the fingers.

Timothy stood. Called out, William! The boy came out from the back room and walked down the centre aisle of the church and then stood before Gilbert. He held his arms out and wrapped them around Gilbert’s waist. Gilbert placed a hand on the boy’s back, feeling there his beating heart. Standing there in the middle of the church, unsure if he was the one offering comfort or the one receiving it but certain he would not do well, no matter his function.

Timothy took the boy and walked to the front of the church and said, I will come with the cart late tomorrow.

I will have him ready. Gilbert paused and added, Why’re you being so helpful?

Timothy looked at him, smiling. Let’s just say it’s the least I can do. Let’s just say that this building here didn’t help me as much as I’d hoped it would when I needed it. So maybe me helping others can do for them what this building couldn’t do for me.

They opened the front door and allowed in the light. People stared at them from the street and greeted Timothy, who dipped his head and returned their waves, one hand on the back of his boy. He donned his hat and tipped it down at Gilbert, said, I will see you late tomorrow in the dark, then walked away back to his store.
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He dined with his family. Sarah had prepared a leg of roast lamb and the smell of the rosemary and herbs wafted through their home as he sat and they all bowed their heads and he breathed in, readying himself to pray. He thanked God for their food and for their lives and for their health and prayed that they would all follow His light and help show the world there was such light and that it wasn’t all darkness and hate. He lifted his head and Sarah’s eyes were reproachful, her doubting his heart for Joe, but neither child seemed to have heard the desperation in his words and they all began to eat.

Sarah said, Tell him, smiling at James.

James looked up. I got a ribbon today.

A ribbon? Did you?

Yeah, Ruth said. He did!

The lantern smell of oil and the yellow light of it casting their shadows over the walls. The stove nearby still ember orange.

What did you get a ribbon for? Gilbert asked.

Running.

Yeah, I saw him, Dad! Ruth said. She was bouncing up and down in her seat. I was watching.

I always knew you were fast, son. Gilbert leaned forwards, put his hand on James’s shoulder and looked him in the eye. I always knew you were fast.

James beamed.

You think you might be able to beat me? Gilbert asked.

James laughed.

What does that laugh mean? I’m very well-built, you know, like a horse. Gilbert patted his tummy while he said this, resulting in groans from both children. His wife Sarah grinning, watching this all unfold.

Dad! Ruth said.

What? I’m just saying, you may have won against everybody in that school, but you haven’t beaten me yet.

As he put them to bed after dinner he told them the same story he had told them days prior, of magic children and villagers, and he kissed them and cuddled them and tucked them in underneath the blankets. He looked at their faces in the dark, these little beacons in the black smiling back at him, certain of his character. He shut their door and opened it and shut it and walked back to the kitchen.

Sarah was pulling the kettle from the stovetop. She poured hot water into the teapot to warm it, then sat down at the table with him and placed her hands on his and they were warm. He hadn’t realised how cold his were.

What are you doing with the boy?

His name is Joe. And I’m tired, Sarah.

I know.

He leaned back and said, Wornkin is visiting him tonight—the doctor—so I will need to be there. Tomorrow night I’ve organised with Timothy, who runs the mining supplies store, that he will bring his cart and horse in the night and we’ll put Joe in there to take him to Ballarat.

Is he doing well?

Not really. No. It’s hard to say.

Sarah ran her thumbs over the back of his hands, letting her fingers trace lines.

I feel sorry for him, Sarah said.

I know. I do too.

It feels wrong that you should decide what happens to him.

Why does that feel wrong?

Just to have that power over another.

That is how things are, Sarah.

God alone should judge.

And God does. But we also have the laws of this land to abide by.

He leaned back, pulling his hands from her. He wrapped his arms around himself for warmth. She stood then and poured the hot water out of the teapot onto the grass outside and then she returned and put in tea-leaves and poured in boiling water and put the teapot in front of them on the table with its steam drifting from the spout.

I understand what you’re saying, he said. I wish this weren’t the choice I needed to make. I wish things were different. I am beginning to resent it, that this cup was passed to me.

I think God could have done worse than passing it to you.

I don’t feel Him in this, Sarah. He looked at her through the steam. I don’t feel that He is with me here. I feel adrift. Like I am at sea.

We’re back to this now, are we? Don’t be daft. Of course He is with you. And you’re a good man. I wish you’d stop doubting it.

Gilbert sighed. He said, Knowing what is true is different from feeling it to be true in your spirit. What I would like would be to set Joe free. But while I am wishing for things to be that cannot be, I would like that he had never murdered. Or that his brother and he had set up a store or started panning or tended a farm. Or while I’m at it, I would like the powers in this town to be honest, so there was none of this sneaking around at night. I wish we’d never had to come here. I fear what is to come, Sarah. I fear it. I’m not sure I am doing what is right and godly in this situation and I have no certainty of the outcome. And I fear whatever happens next will be all my doing.

She poured the tea into his cup. He lifted it to his face and mumbled a few words of thanks and then sipped and she was watching him all the while.

Don’t be late tonight.

I won’t.

They sat together at the table in silence. The tea warmed his stomach and his hands and his face. He readied himself to face the cold.

As he was putting on his other jacket and socks and boots, she said, Do you think you treat him different because he is black?

Gilbert shook his head. No. I don’t think I do.

If he were white you would think the same?

Gilbert gripped his fingers to his palms.

You think if he were white he would be in the same situation he finds himself in now? That Lacey’s anger would be so intent on him?

Lacey does not seem to see colour that way. He hates the brother, too, and the brother is white. He hates in equal measure.

He stood. He kissed her on the cheek. As always, you help me see more clearly by adding to my confusion, he said. She clenched her lips tight and he kissed her again on the cheek before turning from her and walking out into the darkness, holding his lantern before him to light his path.
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Wornkin was quick in seeing to Joe. He peeled back the bandage he had placed there and Joe appeared to be in better health. He was seated upright and seemed to be sweating less but Gilbert wondered if perhaps that was on account of how cold it was. Joe said very little as Wornkin tended to him. Wornkin applied more of the balm of tea-tree leaves and murmured and nodded at his handiwork. The wound itself seemed large still but did seem less inflamed. It was scabbing over. He reapplied another bandage and then left and the two of them were there in the back room alone.

My wife cooked lamb tonight. I’ve brought you a plate. He put the plate in Joe’s hand.

Joe scooped up the food using his hands as though they were spoons, slurping at the juices of the meat and vegetables. In the lantern light his face was smeared with grease. His black beard and black hair matted with it. The room stank of man, and the smell of rosemary and lamb did little to relieve it but Gilbert had become used to it.

It’s good your hunger has returned, he observed.

Joe nodded, his mouth full.

May I speak with you?

Joe nodded again.

I have not been a minister long. When you are training as a minister you are partnered with a more senior member of the church so that you may watch how they do things. I was partnered with a man named Robert McAndrew in a town named Griffith. Have you heard of it?

Joe shook his head.

No. It’s a long way from here and it is quite small. I found myself there with him, my wife and children and I in a new town. We didn’t know anybody. And I was away most of each day helping Robert tend to his flock. I watched him care for them and listen to them. I watched as he trimmed the candle wicks, as he swept the floor free of dirt. He was a good man.

He swallowed and continued.

A man came to Robert saying how he had stolen from his neighbour. The man was quite upset. Robert thought it best that I tend to the problem, as it was something I needed to learn to do. So I sat with the man, in the pew, as Robert retreated.

The man relayed that he and his neighbour had been in dispute for years. The neighbour seemed repentant for what he had done. He had taken cattle in the night and hidden them away on his property, far enough into the bushland nobody would find them. He hadn’t intended on selling them, see. He had only wanted to hurt his neighbour. He didn’t know what he was going to do with them. He told all this to me, and I felt all I could do was nod and commiserate. I said that I could hear in the man’s voice that he was sorry. The neighbour asked what I thought he should do. I could see him looking for Robert to return from the room in which he’d entered.

I said I thought the man should return the cattle in the same way that he stole them. Put things right. The man asked me if I thought he should apologise to his neighbour but I shook my head and said that no, he shouldn’t, that it would only stir up trouble. The man seemed satisfied that I’d given him a direction, seemed happier as he left that night. When I relayed all this to Robert he said to me that sometimes there was no right way through a thing, that sometimes you just had to do your best with the situation as it stood.

By now Joe had stopped eating and was sitting there listening with grease all over his face. Gilbert had refilled the bucket from the trough and picked it up and placed it beside Joe. Joe drew up water in his cupped hands and drank.

Gilbert sat back and said, Later, it came to pass that this neighbour I’d spoken with, the one that stole the cattle, murdered his neighbour. It was many months later. They had continued after the cow-thieving incident with their old patterns and they had come to blows one day and the man I’d spoken to had hit the other in just the wrong spot, and the neighbour had fallen down dead. Gilbert snapped his fingers. The neighbour was charged with murder and sent to Melbourne, where he was hanged months later. And I wonder about it. I wonder whether things might have been different if I’d had the courage to correct this man instead of letting him get away with his thieving; if the stopping of that smaller crime would have meant the stopping of the bigger, and saved both men’s lives.

Gilbert rubbed a hand over his head. And that’s why we’re here. Because of me. I couldn’t stand living there, after that. My shame in every face. I couldn’t bear it. All because of my inability to choose the right path, instead of the easy one.

Joe nodded. I understand why you’re telling me this.

I thought you would.

I understand alright.

You have nothing to say?

Not sure my words would carry weight.

I will listen.

You won’t, though. You’ve made up your mind already as to my character. As to me. There’ll be no changing you with words.

Gilbert shrugged. That’s not true. You seem to have made up your mind about me, too. If you’d like to say anything I am here now. Tomorrow I have organised for a man to come and take you from this place in the night, so as to not alert Lacey to your whereabouts. This man will take you to Ballarat.

To the coppers?

I hope so. But once he leaves here he will choose as he will choose.

Joe shook his head. I cannot go. I need to find my brother.

Your brother is long gone. Lacey said he has hunted for him these last few days and hasn’t found him. He has abandoned you, it would seem.

Joe smiled. No. He hasn’t.

Well. He’s not here regardless.

Joe wiped his hands on his shirtfront then ran them through his hair. He grinned, looking about him, and then looked at Gilbert. He said, You’re a twitchy bugger, eh? You keep looking up and around. I see your eyes, how you have to fight to hold them steady on something. Like you’re always ready to run.

Gilbert didn’t reply to this.

I’m half-black. Grown up with my dad and my brother and that was it. Never met my black family. My mum. Dad told me about her. Said she was beautiful. And I miss her. I miss them, even though I’ve never met them. Don’t even know where they’d be. Don’t know what they’d look like. I’d like to meet them one day.

Gilbert nodded.

Joe said, It’s hard to feel like I belong anywhere at all—except with my brother. With Ernst. With him I’m just me. He don’t treat me no different. He’s my brother. I fell for this girl back where we came from way down near to Geelong. You know how it is? The way he smiled he was remembering that moment, that surging in his chest.

Yes. I have a wife.

So I worked up the guts to ask this girl to come to a dance with me. But I thought I’d better ask her father first, for permission. My dad taught me that; taught me manners and how to act proper. I went and asked and the bastard doesn’t even let me in the house. I see her back there behind him shaking, like he’d smacked her or something, I don’t know. But he was yelling about me being a black bastard not fit to look at her and all the shit I’ve always been told. Big bugger he was, too. And while he was yelling his face went all red. Joe motioned at his own face. The whole thing. And then he looked like he was choking and he fell down hard on the floor.

So then she started at me, yelling at me that I done this to her dad. He’s shaking like he’s having a fit and I don’t know what I’m doing. His wife somewhere yelling. Neighbours come running. I ran for my life out of there and went to find my father.

Joe was breathing hard. The story and the telling of it were doing something to him. His shoulders were up and down and his shadow on the wall was heaving like some ogre from a story.

He said in a quieter voice, My father’s old. Can barely walk; some trouble in his bones I don’t understand. He was in bed when I got home. He gave me a look and knew something had happened. And when I tried to explain he told me to shut my mouth. He said that nobody would believe a black mongrel like me anyway. So there was no point explaining. My brother, though. He took my arm and made me tell him what happened. He wanted to go back to the bloke’s place and kick him until he was dead. My brother’s got a strange sense of justice. But Da told me no, told us to head off, make our way somewhere else. That the coppers would be after us. So we took off in the night. And we’ve been riding and just doing our best to survive since then.

He drew in a ragged breath. I know what I did in the hotel was wrong. I don’t have no-one else to blame. I accept that. But I am hounded. I am desperate. The world is tilted against me. It did not matter that I didn’t even touch that girl’s father. I have seen black men—men looking just like me—shot on rumours and gossip. I saw one while we rode here. A man done nothing evil. Just shot on account of the colour of his skin. I cannot place a foot wrong. And I been placing my feet wrong a long while now.

Gilbert did not say a word.

Joe nodded. Expected that’s what I’d get. But I’ve said my piece. You’re not going to offer to pray for me? Save me? What sort of a minister are you?

Do you want that?

No. Don’t think I do. Not from you.

Well there’s your answer.

You’re not going to force me?

No. Salvation is something wished for and accepted. Not forced.

Joe smiled. Don’t sound like a minister at all.

Gilbert stood up and brushed down the front of his shirt and straightened and brushed it and saw Joe staring at him. There was no pity in Joe’s eyes for him and his predicament and he appreciated the lack of judgement.

I’ve left more food and water for tomorrow. We’ll be here after nightfall.

To take me to the coppers.

It depends on Timothy. I have no control over him.

I could just leave.

Well. No. I’ll lock the door. And beyond that, your leg’s still not right.

Tougher things haven’t stopped me prior. I got in here in the first place, didn’t I?

Gilbert shook his head. You do as you like. I will do as I can. And that will be all.

Joe was smiling as he said, You have a safe night with your family, preacher.

I will, Joe. I will see you tomorrow.

He turned to leave. By the time he was at the door Joe was already curled up underneath the jacket he had given him. Gilbert shut the door, locked it, walked from the church. Outside, he stared at the blackened sky wondering if the path he had decided to take was the right one. Scripture said he was supposed to take the narrow. Though his path had never been easy it had never truly tried him. He breathed out. He’d been unaware he had been holding onto the guilt of the murder of the neighbour so tightly. The telling of it had brought some relief. Maybe he was like the rest in that church, forever focused on wrong things, waltzing to oblivion.

He walked home to his dark house, where he knew his wife and children would be asleep inside. Holding on to family as a lantern in the dark. He prayed as he walked for a sense of moral guidance. Father, my Father, please. He looked to the heavens. He wanted to do the moral thing by Joe so desperately, felt certain he wouldn’t find it, felt the need of it almost stretching him thin. But did he want the moral path because he was pure and sought after goodness, or because he only wished to avoid guilt should it all turn sour? Just to avoid it being his fault. Because he was weak.

Suffering and love. We are all beings built by the two. Though every person was unique in their suffering and different in their love, to each they still did all exist. At least he had that. The thought troubled him and gave him hope in equal measure.
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The next evening he put the children to bed and, as he waited for the hour to return to the church, he decided he would lie down on the floor between their beds. He crept in so he wouldn’t disturb their sleep and got to his knees and then rolled to his back and stared at their darkened ceiling. Imagining the stars from outside beaming in. He breathed and listened to their breathing.

What’re you doing? James said.

Gilbert looked at his son whose face now hung over the edge of his bed, staring down at his father. Hard to make out his features in the black.

Just taking a minute to be here with you.

Are you going out again?

You know I’ve been going out at night?

A stirring in the bed and a grunting like a wombat fossicking in the dark.

Yes, Gilbert said. Tonight is the last night I’ll have to, though.

I don’t like it when you’re out when I fall asleep.

I understand that.

His son said nothing further and then they just stayed there. And little Ruth. He laid his hands out either side of him so that they went under their beds. He steadied himself in there with them, attempting to steal some of their heartbeat through the floorboards and get his own to start thumping alongside.

He made to leave but his legs wouldn’t do as they were told. There was danger all around his family and he had invited it. He had brought it in here and what if he didn’t survive? His children would grow up without a father. He didn’t trust anybody else with their raising. He knew God would father them but it would not be the same and he didn’t want their lives to be a constant struggle. He made to leave. His legs wouldn’t work. He ran his hands over the floorboards and exhaled and inhaled. He didn’t want their lives to be a struggle.

Eventually he managed it. As he stood in their room in the dark he looked at James, who was by now well asleep. He touched the ribbon his son had won, now tied to the door handle. He prayed in his heart that tonight would go well and that Joe would be sped on his way. He prayed that he was following the correct course of action. He prayed three times that God would remove this paralysis from him. That he would create in him a man of action. A man capable of anything. He prayed another three times.

Sarah kissed him on the cheek and steadied him with her hand on his shoulder as he went to leave. He embraced her and she could feel his trepidation in his body because she said, Come home soon.

He nodded and kissed her again and kissed her again and then he was out the door, walking towards his church.


16

He walked with his lantern illuminating his path, keeping an eye out for John Lacey’s people. He came to the church and opened the front door. He entered and the lantern light spilled out over the blackened pews like golden ink. Lighting up the windows, too. The smell of burning oil and the blackened smoke of it. This room normally a sanctuary for him, but not today.

He knocked on the back door, then entered. Joe was still on the ground.

How are you? Gilbert asked.

On the mend.

Can you stand?

Not well.

We’ll help you up when it’s time.

And when is it time?

I asked Timothy to be here tonight.

What time is it now?

It is near half past nine.

So he should be here now or soon.

Yes. Now. Let’s move you to a pew to be nearer to the door.

Gilbert came closer to Joe and did his best not to blanch at the unwashed smell of him. He helped Joe get to his feet and had him drape an arm over his shoulders and then the two of them shuffled into the main hall. With Joe’s weight on him and the smell of him Gilbert struggled to move his feet and often stopped to mutter a prayer. Joe seemed not to mind this stutter in his step, waiting patiently, breathing hard.

As he sat Joe down on the pew Joe looked at the ceiling and the windows. Gilbert had doused the lantern by now so they were in pure darkness.

Joe said, I don’t mind this church.

It was designed and built by John Lacey.

It’s not as fussy as some churches I’ve seen.

No?

It’s big, though, I guess. God shouldn’t have to dress up. Least how I think of him. Having fancy stuff on your walls and stained glass and all that turns a normal fella off. Makes normal folk feel like they’re not good enough.

Are you cold?

No. I’m fine.

Gilbert sat next to him. I think the idea is that we are reverent towards God, and a church represents that. We set ourselves apart from others when we enter a building like those fancy ones you describe. Not sure I agree with all that, but I think that’s the idea. Gilbert leaned back once again to study the cavernous ceiling. Not sure that’s what John Lacey had in mind either. I think he built this place for himself. What he thinks a town should be. Powerful. Righteous judgement.

Some people reckon churches are up themselves.

Some people?

My da.

You buy all that he claims?

Joe grinned. Doesn’t it say somewhere in there about respecting your elders?

You can disagree with a person and still respect them.

Joe grunted. He lifted his wounded leg and stretched it and touched it gingerly with his fingers before lowering it once more. Not sure I could.

Gilbert said, You’re not going to try to run on us, are you?

Joe grinned. Getting worried?

Not worried. Just wanting to be prepared.

What would you do, preacher? Say I did run. You liable to set this man Timothy on me with a weapon? You want him to shoot me to stop me?

Gilbert didn’t reply to this but he pictured it happening. The idea of it seemed abhorrent, in his mind seeing Joe limping to the door, a shotgun blast tearing his back apart, him on the floor a quivering mess of death and red. He knew he had no plan at all if Joe were to run. He felt he should try to stop him but didn’t know how and also thought how nice it would be if he could just let him go.

There came a loud knocking on the front door. Gilbert stood from the pew and hurried down the aisle. The knocking grew louder until it was echoing through the whole building. He managed to reach the door and unlock it and took the piece of wood that secured it away. It opened and in came Timothy. He was breathing hard and in his hands was a rifle. He shut the door behind him and replaced the wood Gilbert had just moved.

Lock it, he said.

What’s going on?

John Lacey.

Timothy had a look in his eyes and to his movements suggesting a caught fish. He kept gulping and turned from the door and went down the aisle.

He nodded at the windows as he passed them by. You have something to secure the windows?

Gilbert shook his head. No. Why would I ever need that?

Lacey’s here. With his men.

He’s coming here?

He said he was. Said it right to me, called up to me as I sat on the cart. Said, You off to see that black mate of yours in the church?

How does he know?

Does it matter? We need to secure this place.

Where’s the boy? William?

He’s not here. That’s enough.

We can’t just leave?

As though in answer there came a knock on the front door. This one not as loud or hurried as Timothy’s.

Timothy shouted, Yeah?

You blokes in there with that black fella? Father Delaney? You in there? John Lacey’s voice, muffled through the timber. Timothy moved quickly over to the windows and pulled the curtains over them one at a time.

Gilbert shouted while he did this, I’m in here with only Timothy.

He bring you his cart and horse for no reason at all?

We are making a journey to Ballarat, Gilbert shouted. We are picking up the townspeople from the doctors.

Under cover of darkness?

It is a long journey by cart. It is slow going.

Timothy was helping Joe to stand, shuffling him into the back room. There came firelight seeping through the windows of the church and it moved and shifted over the ceiling and over their faces. It seemed like hell itself was upon them, slowly inking its way into their midst.

Look. Father. You send him out we won’t have no more trouble.

It’s just the two of us in here.

I know everything goes on in this town. You best believe if I’m asking a question I already know the answer.

Gilbert said nothing. Then, He will hang under the law. I will not give him to you. You let us on our way.

Or what?

You cannot just threaten us. We are free citizens. You are threatening us with murder.

With worse if you don’t bring him here.

You cannot do this.

Gilbert had crept a little closer to the door. The lights from outside still flicking through the windows. He kept turning his eyes to them, expecting to see a face there and a weapon but no faces had yet appeared. He was alone in the giant room; Timothy and Joe had escaped out back. As he thought and gritted his teeth and gritted his teeth in a different manner and flicked his fingers he heard Timothy re-enter the room. Soon the man stood beside him. He nodded once.

All your talk, preacher, came John Lacey’s voice. He had lowered it so that it sounded just a throb through the wood.

Gilbert leaned closer.

All your talk. You don’t understand the situation you’re in. This is my town. I own this place. All your talk don’t bring forth the law from Melbourne like you were blinking them into being. There is no law here until I say it is. All men come at a price. Speaking of, I’d rather not do murder to the new preacher in this town and his family. You understand me? It doesn’t look good. I would get away with it but it doesn’t look good and it costs a lot of money. It would corrupt what we have built here.

Gilbert shouted, You leave my family alone.

John Lacey’s laughter shook the door. Glad to hear some blood in your mouth, preacher.

Timothy’s hand on his shoulder. He turned and Timothy handed a pistol to Gilbert which felt slippery in his hands somehow. He did not try to protest. He lifted it and looked at it and Timothy mimed pointing it at the door and pulling a trigger. He raised the rifle up and crept over to the window, inching between pews, the floorboards under him squeaking under his weight.

Gilbert gripped the pistol and planted his feet firm into the earth, into the grounding of this place, into God. He looked at what he held and wondered if he had the guts. Or if he should want them.

John Lacey said, I’d rather an easier way. It don’t look good, all this violence.

Gilbert said nothing.

I have money, Father. I could give it to you. Give it to the church.

For me forfeiting this man to you? What will you do to him?

I will make him suffer. I will make him suffer the same as Dell did. Doesn’t it say as much in that book of yours, Father? You should know. Eye for an eye. We are doing God’s work. These last words at a shout. Laughter from the men outside—too many of them to count.

You will be helping this town to flourish, Father, John Lacey said. You will be helping to secure its future. People need to know this is a place that won’t tolerate a black murdering folk. Good folk. We make an example of him, we set his head on a fence post, there’s not nobody out there willing to try us. This place will be safe. And you’ll have helped make it so.

Joe came in then, limping. In the firelight from outside streamed through the windows Gilbert saw he had a pistol in his hand Timothy must have handed him. Angled down, it gleamed black and spoke of fear. It was shaking and then he had it up and pointing.

Open the door, Joe said, whispering low enough so that it wouldn’t make it through the door.

John Lacey said, I don’t want to be breaking this church, Father. I want this to go no further. Give us the black and move aside and we’ll be done.

Joe whispered, Open the door.

Gilbert shook his head and Joe was limping over to him, passing the pulpit with Christ crucified on his cross. He had the weapon up, shaking, and he had the fire in his eyes.

Timothy shouted, They’re here! Before Gilbert could speak he had fired his rifle through the glass of the window. The sound of it cannoned into the building and shook the ground and thundered up and out and into the sky. Glass shattering and shouting from outside and movement then all around them.

Timothy was reloading his weapon. He stuck his head through the now-empty pane of the window. He shouted, Clear off, then!

There were men’s voices outside. Gilbert turned and saw Joe peeking out from the opposite side of the church with his pistol up and ready.

That’ll be it then, will it, preacher? came John Lacey’s voice from the front. You set this all in motion. When blood is soaking into the soil of this land you remember what you done.

You did this, Gilbert shouted.

You remember who spilled this blood.

The walls shook with more gunfire. Gilbert saw Joe levering open his window and then sticking the pistol out and heard the report of it blasting through the church. Outside, men scattered.

Timothy said beside him, We need to move back. We’ll get a few shots off at them but it won’t be enough to stop them all.

I can’t believe this, Gilbert said.

You knew this might happen the moment you saw Joe. Timothy lifted the rifle up to his shoulder and shouted, That you, Angus?

There came laughter from outside.

Timothy shot the rifle and then there was ringing in the air and more scattered movement from outside. The light outside had dimmed and Gilbert wondered if they had stopped the attack on this side, had moved somewhere to take stock, or if they’d only doused the flames.

As though in answer to his question, the window from which Timothy was shooting started to splinter with gunshot. It cracked through the wood and made them both fall back and down, beneath the line of fire. Joe, too, on the other side of the church, and then his window erupted in glass and all three of them scurrying on hands and knees away from the firing. Repeated blasts from outside shooting and splinters flying. The noise was deafening. Gilbert and the other two crawled to the centre of the church and he looked back and saw the window being carved out, the shot pellets catching wood. Then he saw the muzzle of a weapon stick its neck tentatively through the window and he was on his feet, shouting.

The three of them were running. He helped Joe, dropping his pistol, hearing it clank into the wood. Joe stumbled, and then the gunshots were cascading from the walls. The noise of it. He kept on, Timothy in front turning, firing his weapon back at the attackers. There came a slight halt in their fire and a groaning and then the shooting resumed, intensified. Joe fired too. Gilbert helped Joe move and they were close to the back and he saw his pulpit shot up, Christ’s body splintering. He fell and Joe with him, the two of them sprawling on the floor, still crawling. Timothy behind them shouting something. Wood and debris in the air and the smell of sawdust and rifle shot and fire.

Joe reached the store room door first and wrenched himself inside. Gilbert followed, turning back to witness Timothy still crawling, and then he was looking up at Gilbert and for some reason grinning. Gilbert stepped forwards to take his hand when the back of Timothy’s leg erupted and he was gripping it, crying out, shaking, shaking so much, dripping blood onto the floor. My fucking knee, he shouted, and the shooting from outside stopped, replaced with laughter.

You right in there, mate?

You fucking mongrels, Timothy shouted.

Gilbert wanted to go to him, but Timothy waved him off. He stared at the door to the back room and nodded, but Gilbert shook his head.

Go, Timothy said. You can’t come out.

Gilbert opened his mouth to protest but then came more bullets. They hit the pews and the front of the church and Timothy was rolling onto his back, looking up with the rifle ready, and then he was returning fire.

Gilbert’s feet wouldn’t move. He moved his right foot but it wouldn’t move. He stared at the man on the ground with the rifle: Timothy, this man who had fought for him and defended him without even really knowing him at all, and then he was retreating, running, slamming the door of the back room behind him, breathing hard. Securing it with the wood. Joe was on the ground with his pistol up and they were in the dark. He heard outside the room men shouting and more shooting and then silence and he prayed, he prayed that Timothy hadn’t been hit and he prayed for more courage. He looked at Joe at his feet struggling and at the weapon still slippery in his hands. He prayed for more courage.

The report of weapons unleashed. Timothy’s voice echoing through wood. Then there came the sound of hurried footsteps.

Joe behind him said, We’re done. We’re done in.

Gilbert couldn’t speak. He was facing the door, listening for God to give him a direction, a path.

John Lacey shouted, Bring him out.

Gilbert shook his head and shook his head. Gilbert shook his head and looked at Joe. There came a rattling of the door, testing how secure it was, then a swearing from outside.

I cannot, Gilbert shouted.

You’re pushing me, son. You’re really pushing me.

Gilbert said nothing.

He’ll hang anyway. You send him to hang.

He’ll hang under the law.

He’ll meet his fucking maker one way or another.

There was shuffling nearer to the door, the sound of men creeping and huffing along.

What will move you, then? John Lacey shouted. What will bloody move you, preacher?

Gilbert did not reply. Joe behind him with wide eyes still sat on the floor. The pistol cold and wet in his hands.

I’ll shoot your man Timothy out here …

Don’t fucking do it, Father, Timothy shouted.

There came not a sound for a moment. Then John Lacey said, If I shoot him here in his fucking knee. That move you? I bring your kids down here and tear out their guts with knives. That bring you out? Where’s the line with you, preacher? What violence need be done to move you? I stuff eyeballs under that there door and have them look up at you. What would move you? You’re doing this. You’re the one fashioning what will be.

You cannot take him.

You sound weak. Your voice is all wobbly. Like piss on the ground.

His men laughing. The sound of pews moving, scrunching over floorboards.

You’re doing this, Lacey. You keep this up, the law will come for you.

Only thing stopping me from doing further violence right now is that. Don’t want the bloody hassle of the law and the money of it. It’s not consideration of the morality of it. I don’t have no such consideration. You understand the character of the man you’ve met? You hear what I’m saying?

Gilbert breathed out. Felt it catch, felt himself panic. Yes.

You know I’ll do it?

I know you will.

Killing this mongrel here under my boot right now means nothing to me.

And then the shot. It echoed through the building and entered Gilbert’s heart and drove him to the ground, to his knees. He was shaking and Joe was beside him holding his shoulders.

Fucking hell, John Lacey said, softer now. I liked Tim. You hear me in there, you uppity bastard? You see what you did here? His brains out on the floor of the church. I’m a superstitious man, Father; I didn’t want to do that.

There were no other sounds.

I still did that knowing it wouldn’t do nothing to you. You take my measure? I’m not a man questions taking your kids. I might go there right now. What will you say?

Gilbert thought of his two children. He saw their faces in his mind and saw them asleep in their beds. Their bodies still, the breeze of the night rippling through the trees outside their windows. Ignorant of all that transpired.

Gilbert’s eyes had adjusted to the dark and the slit of the lantern light surrounded the door. He looked at Joe. He felt the man’s fingers over his shoulders both comforting him and holding him back. Joe with his weapon now forgotten, dropped on the floor.

He shouted, Regardless of what you will do, John Lacey, it don’t much matter. The man in here you seek has his weapon up and pointed at me. He is not moved by your threats to my family.

Gilbert nodded at the pistol on the ground and Joe eyed him warily and then moved away. He picked up the weapon and shouted, You’re fucking right, John Lacey. I’m not leaving here.

You have to leave sometime, son.

I will starve in here before you get me.

It won’t come to that, you can rest assured. You mark my words down, you black bastard.

Joe shouted, I aim not to leave.

The sighing then was loud enough to find their ears through the heavy wood. The smell in here still of a man captured. Piss and excrement. Gilbert breathed in. Gilbert breathed out.

We will wait, John Lacey called. You have not met a more patient man.

Or a bigger piece of shit, Joe shouted.

Laughter from outside, including John Lacey’s deep voice, coughing from the back of his throat. Then he said, Maybe your brother will hear you crying out. Maybe he will come. Make everything easier. What do you think?

Gilbert sat down. He studied the slit of light and saw shadows moving there and knew none of them were Timothy’s. The man had given his life for the sake of them both. He had fought for what he thought was the right course of action. He had been so certain he had given up his spirit.

The minister fell back on the floor and let the cold of it seep through his shirt and pants and into his bones. He soaked in the cold of it and thought of his family and thought of Timothy.
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They sat in the dark. There had been silence in the church for over a minute. Breathe in breathe in. It had been silence so careful and studied. Gilbert swallowed a cough and looked at Joe.

You see this? Joe thumped his open hand against the wood underneath him softly. He spoke in whispers. This is your home. This is your prison for me. But it is not the way it should be. The man outside there deciding it. All of you deciding what happens to me. You all have brought this prison here. The blacks have no prison. They don’t have anything like this. I don’t remember it. The decision to be free or captured was not mine to make. It was made by you.

He looked into Gilbert’s eyes. You cannot be the gaoler and saviour both. You cannot save me from something you have created and then say it’s good you done it.

Why are you saying all this? I did not put you in here. I have done what I can.

I’m just mad, Father. Mad that this building is here at all. That the girl had done me like she done. That my brother got his blood up and angry and that we stole from those folks. I’m angry there are folks. Remove it all and there would be no choice. I would only have to live and that would be all. It is the same in that garden of Eden of yours. Give a bloke a choice and he chooses bloody wrong almost every time.

I am trying to choose the right path.

Joe nodded and smiled into his hands. I know you are.

His family in his mind. His wife Sarah, his children. Hard not to think of them violently ended. And it was him who had led them here. It was his weakness. He had led them all.
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As he sat on the earth studying the trees above him he thought of his mother. He thought of what she had wished for and what she had left this earth for. Her lack of understanding was what his father had called it. Her lack. He had not spoken of her often after she’d died and Ernst feared he was the last of her on this earth. That when he passed so too did all memory of her.

He had spent days out in the mine he had found. It was next to a river and travelled well into the earth. Looking up you could see the tops of the trees. He had feared snakes but had set a fire inside and allowed the smoke to permeate. He didn’t dare travel all the way inside. The drop from the top was steep and difficult to traverse. If he broke his ankle or fell here and damaged his skull there’d be no help. He would be dead and final and the same as his mother. He thought suddenly about her body and thought that she had burnt up into ash and maybe here she was, caked into the dirt, travelled far from their home.

He had heard the men shouting and calling and their horses passing by during the first day he had run from the fire. He had been shaking down in the mine he had found, hoping they wouldn’t look inside and hoping too against the snakes. After he had found the mine he had taken his horse a distance away and then let him loose and doubled back over his tracks and hoped those chasing him would follow the horse. The horse he hadn’t named. He heard them splashing above him in the river. They had travelled on and he had remained the rest of the day in the mine, and the night that followed. It was shelter from the wind in the day but the cool of night ebbed down quickly inside it and entered him and made him shiver. His fingertips icy with it. Numb in his feet through his boots.

On that first night he had wanted to die. He thought of Joe and what he had done to him. His brother whom he had abandoned to die in a fire. Same as his mother.

He had spent the days foraging for food near the mine and drinking from the river. He ate leaves and blackberries he found in a bush. There were animals but he had no weapons to kill them. He ate insects as well, fat cockroaches under leaf litter, their bodies warm and crunchy. Hard to capture, scurrying on knees.

It had taken days of silence for him to feel comfortable enough to sit up out of the mine under the trees. The sun was warming him up in the day and so he lay in it, getting sunburned. His eyes half-squinting into the sun down the river. Warping in the river the image of a person walking towards him. He froze where he was, knowing sudden movement might alert the figure and then the figure was waving at him. He did not dare wave back.

The figure came closer and he saw it was a young Aboriginal boy. The boy came right up to him and seemed to be sniffing him, taking his measure. Ernst moved back towards the trees, away from him.

You right there? he said.

The boy nodded and smiled and said, Who are you?

Ernst shook his head. I’m nobody.

I know what you done, the boy said.

Ernst stood up, brushing earth from him. He had almost nothing with him in the mine but he felt safer inside it.

The boy called out, I know you’re running from them.

Shut your gob or I’ll have your eyes out.

No you won’t.

Ernst felt the fire inside him and turned to the boy, brandishing the old knife he still carried. The blade he kept nice, reflecting the sun. The boy still almost unseeable with him squinting, with the river dancing the way it did.

The boy did not seem put off by the blade. He said, I’m faster than you.

What do you want?

The boy looked up at the sky and held his arms out, smiling. The river lapping against his shins. I want to tell you your brother is alive.

Ernst looked at the blade and then back at the boy. What did you say?

Your brother is in town with the minister in the church. I seen them together. I helped them.

Ernst nodded and then ran at the boy with the blade up. The boy easily avoided him, jumping to the river’s edge, prancing over rocks. He held a tree, swinging with its weight. I have heard you howling in the night. Crying out when you are asleep. You are tormented. I thought to help.

You thought wrong.

Your brother is not dead.

He soon will be.

The minister hides him well. The boy shrugged. I thought to end your howling. You frighten the land here. You frighten this place.

Ernst nodded and turned from the boy and walked back to his mine. When he looked back the boy was still in his tree. The boy waved at him cheerfully. Ernst did not respond but turned his back and kept on walking.

That night, as he sat near the fire he had made with one of his last remaining matches, he thought of his brother and realised that what he had felt more keenly than the anguish of being the cause of his brother’s death was relief at his passing. Ernst lay back without having eaten, using some of the leaf litter he had collected as a blanket and a mattress. The musty smell of wet dirt. When he shut his eyes he saw his brother’s face as a child and heard his crying as their house went up in flames. He held on to his father as they rode away from it all, his mother’s screaming shaking the earth, making the horse beneath them tremble.
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He couldn’t sleep. He lay there with his eyes shut, trying, but he kept seeing his brother’s face. He stared out of the mine entrance at the night sky and said, So. Then he was up.

Soon he was enshrouded in the dark. He had nothing at all beyond what he wore and so it had been the easiest thing in the world to do, just to leave where he had lived these last few days. He sloshed water over his tired face and felt the cold of the wind more acutely and looked at the mine. The dying remnants of his fire making the mouth of it billow smoke, drifting lazily into the sky, becoming clouds.

He had moved so far from Lacey, it was hard to tell the way he’d come. In the daytime he had seen the prints of horses and men in the ground and so he went to where he’d seen them, but in the dark it was impossible. He stood for minutes, waiting for his eyes to adjust, to no avail. There was a track to the left of him and he thought he had come from that direction so he started down it.

He wondered at that Aboriginal boy. He wondered if the boy had seen his brother and had felt some kinship. He didn’t pretend to understand how such things would work. He thought of Russell and how he would probably be long dead by now. That whatever a person did seemed fruitless in the end of it.

He struggled through the bush. There were possums scuttling above him and other creatures. The track was not well marked and often he would make his way and find it swallowed up in leaf litter beneath him and he would have to turn back and try again. Hands gripping the bark of the eucalypts. Above him a whole world of creatures, and below wombats and kangaroos sleeping somewhere nearby, their grunts washing into his sternum. The smell of it all.

He was sweating, breathing hard, when he sighted the town of Lacey. There were lanterns moving about the centre of town. He remained hidden in the bush, crouched low, keeping an eye on what surrounded him. He saw the darkened patch of land indicating where the hotel had stood those few nights prior and saw the town had already removed the blackened timber and placed it in a pile nearby. There was a man near to the pile looking over it holding his lantern. Ernst recognised him as the man who had first greeted him in the hotel.

Sitting there, he wondered what his next move might be. The church was near the remains of the hotel and there were men near it, a lantern out front bathing the door in light, and men creeping down the side, holding lights up and weapons ready. They were going to storm the building.

He had no weapon beyond the knife, nothing that would work at a distance. There was little he could do. There was one man in the centre shouting and then came a shot from inside. One of those he had watched creeping along fell back, clutching at his throat. A man’s face appeared in the window. Clear off then! he shouted. And then there were more of them coming.

They were distracted. Ernst ran forwards to the house closest to him and huddled alongside it then crept around until he was at the entrance. He knocked on the door and when there was no answer he thudded into it with his closed fist. He heard rustling inside the house and more shots sounding from the church and he knew his brother was inside and knew he might already be dead.

The door swung open and inside stood a man with a flintlock musket at his front angled up and at him. Without thought he jumped in quick as lightning, grabbed the gun by the barrel and cocked his elbow up and into the face of the man. He went down blubbering with blood gushing from his nose, crying out to his wife. Their house was only one room and his wife was cowering in the corner while her man was on his back with his legs up like a beetle. A lantern flicking orange in the corner up on its stand, a glow still in the oven. The smell of cooked meat. Ernst held the weapon up and saw it wasn’t loaded.

The woman was crawling over on her hands and knees to her fallen and gibbering husband.

Ernst stood over the two of them. Where’s the ammunition? he shouted.

The man had enough sense to point at his front shirt pocket. Ernst dragged the wife off him and grabbed it. He levered the pan down, grabbed a paper cartridge from the pouch and, with shaking hands and an ear trained on the church outside, he bit the cartridge open and poured some of the powder into the pan. He spat out the paper cartridge and poured the rest of the powder down the barrel and stuck the rest of the paper in.

I’ll have your throat, the man said, holding his nose so that his words were muffled. You bastard.

Ernst shoved the ramrod into the barrel and placed it back on the rifle and looked in the pouch and saw two more paper cartridges. He kept the gun half-cocked but had his thumb on it, ready to fire.

The man at his feet gripped his ankle and Ernst trod on his finger until he let go and then he was back at the front of the house, staring at the church.

There was no sound for a moment and Ernst thought maybe there’d been a ceasefire but then there was a loud shot from inside. He moved over the grass in the night until he was nearer to the church. He stuck his head around the corner to see through the front door.

There was very little light in the church, but he made out a man shouting at a door in the rear. Christ crucified near the pulpit, the pews turned over, other men milling about, laughing. They all held pistols.

The man shouting, who he supposed was the man calling the shots, motioned to two of his men to come to him and deal with something by his feet, waving his pistol to indicate. He seemed familiar in some strange way. The men put their weapons in their waistbands and bent over and hefted up a weighty body. In the dimness it was hard to see what was transpiring, but Ernst thought maybe it was his brother and all of this was over. He wanted to run in but managed to temper himself and gripped the side of the church, searching the face as the men exited with the body. The lantern on the front of the church illuminated them and he saw the body was not his brother’s. The face was a mess and there wasn’t much to it beyond blood but he saw black whiskers and what remained of grey hair sticky with blood. It wasn’t Joe, it wasn’t Joe.

The men were walking, one of them backwards, laughing and tripping over himself as he went. They rounded a corner and then they were gone. He wondered what they would do with the body once they reached their destination.

He turned back to the church and then he walked in with the musket up and his breathing hard.

Oi, he said.

The men inside turned and he kept his musket trained on the man in the centre. The man was old and moved languidly, as though the whole world turned at his say-so. He walked with a limp. He did not seem too concerned by the man angling his weapon right at him.

Speak of the devil, the man said.

Don’t you fucking move, Ernst said.

The man remained where he was by the door in the rear of the church. There were other men around, all pointing their weapons.

My brother’s in there, Ernst said.

That a statement or a question?

You know what it is. You move out of the way.

You haven’t got the balls, son.

I’m the one shoved your fat bastard into the fire in the hotel. I got balls enough, mate.

This made the man’s face fall and darken in anger. He recovered quickly though and breathed out and then he smiled and said, Shooting me is a different thing.

You special or something?

The men nearby with their weapons up. Ernst could see them hesitating, looking at their man for instruction. He wasn’t giving it.

One of them, young with blond hair, said, John?

The man did not answer him. He directed his question at Ernst. What do you want, son?

You’re coming with me.

For what?

You’re coming with me or I will shoot you dead.

Then you’ll be dead.

I am already dead.

He stepped forwards and then he was only a few feet away from the man and his musket was still up.

The man asked, That thing actually work?

You bet your bloody oath it works.

Behind him, he heard the two men who had taken the body return. He knew then he was surrounded and there was no easy way out. With the musket up and never wavering, he shifted closer. He shouted, You in there, Joe?

He heard Joe’s voice muffled through the door. Ernst?

Ernst released a breath. You alright?

Yeah. Are you?

We’re getting there.

The musket barrel now only inches from the old man’s face. In the darkness he was wrinkled, the lines etched in near his eyes. He did not seem impressed by what was in front of him.

Give me your pistol, Ernst said.

No. I don’t think I’ll do that.

Then I’ll shoot.

The man seemed to be studying him. Reading his eyes, judging if he had it in his character.

Ernst did not waver. Darkness and footsteps creeping over floorboards behind. Never take your eyes off the man right in front of you. They all hinged on what he did. The rest of them didn’t matter.

Feeling like the first time he shot a weapon, at the kangaroo, and missed. Same as when he’d shot the black man. Feeling the same energy in his fingertips.

The man then lifted his pistol up and dangled it before him, and Ernst grabbed at it. In a quick motion he dropped the rifle on the floor and lifted the pistol to the man’s head and then grabbed him around the middle so that he was behind him. He pinned the man’s arms to his body as best he could with his one free hand. The man didn’t struggle at any of this and seemed only resigned to what awaited him.

You will not get far, the man said.

What did they say your name was? Ernst asked through gritted teeth right into the man’s ear.

My name is John Lacey.

Like the town?

Like the town.

Well then shut your mouth, John Lacey, or I’ll cut your throat and leave the life of you on the floor of this church.

He took his free hand from Lacey’s body and retrieved the old knife from his pocket and put his arm around Lacey’s neck and angled the knife up at his throat. He dug it in so it drew blood and he heard Lacey suck in air. So did his men. Ernst now looking at them circling with their weapons up and their eyes dark and he had the pistol free from threatening Lacey and waved it around.

Get outta the way, he said. I’m leaving. Pointing the pistol at the door of the church.

Boss? one of them asked. The blond one again.

This man is a joke, Angus, Lacey shouted. He is nothing. He thinks he’s going to take me out of here held hostage to help his brother escape. He won’t kill me. He’s too frightened. I can feel his little girl heart thumping out his chest.

I have killed before.

You killed people by accident. You’re a fucking coward.

Shuffling then over the floorboards. Awkward with Lacey pinned to his chest and the knife up and the pistol too. Walking slow. The eyes of the men in the church following with him. Circling quickly to get behind him.

You take a shot at my back and the knife is in before I’m down, he said. I’m fucking quick, you best believe.

He’s lying.

You want us to shoot him, boss?

You shut your gob, Ernst said. He dug the knife in harder and then blood was out and running down the weapon and Lacey was breathing hard, balanced on his feet, his back pressed into Ernst’s front.

He gave no answer to their question, so Ernst said, This old bastard’s ’bout to piss himself.

Boss?

Lacey gave no answer.

The eyes all followed him as they made their way to the door and the two who had carried the body previously stepped aside and then the cold air was biting through his shirt and he had no further plan. There were horses at the side of the church tied up to a tree and so he said, Which horse is yours?

Lacey did not respond.

Tell me.

Fuck you.

Ernst removed the knife and slashed down over the man’s hand and the cut was ugly and deep. It got stuck in there, caught between his fingers with him groaning, so Ernst had to wrench it out. Lacey sucked in more breath and held his hand and Ernst said again, Which one?

There still came no answer.

The blade was back at Lacey’s throat. He knifed it in deeper. I’ll cut you again.

Lacey said nothing still and so Ernst shoved him over to the horses. His men now pouring from the church like sand with their eyes all fired. Dark scowls and whispers and their pistols still up.

Stay here some of you, Lacey said as they came to the horses. Make sure his brother don’t leave. Make sure that black bastard is gut shot and strung up. Lift his head onto a spear.

Shut your mouth, Ernst said. He hoped all the men would follow him, that he would lead them away from Joe. The pistol now at Lacey’s temple. Get on your horse and don’t you ride off without me. You wait for me to mount behind you or you’re full of lead.

Lacey said nothing but his eyes were shifting and then he was on his horse. He sat there without whipping the reins and Ernst put his foot in the stirrup and for a moment the pistol and the knife weren’t trained on Lacey and he swung himself up and landed behind him.

The men had all started forwards and one had the weapon up and so Ernst clung close to Lacey and then he lifted Lacey’s pistol and fired it at the big bastard named Angus.

Angus struck in the shoulder, holding it, falling down and backwards, and then there was shouting. The men ran to him and some ran to Angus and they were all swearing with their guns up but none of them were shooting. He kicked the horse and they were off through the town and he was sure they were mounting behind him to give chase.

He galloped through the town. There were people seated on their verandahs under lantern light but they were only few. They passed a mining supplies store and other shopfronts and a new building that looked like it might eventually house police. The many people awake only stared at their passing. He had the knife now in the side of Lacey, who controlled the horse.

Where are we going? Lacey said.

You just ride. I will tell you what to do when you need to do it.

This isn’t going to work.

Just need them to get off my brother.

It won’t work, Lacey shouted. You ride to the end of the earth with me, I will find my way back. I always find my way. And I will find your brother and murder him.

They exited out the end of town and Ernst said, Up there, and waved the pistol.

Where are we going?

Same way I left days prior.

They rode up the hill and as they did they were out in the open and Ernst risked a look backwards and saw there were men following at a distance and he wished he had the musket. He looked at the pistol he had in hand in the moonlight and realised he had never seen such a pistol before. It was a six-shooter and looked new. He pulled back the hammer and aimed it roughly and let a round fly which made the horse beneath him shudder. The men in pursuit on their horses slowed a little, their horses scared. All of this unfolding in the moonlight, the sweat making him cold in the chill air. Somehow his anger wasn’t up and he had in hand all his actions.

We go through here, Ernst said.

I know that knife, Lacey said.

Shut your face. I don’t care what you know.

I gave it to you.

Ernst gripped it harder but did not remove it from the man’s side. You did, did you?

I’d recognise that knife at a glance in the dark. That knife was the most precious thing to me. In Ballarat. You were a young fella. Was that your brother with you then, the same one in the church now?

Through here, Ernst repeated. They crept the horse into the forest, following the darkened path, and then they were shrouded in the inky black of it and there was little to see. The horse seemed to know the path and kept on without prompting.

You’re still the same old bastard, Ernst said.

Lacey laughed. That I am.

That don’t change nothing.

Didn’t figure it would, said Lacey. Doesn’t change nothing for you, either.

You’re in no position.

You don’t know the position I’m in, son. You don’t know the half of it.

They pushed through the bush and the smell of damp earth. They kept on with the pistol and the knife. Blood thumping in Ernst’s ears, his breathing slowed. He could not relax, though. He knew the man here at the end of the knife was like a caught rabbit who’d scamper the second he sensed weakness. He dug the knife into Lacey’s side a little and the man winced.

Noises in the bush behind them, more than just possums. He lifted the pistol and fired into the dark and he heard more scampering behind.

Go faster, Ernst said.

We’re in thick bush here, son. This is as fast as we’re going.

He pressed the pistol into Lacey’s back and said, Move faster.

My men know this place. They will be on you soon like lightning.

You don’t move I will cut you with your own knife. I will cut you and you will bleed out.

Lacey lifted the reins and moved the horse forwards, kicking at its side. They were moseying up now, and at the top of the ridge Ernst looked back and could see down through the bush the men following. He lifted the pistol and held it up in the moonlight and levered out the chamber and saw there were two bullets remaining.

He shot down the slope at the movements in the trees, the noise of it echoing down the valley like thunder clapping. There was shouting from down there he could not make out the meaning of and then they were moving again.

You have only one round left in that Colt, said John Lacey.

Just need the one, Ernst said.

Where are we going?

They came down the slope and then they were at the river and Ernst motioned up with the pistol and they followed it upstream. Moonlight bouncing from it and the sound of it gurgling and bubbling and some sense of normalcy in the violence. Out in the open uncovered. Up in front of them was a small rise where he’d first ridden and over that was the safety and darkness of the mine.

Lacey started to laugh and Ernst pressed the pistol in. What’re you laughing at?

Never you mind.

They came to the mine. Ernst risked a look behind him and saw no men but knew too he wouldn’t easily see them in the dark and so he hurried. He dismounted with the pistol up on Lacey and motioned for him to do likewise. He slapped the horse on its rear and off it took, downstream. He saw the man’s face in the dark and recognised him as the one who’d handed him the knife all those years ago. In that alley when he’d mustered the courage to stand up for himself. In that desperate time after the fire.

Lacey lunged at him and in the moonlight Ernst saw he had in hand a newer blade. He fell back with a stifled cry as the steel sliced into his upper arm and he lifted the pistol, aiming at Lacey’s chest, and fired, the bright light of it a beacon in the dark. The man kept coming and was on top of him in a moment and Ernst was kicking and scurrying backwards. Lacey’s arm extended with the knife. It came down at him and he felt it enter up near his shoulder and he kicked and squirmed and bucked and soon he was out from under the man’s heavy form. The knife of John Lacey slicing muscle ugly and cruel.

He hurried backwards with his arms up ready to defend himself in the stance of a boxer but Lacey did not seem to stand. He was groaning and moving and laughing, squirming in the dirt.

That’d be right, he said. He started shouting it. That’d be right!

They were near the mine entrance still and in the silence now Ernst could hear the sounds of men shouting in the bushland near to them almost swallowed by the rush of the river. He went to Lacey who was breathing hard and grabbed him by the ankle and the man kicked out at him but Ernst’s rage was up now and he would not be dissuaded.

He dragged the man kicking and yelling over to the entrance of the mine. Lacey’s face and body damp with dirt and water. He rolled over and kicked out and Ernst saw the dark heavy ink of blood coating his torso smeared also with muck and water. Ernst kicked at him and kicked at him with his blood on fire and kicked at his face until he was more silent. Spitting, spitting in the dark, his face almost unseeable. Heavy with blood, heavy with anger.

You mongrel, Lacey said. You –

But Ernst cut him off with another kick to the sternum. As Lacey bent over, groaning now, Ernst shoved and jostled with his feet until the man’s body was right at the mine’s entrance. He pushed more and then the body was in the mine. He levered his feet in and picked up the body by the scruff of his shirt and his pants and struggled him in, throwing him further. The heavy dark of the mine already swallowing them both. He couldn’t see but was certain this mess just before him wouldn’t be capable of further attack.

A quiet voice in the dark said, My men will find you.

They haven’t yet.

He searched with his hands over the heaving breathing lump until he held the man’s ankle once more. He continued on down, down into the dark, into the earth, past the remnants of his still-warm fire from earlier in the evening, dragging the body along behind him. Surely it was near dawn, but when he looked back at the entrance he could make nothing out. He realised now how strange it was that nobody had found him in his days hiding here. Like the entrance of the mine was only visible to some.

Lacey was groaning.

Ernst kept going further and further into the mine until the dark around them was complete and it was then that he took the knife he had been given and stabbed it into the man’s calf, Lacey screaming with the pain of it. He ripped the knife down so the pain was increased and to stop the man from walking on it anytime soon. He stabbed the knife into the back of Lacey’s other leg near the kneecap and the screaming morphed into a fury that made Ernst back away. There were no words in the yelling, just the utter rage of it.

He got up and walked from the man until he came back to where his fire had been and sat there and looked up at the entrance, the stars still blanketing the sky. He waited for Lacey’s men to see the entrance of the mine and clamber down into it like skinks crawling over heated rocks with their tongues out, tasting the air for him, knowing where he was. And they’d be on him and he’d be dead without thought and his blood would soak the earth here too. His angry blood leaking into the dust.

If he avoided capture he knew he would turn himself in. He felt the cold of the earth beneath his fingertips. He would tell them it had all been his doing. He would wait here until the moaning had stopped truly and then go back to Lacey and feel the lack of pulse in his throat to be sure the bastard was dead. His brother would be free. At least he’d done this. The moans further on into the mine like some old woman crying out. He stabbed the knife into the remains of the fire and left it there and sat with his back against one of the wooden supports and breathed.
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I am worried for my family, Gilbert said.

I understand that, Joe said.

He was sat on the floor near to Joe with his back against the wall, looking at the door. It was almost pitch-black in there now as they’d doused the lanterns in the church and there was not much light spilling from beneath the door. He kept an ear out for movement but since the shouting earlier they hadn’t heard anything clear.

I cannot just sit here, Gilbert said.

A grunt from Joe.

My family.

Thought we was all God’s children, Father. Aren’t I family, too?

Gilbert looked up at the ceiling in his old habit and prayed in his heart for his children and wife and prayed for forgiveness for what he had done, how he had arrived in this state. He did not feel he had sinned in any of the actions that had led him here and so he wasn’t sure of what he was repenting or if he had to at all. Joe still held the pistol. He looked down, breathed out, and slowly handed it to Gilbert.
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There came a voice sounding from behind the door, not Lacey’s. Gilbert sat up and heard the men inside the church start up, the moving of furniture and footfalls on wood. They heard John Lacey’s voice too booming off the walls.

Joe came forwards and stood between Gilbert and the door. Gilbert wanted to move and couldn’t. He wanted to move. He wanted to move but didn’t know what to do if he could.

Joe removed the wooden plank from the door and then held his hand backwards and without hesitation Gilbert handed him the key. Joe fit the key into its slot and twisted it, then he handed the key back. Joe pushed the door slowly and Gilbert found he couldn’t breathe. The door crept open only an inch but it was enough to give the voices volume in the church and it was enough too to tell them the door was no longer being watched. They’d have been seized or shot if it was.

Then came a shout, You in there, Joe?

Joe looked at Gilbert and his eyes were wide. He shouted, Ernst?

You alright?

Yeah, Joe shouted. Are you?

We’re getting there.

Ernst lowered his volume then. They could hear his timbre resonating in the wood of the floor and the door but they could no longer discern the content of his words.

Joe whispered, I need to see.

Gilbert found the courage to hold out a hand and placed it on Joe’s arm and shook his head.

There was more shouting in the church and the shuffling of feet over creaking floorboards, the sound of it travelling to them from the front of the building.

No, Gilbert said.

But Joe was already out the door. He had pushed it open a few feet and then possumed his way out the gap.

Gilbert thought of his family and wanted to move. He wanted to lift his feet. It seemed now the demon had fully realised itself in him, grown strong and tall and powerful, because he found he was paralysed from the waist down. The slow ebbing of his spirit had taken place and now he was in the floorboards and the demon inside him had replaced who he was and now he couldn’t move. Lift your foot. He gritted his teeth and wanted to scream. Wanted to lift the pistol and fire it into his foot and hopefully smite the demon. The voices outside moving and then there was shouting and the thought of his children helped him finally break free from the spell and then he was out the door too.

At the front of the church John Lacey was held by another man Gilbert could barely see who he guessed was Ernst. The man had a knife up to John Lacey’s throat. The church had darkened and there were few lanterns lit and he couldn’t see where Joe had gone. He ducked down and watched as the man he supposed was Ernst lead John Lacey from the front and the men in the church were all distracted. Some of them leaked from the front and there were only two remaining still inside.

He heard shouting from outside and then there was a gunshot cannoning off the walls of the church, shaking the windows still remaining. More shouts, more running. He was down then, hiding on one of the pews, the slippery metal of the pistol in his sweaty hands. He ran his fingers over it, over the chamber, over the hammer.

He looked up over the pew and saw some of the men returning to the church with their pistols up and without warning came a shot from the left side of the church. Joe must’ve found another weapon. The shot struck the man in front in the neck and his hand went up to hold the wound and he did not go down. Blood in the shadows deep and black leaking through the man’s clenched fingers. He was shouting and his pistol was up in his other hand and he returned the shot. It struck the side of the church and splinters flew and Gilbert could still not see Joe.

There came another shot and it struck one of the other men who had his pistol raised racing forwards. It hit him square in the knee and he was down on the ground. He shouted obscenities and groaned loudly and more fire was spewed at them, the crunch of each bullet striking wood. Gilbert kept his head down and kept shaking it, rueing his indecision and cowardice.

Father, he heard Joe shout. Get up!

Gilbert lifted his head and saw there was a man running at him and even in the dark this man was possessed by some terrible power clear in his eyes. This man’s fury would not be abated. Gilbert lifted the pistol and lifted the pistol. He lifted the pistol and aimed it and pulled back the hammer. Pulled back the hammer. He pulled back the hammer.

There came a shot and the side of the man’s head wobbled as though he had been struck by an axe and he spun down and around with his arms out.

Joe was at his back, his pistol still leaking smoke. He lifted Gilbert up and sat him on the pew and gently extracted the pistol from his fingers, prying them open one by one. Gilbert on the pew not knowing where to look. Joe kept his eyes forwards on the front of the church and Gilbert finally looked around and saw the men were gone beyond the ones that had been hit and the groaning of the one struck in the knee. The one hit in the neck was nowhere and Gilbert stood and saw he was on the ground now still with his hand over his neck and the blood demon now had crept up to his chest.

Joe said, Sorry, Father.

And before Gilbert could answer, he felt metal strike the back of his head. He felt himself go down, his hands crashing into the wooden pew, his body hitting the floor. He felt like he was swimming in the black and he was terrified his demon would somehow get the final hold of him now. He had never known what it would be like to be dead. He prayed and prayed and his prayers, instead of being as carefully constructed as they normally were, turned feverish and he knew then he was truly afraid.

Holding his head, sitting up. Holding his head, dizzy, blinking. The wood, the floor, the pew of the church, and moaning still of the man. He must only have been down for a moment. Taking his hands from his head, feeling the skin stick together soaked with blood. With his blood.

He blinked and blinked. His head was heavier than usual and it was a struggle to keep it upright.

He stood, staggering, holding on to the end of the pew. He took a step and another and steadied himself and felt that all he wanted was to lie down on the ground. All he wanted was to sleep.

He found his footing and went forwards slowly, stepping over the man Joe had shot to save him, stepping over the man with his hand still clutching his neck to reach the front of the church. There was no more shouting and no more men that he could see.

He stumbled outside into the darkness. His immediate thought was for Joe, for his safety, for his well-being. He felt responsible for what happened to him. And if he escaped without justice, without some type of punishment, there’d be no hope for his repentance. He needed to find Joe. He could not just sit idly by.

He saw Joe then limping into the bush behind where the hotel had been burned, black grass in the moonlight. He was creeping silently between the trees, the leaves above him shaking with his movements.

Gilbert started walking over the grass and was soon where the hotel had stood and he kept his eyes on the bush and knew he could not corner Joe because he would be shot. But he could know where he was and know the direction of him and then could tell the police. He still didn’t know the correct path. He didn’t know what he should do. He followed Joe into the bush.
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He crept through the darkness of the bush and kept on in the same direction he had seen Joe moving, his brain pounding in his skull.

Soon he came to a rise and he looked down and saw Joe move in the darkness to a river, saw him bending down, washing his hands and his hair. Gilbert stood watching him and the way he held himself. The way he wrapped his arms around his body when he was done, shivering with the cold. His wounded leg.

Gilbert stood and watched, not letting Joe see him, and then tried to move his weight from one foot to the other. He remained standing and gave thanks to God that Joe was okay and then shifted his weight again. He prayed about what he should do and mumbled and stood tall to let Joe see him, let him see his indecision. Let him know he wasn’t the only one in the world who suffered from these things.

He shifted weight again and watched Joe hold himself tighter. Tried leaning on a tree. Tried to decide the answer to the question. If he should bring him in or let him go or let the troopers know when they showed up. He knew what he truly wanted, what he thought of Joe, and knew too what the law demanded. Was he too much of a coward if he wasn’t cruel? Was he cruel if he wasn’t kind? He wrung his hands together.

With great relief he realised this decision did not belong to him. It leaked from him then, leaving his body like scalding water and entering the earth. The desire to act morally was what truly mattered. Human eyes could not always see the best way forward. There was humility in admitting it.

It was God alone who determined the world in which each person lived. It wasn’t for Gilbert to decide. It shouldn’t be. He could take it if he wanted, power over another, the way John Lacey had. But that had been cruel, true evil walking the earth. It was each person in their own soul who should make the world, each person only determined by God and the conscience he gave them. Joe would make his own world. What he did with his guilt was his own choice. There had been enough people in Joe’s life deciding for him. Let him come to it himself.

Gilbert moved backwards so that there was no chance at all that Joe would see him. He sat at the base of a tree and looked up at the sky and felt his soul still. There was no question remaining in him at all.
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