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1919

      The wind grew stronger and spat sand at them. The man pulled the boy closer to him. He tried to moisten his lips but they were as cracked and dry as old parchment, and the tip of his tongue drew blood. He sucked at it. God, he was thirsty.

      They would have to move. The wind was changing direction. They had crouched beside the car to avoid the worst of the storm but now the wind was blowing from the south-west, and they were exposed to the onslaught of dust and sand. He saw one violent gust coming towards them, weaving and twisting through the bush as though searching for a target. It swung their way, stirring an angry red-brown cloud that blotted out the trees as it passed. One moment he could see a dead clump of mulga, stark as a piece of wrought iron, and then it would be gone, swallowed, like sticks disappear in a vat of boiling, muddy liquid. He closed his eyes and turned his head. The gust hit them and the boy, stung painfully, cried out. The car rocked. Waves of grit lashed its metal panels.

      ‘Come on.’ The man dragged the boy to the front of the car. He kicked the car’s jack out of the way and sat on the sandy track, tucking the boy’s head into his lap.

      The child coughed and the man cursed. Not at his son, but at the wind and the sand, the heat, and at his luck. For more than six days now, they had been stranded in this flat wilderness of sand and clay and dead trees.

      The boy looked up, his eyes red from the storm. ‘When’s he coming, Dad?’

      ‘Soon, Adam.’ He looked back down the track, and felt despair.

      The wind eased and the flies returned, to torment their cracked and bleeding lips. They sat beside the car, enduring the heat. Then the sun went down and the flies went away and the air no longer scorched their nostrils as they breathed. The man stood up and handed his son a can of brown water. The boy sipped and handed the can back. The man did not drink.

      ‘Well, Adam, I think we’re in trouble,’ he said, putting the can on the floor of the car. ‘What do you reckon?’

      Adam shrugged his shoulders.

      ‘Jesus, you don’t talk much, do you?’ Tough little bugger, he thought, and started to smile, but the action hurt his lips and he pressed the back of his hand to his mouth to ease the pain. He tasted oil. He was coated with the stuff, from all the hours spent under the car, trying to fix the broken gearbox.

      ‘I’m thirsty,’ the boy said. It was not a complaint but a statement of fact.

      The father nodded. His throat was so parched he had difficulty talking. And he was becoming weak and dizzy. With an effort, he leaned forward and ruffled his son’s hair. Dust rose, ringing the boy’s head like a reddish halo.

      ‘We haven’t got much water, and we’ve got to save the stuff, son. We’ll have a drink later, when it’s cooler. It’ll do us more good then. You won’t sweat it out. Right?’

      Adam Ross, nine years of age, eyes full of grit, lips split from sunburn, and aching with thirst, nodded agreement.

      There was nothing to eat. The man’s rifle was on the running board of the car ready to be used if they saw a kangaroo or emu or even a hawk. But they had seen nothing.

      The flush of colour drained from the sky, as though chasing the departed sun. Shadows merged. Adam walked down the track, drawing patterns in the sand with a stick.

      ‘Keep your eyes open for a lizard,’ the man called. There should be a few lizards about, he thought. Not much of a feed, but enough to keep the two of us alive. He took the rifle and laid it across his lap.

      ‘Christ I’m so weak and dizzy I couldn’t hit an elephant let alone a lizard,’ he said softly and then realized, with a start, that the boy had returned and was staring at him. ‘Jesus, son, you look filthy.’

      ‘I could shoot something, Dad.’

      The man nodded. ‘Probably could. A real Dead-eyed Dick, aren’t you? Did I ever tell you that you were a good kid?’

      The boy, surprised, shook his head.

      ‘I should have.’ The man lowered his head and slowly put the rifle back. ‘Given you a few beltings, though, haven’t I?’

      The boy scratched at the sand with the stick.

      ‘Well, I’m sorry. I’ve had problems and things on my mind and… well, you know.’ The boy was studying him intently, concern on his face. ‘I’ve always loved you, son. I’ve tried to do the right thing by you. I want you to remember that.’

      Adam ran the tip of the stick around his boot. ‘Isn’t anyone going to find us, Dad?’

      Oh Jesus, thought the man, I’ve raised me a smart kid. And look what I’ve done to him. Brought him on this God-forsaken track and put a hole in the gearbox and killed the pair of us.

      He gazed at the darkening land beyond the track. The gaunt outlines of dead trees surrounded them. They were ringed by a vast, arid emptiness.

      ‘I think you’re man enough to hear the truth, Adam,’ he said, his throat rasping with dryness. ‘And to tell you the truth, I reckon the answer is no. No, I do not think anyone’s going to find us. What do you think of that?’

      The boy had been concentrating on scratching a circle around his feet. ‘What are we going to do, then. Will we have to walk somewhere?’

      ‘I don’t know. Maybe we should.’ There’s no water around here, he thought and we’re running out. The water bag was empty and much of the foul-tasting stuff he had drained from the radiator had gone. He had given most of it to the boy. He himself had not tasted water for two days.

      The boy thought more clearly when he moved, and he walked around the stricken car. He jumped the black stain that ran from beneath the belly of the car and spread across the track. He touched the lacquered wooden spokes of the rear wheel, and removed a stone that was wedged in the tread of the tyre. He could remember when the wheel was taller than he was, but that was when the car was new. Tools were scattered in the sand and he hopped through the maze of spanners and screwdrivers and wrenches. He made a game of it, picking a path through the tools. Usually, his father stowed these precious items in a special box which he had made to fit the running board but since he had given up trying to fix the gearbox he had just left them in the sand. The boy returned to the front of the car. He touched one of the brass headlamps.

      ‘Which way?’ he said.

      ‘What?’ The man had lowered his head, to try to clear the dizziness fogging his brain.

      ‘Where would we walk to? Back, looking for Tiger?’

      ‘His name’s Mr Miller. Don’t be cheeky.’

      ‘Well, back looking for Mr Miller?’ The boy could see the faint reflection of his face on the polished brass of the lamp. The image was distorted, so that the jaw was twice the length of his forehead. He raised and lowered his head, and studied each grotesque change. His lips seemed swollen, like a clown’s. He touched them. They were swollen.

      ‘I suppose so,’ said the man. ‘I don’t think he can be coming.’ God, I didn’t mean to say that to the boy, he thought. All the time they had been stuck here, he had been telling his son that Tiger Miller would be along soon. And he should have been. He was supposed to be only a couple of hours behind them. Where the hell was he? All his mate had to do was take the truck from their camp into Broken Hill and collect the supplies and then follow them. Maybe Tiger’s truck had broken down, although he was good with machinery and boasted that he could fix anything. Maybe he had become stuck in the sand hills near the border. Or he could be stopped just a couple of miles down the track. If they walked back and found him, they would have enough drink and food to last them for a month or more.

      Again, he cursed himself for having broken his own golden rule: he had travelled into country as dry as this without extra food or water. They’d eaten the bread for the first day, thinking Tiger would be along. The water in the bag had lasted a couple more. Jesus, what a fool he’d been. Him of all people, who’d roamed this country all his life. But he had been in a hurry to get to the Frome because they had been delayed on the other job and he didn’t want to keep old man Lawson waiting. Cranky old bastard might have given the job to someone else. He was like that. Anyhow, Tiger was getting all the stuff and he was supposed to be right behind them. Could he have got lost? Maybe he’d taken another track and was already at the homestead, wondering where he and the boy had got to. Or maybe he had stayed in Broken Hill and got drunk. No, not that, he reasoned. It was seven days since Tiger went into town and besides, the old bloke reckoned he drove better when he was a bit full.

      He took a deep breath and a fire raged in his throat.

      If they did not move, he and the boy would probably last longer. Maybe an extra day. But if Tiger were just down the road, broken down or stuck in the sand, and they sat and waited with the car, they would perish needlessly. No one else would be on this track at this time of the year. It bore no tyre marks but theirs. Ahead of them, only the wind had marked the sand, rippling and layering the track as it would through clay pans and sand dunes and thickets of mulga.

      ‘I think we should stay here a while,’ the man said, and wondered how long he could last. He gave the boy water and put the can back in the car. And ached with thirst.

      A breeze ruffled their clothes and the first chill of night touched their skin. Every night they had started a fire, to keep warm and to be seen in case someone was near. The man gathered wood and lit a new fire. The boy cleared stone and thorns from a patch of soft sand near the track, and they lay down.

      By midnight the fire had diminished to glowing coals and they were shivering. The man pressed his lips together, hoping for moisture, but the air was dry and cold. He stood giddy and weak and tormented by thirst and shuffled to a place where the limbs of a long-dead mulga lay rotting on the ground. He dragged them back to the fire. Sparks showered across his legs as he dropped the wood on the coals. He stood there hypnotized by the glow and crackle of fire, until the heat of the new flames forced him to retreat. He stumbled and fell and hurt his hip but he stayed on the ground because he felt too weak to move. He picked at a splinter in his hand.

      He slept for a while but woke feeling stiff and cold. He crawled to where his son lay, and drew the boy close to him.

      How long was it since he had had a drink? God, he had been thirsty before, but never like this. His tongue was swollen and he had difficulty breathing. He must drink. No point dying and leaving the kid to perish on his own.

      The fire was dissolving into splutters and crackles as the last of the wood burned. He should get more wood, but he couldn’t do a thing without a drink. He stared at the fire, and saw visions of water. Bushman’s water. Small streams, with wide sandy banks and thick gum trees. Dams, muddy and yellow and cool. Steaming water, gushing from bores. Cooling bore drains, with soured pools flanked by brilliant green moss. Towns where water came from taps. Pubs with ice in their drinks. A blackened billy boiling on the fire. His eyes glazed, he stared at the dying fire and imagined paradise.

      His throat was on fire, scorching all his senses. Must have some water, he thought. Forgive me, son, but if I don’t drink something, I’m not going to be much good to you.

      As gently as he could, he pushed the child away from him and tried to stand. For some time, he remained crouched, knees bent and one arm braced against the ground, while he waited for his head to clear. He stood and swayed. He fumbled for his watch and strained to see the hands. Four o’clock.

      The moon had risen and the sky blazed with light. The land around them had turned an eerie blue-grey and the trees, dead and forlorn by day, sparkled like freshly painted posts.

      He reached the car and grasped the can of water. It was half full. Enough for a few more days if they were careful. He sipped sufficient to moisten his lips and tongue and then, unable to control himself, filled his mouth. He kept the water in his throat as long as he could, savouring the relief it brought. The water had a bitter taste.

      He breathed deeply. The air was sweet and cool.

      He dragged another dead branch to the embers of the fire, and watched it crackle into flames. Good firewood out here. Feeling better, he scanned the horizon for any signs of lights, or of another fire.

      The boy moved.

      ‘You awake, Adam?’

      ‘Yes.’ He sat up. ‘Isn’t it bright?’

      ‘The fire?’

      ‘No. The sky. All the stars and the moon.’

      ‘It’s lovely. When your mother was alive, she used to like waking up on moonlit nights like this. She’d sit up in bed for a long time, just gazing out the window until she got cold, and then she’d wake me up and I’d have to put my arms around her to keep her warm.’

      ‘I’m cold.’

      The man sat beside his son. ‘Here, get in my arms and keep warm. Do you reckon you could count all those stars?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Have a go. Go on, I’ve taught you how to count.’

      ‘There are too many, Dad.’ The boy turned and smiled at his father. The man squeezed him.

      ‘Adam, have you ever been sorry I didn’t send you to school?’

      The boy shook his head vigorously.

      ‘I suppose I should have sent you. I’m not sure I’ve done the right thing by you. I just wanted you with me. Remember that.’

      ‘It’s been good, Dad. I don’t want to go to school. I want to help you.’

      ‘And you have, you have. Now count those stars for me.’

      The boy laughed. ‘There are hundreds of them.’

      ‘Oh no, Adam, there are thousands of them.’

      ‘I can’t count that high.’

      ‘Yes you can. You just count to a hundred, and then you count to two hundred and you go on like that until you get to a thousand.’

      ‘When do I get to a thousand?’

      ‘When you get to ten hundreds. You just stack them away, one hundred at a time, until you’ve got ten, and then you’ve got a thousand. It’s easy for a smart bloke like you.’

      ‘It would take a long time.’

      ‘Ah, that’s true. But you’ve just got to be persistent. Just got to keep trying. Smart blokes aren’t necessarily the ones that do well, in this world. It’s the ones who are persistent – who keep on trying – who do well.’

      ‘Do you reckon I’ll do well, Dad? Good as you?’

      The man gazed up at the stars, and wiped one of his eyes.

      ‘Do you like this country, Adam?’

      ‘Yes.’ The boy had never known any other. He and his father had been wandering the outback for as long as he could remember. His father sunk bores and dug dams and they had roamed the far west of New South Wales and through the north-east of South Australia, working on remote properties – the sort of places where water was needed desperately.

      ‘Yes, it’s great country, but never trust it, son. It’s beautiful, but it’s treacherous. Deadly like a snake. Take it for granted, take risks with it and it’ll turn on you. Kill you.’ Just like it’s going to kill us, he thought.

      ‘Water’s the key. This is good country with water, but deadly without it. You can make a good living if you’ve got water. But without it, you’ve got no chance at all. The good places out here are the ones where the owners have developed good water. Bores, dams, that sort of thing. You remember that. Promise?’

      Adam promised.

       

      They began to walk after dawn. They scraped a thick arrow in the sand and lined it with rocks, to indicate their direction of travel, and then followed their own car’s tracks back towards the east.

      ‘No point going the other way,’ the man reasoned. ‘It’s more than ninety miles to the first homestead and we’d never make it. There’s a fair chance that Tiger Miller’s somewhere on the track behind us, so we’ll dig in the bed of the creek and make ourselves a soak. We’ll have a good drink and then you can have a bath. You’re a mess.’

      ‘How far, Dad?’

      ‘Not far.’ He remembered crossing a creek. When was it? Seven days ago? Probably thirty miles back. Just a low line of trees and a slight depression in the track. Still, if they dug a soft part of the creek bed there might be water. Probably only flowed once every couple of years. And there hadn’t been any rain out this way since last winter. Almost certain to be dry. Still, it would keep the boy going.

      ‘Where there’s a creek, we’ll find game,’ said the man. ‘Probably a few kangaroos. They’ll go there for a drink. What’s say I shoot one for dinner. How would you like some kangaroo stew?’

      ‘I’d like something to drink,’ said the boy, and thought for a while. ‘What would you cook it in, Dad?’

      The man had begun to weave across the track. He staggered and leaned on the rifle for support. ‘Tripped on something,’ he said, his voice a croaking sound. ‘Got to watch where I’m walking. What did you say then? How will I cook it?’ He bent over the rifle. ‘Yes, I see what you mean. No pot. Well,’ he said, starting to walk again, ‘I reckon what we’ll do is have roast kangaroo instead. Cook it in the coals, like the blacks do. Tastes better that way, anyway. OK?’

      The boy nodded. He doubted that his father could cook anything at the moment. He looked dreadful. His lips were swollen to gross proportions and were mottled black, from scabs and flakes of sunburned skin. He could not speak properly. When he did talk, it was more of a rasping mumble than the clear, slow progression of words that normally issued from his father’s mouth. And he swayed as he walked. He was now holding the rifle by the barrel and letting the stock trail in the dust. He never did that.

      ‘Can I take the gun?’ The boy tugged at his father’s shirt.

      The man turned awkwardly, as though drunk, and looked back down the track, searching with unfocused eyes for the person who had spoken.

      ‘Dad!’ The boy pulled the shirt again and the man, unbalanced, fell. He went down slowly, folding joint by joint, like a puppet whose strings are slackened. But he held the can of water, and came to rest on his back with the can above his chest.

      ‘Never spilled a drop,’ he said, slurring the words so badly that Adam scarcely understood him. The man lay there, breathing heavily. Adam had seen drunks like that, men who had come back to camp so full of whisky or rum or metho that they had fallen on the ground, dribbling and vomiting and wetting their trousers. He hated seeing men he knew and liked reduced to babbling, stinking figures that crawled in the dust and spat profanities at their mates. He would never get drunk. Never. But his father was not drunk.

      ‘Would you like some water?’ he said. ‘You haven’t had much.’

      The man shook his head. ‘Help me up, lad,’ he croaked.

      ‘Want me to take the water, Dad? I can carry it.’

      ‘Just do as I tell you.’ And with the boy’s help, he got to his feet. He took only one step. His knee folded, and he twisted forward, stumbling across the rifle which he was using as a walking stick. He lost his grip on the can. The water splashed on the sand and left a dark stain.

      ‘Christ,’ said the man, falling to both knees. He looked at the boy and at the stain and began to sob. Adam cried too. Not because of the lost water, but because he had never seen his father weep.

       

      Another wind storm came that afternoon, bringing with it sand and earth and shreds of vegetation that it had torn from the vast plains south of Lake Frome. Storms were bad that summer, but this was the worst.

      The man and the boy had left the track to climb a ridge of rock and spinifex, to look for any sign of Tiger Miller’s truck, or for a line of trees that might indicate a creek. They saw neither. There were dunes to the north-east and a huge clay pan, mottled and buckled from years of drought to the east and the south. Occasional stands of mulga with blackened, leafless branches lacerated the sky. And to the west was the storm.

      At first it was just a blur, a red smudge that danced on the heat vapour rising from the plains. Within minutes, it had grown into a gigantic cloud that blotted the lower half of the sky. The storm had a clear, well-defined front that was folded in vertical corrugations, like the drapes of a curtain, and for some time it looked like a beautiful thing, a moving mountain of red and brown with reflected flashes of sunlight and striped shadows dancing and rolling across its fluted face. Then the moaning of the wind reached them and the earth seemed to tremble. They stumbled from the ridge to seek shelter, as the first strong gusts ruffled the spinifex and sent grains of sand and dust scudding across the clay flats. Then the day became dark. The moan became a howl and the storm enveloped them in a choking, swirling, shrieking fury.

      It hurt them and buried them, and then it passed.

      The boy regained consciousness. He coughed and was aware of pain and pressure. He was on the ground, lying on his side. Stones were hurting his ribs and hip. There was a heavy weight on his body and legs. He moved his arms, feeling the mass pressing down on him crumble as he lifted his hands. It was sand. He was under sand but his face was covered by something else. His fingers investigated. It was a piece of cloth. Some sort of garment. He could not breathe easily and he pulled the cloth away from his mouth and nose, and filled his lungs with raw, warm air. He coughed again. Dust rose, choking him. In a frenzy to breathe, he broke clear of the mound of sand that rimmed his back and stood, hunched and sore and spluttering for air.

      He examined the garment that had protected his face. It was his father’s shirt.

      The boy sneezed, firing mud and grit from his nostrils. His ears were clogged with sand and his throat was afire with a dreadful burning. He coughed again, a hacking explosion of air and dirt that sent pain spearing through his chest. He reached for the rag he carried in his trousers and found the pocket full of other things. He reversed the pocket, and sand and seeds and stones cascaded to the ground. He shook the rag and blew his nose and wiped his eyes. His eyes ached.

      The sun had set and the sky glowed like burnished copper.

      The plain, where the storm had caught and overwhelmed them, had changed. Before the storm, it had been crusted with yellow clay and sprinkled with stones and clumps of circling spinifex. Now it was carpeted with soft red dust. Fresh ridges of sand, rippled into parallel patterns by the wind, rose from the plain like small waves. In the faint monochrome of the evening light, the scene was like an old sepia photograph of a choppy sea.

      There were scores of sand ridges, and all reared against some obstruction. Every tin bush, every pincushion of spinifex, every rock was flanked by a buttress of sand. All of these new dunes were shaped the same way – rising from the west, from where the wind had blown, and ending in some object that had formed a barrier to the flying sand.

      The boy and his father had tried to reach the shelter of a low stand of mulga, but the storm had overtaken them on the plain. The man was weak and had fallen several times. Eventually, he had thrust his son to the ground and curled his body behind him, to shield him from the wind’s lethal sting.

      Dazed and sore, and choking with thirst, the boy turned to study the mound of sand that had protected him from the storm. Loose grains trickled into the cavity he had left. The mound was humped and curved, and unlike any other on the plain, and Adam felt a sickness in his throat.

      He saw his father’s hand.

      He scratched at the sand, tenderly, fearful of what he might discover. The sand flowed easily on one arm, a bare shoulder, and the back of the head emerged. The hair stood up. It was always unkempt. Adam could remember his mother telling the man to do his hair and he never did. She always told him and he never did. Just smiled and ruffled it to make it worse. That was one of his earliest memories of his mother. Almost the only one. She parted her hair in the middle. She was dead and so was his father.

      He was too dry to cry. He coughed and would have been sick but there was nothing for his stomach to deliver. He scooped a handful of sand and the mound crumbled. An eyebrow, the nose and one gaunt cheek were exposed, revealed like rocks left by a receding wave.

      The mouth was open and choked with sand.

      Adam brushed around the face, hoping to stroke it back to life. Gently, he removed grains from the eyelashes and plucked sand from the whiskers on his father’s cheeks. But he could not touch the mouth. The sand, filling the mouth and the lungs, was death and he could not touch it.

      So he walked away until he was near the track. There, he fell down and sobbed and coughed and hurt until, finally, he went to sleep.

       

      Tiger Miller arrived next morning. He had got drunk in Broken Hill and hit a policeman and spent a few nights in gaol. He found the boy and poured water down his throat and coaxed him back to life. Then he buried the man, and took Adam Ross away.
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March, 1929

      A special train brought the circus to town. It was a long train, for this was a big circus, touring the country areas of South Australia. There was a carriage at the front, with red and white banners flapping from its sides and people in gaudy costumes waving from the windows. A man with a top hat and a brightly striped coat stood in the doorway of the carriage. He held a whip in his hand and when he cracked it, the train driver blew the steam engine’s whistle, and the small crowd waiting in the railway yards cheered. Behind the carriage ran a line of waggons bearing caravans, boxes, machinery, rows of pipes and stacks of chairs, painted panels, rolls of canvas, tents, poles, ropes and clusters of metal pegs that had been mangled by thousands of sledgehammer blows. At the end of the train were cages with placid-looking animals and a box car that disgorged wild-looking people.

      There was much clanking and shouting. Seagulls wheeled into the air, screeching in protest. A wind blew from the south-west, sweeping across the gulf and bringing with it the smell of salt and rotting seaweed.

      It was a hot day in Port Augusta.

      Near the railway yards and not far from the water’s edge was the paddock where the circus was to perform all that week. Men with skin blackened by years of dirt worked in the heat all day. They sweated and cursed and flicked at the flies that tormented them. They bolted together sections of pipe, assembled wooden frames, stretched canvas, lifted poles, hammered pegs and strained on ropes. Gradually, the grassy paddock became a place of billowing canvas and striped booths.

      People from the town came to watch. Eyes crinkled against the glare, they wandered through the streets, staring at tents with ropes fluttering in the breeze, at crimson caravans, sweating bodies and animals whose coats were thick with dust and flecks of straw. The man in the top hat walked among the crowd. Long threads trailed from the frayed sleeves of his striped coat.

      He had a voice that boomed, as though amplified. ‘We open tonight, my friends, direct from triumphant performances in Port Wakefield, Port Pirie and all major centres in between.’

      ‘Were you in Burra?’ asked an old man, whose face was creased and blotched like antique leather.

      ‘Yes, my friend,’ boomed the man in the top hat, tapping the side of his boot with his whip. ‘Three magnificent nights. The most exciting times, the good people of Burra said, since the great days of the copper rush.’

      ‘My brother lives there.’

      ‘Ah, I believe he may have come to our first performance. Sat in the front row. I presume, sir, he is a distinguished-looking gentleman, like you?’

      The man nodded. ‘Taller than me.’

      ‘That’s him,’ said the man, slapping his whip against his boot. ‘Enjoyed the show immensely. And I trust that you, sir, will emulate that contented and happy gentleman by gracing us with your presence on opening night here in Port Augusta.’ He prodded the old man in the ribs with the handle of his whip and turned to the crowd. ‘Opening night is tonight, ladies and gentlemen. The show starts at eight o’clock but there is a great deal to entertain and delight you before that time. Side-shows, featuring some of the most distinguished performers in the world. A boxing booth, in which local gentlemen with brawn and bravery may challenge champion pugilists in the manly art of self-defence. It pays to be early. Yes, sir, the wise come early and see the best shows and get the best seats.’

      A camel, tethered by the nostrils, gazed at the crowd through glazed eyes and rolled its jaws. A man leading a small black bear on a chain walked past, carefully dodging the fresh piles of manure. Two elephants, sides streaked with clay, swung their trunks from side to side, like pendulums on a pair of grandfather clocks, and shuffled their feet, as though anxious to be somewhere else. A man in a long cotton coat hand-fed four white horses.

      A lion lay in a cage, head up but eyes closed, trying to ignore what went on around it. Its tawny hide was as worn and dusty as an old rug. Some boys threw pebbles at it. The lion flicked its tail.

      One boy, growing bolder, picked up a stone and advanced on the cage. He threw the stone, hitting the lion’s mane. The animal rose and walked to the far side of the cage. It lay down again. Dust rose from its coat. It closed its eyes.

      The boy picked up another stone.

      ‘Hey, drop that!’

      All the boys turned. A broad-shouldered youth stood behind them. He was carrying a sack, which he lowered to the ground.

      ‘Don’t throw that,’ he said gently. ‘You’ll hurt it. Put the stone down.’

      ‘What’s it to you?’ said the boy with the stone.

      ‘Yeah, it’s not your lion,’ said another boy, and some of the others sniggered.

      ‘It’s only an animal,’ said the first boy.

      ‘And you’ll make it angry,’ the youth said. ‘And if it got angry, I think it could bust out of that cage. The bars don’t look too strong to me.’

      ‘The lion doesn’t look strong, you mean,’ the boy said. ‘Who’d be afraid of that thing? It looks like it’s got the mange.’ With measured insolence, he tossed the stone into the cage.

      A puff of dust rose from the lion’s hindquarters where the stone had struck. The animal half turned its head and curled its lip, revealing a few yellowed teeth.

      The boy turned to see what reaction his throw had provoked, but he was too slow. The youth had moved with remarkable speed and had seized him around the waist.

      He lifted the boy and tucked him under one arm. He walked to the cage.

      ‘Seeing you’re not afraid of the lion, we might as well put you in there with him,’ he said. The boy began to yell. His friends backed away. Some laughed, others were wide-eyed with fear. One of the boys turned to run and rammed the man in the top hat.

      ‘Here, here,’ he boomed, pushing the small boy to one side. He faced the tall youth, who had his victim – violently wriggling and kicking – gripped so tightly that the boy’s face was turning red. ‘And what might you be doing, young sir?’

      ‘He’s going to put me in the lion’s cage,’ screamed the boy. ‘Make him let me go.’

      ‘They were throwing stones at the lion,’ said the youth. He had long, fair hair and he tossed his head to clear his eyes.

      The man moved closer, studying both the youth and his prisoner. ‘Pray tell me,’ he said, ‘would this person you are clutching with such care be a friend of yours or, perhaps, a younger brother?’

      ‘Never saw him before. He just wouldn’t stop throwing stones.’

      ‘Ah,’ said the man, prodding at the youth with his whip. ‘Well, I am afraid I must remonstrate with you, young sir, because it is not yet time to feed the lion. We are very strict about that.’

      The boy, who had been quiet, kicked and screamed.

      ‘Goodness me,’ said the man in the top hat, ‘the meal is becoming very lively. We must restrain it, before it becomes bruised and unappetizing. Old Leopold likes his meat tender.’

      He grabbed the boy’s thrashing legs. ‘If you would be kind enough to hold the other end, we might search for an appropriate place to lay our burden to rest.’

      He winked at the youth and, puffing with the effort of carrying the boy, backed towards a place where the elephants had defecated. ‘Shall we say here?’ he enquired. ‘It gives promise of a soft landing. An appropriate place, I would say, for a young marksman who would have my lion for his target. Now, my friend, on the count of three…’

      After the boy had run away, crying and pursued by his laughing friends, the man turned and studied the youth, who had gone to collect his sack.

      ‘We may have been a little cruel, but such measures are sometimes effective. I believe I should thank you.’

      ‘That’s all right. I don’t like people hurting animals.’

      ‘Very commendable. You will come to the circus tonight?’

      The youth looked at his feet.

      ‘Do I detect a certain enthusiasm for the prospect but a matching lack of funds?’

      The youth looked puzzled.

      ‘You’d like to come, but you have no money?’

      ‘I’d like a job,’ said the youth, looking the man in the eye.

      ‘Ah,’ breathed the man, injecting a vast amount of sadness into the sound. ‘Indeed, a common request in these harsh times. A job indeed. Would that I could comply. But the truth is, lad, I have no job to offer. I can, however, offer you a ticket to tonight’s performance, to take your mind from the worries that must be plaguing your thoughts.’

      The youth shook his head. ‘No thanks.’

      ‘A proud man. Mm. Commendable. Do you live here?’

      ‘No. I only arrived here today.’

      ‘Where do you hail from, lad?’

      ‘All over. Up in the north mainly. Came from Broken Hill originally.’

      ‘What’s your name?’

      ‘Ross. Adam Ross.’

      ‘And you want to earn some money, that right?’

      He nodded. The man studied him for several seconds, as though trying to make up his mind about something. He rested his chin on one hand.

      ‘Can you fight?’

      Adam stepped back.

      ‘Dear boy, don’t be alarmed, but you’re strong and I saw the way you handled that urchin.’ He wiped dirt from his coat. ‘I’m not proposing that we come to blows. What I mean is, can you box? You know, the manly art of self-defence. With gloves. Can you fight like that?’

      Old Tiger Miller had taught Adam Ross two things: how to drill for water, and how to defend himself. Tiger had been an old pug, a bare-knuckle fighter down on the Victorian goldfields in his younger days, and he had gone to great pains to teach the youngster how to look after himself. They used to practise at nights around the camp fire; the old man, wasted and wrinkled from too much drink and hard work, with his body crouched and fists up high, and the child, straining to reach the man and flailing away with his fists and being cuffed and chided until he calmed down, kept his guard up and tucked his chin into his shoulder and jabbed and hooked and behaved like a proper fighter should. They would re-enact some of Tiger’s best fights, move for move. One of them, fought on a grassy flat beside a creek five miles out of Bendigo, had gone for twenty-eight rounds, each being called when a man was knocked down. They fought in slow motion and with some humour because Adam would lose his temper when Tiger kipped him on the nose and he would swing away, and the old man would pick him up and tickle him and they would roll in the dust laughing together. But that was a long time ago.

      ‘Yes, I can box a bit,’ Adam said.

      ‘Do you mind getting a black eye, or a bleeding nose?’

      He shook his head. He had suffered a few of those in his time. ‘Why?’

      The man stroked his chin. ‘Well, we have a boxing troupe here. Do you know what that is? No? Well, it’s a group of men, professional pugilists, whom I employ to fight anyone who challenges them. Do you understand? Someone in the crowd – a smart, strong young fellow like you or sometimes a person whose sobriety has been overtaken by enthusiasm – steps forward and challenges one of my champions. And the crowd pays to see the bout. Now, my problem, Adam, is getting people to challenge the better boxers. Any fool will have a go at someone he thinks he can paste all over the ring. And I’ve got a couple of men who take a hiding every night. But I’ve got a couple of good fighters and they’re the ones the crowd pay to see. Do you understand what I’m getting at?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Well, I’ve got one boy in the troupe, a black by the name of Jimmy Kettle. About your size and probably not more than four or five years older than you. He’s good. Very fast and hits hard. The trouble is, he’s gaining a reputation and it’s difficult to find someone to climb into the ring with him. Now, if you really want to earn some money, and you reckon you can handle yourself pretty well, I’m prepared to pay you to challenge Jimmy Kettle.’

      ‘What do I get?’

      ‘Five shillings if you go five rounds. I’ll tell you what – two and six if you step into the ring, the rest if you see out the distance.’

      Tiger had taught Adam all the tricks he knew, it was one thing to box and pretend with an old man and something else to step into a boxing ring with a professional. And an aboriginal. He’d heard their heads were thicker.

      ‘I’ve never used gloves,’ said Adam.

      ‘Well, you’ll have to use them. Tell you what,’ said the man, taking such a deep breath that his chest puffed like a pigeon’s. ‘My fights are all absolutely legitimate. What you would call fair dinkum. Nothing rigged, or anything like that. But I’ll have a word with this young fellow and make sure he… well, you know, I’ll make sure he understands our agreement, and that he coasts along a bit.’ Again, he prodded Adam with his whip. ‘Five shillings. A fair amount of money for fifteen minutes’ work. Keep you going for a while, I dare say?’

      Adam thought for a moment. ‘Could you throw in a feed?’

      The man looked at him and smiled. ‘Like that, eh? Certainly, my boy. A meal, and five shillings for five rounds.’

       

      As instructed, Adam went to a plain grey tent, and a man who coughed a lot gave him three slices of buttered bread and a plate of stew. He went outside to eat and to look at the elephants, which he had never seen before. A hunchback and a boy carrying two buckets arrived and started to wash the animals. The boy kept bringing buckets full of water which the man threw over the animals. He then scrubbed their hides with a long-handled broom.

      Adam moved closer. He watched for a few more minutes.

      ‘What are they called?’ he said, soaking up some gravy with a piece of bread.

      The hunchback turned. He let his broom rest high on one elephant’s back and looked at Adam from under one raised arm. He had a remarkably pointed chin. ‘Ginny and Rajah,’ he said, in a shrill voice. ‘This one’s Ginny.’

      ‘No, I mean what are they? What do you call them?’

      The man lowered the broom, and leaned on it. ‘You playing games with me?’

      ‘No.’ Adam wiped the plate clean. ‘I never seen such animals before.’

      The man started to scrub Ginny’s trunk. ‘Well, they’re not kangaroos and they’re not bullocks. These are called elephants. Biggest creature on land. Amiable, too, which is just as well. This little girl could squash you flatter than a piece of toast if she felt like it. Lucky she don’t, eh?’

      Adam nodded. ‘Where did you get them?’

      ‘Oh, I didn’t get them. They belong to Mr Carter, the man who owns the circus. The feller with the top hat. But if you mean where did they come from, they come from India.’

      ‘Where’s that?’

      ‘Well, it’s a long way away,’ said the man, and stopped scrubbing to wait for the boy to return with some more water. ‘Over the sea. Didn’t you learn about India in school?’

      ‘Didn’t go to school.’

      ‘I thought all kids were supposed to these days. Where’s that boy with the buckets?’ He turned awkwardly. ‘Come on, Mick, I haven’t got all day,’ he shouted and then, in a softer voice, spoke to Adam. ‘I never went to school either. Do you want to end up like me, washing some big lump of leather like Ginny and cleaning up her dung?’

      Adam shrugged.

      ‘Why didn’t you go to school?’

      ‘Wasn’t anywhere where there was a school. My dad used to sink wells and travel all through the bush and when he died, an old mate of his looked after me. And he sank wells and travelled from one station to another and took me with him and I just never went to school.’

      The boy arrived, bearing two heavy buckets and puffing as he struggled with the load.

      ‘He’s been to school,’ said the man. ‘He can recite poems. Long ones. What are you doing here anyhow? You’re not working here, are you?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Well, where’d you get the tucker?’

      ‘The man with the big hat told me to come to the tent and get a feed.’

      ‘In return for what?’

      Adam said nothing.

      The man handed his broom to Mick. ‘Here, you scrub her for a while. I haven’t done her back feet. Make sure you clean between the toes.’ He walked to Adam, his head bent back at a sharp angle to overcome the severe curve in his spine.

      He took Adam by the arm and led him away from the elephants.

      ‘Careful where you step,’ he said. ‘Those creatures drop dung everywhere when they come to a new place. The train trip makes them nervous.’ He pinched Adam’s arm. ‘You beware of Mr Carter. He’s a great man with the words but he’s got a mind that’s as gentle as a rat trap. In other words, take anything he promised you with more pinches of salt than the cook put in that stew. Has he got you to do something? Come on, lad, tell me.’

      ‘He’s going to pay me five bob if I challenge one of the blokes at the boxing tent.’

      ‘Which one?’

      ‘A blackfellow. Some funny name.’

      ‘Jimmy Kettle?’

      Adam nodded. The man let go his arm and faced him. ‘Go now. Just be grateful you’ve got a free meal out of Cedric Carter and piss off. Do you live in town?’

      ‘No. Just arrived. I’ve got no money.’

      ‘Get out anyhow. That bloke’ll knock your teeth in. Losing them’s not worth five bob.’

      ‘I’m not frightened of him.’

      ‘Oh, for Jesus’ sake! If I had a penny for every time I’d heard someone say that, and mean it just like you do, I’d have enough money to own a hundred elephants, and be able to employ twenty people to scrub them twice a day. Look, son, being frightened or not being frightened isn’t the question. This Jimmy Kettle is a pro and he’s dynamite. He hasn’t lost a match and he’s hated by every white bloke who fancies himself from Naracoorte to Ceduna. Carter’s always finding some bloke who needs money and telling him he’ll get that black bastard to go easy on him. And then he tells his man to cut the other bloke to ribbons and that’s what he does. Kettle’s taken out more teeth than the best dentist in town. I’ve seen poor bastards on their hands and knees, with their front teeth out and blood in their eyes and a nose as flat as an iron, and trying to get up because their mates are watching them. That’s what it’s all about, you see. Carter knows that if the locals hate his man Kettle, they’ll come back in droves to see him fight again, in the hope that some white bloke will flatten him. To put it to you straight, son, the game ain’t fair and you’re going to get slaughtered.’

      ‘What’s he fight like?’ Adam said.

      ‘Like a demon. Haven’t you been listening?’

      ‘No, I mean which hand does he hold out in front, and does he have his hands up high or down low? Things like that.’

      The man scratched his long chin.

      ‘Don’t know that I’ve ever noticed. Let me think.’ He put his own hands out in front of him, left hand leading, then the right. ‘This way. With the right hand out.’

      ‘A southpaw,’ said Adam. Like the man Tiger had fought near the creek bed five miles from Bendigo. Tiger had won because he reckoned he had worked out a way to beat southpaws. ‘And does he hold his hands up high? Like this?’ He demonstrated.

      ‘No. Lower down. He holds his hands down in front of his waist. Very fast with them. The other blokes don’t see them coming. You talk like you’re a boxer. Are you?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Well, don’t waste your time in all this fancy talk, then! Just go back to town and forget about fighting Jimmy Kettle.’

      But Adam took his plate back to the grey tent, thanked the man, and then wandered towards the boxing tent. He was thinking of all the nights he had pretended to be the best southpaw in the goldfields, and how Tiger had beaten him every time.
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      The boxing tent was packed and the striped canvas walls shimmered from the movement and noise of the crowd. The sun had gone down an hour ago. Four light bulbs glowed from leads strung across the roof of the tent. Each bulb wore a crust of frenzied insects, and shone yellow through a fog of dust and tobacco smoke. The air was foul. The sickly-sweet aroma of fresh vomit mingled with the smell of wet sawdust, dried sweat and belched beer fumes. No one seemed to mind. The crowd bubbled with good humour.

      A voice boomed out details of the next fight.

      ‘Ladies and gentlemen, the main bout of the evening. Bringing together the Dark Demon, Jimmy Kettle, undefeated in more than one hundred fights throughout the length and breadth of South Australia, and his challenger tonight, the fighting whirlwind from the golden city of Broken Hill, Snowy Ross. Give them a great hand as they enter the ring.’

      Someone broke wind loudly and some girls, standing in the front row, giggled and covered their mouths as they looked at each other.

      Adam shouldered his way through the crowd.

      ‘Come on, Broken Hill!’ one man shouted.

      ‘Give him the name of a good undertaker there,’ another man said. People laughed.

      Jimmy Kettle, wearing a blue dressing gown, pushed his way to the ring. He kept his head down. A volley of hisses sliced the air.

      The referee was waiting in the centre. He was bending over, trying to wipe something from the cuff of his white trousers. He glanced sadly at Adam and began to talk in a flat, mechanical voice that had made the same speech a thousand times.

      ‘Gentlemen, the rules are simple. No gouging. No clinching. No rabbit-punching. Hit only with the fist.’ He spoke with his eyes on the ground, as if something on the sawdust fascinated him and he dared not take his eyes from it. He was a small and gnarled man who looked as though he himself had spent a lifetime being gouged, clinched, rabbit-punched and hit with the fist. His ears clung to the sides of his skull like flattened blobs of putty and his nose was a mangled bridge between eyes and mouth. He bent to pick at his cuff, where fresh globules of blood were congealing.

      ‘If there is a knockdown, the other boxer has to step back. I won’t start counting until he does. No kicking or punching while a man is down. On one knee is counted as being down.’ The referee’s eyes flashed at Adam. ‘You understand that?’

      Adam nodded.

      ‘Just flatten him, Snow,’ one man in the crowd yelled. ‘I’ve got a zac on you.’

      ‘The nigger’ll knock the tripe out of him,’ a voice growled.

      ‘Wanna make it two bob then?’

      ‘You’re on.’

      The referee was checking the laces on each boxer’s gloves. Adam noticed that his gloves seemed bigger than those on the aboriginal’s hands. They looked softer, puffier.

      The other boxer shuffled his feet in the sawdust and began to skip, letting his arms hang loose and jiggling his gloves so that they danced like leather balls on lengths of rope. He had long arms. Tiger had always said not to watch the other fighter’s hands. You had to anticipate, and to do that you had to look in the other man’s eyes, to see where he was looking so you knew where he would try to land the next blow. Adam looked at Jimmy Kettle’s eyes. The black man was looking at him. Rather, he was looking through him. He showed no signs of seeing anything. His eyes were pink where they should have been white and they seemed strangely lifeless. It was as though no one lived inside.

      Outside the tent, someone started banging a drum. A horse whinnied.

      The ring was a crude affair. Just a rope lying on the sawdust and marking a square. The crowd stood beyond the rope. They were mainly white men although Adam noticed two aborigines in the second row, smiling constantly and flashing broad, stained teeth. Near them was a dark woman. Her eyes were strangely wide, as though she were frightened.

      Adam had never fought with gloves or been in front of a paying crowd before, but he had been in plenty of fights behind shearing sheds or in half-lit streets where people had gathered to watch, and he recognized the look on the faces of this crowd. All flushed and excited, as though they were going to do the fighting, not him. Weak men, anxious to see someone else get hurt. They liked to see a young bloke lose a few teeth and end up with a face as rough as theirs.

      Adam was not frightened of Jimmy Kettle. He was curious. He wanted to find out how good he was. Being hurt didn’t worry him. He had been hurt before. When he was a boy, old Tiger had got drunk a few times and forgotten to pull his punches. Then Tiger would cry and say he was sorry and try to kiss the boy, and that was worse. Adam would rather have taken more punches than see the old man cry. He hated that.

      But Jimmy Kettle was a pro, probably better than Tiger had been, and he fought every day of the week. The aboriginal had taken off his gown. He was wearing bright blue silk shorts, splashed with rust-like stains. He bounced up and down, alternately swinging and bending his arms, like a shearer trying to get the circulation going on a frosty morning in the shed before the first merinos came bleating out of the pen. He had thin legs but wide shoulders, and when he bent his arms, the muscles knotted impressively. He would hit hard, but looked a bit fine around the middle. There was not an ounce of fat on him, but he mightn’t like a few good whacks to the body.

      Jimmy Kettle turned his back on Adam and threw a few punches in the air. The crowd whistled. The boxer’s skin was intensely black and peppered with curious scars. They were not cuts – more like burn marks.

      ‘Hello, Jimmy,’ someone in the crowd sang, using a high-pitched falsetto. A few men laughed. The aboriginal turned, his eyes wide open, and looked about him nervously.

      ‘Don’t forget, Jimmy.’ The same unnaturally high voice. A group of men whistled and clapped. ‘We’re all here,’ one shouted. They were near the dark girl. She had covered her face with her hands.

      Kettle’s nostrils flared like a horse in distress.

      ‘The fight is over five rounds. Each lasts three minutes. When the bell rings, you go back to your corner. You understand that, son?’ The referee, his voice still flat and without emotion, glanced at Adam.

      ‘Get on with it,’ someone shouted.

      ‘Shake hands and come out fighting,’ said the referee. ‘Just touch gloves, son. That’ll do.’

      Adam walked to his corner. The gloves felt strange, and he tried a few jabs with one glove into the open palm of the other. You shouldn’t hurt your hands, he thought. He had taken off his shirt and his boots and was wearing just his long pants. He had a length of rope for a belt. He felt half naked, and a real amateur compared to the aboriginal, with his silk shorts and proper boxing boots.

      He had enjoyed the make-believe of the challenge. There was a man with a big drum out the front of the tent and all the fighters from the boxing troupe had lined up on an elevated platform, on one side of the entrance. Jimmy Kettle had been the last fighter introduced, and there had been much booing and hissing. As he had been asked, Adam waited until the crowd was thoroughly stirred before stepping forward.

      ‘And what is your name, sir?’

      ‘Ross.’

      ‘We’ll call you Snowy Ross. Goodness knows, young man, you may be another champion fighter like the great Snowy Baker. A big hand for the challenger. And where did you say you came from…?’

      The bell rang, and one of the spectators pushed Adam in the back. He stumbled.

      ‘Jesus, he can’t even stand up,’ someone said.

      ‘He’ll be all right. Go and knock the nigger’s block off, Snow.’

      Jimmy Kettle was in the middle of the ring, dancing lightly. Adam walked towards him, moving slowly and recalling what Tiger had said about southpaws. The big punch is the left hand, so keep away from it. That means circling to your left, or to the other man’s right to put him off balance. He must think he’s fast to carry his hands so low, Adam thought. Adam, by contrast raised his fists and held them high, where Tiger had taught him. He looked at the other man’s eyes. They were alive now. Bright and burning.

      Jimmy Kettle hit him on the nose. The punch came so fast Adam didn’t see it properly. It wasn’t hard. Just enough to sharpen his eyesight and make him sniff. A straight right flicked from down low. The left will be coming close behind, Adam said to himself, and he rolled his head out of range and felt the glove whistle past his ear.

      He circled to his left, and did one skipping lap of the ring. Kettle shuffled after him.

      Adam was near the rope. The crowd was spilling over the line, and a man pushed him. Kettle swung a right. Adam, falling from the push, felt it graze his scalp. Jesus, that was hard. He went down on one glove and the black man rammed his knee into his face. Adam came up hard and fast, and rammed his shoulder into the other man’s body and heard the gasp of surprise. He straightened and his eyes were within inches of the black man’s face. He wrapped his arms around the other man and pulled tight. The man’s breath exploded in his face.

      ‘That’s for kneeing me in the face,’ Adam said, and then winced as a glove hammered his kidneys.

      ‘Enough of that,’ hissed the referee and thrust a calloused hand between them.

      The right again and again, looping out wide. Adam ducked inside. He pushed his opponent away, stepped back and then skipped in and threw his first punches. A straight left, short and delivered with no backswing, and a right cross. Nothing hard. He wanted to get his timing right. The gloves felt strange. Kettle hit him high on the forehead with a left that came skidding off his forearm. Adam jabbed, and hit the other man on the nose.

      He danced to the left, stopped to let Kettle catch up, and then skipped away again.

      ‘You’re supposed to fight,’ the referee said. ‘You can do all the dancing you want in town.’

      Adam looked at the referee and the aboriginal hit him with two quick rights and a left that landed on his ear. Adam pushed him away. He searched for the other boxer’s eyes.

      ‘Get him, Jimmy!’ It sounded like a girl’s voice.

      Kettle threw a left and Adam, expecting it, slipped beneath the glove and rammed his left into the aboriginal’s stomach. The eyes blinked. He doesn’t like them there, Adam thought, and came in quickly, left foot forward and knee bent slightly. He swung the left arm hard into the body once more. This time, he really put some power into it and then crossed with a right that travelled no more than a foot to the black man’s jaw. It didn’t land exactly where he wanted it. It was those blasted gloves. But it sent Kettle sideways and the crowd shouted.

      The bell rang. The referee thrust his rough hands between them and sent them to their corners.

      ‘Where have you done your fighting?’ drawled the man in Adam’s corner, as he flicked water across his chest.

      ‘First time I’ve been in a ring.’

      ‘Yeah? Let’s see. Have you got any cuts?’ He rubbed both Adam’s eyebrows with his thumb. ‘You look clean. What’s your name? Les Darcy, or something?’

      ‘Ross,’ said Adam, and then recoiled at the smell of the sponge the man wiped across his face. He breathed deeply. He felt all right. Kettle was fast and he hit hard but he had already learned a few things about him. First, he didn’t like being bit hard in the middle. Second, he threw his best blows from out wide. Not hooks so much as swings. The bell rang and Adam noticed that the man in the top hat had been in Jimmy Kettle’s corner and was now slipping back into the crowd.

      Kettle rushed him. He threw a flurry of punches, mainly rights but the occasional stinging left. Jesus, he could hit with that hand. Adam skipped away, keeping to the left all the time. I’ll make this bloke cranky as hell, he thought and kept circling, bobbing and weaving and catching most of the blows on his arms and gloves. He noticed a pattern in Jimmy Kettle’s attack. He would tap his right thigh with his glove three times before launching an attack. Just little taps. An unconscious mannerism, perhaps, but he always did it and Adam waited.

      One, two, three and here it comes. Adam weaved to the left and moved out of range, so that the aboriginal had to spin to his right, off balance and unable to use that lethal left swing. Kettle straightened and Adam circled to the left again, slowly, ready.

      One, two, three and the punch was coming again. Adam was already moving, body swaying backwards. Not too far, because he wanted to be in range. The glove grazed his chest. Kettle, nostrils flaring, came after him. A little shuffle of his torn boots, and he was close. His right glove was back down in the firing position, hovering above the thigh.

      One, two went the glove, tapping the long thin muscle on the black man’s thigh, and Adam fired his left. Kettle had already tapped the third and was lunging forward, glove sweeping up, when Adam’s straight left hit him flush in the mouth. Kettle’s eyes bulged and his intended blow changed to an involuntary lifting of the glove, to protect his face. He was surprised, hurt and off balance, and there was all his body, from the hairless chest to the top of his blue trunks, square on to Adam and unprotected. Adam moved. The fist went home like a piston on a steam engine. It sank into Kettle’s middle and Adam, still watching the other man’s eyes, thought they would explode. The eyes popped, large and unnatural and glazed in distress. Kettle’s mouth hissed open, revealing two missing front teeth. Adam swivelled and chopped the mouth with his left. He was close, and rising, and the blow only travelled a few inches.

      Kettle fell back on his haunches, arms spread out to hold himself in a seated position, and the crowd screamed. It was a weird sound, full of lust.

      Adam looked around and saw the man in the top hat. His expression was not pleasant.

      Kettle was on one knee, wiping his mouth and retching. The referee looked confused.

      ‘Foul blow,’ called the man in the top hat. ‘Ring the bell,’ he called, and the bell sounded.

      ‘Back to your corner,’ snarled the referee and pushed Adam.

      The man in Adam’s corner was wiping his glasses. ‘Never seen him put down before,’ he said, in a soft voice. ‘He’s won one hundred and five bouts in a row. Did you know that?’ He replaced his glasses, pushed Adam on to his stool, and squeezed the sponge over his head. The water, trickling down his face, tasted foul, a mixture of stale water and other men’s sweat and blood.

      A man near Adam’s corner snarled encouragement. ‘Knock his balls off, son.’

      ‘Yeah,’ piped a high voice, ‘knock the knackers off the Kanaka.’ Men laughed. The girls in the front row giggled again and looked at each other and covered their mouths to disguise the fact that they understood such awful words.

      ‘Hello, Jimmy!’ Again the falsetto voice trilled through the tent. ‘Got a teeny-weeny guts-ache?’ A few men whistled. ‘Jesus, it’s the Queen of the Fairies again,’ a rough voice growled.

      ‘You’re in for a bad night,’ the high voice warbled. ‘And it’s going to get worse.’ The last word was sung, contralto-fashion, and many laughed. Faces turned to see where the noise had come from.

      ‘This time, Jimmy,’ came the sing-song voice, from somewhere behind the aboriginal girl. Her head was bent back, as though someone had hold of her hair.

      The bell rang.

      They met in the middle of the ring. Kettle, still breathing painfully, backed away. Adam followed. Kettle continued to retreat but suddenly threw a right that looped around the back of Adam’s neck. He pulled the white youth towards him. Their heads clashed.

      ‘Are you one of them?’ Kettle whispered, his arm locked around Adam’s head.

      ‘Here, no clinching,’ said the referee.

      ‘Are you with that mob?’ the aboriginal said, with urgency in his voice. His ear, pressed hard into Adam’s face, was wet.

      ‘What mob?’ Adam hissed. ‘What are you talking about?’

      They circled each other, prodding with outstretched gloves.

      Jimmy Kettle seemed to have regained his breath. He swung a right that thudded on Adam’s elbow and followed with two more quick blows. ‘You know,’ he grunted, and sniped another right that stung Adam’s nose. ‘You’re one of them. OK, you white bugger, I’ll do you.’

      Adam did not see the left. It came from somewhere down low, glanced off his bent right arm and pounded into his chest. It hurt far more than it should have, Adam thought and skipped back out of range.

      ‘I’ve had enough of you bastards,’ the black man was saying, almost shouting, and there was a strange look in his eyes now, part fury, part despair. Adam had seen a mad shepherd look like that once, just before the bloke had cut his throat on a piece of corrugated iron. That man had gone crazy from drinking methylated spirits and thought demons were chasing him. He had sawed his throat through on the jagged edge of a water trough. Adam had seen that when he was thirteen.

      The right and left came so fast that Adam had trouble distinguishing which was thrown first. He was dazed, trying to get back on his feet but had landed in the crowd and was floundering and in a squirming mass of people. He could hear the uproar, but was not sure where it was coming from. The right side of his face had gone dead. A salty taste was spreading in his mouth.

      Kettle was above him, feet dancing, eyes blazing. Adam heard a girl scream, saw Kettle turn, and then he lost sight of the other boxer as he rolled on bodies twisting beneath him. He found himself on his hands and knees. He heard someone counting. ‘Six… seven…’

      ‘You cut your mouth, mister,’ a small boy said, from somewhere close to his face.

      Adam lurched to his feet but tripped on a man’s outstretched leg and fell again. ‘He’s had it,’ a voice boomed above the bedlam. ‘I told you this nigger was too good.’

      Adam jumped to his feet. The referee grabbed his gloves and rubbed them against his shirt, to clear the leather of any sawdust. ‘Why don’t you stay down, son?’ he whispered, without looking up. He pulled roughly on Adam’s wrists, so that he could easily have fallen. But Adam pulled back. His head was clear. His cheek and one part of his mouth had no feeling but his eyes were working and so was his brain.

      ‘He’s got something in his glove,’ Adam said. Or tried to say, for his mouth would not work properly, and his words were slurred.

      ‘Fight on,’ said the referee, and waved the boxers together.

      Jimmy Kettle came at him, eyes blazing, arms thrashing. Adam skipped back and landed awkwardly. His legs were not working as they should. He swayed his body and the rush of air told him how close the left had come. Get the feet moving, bounce back, move to the left, keep away from the crowd and that rope, hold the hands up high, get the eyes back into focus. His feet ploughed through a deep patch of sawdust and he wondered what sort of advantage the aboriginal had by wearing boxing boots. He glanced down at Kettle’s boots and was whacked in the ribs. Watch the man’s eyes! He could swear it was old Tiger shouting at him. Adam skipped to the left. That was better, the hips, the knees worked smoothly, his muscles were responding as they should. Backwards again, then a dart to the side, under a swing and back again. Kettle, exasperated, dropped his hands even lower and shuffled after him. Adam drove his left out. It was a straight blow, with the fist screwing at the end to give bite to the impact. Flush on the nose. No one likes it there. The other man’s eyes blinked. Into the nose again. Harder this time and with a lot of shoulder movement behind it. Kettle’s face sprayed water. A pinkish mist stained his upper lip.

      Adam hooked a left into Kettle’s stomach, saw the distress in his eyes, and did it again. Another left, and Kettle, arms crossed over his middle, backed away. But his body was bent like a tree about to topple.

      Adam tried a right hook. Kettle’s mouth flew open and the lips waved like the seam of a flag. Another straight left to the nose. Again and again. The pink beneath the nose had turned to red, and drops of blood hung from the black man’s chin like glistening stones in a pendant.

      Adam fired his straight left again, getting up high on his toes to snipe above the other man’s gloves. Then he bent his knees and, as Kettle raised a glove to wipe his nose, he drove his right into the stomach. Kettle made a noise like a belch, dropped his gloves and bent forward. Adam hit him with a left, a straight corkscrewing spear of a punch, and then hooked with a right to the head. Kettle was already on the way down and the glove bounced off his skull.

      ‘Ring the bell.’ It was the man in the top hat, calling from the back of the tent.

      ‘It’s not time,’ said a deep-voiced man. ‘You ring that bloody bell early again and I’ll throttle you. Just start counting the nigger out,’ the deep voice went on, ‘unless you want to leave town on a stretcher.’

      Kettle was on the ground, rolling in the sawdust and drawing his knees to his stomach. The crowd began to count: ‘One… two…’ The referee, looking sick, joined in: ‘Three… four…’ then stopped when he noticed Adam standing near him in the middle of the ring. ‘Get back, you white-haired bastard,’ he shrilled. ‘Get back to the ropes or I’ll stop the count.’

      Adam moved away. ‘Five…’ boomed the crowd.

      ‘Five,’ echoed the referee, and stood over the fallen boxer. Kettle, his mouth and chin slimy with blood, rolled on his side. He tried to lift himself on one arm but fell back, and was still writhing and grunting and bleeding when the count reached ten.

      The referee made no attempt to lift Adam’s arm in victory. He hastened from the ring, swinging his hands to hack a path through the crowd. People surged forward, brushing the tent poles and causing the hanging light bulbs to swing in long arcs above their heads. Adam stood where he was. A few men thumped him on the back. But the crowd was more interested in the fallen boxer. Tiger had seen a hanging when he was a young man. The crowd must have been like this, Adam thought. Not interested in the executioner. Just the victim.

      The crowd formed a tight circle around Kettle. Adam forced his way through them, suddenly sickened by the whole business.

      The aboriginal lay on the ground, squirming like an insect with its wings plucked. Adam squatted beside him. ‘Are you all right?’ he asked, touching the other man’s shoulder with his glove. Those rotten gloves! They were part of this business where you tried to hammer another person into unconsciousness to entertain a mob of mindless oafs. With his teeth, he loosened the laces of his gloves and flung them at the crowd.

      Kettle had stopped writhing and now lay on his side, with his arms locked around his knees and his head pressed into the sawdust. His breath whistled through swollen lips.

      ‘Here, I’ll help you.’ Adam got down on his knees and slid one arm behind Kettle’s shoulders. He pulled him into a sitting position. A few people clapped.

      ‘Jesus, that was a good fight,’ one man said.

      ‘Bloody nigger went down like a shithouse in a windstorm,’ another man said and belched.

      ‘Oh, he was game, Harry. Give him that.’

      Jimmy Kettle, sitting and nursing his chin on his knees, looked at Adam with bewilderment in his eyes. He wiped his mouth and examined the bloodstained glove. He took a deep, noisy breath. ‘Who are you, mister?’

      ‘I’m the bloke they paid five bob to fight you,’ Adam said.

      ‘Who? Who paid you?’ He touched his nose and winced.

      ‘The fellow in the top hat.’

      Kettle got to one knee. ‘You hit hard, mister.’

      ‘So do you,’ Adam said and, suddenly remembering how much he had been hurt in that final round, grabbed the aboriginal’s left glove. It felt hard.

      ‘What’s in there?’

      Kettle pulled his hand away. ‘Jesus, mate,’ he whispered conspiratorially. ‘Don’t say anything.’ He rolled his eyes in distress. The crowd had closed in tight around them again.

      ‘Get back,’ Adam roared, jumping up and swinging his arms. ‘Go home. It’s all over. Go,’ and he charged a group, and people started to leave.

      Once more, he knelt beside the injured boxer. ‘It wasn’t my idea,’ Kettle said, rubbing the padding of his left glove. ‘Where’s Mr Carter?’

      ‘The bloke in the top hat? No idea. I saw him at the back of the tent a while ago. Why?’

      ‘I’m going to need help.’ He sat down again. ‘Can’t breathe too good yet.’ He stayed like that for a few moments, wheezing and swaying backwards and forwards. Adam wiped the aboriginal’s chin and, as tenderly as he could, removed caking blood from around the mouth and nose.

      ‘I think the bleeding’s just from the nose,’ Adam said. ‘You’re going to have to breathe through your mouth for a while but it doesn’t seem too bad.’

      Kettle nodded. ‘You’re not with that mob, are you?’

      ‘What mob? What was all that about, anyway?’

      Kettle shook his head and tried to sniff through his clogged nostrils. ‘Doesn’t matter. Thought you were someone else, that’s all.’ Adam helped him to his feet, and steadied him, with an arm around his waist. The crowd was still dispersing. Dozens of people were jammed around the entrance.

      ‘Jimmy.’ It was the falsetto voice and a few in the tent laughed. ‘Jimmy,’ the voice repeated, ‘we’ll be waiting outside.’

      ‘And we’ve got the sheila,’ a rough voice shouted and someone laughed.

      Jimmy Kettle took a deep, awkward breath, and looked in Adam’s eyes. ‘Do you want to help me?’

      ‘To do what?’

      ‘To get out of here alive.’
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      They left by crawling under the canvas at the rear of the tent. A small boy, who had watched in astonishment, crawled after them. ‘Get away,’ Adam whispered.

      ‘This is the way I come in,’ the boy said, grinning. He ran into the darkness.

      Adam guided Jimmy Kettle to the blackest area in the shadow of the tent and sat him down. The aboriginal grunted in pain.

      ‘What is it?’ Adam said anxiously.

      ‘Stinging nettle.’ Kettle moved to one side and sat in some long grass. He still wheezed.

      ‘Sore?’ Adam asked.

      ‘Hard to breathe.’

      ‘Sorry.’

      ‘That’s all right. I was going to knock your head off.’

      Adam laughed quietly.

      ‘No, I mean it. Feel that.’ Kettle offered his left hand and Adam, groping in the dark, felt the glove.

      ‘What’s in it?’ He could feel a hard ridge at the edge of the leather padding.

      ‘Lead. There’s a sheet of the stuff inside the glove. It’s a special glove. Mr Carter told them to put it in the glove just before that last round. After you flattened me the first time.’

      Adam felt the glove again. ‘How much lead?’

      ‘Just a thin strip of the stuff. Makes the glove heavy. Your arm gets tired, but it hits hard. The last time I used it was down at Crystal Brook. There was some bloke there who was giving me a hard time. Big bloke, built like a sugar bag. Mr Carter got them to put the lead in the glove and I busted the feller’s jaw. You could hear it go crunch.’

      ‘By the Jesus.’ Adam touched the glove with awe. ‘You could kill a bullock with that.’

      ‘Yeah. Sorry. I wasn’t too worried because I thought you was one of them.’

      ‘Who? The mob you keep talking about? Who are they?’

      ‘Just some blokes. Take me gloves off, will you?’

      Adam fumbled with the laces. Although in a semi-circle of lighted tents and caravans, he and Jimmy Kettle were in a grassy paddock that was in almost total darkness. A strong but fitful wind began to blow. Electric globes, strung on a line across the front of the boxing tent, swung with each gust, sending shafts of light scything through the night sky. Off to their left was the main circus tent, a great red and white striped marquee that glowed like a lantern. The wind ruffled its gaudy walls. Stencilled images of people – rows of them – moved across the flapping canvas. Adam shivered. It was cold.

      The lights in front of the boxing tent went out. A voice from the other side of the tent called out: ‘Where the devil is he?’ The voice was high-pitched and angry. ‘Well, spread out then,’ he shouted, as though answering a question. ‘You two, get in the tent and make sure he’s not hiding. The rest of you search around here. Anyone seen that other cove yet?’

      Kettle stood up, grunting with pain. ‘Come on.’

      ‘I’ve got to get my shirt and boots,’ Adam said.

      Kettle breathed deeply. ‘OK. See you again.’ He began to walk away, bending low, partly to avoid being seen and partly because his middle was still too painful for him to straighten his body.

      ‘Hang on,’ Adam said.

      ‘No fear. They’re going to kill me.’ He kept moving.

      ‘Oh, come off it. They’ll just look around for a while and then go away. I can’t leave my clothes.’

      The man on the far side of the tent was shouting again. ‘Of course I want you to bring the sheila. Hang on to her. I’m going to cut off that nigger’s balls and stuff them down her throat.’

      Adam, horrified, turned to Jimmy Kettle but the black man had gone. ‘Where are you?’ he hissed. An answer, more a grunt than a word, sent him moving to one side, running so low that his knees bruised his chest. He saw the outline of Kettle against the glow of the main tent.

      ‘You’re going the wrong way,’ he said, and stopped. His mouth was hurting. He touched it and was surprised to find it wet and sticky. He spat some blood on the ground. ‘They’ll see you against the light. Come back this way.’ And he stood and waited with his hands on his knees, while his tongue played with the torn tissue of a cut within his lip.

      ‘Look, I don’t know what this is all about,’ Adam said, straightening, as the aboriginal reached him, ‘but if you just go off, running around like a rabbit, then those blokes will see you and get you. So let’s just slow down and find somewhere to hide. Better than running around.’

      Kettle was close to him now. Adam could see the shine of his boxing trunks, reflecting the lights of lanterns hanging from a row of distant caravans. ‘Those pants are like wearing a mirror,’ Adam said and pulled the other man to the ground. ‘Let’s just sit down for a while and keep still and see where the others are. Maybe you could tell me what this is all about.’

      ‘Later.’ He sucked in a deep breath.

      ‘I’ve got to get my clothes,’ Adam said, more to himself than to Kettle. He suddenly had a thought. ‘And five bob. The man in the big hat owes me five shillings.’

      Kettle looked at him. He had big eyes. Even in the dark, Adam could see they were smiling. ‘Do you reckon you’d get it?’ he said. He spoke with the soft, almost hushed voice Adam had noticed with so many aboriginals.

      ‘Why not?’ Adam did not finish, for a light flashed near the main tent. The silhouettes of two men appeared against the glowing canvas. Kettle had seen them too. He rolled on his stomach and watched the men search the area beside the tent.

      ‘Because those blokes over there are looking for you as well as me,’ he said. ‘They must know we’re together. You go near Mr Carter and they’ll jump you. There’ll be a bloke waiting where you left your clothes, too. I know that mob. Harris is a clever bastard.’

      ‘Who’s Harris?’ Adam said, still watching the two men. One was carrying a long object on his shoulder.

      ‘The one with the funny voice. Come on, let’s get out of here.’ More men, with torches, had appeared around the side of the darkened boxing tent and they were much closer. Kettle rose to his hands and knees and began to move, crab-like, towards the darkest part of the horizon. ‘Hurry up,’ Kettle called. ‘Follow me. I know somewhere we can go.’

      Adam followed, not understanding why they were being hunted, but knowing he was in danger.

       

      They half ran, half crawled for several minutes, passing the final line of caravans, hearing the murmuring of animals tethered nearby, and crossing a road. Kettle led them away from the circus and across another road until they were in a region of undulations, covered by gravel and salt bush. Only when they were on a slight rise did he stand up. He looked back, scanning the darkness for signs of pursuit.

      Adam studied the lights of the town, fanned across the southern horizon. ‘I came to Port Augusta with nothing, hoping to make a bit of money. I’ve been here one night, and I’m leaving with less than I came with. I get talked into fighting you, you do your level best to knock my head off with a lump of lead in your glove, and here am I helping you. You might tell me where we’re heading, and just who are those blokes we’re running away from. And Christ!’ He thumped one fist into the other hand, having thought of something. ‘I left my bag back there. I’ve got to go back.’ He started to walk towards the town, then hesitated. ‘You wait here,’ he said. ‘Have a breather. I’ll come back and get you, but I’ve got to go back and collect my bag. Everything I own’s in it.’

      ‘Big bag?’ the aboriginal said.

      ‘No.’ Adam grinned, hurting his mouth. ‘Another shirt, a blanket, things like that.’

      ‘Not worth it, mate. I know those blokes. You go near those clothes and it’d be your balls they’d be stuffing down Nellie’s throat. Have a look at this.’ He turned his back to Adam. This is what they did to me last time.’

      Adam strained his eyes in the poor light. The side of his face was losing some of its overall numbness and starting to sting. He spat more blood on the ground. ‘Can’t see,’ he said. ‘What is it?’

      ‘They burned me. Put cigarettes on my back.’

      Adam remembered the scars he had seen before the fight. ‘Why did they do that?’

      Kettle did not answer for a while. One foot pawed at the ground. From the circus came the booming sound of a brass band. Bursts of laughter followed. One peal ran into the next. It was a hollow, disembodied noise, that rippled through the night like thunder from an unseen storm.

      ‘Those are the clowns,’ said Kettle, closing his eyes and imagining the scene. ‘Used to get dressed up myself some nights, depending on what sort of fight I’d had. The show will be over in half an hour and people will be everywhere. We’ll want to be well away by then.’ He looked up at Adam. ‘I’ve got a sheila. Name’s Nellie. She was at the fight tonight.’

      Adam remembered the young woman with the frightened eyes. ‘The one you kept looking at?’

      Kettle nodded. He reached for a stick and started scratching at the gravel around his boots. ‘They brought her here. She comes from Port Pirie, down the gulf about fifty mile. Met her there a year ago. When we went back to Pirie about six weeks ago, she was waiting for me and we… we got round to… you know, we did what a bloke does with a sheila when he likes her.’

      Another peal of laughter came rolling from the distant circus.

      ‘Anyhow, she works for Harris. You know what he does?’

      ‘No. Never heard of him. Never been down this way before.’

      ‘He runs a place. Don’t know what the proper word for it is. He’s got a few of them. One up here. Bigger place at Pirie, though. It’s a knock shop. You know, where the blokes go for a root.’

      ‘A brothel?’ Adam had seen a few of those, although always from the outside. Once, Tiger had made him wait outside one, saying he was going to see the doctor, and had been embarrassed to come out and find Adam (who was only ten at the time) talking to a couple of the girls who were having a lot of fun supplying him with his first lesson on the facts of life. This Nellie works in a brothel?’

      ‘Don’t know what you call it but Harris had her working there. Anyhow, none of the girls are allowed to mix with blackfellows. One of his rules.’

      ‘But isn’t she…?’ Adam began and stopped, embarrassed.

      ‘She’s half-caste,’ Kettle said. There was no emotion in his voice; just a matter-of-fact statement. ‘Her father was Irish or something.’

      ‘She looks pretty,’ Adam said, trying to soothe the hurt he felt he had caused. Kettle, so fierce in the boxing ring, looked curiously vulnerable out here in the dark.

      ‘Harris has a few strong-arm men working for him,’ he said. ‘You know what I mean? Bouncers. Blokes who throw out the drunks and the troublemakers. Anyone who starts belting one of the girls. Anyhow, one of these bouncers found out about Nellie and me and told Harris. Harris gave Nellie a belting and told her to stay away but she came back and they caught us… they found us… you know, together.’ He threw the stick away. ‘That’s when they did this to my back. Hurt a lot.’ He touched Adam’s arm. He had seen the flash of a torch. ‘They’re getting closer. Let’s get out of here.’

      ‘But what about my things?’

      ‘Get them tomorrow if you want to. Not tonight. Come on, I know somewhere where we can stay.’

      ‘Where?’ Adam asked, limping after Kettle but glancing back. He could see the circus clearly. Peals of laughter and the clash of cymbals rolled across the darkened space. ‘How far are we going?’

      ‘Not far.’ Kettle was walking fast, and Adam had almost lost sight of him. To the north-east. There’s a blackfellows’ camp in a creek bed. We’ll go there.’

      ‘Do you know anyone there?’

      Kettle stopped to let Adam draw level. ‘Got an uncle and some cousins should be there. I come from up this way.’

      ‘Whereabouts?’

      ‘Beltana.’

      ‘Isn’t that up north?’

      ‘Yeah. Couple of hundred mile. Come on. That light’s getting closer.’ He resumed running.

      ‘Why did Harris follow you up here?’ Adam asked, straining to keep up.

      ‘After they burned me, Nellie ran away. She told me what Harris done and I went to his place after the show one night and hid outside until he came out. Smoking a long cigar, he was. Anyhow, I thumped him and nearly shoved the cigar down his throat. Gave him a good going over. He tried to pull a gun on me so I kicked him in the balls, although I don’t know that he’s got any. People reckon he’s a bit of a poof. That’s why he’s got that funny voice.’

      Adam, jogging awkwardly because he had cut his foot in the darkness, said: ‘And this Harris brought your girlfriend here and he reckons he’s going to kick you back. Is that it?’

      ‘He won’t be satisfied with a kicking,’ Kettle said. ‘Nellie told me he’s had other people killed. He’s a real bad bloke, that feller. He doesn’t do the killing himself, though. His blokes do it for him. I’d bet he’s got the feller I belted along with him. He did most of the burning. Cruel bloke, that one.’ Kettle slowed and turned. ‘How’s your foot?’

      ‘Not bad.’ Adam was glad to stop. He lifted his foot and touched the wound. ‘Must have cut it on a big stone.’

      Kettle moved again, loping through the dark with an uncanny ability to avoid obstacles. They swerved around bushes, missed large clusters of rock and kept well clear of dark stands of mulga, whose leafless branches reached out for them like blackened strands of barbed wire. Occasionally they stopped, to look back for any sign of pursuit or to feel their way through an eroded gully. They reached a road. Kettle knelt in a clump of salt bush at the edge of the track. Adam bent beside him, and was pressed to the ground. ‘What’s up?’ he whispered.

      ‘Someone coming,’ Kettle said, crouching even lower and placing a finger over his companion’s mouth. Adam stayed still, conscious of his own heavy breathing, and a minute later heard the crunch of gravel. Two men passed, talking softly.

      They waited a long time before moving.

       

      The camp was in soft sand on the edge of a creek bed. The creek itself, powder dry and without a trace of water, was split into three channels by ridges studded by rocks and tall trees. The trees sighed in the night wind and their gnarled white trunks glowed with the soft reflections of a camp fire. It was not a big fire, for aborigines rarely waste wood on a showy bonfire, but the burning sticks hissed and crackled and flashed light on the faces of six men seated around the flames. A group of gins, unmoving and with heads bent low, sat near some trees. Smaller fires that had been used for cooking marked the area of the camp. The embers winked red and white as the breeze ruffled the ashes.

      An aroma of cooked meat and burnt hair, from a wallaby that had been the evening meal, drifted from the camp. Some dogs, thin and twitching like worms, ran out growling. The faces of the men around the main fire turned to study the intruders.

      ‘G’day, Jimmy,’ said one man, fatter than the rest. He had a face that glistened like polished black leather. ‘Who’s the white feller?’

      ‘Friend of mine,’ Kettle said, speaking loudly. He turned to Adam. ‘What’s your name? Is it Snowy or something?’

      ‘Yeah. But my real name’s Adam. Adam Ross.’

      ‘Sit down,’ said the fat man. He had white hair and would be an old man among aborigines, Adam judged. He found it hard to tell their age. This man might be fifty or sixty.

      ‘Where’s your clothes?’ said the man, with the hint of a smile. ‘You with the white hair, you’re dressed like a black feller.’ A titter of laughter came from the gins near the trees. Their faces sparkled with shy smiles.

      ‘This is my uncle,’ said Jimmy Kettle, indicating the fat man.

      ‘Pleased to meet you,’ Adam said and sat down. He had been in blacks’ camps before and felt relaxed. He was glad to be off his feet.

      The uncle nodded solemnly and waved his hand, as though introducing all his companions by the fire, but said nothing. The old men’s faces dipped in greeting. All were smoking pipes.

      ‘Had to leave my clothes back at the circus,’ Kettle said. He was sitting cross-legged beside Adam. There’s someone after us.’

      The old man nodded. ‘How long you in town?’

      ‘Few days.’

      One of the men blew smoke from his mouth and issued a mellifluous jumble of words. Adam did not understand the language he spoke. The uncle listened, his head tilted to one side, and then said: ‘Why’s this feller after you?’ He looked at Adam, grabbing him by the knee and feeling his bone and muscle, as though he were judging a beast before cooking it. ‘What you done, eh?’

      ‘He’s after Jimmy,’ Adam said, and the old man looked deep into the fire. Slowly, he turned his head to look at his nephew.

      ‘This bloke, he’s a bad man,’ Kettle said.

      The uncle shook Adam’s knee. ‘You cold, white feller?’ Adam shook his head. ‘Will be. Gets cold at nights. Still fighting, Jimmy?’

      Kettle nodded.

      ‘Doing good?’

      Kettle nodded again and looked sideways at Adam, knowing he would say nothing; he already knew that much about his new friend.

      For the first time, Adam noticed wurlies beyond the ring of cooking fires. Some were made in the traditional way, with branches woven into crude, open-fronted shelters that stood no more than waist-high. Others showed the influence of the white man, for they used manufactured materials: jute bags, lengths of pipe and sheets of galvanized iron. And there were more people in the camp than Adam had realized. He could now see some children, playing with bones in front of some of the wurlies, and more adults – the younger ones – among the trees. A twig cracked. He turned to see three young boys walking from the nearest channel of the creek bed. They smiled and their teeth flashed reflections from the flames. Two girls, taller than the boys, emerged from the shadows of the creek. They smiled, and said something to Jimmy Kettle.

      ‘They think your hair’s a funny colour for a young feller,’ he said. Then he bent towards his uncle. ‘Can we stay here the night?’

      The old man put a stick on the fire and waited for the tip to burst into flames. ‘Not as fancy as the circus,’ he said.

      ‘Yeah, well, I can’t go back there tonight.’

      ‘You got blood on your nose,’ the man said, tapping his own nose to indicate the location.

      ‘The other feller hit hard.’

      ‘Had some tucker?’

      Kettle nodded, and glanced at Adam, asking him the same question.

      ‘Yes,’ Adam said. ‘I had something before the fight.’

      The old man pushed the stick deeper into the fire and wrinkled his face as the heat on his fingers became intense. ‘You a boxer too?’ he said, withdrawing his hand and blowing on it.

      ‘Oh, just tonight,’ Adam said. Kettle looked at him, eyes anxious. The old man leaned forward and with a fingernail chipped some drying blood from the side of Adam’s chin.

      ‘You got a bleeding mouth,’ he said.

      ‘Yeah.’ Adam touched his lip. ‘Tough business. I don’t think I’ll try it again.’

      ‘Jimmy’s my sister’s son. He ain’t been beaten in a hundred fights.’ The old man slurred his words in a babble of pride.

      ‘He’s a great fighter,’ Adam said.

      Too right,’ said the old man, settling back on his haunches. ‘Wouldn’t you like some tucker, young feller? We got plenty bread.’

      ‘No thanks.’

      Jimmy Kettle sniffed painfully and stared into the fire.

      The old aboriginal stood up, holding his back as though his joints ached. He was wearing an old football jumper that had red and black stripes running from his neck to his thighs. His pants were torn above the knees and his bare feet were so deeply calloused that, when he stood on a glowing ember that had popped from the fire, he did not flinch. ‘Who’s this man chasing you, giving you trouble?’ he asked.

      ‘Just a white feller,’ said Kettle.

      ‘Feller that hit your nose?’

      ‘No. Someone else.’

      The old man bent down and prodded his nephew on the arm. ‘Why don’t you bash him up?’

      ‘Not just one feller. There are lots of fellers.’ Kettle rubbed his arm. He had stopped a few of Adam’s blows on the muscle and his arm ached.

      ‘They follow you?’ said the old man, looking beyond the creek towards the town.

      ‘No. Haven’t seen them since we left the circus.’

      The old man kicked some sand on the fire. Some of the other men stood and did the same. There was much sucking of pipes. As though signalled, the gins near the trees stood and walked to their wurlies. ‘You sleep up there,’ the old man said, indicating the northern end of the creek. ‘Long way up. Take your white feller friend with the white hair and sleep up there. Better you go up there now.’

      ‘Really, uncle, no one followed me,’ Kettle protested.

      ‘All same, go long way up the creek.’ The old man was agitated.

      ‘What’s happened?’ said Kettle, anxiously. ‘There been trouble here?’

      One of the men spat into the smoking fire.

      ‘Little bit of trouble,’ the uncle said. With one bare foot, he moved an unburnt stick away from the side of the fire.

      One of the boys who had come from the creek spoke. ‘They came and belted Billy.’

      ‘Who came?’ Kettle said.

      ‘Town fellers,’ said the old man.

      ‘Billy had been drinking,’ said the boy. ‘He couldn’t stand up. They said he’d been in a fight with someone.’

      ‘Who were these town fellers?’ said Kettle.

      ‘Few blokes,’ said the uncle who now, with great delicacy, spread his toes and lifted the piece of wood and placed it with some other firewood.

      ‘Mr Mailey brought them,’ said the boy. ‘He hit Billy over the head with a big piece of wood. This big.’ He demonstrated, arching his back to stretch his arms as far as they would go.

      ‘What happened to Billy?’ Kettle stood up and faced his uncle.

      ‘He was very crook for a couple of days.’ The old man wiped his hands on the end of his jumper.

      ‘Where is he now?’ Kettle looked about him, at the shadowy groups scattered along the banks of the creek. ‘Is he better?’

      ‘He’s dead,’ said the boy. ‘The copper split his head open. Said he’d bashed up one of his friends in town.’

      ‘What copper?’

      ‘Mr Mailey.’

      ‘Mailey’s a policeman? He killed Billy?’

      ‘Very cranky feller,’ the uncle said and began to walk from the fire. ‘Now better go and sleep. Up along the creek. Past the big dead tree. And you better take this, white feller.’ He paused beside a wurlie and threw Adam an old flannel shirt. ‘Be cold tonight.’ And he looked through the trees at the glowing skyline where the lights of Port Augusta bounced from low clouds. ‘That Mr Mailey’s a very cranky feller,’ he muttered, and the old men looked worried, and shuffled to their sleeping places.
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      The moon rose and only the brightest stars withstood the flood of light. Along the creek, the white trunks of the gum trees glistened like wax. Lordly and cold, they soared above the intense shadows they cast. The wind died. Branches that had creaked and groaned became still. Beyond the creek, the plain that was a hurtful region of stony ridges and needle-pointed grass was transformed into a soft fuzz, as gentle as a velvet cover spread casually across the floor of a candlelit room. A thick silence, pulsing with the faint chirping of insects, settled on the land.

      Adam Ross and Jimmy Kettle walked to a place where the creek bed curled to the left. Floods had scalloped a wall along the outer side of the bend, and they chose a site where water had gouged a small cave from the soft earth. It was not the most comfortable of bedrooms, for the floor was uneven and embedded with stones. A tangle of broken timber, debris from a past flood, was wedged in one corner. It was a difficult area to clear but the cave had the benefit of being almost totally dark, whereas the sandy bed of the creek shone in the moonlight and Kettle, who had grown even more agitated since leaving his uncle, insisted on sheltering in the shadows. Even when the cave floor was cleared, he did not sleep but sat, wide-eyed and restless, looking back at the camp. The fires still glowed faintly. Wisps of smoke curled among the trees and flashed, faint as spider webs, when caught by shafts of moonlight.

      Adam had carried the flannel shirt. He offered it to the aboriginal. ‘Do you want this?’ he said. ‘It’ll help keep your ribs warm.’

      ‘No.’ Kettle folded his arms, putting his outstretched fingers against his sides. ‘They’re too plurry sore. Besides, you white fellers feel the cold more than us niggers.’ He smiled. ‘I’ll be OK.’

      Adam put on the shirt. All the buttons were missing. It was too large for him and he wrapped it across his chest like a double-breasted coat and tucked the ends in his pants. He rested on one elbow. ‘What are you going to do?’ he said.

      ‘Don’t know,’ Kettle said. His nose was swollen and clogged by blood and he was breathing noisily through his mouth. ‘Probably go back in the morning.’ He sniffed. ‘See if Harris and his mob are still around.’

      ‘And if they are?’

      ‘I’ll come back here. I often come out here when we’re in Port Augusta. Do a bit of hunting.’

      ‘But aren’t you supposed to fight tomorrow night?’

      ‘I’ll send one of the young fellers with a message to Mr Carter. He can do without me for one night.’

      ‘What about the girl?’

      Kettle lowered himself on to his back. Don’t know,’ he said.

      ‘Will she be all right?’

      ‘Probably get a belting,’ he said softly. ‘She’s used to that. Don’t suppose another one will hurt her.’ He sniffed again.

       

      They came after midnight. Shouts and the screaming of women woke Adam. The creek bed was still bathed in light and he could see people running through the camp. Some had torches. He saw one man swinging something high above his head. There was an awful thud and a scream that turned to a gurgle.

      Jimmy Kettle sat up. ‘What’s up?’

      ‘Something’s happening at the camp,’ Adam whispered. In the darkness of the cave, he groped for the pile of timber and selected a long, heavy piece. ‘I think your uncle needs a hand.’

      From the camp came a shriek of great pain. A dog snarled. There was another thud, and a dreadful yelping. Adam was about to leave the cave when a cracking of wood sounded above and behind him. A man, short and thickset slithered down the bank just to his left. Adam pressed himself to the floor of the cave.

      ‘It’s OK,’ the man said, puffing for breath, and talking to someone still on top of the creek bank. ‘Just watch your step.’

      ‘All right. Well, you watch the creek in case any of them come running down this way.’ The voice was curiously high, almost feminine. Another figure, then two more, stumbled down the slope, showering dust and sand as they moved towards the creek. They stopped, backs to Adam, but so close he could have touched them with the stick he held in his hand. One was a woman. She fell in the sand and was dragged to her feet, struggling and cursing.

      ‘Give the bitch another uppercut if she doesn’t shut up,’ the man with the high voice said. He was the smallest of the group. He patted his hair into place. ‘Come on. Let’s get there before they go mad and kill the lot. I want someone left I can talk to. And don’t let anyone get away. I’m going to nail this bastard.’

      ‘That’s Harris,’ Kettle said, so loudly Adam thought they would hear. But the group began walking down the creek bed, picking their way through islands of scrub and rotting driftwood. ‘They’ve got Nellie,’ Kettle breathed, and tried to rush from the cave. Adam restrained him, locking his hand around the aboriginal’s mouth.

      ‘For God’s sake be quiet!’ he whispered and waited until the men were out of earshot. ‘You won’t do any good bolting out there. Let’s just find out what’s going on. We can follow them, but let’s do it quietly. OK?’

      Kettle nodded and Adam took his hand away. Kettle touched his nose. The bleeding had started again. ‘Oh Jesus,’ he groaned, eyes fixed on the backs of the men. ‘Harris and his mob. How did they follow us?’

      ‘Maybe they didn’t,’ Adam said. ‘You said you often came to the camp. Maybe they found that out, and came here to check. If they don’t see you around, they’ll probably go away.’

      At the camp, someone screamed. There was a flurry of running and shouting. A wurlie collapsed and someone cried out, amid a clanging of iron. A black man fell in the remains of a fire and sparks showered across the sand. Someone laughed.

      ‘Everyone stay where you are,’ a voice commanded. A woman was wailing. Two children were running through the trees, with a white man in pursuit.

      ‘No shooting,’ the man in charge ordered.

      ‘I won’t need my gun,’ a man answered, his voice a breathless, mirthless laugh.

      A child shrieked. There was a thud, like metal sinking into soft wood, and a curious little squeal. ‘That’s one of the buggers,’ the man laughed and the wailing of the woman in the creek bed became louder.

      ‘OK, boss,’ called the man.

      The other voice, that of the man in charge, answered: ‘Well, just get back here and don’t let anyone else get away. Now, where’s the chief of you mob of thieves? Where are you, Uldari?’

      Adam, following the group walking towards the camp site, could see the old men of the tribe. They had been shepherded together, near the remains of the main fire. Near them, another man writhed on the ground. Beside him was the body of a woman.

      A white man, carrying an axe, used the handle to shove one of the old men forward. It was Jimmy Kettle’s uncle. A man wearing a khaki uniform walked from the shadows.

      ‘You still here, Uldari? Thought you’d have enough sense to piss off after the other night.’ He was carrying a small wooden club, strapped to his wrist by a leather thong. He stepped forward and hit the old man across the face. Uldari sprawled on the sand.

      ‘All right,’ the man in khaki said. ‘Where’s that nephew of yours, that Jimmy Kettle? A friend of mine wants to talk to him.’

      ‘Don’t know, boss,’ the old man mumbled. He was face down in the sand and had his hand over his mouth. The man in khaki stepped forward and kicked him in the side.

      ‘Take your hand away from your mouth when you speak to me,’ he roared.

      ‘Sorry, boss. Don’t know where he is.’

      The man kicked him again and then used the toe of his shoe to roll the black man on to his back. ‘How’s Billy?’ he said.

      ‘He’s dead, boss.’

      ‘Oh, what a shame. I might grab me one of your young blokes and charge him with murder.’ The man’s toecap toyed with Uldari’s ribs. ‘Matter of fact, I’ve got me a witness who says he saw your son hit Billy over the head with a lump of wood. We’d have to hang him for that. Put him on the end of a rope and hang him until his eyeballs popped out.’

      ‘No, boss.’

      ‘Oh, yes, boss. We’d hang him all right. Now, if you don’t want that to happen, just tell me where Jimmy Kettle is.’

      ‘Not here, boss.’ The old man raised himself on one elbow. ‘Why you want him, boss?’

      The man hit him again with the club. Not as hard as he had before, but enough to make Uldari wince with pain.

      ‘You just stay down on the ground until I tell you to get up. We want him because he stole a lot of money. Bad boy that nephew of yours. Took it from the circus. He’s a thief. Going to be thrown into gaol.’

      ‘No, boss. Jimmy didn’t take no money.’

      The man in khaki knelt down. ‘Now, how do you know that, eh, you old maggot-ridden bastard? Saw him tonight, did you? Where is he? Just tell me, and I’ll go away.’

      ‘Don’t know, boss.’

      The man stood up. ‘Don’t know boss, eh? All right. You.’ And he pointed to a young woman, standing wide-eyed near a collapsed wurlie. The woman did not move. A man carrying a rifle grabbed her by the arm and propelled her towards the man in khaki.

      ‘You do what Mr Mailey tells you, you black slut,’ he said.

      Mailey stood in front of her. ‘Now, you tell me where Jimmy Kettle is.’ The woman rolled her eyes. ‘Not going to talk?’ Mailey said, pleasantly. ‘Hey, Hec!’

      One of the white men stepped forward. He was a huge man. He stood with his head forward and mouth open.

      ‘Hec,’ said Mailey, ‘you still got that donkey in the back yard?’ The huge man nodded, grinning.

      ‘Does it still like rooting abos?’ The man nodded and grinned even more broadly. ‘Good. We’ll take this black lady home and give her to the donkey. See if that makes her talk.’

      Hec, giggling, grabbed the woman by the wrist. Mailey walked back to Uldari and rammed his club into the back of the old man’s head, burying his face in the sand. ‘How about that? I’m going to hang your son and let a donkey have one of your women and all because you won’t tell me where Jimmy Kettle is.’

      Adam paused behind a tree. The group he had been following had reached the edge of the camp. There, they stopped and then split up. One man stayed with the woman while Harris and the thickset man entered the camp. Harris called out: ‘Mailey! Nothing up this end. Any sign of him?’

      Mailey shook his head. ‘I’ll bet he’s been here. It’s the most likely place for him to run off to.’

      ‘What about the white fellow?’ Harris said, in his piping voice.

      ‘You see a white feller?’ Mailey asked, prodding the back of Uldari’s head. He stepped back a pace. ‘What did he look like, Mr Harris?’

      ‘Snowy hair. Broad shoulders. Tall. Probably cut about a bit.’

      ‘You see him, old man?’ Mailey tapped each word with his club on Uldari’s shoulder.

      ‘No, boss.’ The old man spat sand from his bleeding lips.

      ‘You lying old bag of filth,’ Mailey said and hammered the aboriginal across the shoulder-blades.

      Adam was trying to count the number of white men at the camp. There was the man called Mailey. He had a club, and a revolver in a holster strapped to his belt. There was a man with a large axe, another with a rifle and Hec, who now had hold of the girl around her waist. She was struggling but Hec had lifted her so that her feet were running in the air. Adam could not see whether he was armed or not. On the edge of the camp area, having emerged from a clump of bushes, was another man with a long-handled axe. He was leaning on the axe, as though short of breath. And there were the people Adam had followed, all still with their backs to him. There was Harris, who appeared to have no weapon. Beside him was the barrel-like man – the one who had given Adam such a fright when he had slithered down the bank – and the man guarding the half-caste woman, Nellie. Eight men. At least one revolver, one rifle and two axes.

      Where was Jimmy Kettle? Adam had lost sight of him on the way down the creek. He turned and saw the boxer, his silk shorts glinting in the cold light, creeping towards him. He reached Adam and his eyes were blazing. He was carrying a large rock in each hand. ‘He killed those two piccaninnies,’ he said, spitting the words through his swollen lips. ‘I been over there and I seen them. He chopped them up.’

      ‘Well, get down,’ Adam said softly. There are eight of them and they’ve got guns.’

      ‘Don’t care,’ Kettle said, shuffling his feet in the sand. He reminded Adam of a scrub bull about to charge.

      ‘Kettle’s worth one hundred pounds, Sergeant,’ Harris called out.

      ‘Is he?’ Kettle said and began to run, charging at Harris. Oh, my God, thought Adam, and began to run too, heading for the man with Nellie. Kettle had forgotten about him, and was going straight for Harris.

      The man with Nellie jumped with surprise as the black figure raced past him. He released the young woman and began to draw a pistol from inside his shirt. The weapon was just clear of his body when Adam reached him and swung the stick he had been carrying. The wood splintered on the back of the man’s head. He staggered and turned, and stared open-mouthed at Adam. Adam hit him hard on the jaw and the man fell on his back in the sand. He had not uttered a sound. The woman jumped back, alarmed. Adam lunged for her arm. ‘Come on. I’m with Jimmy,’ he said, the words clattering from his mouth as he dragged her back towards the tree where he had been hiding. ‘Get in there,’ he ordered, shoving her under a bush. ‘Don’t come out until I come back for you. And don’t make a sound.’ She was pretty, Adam thought, catching a glimpse of a shocked face with high cheekbones and unusually large eyes. He turned back to the camp. Once again, people were shouting and screaming.

      A cloud scudded across the sky, blotting out the moon. The creek bed darkened and the gum trees turned to stark black columns supporting the night.

      The man in khaki, Mailey, had resumed beating Uldari when he became aware of the flurry of movement at the northern end of the camp. ‘What’s up?’ he shouted, and his uncertainty seemed to trigger movement throughout the area. The big man, Hec, let go the gin and she ran away with him lumbering in pursuit. Some of the older men, who had been sitting, cowed, watching Uldari being humiliated, got up and ran for the trees on the far side of the creek. Others followed. The woman who had been wailing ran to some bushes and came back immediately, tearing at her hair and screaming.

      ‘Stop them,’ Mailey shouted. ‘Don’t let anyone get away.’

      Mailey was charging through the camp, stumbling in the dark and bumping into the slippery bodies of a couple of young boys who were running across the creek. ‘Stop them,’ he shouted, not seeing where they had gone. He drew his hand-gun from its holster.

      Hec, chasing the gin up the creek bank, fell in a hole. The clear snap of a breaking bone was followed by his roar of pain. Two young men, who had been hiding in the trees, fell on him with rocks and his cries became louder.

      ‘Jesus,’ said Mailey. ‘You all right, Hec?’ There was no answer. The mother of the young boys who had been axed in the bushes ran up to Mailey, wailing and screaming, and clawed his face. He clubbed her to the ground. ‘Shoot the bastards,’ he called out, wiping his cheek and swearing when he felt blood. ‘We’re being attacked. Shoot to kill.’

      The man with the long-handled axe limped from a thicket to the right of Mailey. ‘I’ve been speared, Sergeant,’ he said. ‘They got me in the leg.’

      ‘Well, use your gun,’ Mailey roared, still wiping his cheek, but the man had collapsed. A long spear projected from his thigh. ‘Shit, what’s happening?’ Mailey said and turned towards Harris.

      Harris was back on his feet, facing the advancing policeman. Jimmy Kettle was behind him, one arm around Harris’s neck, the other twisting the white man’s right arm in a hammer lock.

      ‘Put your gun down,’ Kettle said. His face was partly hidden by Harris.

      ‘Like hell,’ Mailey growled. ‘Let that man go, nigger, or I’ll blast you into dog’s meat.’ He raised the gun.

      Kettle tightened the arm lock and Harris screamed, an ugly, high-pitched sound, more like the shrieking of a parrot than a human cry.

      ‘You can do what you like, but I’m still going to blast you,’ Mailey said. He moved closer, until he could see both men clearly. He aimed at their heads.

      Harris was weeping. ‘Jesus, Sergeant,’ he wheezed, ‘put that thing down.’

      ‘Is that Jimmy Kettle?’

      ‘Yes,’ Harris said, and then stiffened as the aboriginal applied more pressure to his throat. ‘You’re choking me,’ he protested and squirmed in Kettle’s hold, his feet kicking and dancing like a puppet’s. Mailey stepped closer.

      ‘Get back,’ Kettle said.

      ‘Why should I, son? What will you do if I don’t? Hit me over the head with Mr Harris?’ Mailey moved forward another step.

      Kettle retreated, dragging the threshing Harris with him.

      Mailey looked about him, his brow suddenly knotted. ‘Gus, Dave,’ he bellowed. ‘Where the hell are you?’

      Having hidden Nellie beneath the bush, Adam climbed a ridge and followed a sandy channel that ran parallel with the camp site. As he reached a fallen tree, the long cloud obscuring the moon broke into fragments and silvery light dappled the creek bed. He crouched low for fear of being seen. The scene was astonishing. Near him, just below a small embankment tufted by grass, was a white man who seemed to be biting and scratching his own leg, much like a dog worrying a flea. Only after a few seconds did Adam notice the quivering shaft of a spear projecting from the man’s thigh. Pain had brought the man to the edge of madness. He had attempted to pull out the spear and now, with his trousers drenched in blood, he was alternately trying to wrench the weapon clear, then rolling on the sand in agony, pummelling the leg or beating his head. To the left, Old Uldari was trying to rise from his hands and knees. A gin had crept to his side. Nearby were two bodies, a man across a woman. The man’s legs twitched but the woman, dressed in a frock saturated with blood, seemed lifeless. On the far bank was the big white man known as Hec. He was slumped on his face, with one leg bent at an unnatural angle. The woman who had lost two children to the axeman was sitting on the sand, holding her head and moaning. The hollow echoed with sounds: the piteous lament of the woman, the groans of the injured, the sudden swish of feet on sand as the two old aboriginal men ran away, and the choked gurglings of Harris, who was dangling in Jimmy Kettle’s arms. And the voice of Mailey, now low and calm, as he advanced on Kettle.

      ‘What’s happening, sarge?’ the man with the rifle said. He flashed the torch at Harris.

      ‘Just move around that way, Gus,’ Mailey said, using his hand-gun to point a path to his right. ‘Just get over there and move close to our black friend so we can teach him a lesson.’

      ‘Keep back, or I’ll kill Harris,’ Kettle shouted. His frenzy had cooled and he was frightened. He stumbled as he retreated, releasing his grip on the man’s neck and then reapplying the hold with such force that Harris kicked wildly.

      ‘You’ll kill him, will you?’ Mailey said amiably, moving forward a step as he spoke. ‘Now I’d argue with you about that, son, because I don’t think you could. You could break his arm, I suppose.’ He took another step. ‘But that wouldn’t kill him. Hurt him, of course, and just make all of us angrier. And you might as well take your arm away from around his neck. Do you know how long it takes to strangle a man? I do, lad. I’ve done it.’ He advanced one more pace. ‘Takes a long time. I’d be on you, blasting holes through that black hide of yours, long before you could throttle Mr Harris.’

      Jimmy Kettle backed against a tree.

      Mailey lowered his gun. When he spoke, his voice was soft and low. ‘They tell me you’re a bit of a boxer. Let’s see how good you are, and how well you fight with a bullet in your belly. Come on, Gus,’ he said, not looking at his friend, ‘let’s get him.’ And snarling like a wild animal, he sprang forward.

      Gus did not join the attack. Before he could move, Adam came charging from the ridge, vaulting the man with the spear in his leg, and ramming his shoulder into the small of the other man’s back. The impact sent Gus cartwheeling into a bush. The rifle hit Adam on the head. He fell to his knees, stunned.

      Jimmy Kettle tried to fend off Mailey’s bull-like charge by thrusting Harris at him. But Harris, fearful of being hurt, kicked violently and wriggled to one side so that Kettle, unbalanced, fell and landed beside his prisoner. Kettle grabbed Harris and hauled him, still struggling violently, across his body, but when he looked up Mailey was standing over him and smiling.

      ‘I’ve got a clear shot at your belly,’ Mailey said. ‘A good place to put a bullet in someone who’s caused a lot of trouble.’ He spread his feet and took aim. ‘It’ll be a simple story, son. We came here to arrest you for stealing from the circus. Your Mr Carter will vouch for that. It’s all arranged between him and Mr Harris. And then I’ll just say that while we were here, we were attacked and had to shoot a few of the blacks in self-defence. Very simple, really.’

      ‘What about the kids?’ Kettle spat out. ‘Your bloke butchered them with an axe.’

      ‘Very simple. One grave will solve the problem. No one will know. No one will tell. Certainly not you, Mr Jimmy Kettle.’

      Mailey did not see the black woman rise behind him. But he heard her screaming like a banshee and felt her clawing at his head.

      He half turned, and her fingers gouged his ear. The gun went off.

      Kettle felt the sudden kick as Harris’s backbone thudded into his chest. Then the brothel keeper from Port Pirie twitched once and went limp.

      The woman, still screaming and clawing, wrestled Mailey to the ground. He dropped the gun. She jumped on his back, pulling his hair as he groped in the sand for the weapon. Near them, Jimmy Kettle pushed the body of Harris away from him, and sat up.

      Mailey, having regained the gun, struggled to his knees with his left arm locked around the woman’s head in a cruel hold. He saw Harris. ‘Jesus Christ,’ he gasped, struggling to hold the woman who had twisted on to her back with her legs bicycling in the air.

      The bullet had burned a neat hole where the second button on Harris’s shirt had been. A stain, charcoal-coloured in the moonlight, was spreading across the material. Mailey, aiming his gun at Kettle, tried to stand but the woman kicked so fiercely that he lost his balance and fell. He landed with her head beneath him and she shrieked, this time with pain more than anger. He applied even more pressure to the head lock. Her cries were muffled as he manoeuvred his armpit over her nose and mouth. ‘Stop kicking, you crazy bitch,’ he growled, shaking her like a cat with a mouse in its jaws. ‘Gus,’ he shouted, ‘where the hell are you?’

      ‘Right here,’ a voice answered from behind Mailey. He turned, shuffling on his knees in the soft sand to see Adam.

      ‘Who are you? And where in the name of…’ but he had no chance to finish the question, for Kettle picked up a stone and hit Mailey behind the ear. Mailey slumped forward, locked in a kneeling position with his head touching the sand. He groaned loudly. The aboriginal woman, released from the hold, began to beat his back.

      In horror, Adam stared at the body of Harris, who was lying on his back with his mouth open and teeth bared in a snarl. ‘What happened?’ Adam said. ‘Is he dead?’

      Kettle nodded. ‘The sergeant shot him. Meant to shoot me.’

      Wearily, Kettle moved to the woman. She was still beating Mailey’s bent back, although no longer with a flurry of blows. Now, near exhaustion, she was thumping the policeman with slow, measured blows, like a drummer beating time for a slow march. She was sobbing hysterically.

      Kettle pulled her to her feet and she stared at him, uncomprehendingly. ‘You must go,’ he said tenderly. ‘Go to my uncle. Take him away. You must all go away.’ He pushed her, gently, towards the place where his uncle was now sitting. Kettle began to follow her but Adam restrained him.

      ‘We’ve got to get away from this place, too,’ he said. ‘Quickly. That policeman’s going to be on his feet any minute and there’s another bloke over there that I hit. He’s only winded, I think, so let’s go now. Otherwise there’ll be more killing.’

      But Kettle kept walking, moving erratically, eyes searching the camp. Adam ran after him and grabbed his arm. Kettle turned, his face fierce. Those kids were chopped up,’ he said. ‘Ever seen a little boy with his arm and leg cut off?’ Shaking himself free of Adam’s grip, he pointed towards a clump of bushes. ‘It’s over there, white feller. Go and have a look for yourself. It’s like a bloody butcher’s shop.’

      He stopped near his uncle, and began to weep. The old man nodded, and tried to stand. The gin and the woman who had attacked Mailey were helping him. Kettle looked around, searching.

      ‘The girl’s safe,’ Adam said.

      ‘Nellie?’ Kettle turned, his face wrinkled with concern. Another cloud swept across the moon. Adam moved closer, more anxious than ever to be moving from the camp in the sudden dark.

      ‘I hid her under some bushes back there. She’s all right.’ Adam could see only Jimmy Kettle’s eyes. They were blinking rapidly. The rest of him – face, body, even the glossy trunks – had merged into the slate-grey shadow engulfing them. The eyes blinked again. ‘Truly,’ Adam said, reaching out and touching the other man. ‘She’s OK. She’s frightened, but she’s safe. I’ll take you to her.’

      The eyes closed, and Adam could see nothing of him. ‘You get her,’ Kettle said, from somewhere in the dark. ‘I’ve got to make sure my uncle gets away. You take her to the cave up the creek. I’ll meet you there.’ And he was gone.
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      Adam retreated, moving north along the creek’s edge and trying to recognize the shapes of trees outlined against the sky. He groped for familiar objects: the trunk of a sapling growing at a grotesque angle and then a boulder projecting from the base of a grassy knoll. He had passed those in his pursuit of Jimmy Kettle. He had run then. Now it was a slow, blind man’s progress back, feeling his way and keeping to the left of the camp so that he could avoid Mailey. He could hear the policeman, still grunting with pain and muttering. There was a track behind the tree. On hands and knees, he felt for the stones that marked the path. The bush where he had hidden the woman was somewhere near. He reached out, and touched the spiky leaves of a plant.

      ‘Nellie?’ he whispered, and shivered with cold and fright as he waited for a response. Nothing. She’s gone, he thought. Or she’s too frightened to answer. He crawled a little further along the stone-strewn path. ‘Nellie,’ he tried again, a little louder. ‘It’s me. Jimmy’s friend.’

      From somewhere close behind, Mailey groaned loudly and when, at the same moment fingers touched his ankle, Adam’s stomach wrenched with shock.

      ‘Here.’ She was still under the bush. Adam, shaking, crawled back. ‘What’s been happening?’ she breathed.

      ‘I’m not sure,’ Adam said, fighting to control his voice. ‘There are bodies everywhere.’

      ‘Jimmy?’

      ‘He’s all right. He’ll be with us in a moment. We’ve got to get out of here quickly.’ He took her hand.

      From the far side of the camp, a shout rang out. ‘Hey, Sergeant, where is everyone?’

      There was no answer. Adam, who had risen to his feet, stood still. He forced the girl to do likewise by the strength of his grip. It’s the eighth man, he thought, the one with the other axe.

      ‘Can’t see a bloody thing,’ came the voice, sounding good-humoured. ‘What was all the noise about? Who’d you shoot?’ There was a sudden cracking of timber, and the sound of someone falling. ‘Shit. Just fell down a hole. Have I come to the right place? Are you there, Sergeant?’ More timber snapped. ‘I stopped one of them. Had to chase the bugger for half a mile but I got him. That’s one abo that won’t have any use for a barber again.’ A grunt of pain followed as the man stumbled. ‘Hey, Sergeant?’ Now there was anxiety in the voice.

      Adam shook the woman’s hand to suggest they should move and with him leading they crept along the creek bed, away from the noise of the newcomer. They had left the region of rocks and were in soft sand when the man at the camp began to shout again. Alarm sharpened his voice now, the sort of edge that a frightened child has when crying from a darkened room.

      ‘Sergeant? Where the hell are you? I just found Hec. I think he’s dead. There’s a hole in the middle of his back. Sergeant! Sergeant Mailey?’

      The moon reappeared, edged by a grey border of cloud. Adam dropped to the sand, pulling the woman with him. He looked back. No one. Just trees and bushes, either ghostly, glinting grey or black with shadow. No humanity on the horizon, only the curving silhouette of vegetation, iced with sparkling leaves.

      Adam tugged the woman to her feet and made for the cave in the high, water-ravaged bank on the outside of the bend. When it rains, he thought, the water must really race down this creek bed. And he was comforted. Natural disasters he could understand, not the sort of wild slaughter he had seen that night.

      They trudged through deep sand, climbed to the cave, and settled in the shadows. Noises drifted to them. From somewhere far away, a dog barked. The drone of insects lapped their ears on waves of faint sound. And then a violent shout, shocking in its volume. And a second voice, deep and slurred, the words difficult to distinguish. A third voice joined them. Torches flashed.

      The dog barked again. It was a lonely sound, from another world.

      ‘Where’s Jimmy?’ Nellie whispered, her voice brittle with fear.

      The torches went out. Adam put his hand over her mouth. Her cheeks were moist and he was conscious of the roughness of his hand on her skin. From the camp came a hideous screaming. Adam felt Nellie’s head jerk backwards, away from his hand. ‘Was that Jimmy?’ she said.

      Another scream. The mutter of voices.

      ‘No, not Jimmy,’ Adam said, pressing himself against the floor of the cave and peering towards the camp. The screams gave way to a deep sobbing. Several men were talking at once, as though comforting someone. ‘My guess is they’ve pulled the spear out of that man’s leg,’ Adam said.

      She said nothing for a long time. They heard more sobbing, and men talking.

      ‘How long do we have to wait here?’ she said eventually, touching his back. Her fingers were cool. A woman had never touched him like that before.

      ‘Until Jimmy gets here,’ he snapped. Or, he thought, until the other men come looking for us and we have to move. A stick cracked. He strained to see any movement. The sound had seemed close – someone moving slowly across the ground. ‘Where are you?’ It came from somewhere above them. It was Kettle.

      ‘Here.’ Adam crawled to the edge of the cave and looked up. ‘Where are you?’

      ‘Up here. On the bank. Have you got Nellie?’

      ‘Yes. She’s all right.’

      ‘Get up here. There’s a path just to the left. Hurry up. They’ve started to follow your tracks up the creek. Be quiet. They’re getting close.’

      They left the cave, sliding on their bellies. At the place where Harris and his party had blundered down the bank, they climbed, inching their way to the top, and keeping low to avoid being seen in the bold wash of moonlight. It was a brilliant night, the sort that inspires people to dream of times before and beyond them.

      An awful sound, part scream and part call for help, ripped from the camp. ‘Oh, for God’s sake,’ growled a man’s voice, so close that Adam’s skin tightened with fright. Someone was near them, in the creek bed. ‘We should have throttled him,’ the man said. ‘I know they’re close but they’ll hear that and bolt before we can catch them.’

      Adam pressed his face into the roughened dirt. A hand grabbed his wrist.

      ‘Quick,’ Jimmy Kettle said, voice hushed but so close to Adam his breath played on his ear. They’re just down there. They’ll pick up your tracks in that deep sand in a moment and then they’ll be on to you.’

      Crawling, they followed Kettle beyond the rim of the creek’s bank to a row of scrub. On the far side of a clump of acacia, Kettle stood. He was naked. He reached for a bundle he had left on the ground.

      ‘We get away from here,’ he said, ignoring the woman, who was staring at him. ‘They’ll be up here soon.’ Bundle under one arm, he began to spring through the scrub. The pale soles of his feet flashed as he ran. Adam had difficulty keeping up. His foot ached and he felt dizzy from the rifle blow. The woman lagged behind. Kettle stopped, took her roughly by the hand, and ran on. She stumbled many times but he did not slacken his pace.

      They came to a gibber plain. That night, the polished ironstones could have been waves on a vast lake, reflecting moonlight from a wind-ruffled surface. It was beautiful and deadly, for anyone walking across the plain would have been seen like sails billowing from a yacht. So they kept to its edge, moving at Kettle’s steady run, and staying in the shadow of the scrub.

      At last, Kettle stopped. The woman fell to the ground, gasping for breath. As Adam limped to join them, Kettle undid the bundle he had been carrying. Clothing and footwear spilled on the ground. He brushed sand from his buttocks, and pulled on a pair of trousers. ‘Bit big,’ he said, wheezing for air. ‘But better than walking round in those fancy bloomers. Here, try these on.’ And he tossed a pair of boots at Adam.

      ‘Where did you get these?’ Adam said, sitting down.

      ‘From someone who won’t want them.’ Kettle threw a shirt at him. ‘Try this, too. Better than the one you’ve got. This one has buttons.’

      Adam cleaned his cut foot and tried on the boots. Then he put on the shirt. He stood up. ‘Good fit,’ he said. ‘You were busy back there.’

      ‘Flat out as a lizard up a drainpipe,’ Kettle said, and flashed a smile. He cupped his hands around his swollen lips, as though the smile had hurt. ‘Had to get out of that boxing rig,’ he said. ‘The copper’ll be looking for us. Have to. He can’t just hush up the whole business. Not with white fellers killed. Be all right if it was just a couple of blacks. No one gives a stuff about us. The copper’ll probably say I shot Harris. Don’t know how. Didn’t have no gun. But he’ll say it, just the same. So I couldn’t go round in shorts and boots. See me a mile off.’

      ‘What did you do with your things?’ Adam said.

      ‘Buried them under a rock.’ He walked to Adam’s side, and bent to pick up Adam’s discarded shirt. ‘Don’t leave nothing lying around. That copper’ll find them, and then he’ll find us.’ Kettle handed the shirt to Nellie. ‘You haven’t got much on,’ he said. ‘Use this. It’ll keep you warm.’ It was the first time he had spoken to her that night.

      He sat down and tried on a pair of boots. Too big,’ he said, wriggling his toes and feeling where they touched the leather. ‘Still, better than nothing.’ He stood up. His new pants crinkled around the knees. He shuffled forward, feet splayed wide. ‘If I had a stick and a hat I could be Charlie Chaplin,’ he said.

      ‘Who’s he?’ Adam said.

      Kettle looked at Adam in surprise. ‘Never heard of Charlie Chaplin?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘You’re a funny one for a white feller. Haven’t you been to the movies?’

      ‘To a picture theatre? No. But I saw one at Broken Hill. Had all lights across the front.’

      ‘Never been inside one? You fair dinkum?’

      Adam nodded. He tucked his new shirt into his trousers.

      ‘Where you been all your life?’

      ‘All over the place. Mostly in the bush.’

      ‘How old are you?’

      ‘Nineteen. At least I think so. My father died when I was about nine and that was ten years ago. What about yourself?’

      ‘Twenty-four.’ Kettle sat down and began untying his boots. ‘Or maybe twenty-five. My mum used to tell me I was born on the day they were celebrating King Edward’s birthday but I’m not sure what year. You younger than me?’

      ‘Suppose so.’

      ‘Never been beaten by a younger bloke before. You got a boy’s face but a man’s body.’ He tried on another pair of boots.

      Adam laughed. ‘Where’d you get all the shoes?’

      ‘Three white fellers flat on their backs. Not walking anywhere.’

      ‘But there was that policeman back there, and some other white men. You must have been under their noses.’

      ‘All running round like chooks with their heads off. Easy for a simple blackfellow like me to pinch.’

      ‘How’s your uncle?’

      ‘They all got away.’

      ‘Was he all right?’

      Kettle stood and put weight on his new footwear. ‘You white fellers have got funny-shaped feet.’ he said, taking a few tentative steps. ‘Yes, he’s good. Been beaten by the police before. You get used to it.’ He sniffed a few times, and touched his nose and swollen lips.

      ‘How’s your face?’

      ‘All right.’ He sniffed again, as though proving his nose worked. ‘Let’s get moving. That copper’ll be looking for us so he can butcher a couple more blackfellows. And one white bloke who saw what happened back there.’

       

      They kept moving, not following a set course but heading away from the creek and seeking whatever shelter was available. They moved through thick scrub that snaked along the line of a depression in the land. That led them to another watercourse, edged by tall trees. They walked in single file along the row of trees but, when the trees ceased, they were forced into open country. They made for a low range of hills that seemed no more than deeper shadows on a grey landscape. The moon, high in the sky for the last hours before dawn, wore a ring of mist. The clouds had gone. It was cold. And damp, for moisture sucked from the ground during the baking heat of the day was settling back to earth, and they were chilled.

      They reached the hills. Sprouting tussocks of spinifex hid jagged outcrops of rock, and they had difficulty climbing to the top of a ridge. From a vantage point on a crumbling buttress of rock, they looked back to the lights of Port Augusta. The town fanned around the head of Spencer Gulf. The lights of a ship, coming up the gulf, twinkled on the placid waters. The horizon glowed with the lights of another town further south, but between themselves and Port Augusta there was no light. Just a wide stretch of land, striped and blotched with the deep greys and blacks of the bush at night.

      ‘No sign of them,’ Adam said, but Jimmy Kettle watched and listened for another ten minutes before he agreed, and then they slept.

       

      Dawn was close, and the sky had flushed and grown pale, as though embarrassed that the sun might find it with the moon and the stars.

      A light wind had risen, and there was dust in the air.

      The sun came out of the Flinders Ranges. It boiled on the rim of the mountains like the white-hot spill from a smelter, bubbling and distorting in shape as it blazed through the layers of mist that lingered on the peaks. In the first moments of dawn, long, cool shadows raced to the far horizon and then, as the sun took shape and rose higher, came racing back again, to retreat into pockets of blue that dappled the western flank of the ranges.

      The sun bleached the sky. Where the moon had shone, an eagle circled, lazily stroking the rising currents of air. It spiralled above a high rock outcrop, where three persons slept.

      Adam was first to wake. The right side of his face was still numb around the cheek and the inside of his mouth was swollen and lacerated. His tongue traced the jagged path of the cut from the base of a tooth to the inner edge of his lip. He ached in many places. His foot was sore and his body was sore, either from the fight or from having slept on the stony rise. He sat up. He was thirsty.

      He began to stand. Then, remembering the flight of the previous night be lay on his stomach and wriggled his way to the edge of a rock shelf. They were surrounded by a dry landscape. The Flinders Ranges, folded ribbons of blue and red and misty violet, were far to the east. To the north was the glint of a salt lake. To the south was the tongue of water that was the tip of Spencer Gulf, and around it in a pathetic huddle of buildings, was Port Augusta. The town was less easy to distinguish in daylight than it had been at night. It sparkled at night. Now it was just a collection of lumps and shadows, gathered on a pinch of shoreline that was surrounded by an immensity of land.

      There were more lumps and shadows to the west, but they were the marks of wide plains coated with stones and salt bush, and pimpled by occasional low hills. The view that way was an unbroken vista of aridity. Adam could see occasional dark ripples, which would be lines of low trees following the path of some watercourse, but he knew, from a lifetime of living in dry country, that those creeks would be dry.

      He touched his lips, and was more conscious of his thirst. He wondered where they would find water. Not in these hills.

      Adam had once met a man from the east, who had spoken of rivers that always had water in them. Even small rivers and creeks. He himself had seen the Darling once, when Tiger had taken him to Menindee. Otherwise, the waterways he knew had beds of powdery sand and polished rock. They flowed only in the hours that followed a heavy storm, and that was rare. To Adam, water was something you drilled for, dug for, and used sparingly, not something that lapped the banks of a gentle stream.

      Jimmy Kettle coughed and sat up. One eye was closed, his nostrils were caked with blood and his mouth was swollen. ‘I’m thirsty,’ he croaked.

      ‘Not much water about,’ Adam said, looking about him. ‘No matter which way we go, we’ve got a long, dry walk. Any ideas?’

      Kettle crawled to join Adam on the edge of the rock. ‘About what?’

      ‘Which way to go.’

      ‘Any way except back towards town.’ He nodded at the distant smoke curls of Port Augusta. ‘How you feeling?’

      ‘Sore. Bit thirsty.’ Adam shifted on his elbows. ‘Can’t see any sign of anybody.’

      ‘Reckon they’ve gone back to Port Augusta. The copper’ll expect us to head for town… sometime. He’s probably back there now, thinking up his excuses for what happened.’ Kettle edged back from the ledge. ‘All the same, let’s keep down low. Never know who’s watching or looking for us.’

      Adam noticed a trail of dust, moving through the salt bush plain to the west. ‘How would those people have got to your uncle’s camp last night? Would they have walked?’ He asked the question without turning his head. His eyes were following the dust trail.

      ‘Don’t think so. Knowing white fellers, they’d have had a couple of cars somewhere.’

      ‘Well, there’s a car over there.’

      Kettle slithered back into place beside Adam. They watched the dust corkscrewing across the plain.

      ‘He’s going fast,’ Adam said. ‘Twenty, maybe thirty miles an hour.’

      ‘Yeah. Must be the main road.’

      ‘Where’s it go?’

      ‘Alice Springs, I suppose. That car’s going north.’ They watched until the car had disappeared and the dust had spread to a thin cloud which drifted across the salt bush. ‘Wasn’t the copper,’ Kettle said, and crawled from the ledge. He stopped beside Nellie, who was still sleeping.

      ‘Is she all right?’ Adam asked.

      ‘Those blokes knocked her around a bit,’ Kettle said, shifting on to his haunches and studying the woman.

      Adam joined him. Nellie had the flannel shirt across her shoulders. There were bruises on her face. One cheek was swollen. She had high cheekbones and her skin – where it was not purpling with bruises – was a lovely dusky brown shade. Adam felt a stirring of memory. She reminded him of someone, somewhere, from some other time. ‘What are you going to do with her?’ he asked, thinking, as he spoke, that he sounded like some station owner discussing a mare.

      ‘Don’t know.’

      ‘How will you get her back to her home?’

      Jimmy Kettle glanced at Adam and smiled, with the indulgent look of an adult who has heard a child say something foolish but amusing. ‘She’d be as dead as you or me if she went back to Pirie.’ He paused. ‘What’s your name again?’

      ‘Adam.’

      ‘Adam. She can’t go back, Adam. She can’t go to Pirie. She can’t go to Port Augusta. She can’t go anywhere she’s likely to run into that copper or the men who were at the blackfellows’ camp.’

      ‘Were they all policemen there with Mailey?’

      ‘Jesus, no.’ Kettle breathed deeply, and held his ribs. ‘That was just a killing party. A hunting party, out for sport. Just a private mob. That bastard Harris paid for that. Some of his men, Mailey, a few blokes from town.’

      Adam thought for a moment. ‘Was all that because of the young lady?’

      ‘And me,’ Kettle said, and smiled again.

      ‘What are you laughing at?’

      ‘You. You called her a young lady. Long time since anybody called Nellie that.’

      ‘If you’re not going to take her back to Port Pirie, where are you going to take her?’

      ‘With me, I suppose.’

      ‘For how long?’

      Kettle shrugged. ‘Long as I feel like it.’

      ‘You mean you’ll live with her. You’ll marry her?’

      ‘Maybe. Hey, Adam,’ he said, touching his swollen eye. ‘You know one good thing about being a blackfellow? You can’t get a black eye.’

      ‘Looks blue to me.’

      ‘You white fellers get black eyes. We black fellers get blue eyes. Not blue eyes like you got here,’ he pointed at his eyeball, ‘but blue eyes out here, where it gets all puffed up.’ He cast his one good eye at Nellie. ‘I reckon we just get as far away from here as we can. Away from the copper Mailey. What you going to do, Adam?’

      Adam ran his fingers through his hair. ‘I hadn’t thought. Go back to Broken Hill, I suppose.’

      ‘You got family there?’

      ‘No. I’ve got no family.’

      ‘Well, why do you want to go back there?’

      ‘Where else could I go?’

      ‘Anywhere else. I remember when you walked up last night and said you was going to fight me, Mr Carter said you come from Broken Hill. That copper will be looking for you pretty hard. You’re a white bloke, see, and that makes you very dangerous to him. No one’s going to believe me but they might believe what you said. Follow?’

      Adam nodded.

      ‘You can bet that Mailey’ll be good mates with one of the policemen in Broken Hill. And he’ll have him looking for you. So you can’t go to Broken Hill. You got to go somewhere else.’ Kettle touched his nostril and checked for signs of blood on his fingertip. ‘You got a good wallop,’ he said, and grinned, revealing a gap, two teeth wide, at the front of his upper jaw.

      ‘How’d you lose the teeth?’ Adam said. ‘Boxing?’

      The other man lowered his head and shook it. ‘Tribal business,’ he said. He looked up, and tapped his closed mouth. ‘Part of becoming a man,’ he said, in a mocking tone. ‘Makes me look beautiful.’

      ‘How did you become a boxer?’

      ‘Because of a white feller out at the copper mine near Beltana. He taught me. Saw me fighting once, just as a little kid. Gave me few lessons. Trained me. Just like you train a dog. He used to take me to the pubs. Put money on me and I used to fight other young fellers. Anyhow, I started flattening a few bigger blokes and the circus came up that way and I got a job with Mr Carter.’ He shook the sleeping girl by the ankle. ‘Hey, wake up. We lie here all day, we’re going to die of thirst.’

      Nellie stirred, and Adam crawled to another part of the rocky outcrop. He studied the country to the west. ‘I’ve only seen one car use that road,’ he called back to Kettle. ‘It looks good and quiet. There’s a homestead just beyond the road. I can see the windmill and a few roofs. Water’s what we need, so I reckon we should head that way. In any case, that’s about the only direction we can go. South is the town, east is too close to the creek where we were last night and Mailey’s sure to have some people out there looking for us.’ He pivoted towards the north. ‘And the country’s too dry up there. No point perishing of thirst.’

      He returned to the others. Nellie was staring at him. She had long eyelashes. Adam looked away. ‘What say we move?’ he said. ‘It’ll be like an oven up on these rocks before long.’

      They left the hills and walked towards the road. The journey took longer than they estimated because of the spinifex, which infested much of the plain and forced them into winding detours to clear the clusters of needle-like spikes. In places, they had to force their way between plants, and their legs and arms were scratched and punctured. The air became hot, and every breath seared their throats. After three hours of painful walking they reached the road.

      Adam breathed in the thin, scorching air. ‘Can’t see the windmill any more from down here,’ he said, and no one answered. He had been the leader that morning and they were reduced to following. ‘We’ll have a breather, and then head that way.’ He nodded to the west. Neither Kettle nor the woman objected. Both were used to hardship, and being told what to do.

      ‘I stayed at a place once that had a bathroom with running water inside the homestead,’ Adam said, picking a stalk of grass, brushing dust from it, and sucking it. ‘Just turned on the tap and water came out.’

      ‘Where was that?’ Kettle asked, in the manner of one who does not really care about the answer. The woman stared at Adam.

      ‘Broken Hill. Just out of the town, by about twenty miles.’

      Kettle massaged one arm, to ease the soreness. He smoothed the skin around some spinifex scratches. ‘Ever been to the city?’ he asked, still examining his arm.

      ‘Been to Broken Hill a few times.’

      ‘I mean somewhere bigger. Like Adelaide.’

      ‘No.’ Adam threw away the stalk. It was too dry and fibrous. He put a pebble in his mouth and rolled it across his tongue, trying to promote the flow of saliva. ‘Don’t think I’d like a big city,’ he said. ‘People who’ve been there don’t seem to like it too much. They all want to come back out here.’

      ‘I went to Gawler once,’ Kettle said. ‘You could see Adelaide if you climbed a hill.’

      ‘Did you go to Adelaide?’

      Kettle shook his head.

      ‘Why not?’

      ‘Not good country for blackfellows.’ He stood up and raised his hand, commanding silence. After a moment, he said: ‘There’s someone down the road.’

      Adam turned to look. ‘Is there a car coming?’

      ‘It’s not moving.’

      ‘Well, what do you hear?’

      ‘Hammering.’

      Adam listened but heard nothing. ‘You’ve got sharp ears, mate,’ he said. ‘You’re as good as a cattle dog, the way you hear things.’

      ‘Better,’ Kettle said, and grinned. ‘If I was a dog, I’d only bark and you wouldn’t know if it’s been a cat that had got me nervous. Seeing I’m not a dog, I can tell you it’s people, not a cat. They’re down the road, about half a mile.’

      ‘Let’s have a look,’ Adam said, standing and adjusting his trousers around his waist. Picturing a car with a waterbag slung across the front, he began to walk.

      It was a bus. Not that that was clear from the first sighting. The end of the road disappeared in the shimmering mirages of a heat haze and the vehicle materialized out of the vapours like reflections in a hall of mirrors: playful images, that spread wide and then high, and danced upside down.

      Adam walked closer, until the image had stabilized. It was a small bus, bulbous in shape, and looking like a cicada with its big square radiator, headlamps on stalks, and a fat, rounded tail. Four people were beside it. Adam stepped to the side of the road, among some bushes. The others followed. ‘What do you make of it?’ he asked.

      ‘Not Mailey,’ Kettle said.

      ‘Looks like they’re changing a wheel,’ Adam said. The other man nodded his agreement and sat down, looking distressed. Adam crouched beside him. ‘What’s up?’ he said.

      ‘Eye’s sore,’ Kettle said, touching the side of his face. ‘Nose’s sore. Mouth’s sore. Rib’s sore. Now my feet are sore in these flaming boots.’

      Adam ruffled his hair. ‘What say I go and have a word with them? You and Nellie wait here and have a bit of a breather. If it’s clear, I’ll wave for you to come on down.’

      ‘You’re a good bloke for a white feller,’ Kettle said, and tried to smile.

       

      Adam moved towards the bus, walking along a rut furrowed deep in dust near the edge of the road. He could see only four persons at the bus, and his eyes searched the bush for others. No, just four. One was kneeling and hammering something. The sound reaching him was strange, as though made by a hollow, rubbery drum. People were talking. It was not the bubble of normal conversation that reached him but the drone of despair. There was something vaguely unsettling about the scene, and Adam felt he was walking into an old dream. The immobilized vehicle, the scattering of tools through the dust, the scrawny-looking trees edging the road, the waterless country around them, and the feeling of gloom – all were images that jangled at his memory.

      A tall man with greying hair was working over a wheel that lay on its side in the dust near the bus. He was hammering the bead of the tyre, trying to force it over the rim. A woman, also grey and tall, was watching. Two children were near her. There was a girl, maybe ten years of age, and a boy, taller and maybe fourteen or fifteen. He was holding a tyre pump, ready to go to work when the tyre was in place on the rim. They had their backs to Adam.

      ‘Can I help?’ he said, and the woman jumped with fright.

      ‘Where in the name of the Lord did you come from?’ she gasped, clutching the girl with both hands and pulling the child in front of her. The woman began to laugh. ‘Oh, you gave me such a start.’

      The man stood upright, hammer in hand. He looked up and down the road. ‘I don’t see a motor car or a horse, so I gather you came on foot,’ he said, in a voice that was heavily accented. ‘Which means that you are doing better than we are. We have the luxury of a motor omnibus but we are not moving. You are on foot but you are moving.’ He wiped his forehead. ‘I am not used to this. We have had a puncture which Josef and I have repaired adequately but now, unhappily, I cannot persuade this tyre to go back over this wheel.’ He raised his shoulders in a gesture of hopelessness. ‘It just will not go.’

      Adam stepped forward and took the hammer. ‘You could do with a bigger hammer,’ he said. ‘Even so, you’ve got to be careful not to damage the bead.’ He examined the tyre. ‘And you’ve been hitting it the wrong way.’

      Gently, he pushed the man out of the way. Part of the tyre was in place in the well of the wheel and Adam, using his feet, forced the tyre deeper into the well. Then he moved to the side where the tyre was stretched tight across the rim, stood on the wall of the tyre and carefully beat the edge of the rubber, back towards his feet. He worked from one end, gradually easing the rubber over the rim. With a loud clonking sound, the tyre slipped into place.

      ‘What a clever young man,’ said the woman. Her voice was accented too, but not as heavily as her husband’s. ‘How did you do that?’

      ‘I’ve done it before,’ Adam said.

      ‘You must show my husband sometime.’

      ‘Could I have a drink of water?’ Adam said.

      The man rushed to the front of the bus and unhooked a canvas water bag. ‘Of course, of course,’ he said, offering the bag to Adam. ‘Have as much as you like. We have plenty. There are several drums of water inside.’

      Adam drank. When he had finished, he said: ‘Where are the rest of the passengers?’

      The man laughed. ‘This is not a passenger bus, young man. It used to be, but I bought it and it is now our home.’

      ‘Where are you going?’ said Adam and drank more water.

      ‘To a place called Coober Pedy.’ The man nodded with satisfaction as Adam drank, as though he were slaking his own thirst.

      The woman interrupted: ‘My husband, who is a fine wine-maker, has decided we will make our fortunes by finding precious gems called opals.’

      ‘We didn’t want to leave,’ said the girl. ‘They made us.’

      ‘Hush,’ said the woman, patting the child’s shoulders.

      ‘I’ve seen opals,’ said Adam.

      The man bowed, as though acknowledging a statement of immense significance.

      Adam scraped at the dust with one boot. ‘My name’s Adam Ross,’ he said.

      The man bowed again. ‘My name is Hoffman. Hans Hoffman. This is my wife, my daughter Anemone whom we call Annie, and my son, Josef.’ The boy regarded Adam with intense blue eyes.

      ‘I have two friends with me,’ Adam said. ‘They’re up the road. They’re very thirsty. May I wave to them, so they can come and have a drink?’

      ‘Goodness me,’ said the woman, her voice drenched with concern. ‘Bring them down straight away. Are they all right? Have you been walking far?’ She searched the road for a sign of the others.

      ‘They’re aboriginal,’ Adam said.

      The man looked at him. ‘You make that sound like a crime.’

      ‘No, they’re my friends. It’s just that some people…’

      ‘These friends of yours could be Zulus or Eskimos and what would it matter?’ the man said. ‘I am German. I have had many people treat me as though I were the devil himself and do you know something, young man? Not one of those who have behaved with malice towards me has been an aboriginal. Get them to join us quickly, so they may have water to drink. It is very hot out here.’

      Adam walked to the middle of the road and waved.

      ‘Come, come, Josef,’ said the tall German to his son, who had followed Adam. ‘Start to pump the tyre. It will not run without air, you know. And we have a long way to go to get to Coober Pedy.’
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