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AUTHOR’S NOTE 

The Flinders Ranges and the Willochra Plain are real places, but Fairly, Undelcarra, Thalassa and the Axam Range are inventions. The locations in which this novel takes place would, if they existed, overlap with the Country of two Aboriginal nations: the Nukunu Nation and what is now known as the Adnyamathanha Nation. I respectfully acknowledge the land’s Traditional Owners and my novel’s debt to them. Sovereignty of this land has never been ceded, and never will be. 


DREAM OF THE PASHTUN CAMELEER 

If you need to know what I was doing, if you’re asking as the German girl asked, I’ll tell you: the camel is constipated. Of course I won’t shoot it for such a reason. The thing to do when a camel is constipated is to take a double-barrelled shotgun, open the action, place the barrels in the rear end of the camel, and flush with warm water. This may sound both simple and comical; believe me, it’s neither. At home, we would burn the branches of a certain kind of tree so the camel would inhale the smoke. Here, we’ve tried other plant remedies, but none are so effective. Also, the shotgun is faster. 

I couldn’t discuss this subject with the German girl. I had already talked with her for too long. For her, I gave the camel a name, but we don’t name each camel. We name herds. It also isn’t true that the German woman won’t do business with foreign men. Women like her say that because they know the Englishmen prefer it. 

I’m explaining these things, but for what reason? Who listens, and why? That’s unclear to me. I think I may be sleeping. I may be speaking to these willow trees. I don’t think this is a true dream, revealing hidden things: in those I fly over vast encampments, I witness a furious wind full of dust, I see tent pegs struck in the sea. This dream is probably caused by indigestion—I have a habit of eating too fast. But what if I’m wrong, and the dream is true? I’ll ask next time a mullah travels through our settlement, which is north of here, outside a town called Hergott Springs. We built our masjid there out of earth, with an iron roof, a channel of running water and a tree hanging with kettles, one for each man. We keep goats, we grow date palms. I live there with my wife, whom I haven’t seen since Eid. My wife is a Dieri woman, and she knew, when we came to our arrangement, that I’d often spend weeks or even months away from her. She knows that’s what men do. 

My mother used to say: Gul Mohammed, if you don’t marry a gentle woman, she won’t bear you a gentle son. My wife isn’t gentle. She has the scars of stockwhips on her skin. She brought one son with her—I take him to the masjid for prayer—and two shy daughters. Three children is a lot to feed, but we must be merciful to the orphans. Though my wife rarely disputes with me, I’m told she’s fierce with the other women. I don’t want a gentle son—not in this place. A gentle son might become lost, like the little one out in the desert. 

When we came into the town tonight and heard that a boy was lost, we had a conference. We should leave now, one said, they’ll be nervous; another said, We should offer to help, we might find him, Inshallah. No, said one, leave what doesn’t concern you. And another: Aren’t good deeds a better ornament than wealth? And another: How are they losing their children like this, all over the country? They aren’t used to the desert. Neither are we—this isn’t our desert. Godforsaken shithole. Do we lose our children? You don’t have children. Not here I don’t, I have daughters as beautiful as song at home, Allah be pleased with them. This is a boy we’re talking about, a little one. They’ll blame us. Well, what would we have done with the boy? Fed him to the camels? Where is your kindness, your mercy? And where is theirs? Enough, enough, his destiny is fixed by Heaven. 

I listened, and then I said that I would go and help with the search. They laughed at me. On what, they said, your constipated camel? They said, We’ll keep to our own business and we’ll stay together, it’s better that way. That’s true: look what happened when I walked away from the fire, alone with my sick camel— there are dangers everywhere. The others said, These people won’t thank you for helping them. Do you want to die in the wilderness, or return to Kandahar at the end of your contract? One said, He has a family now, he’s sure to stay, contract or no contract. They all laughed. I’m the youngest. It’s better to stay quiet. 

The jemadar made the decision for all of us: we stayed at the creek. I’m asleep now beneath the willow trees, warm in the stink of the camels. And when I wake up, I’ll walk with the others down to the creek to wash. We’ll pray, I’ll gather my things and tidy the camp and load my camels, I’ll get them all up on the string. We’ll pass out of here, going north, and this town, which exists because of men like us and camels like these, will fall back into a dream in which we play no part. 


FIFTH DAY 

Minna wakes in her old room, in her old bed—the brass one in which the wasps once built their nest. She hears her mother calling out sharply to Annie Bell; she hears Annie scurrying about, and the wheels of Mama’s chair passing in front of the bedroom door. Annie appears with breakfast to be served in bed—a married woman’s privilege—but she makes it clear that Wilhelmina wants Minna up and dressed as soon as possible. When Annie opens the curtains, Minna is reminded of a saying of her mother’s she’s always considered lovely, though it’s Mama’s way of hurrying her out of bed: ‘Morning has gold in its mouth.’ She drinks her coffee slowly, picks at her breakfast, washes her face, dresses, and looks at herself in the mirror for some time before going to the parlour. 

Mama raises her eyebrows at Minna and says, ‘Morgenstund hat Gold im Mund!’ As expected, she looks cross and tired. She always is during shearing season, for reasons Minna has never quite understood. Apparently shearing used to be a great effort for Wilhelmina, back in the days when her husband managed Thalassa, and she seems to suffer, annually, from a vestigial strain. Minna knows that her mother will insist on sitting out on her verandah to watch the shearers pass, and that this will both delight and depress Mama for reasons—unfathomable to Minna—of pride and nostalgia. For now, Wilhelmina Baumann sits in the parlour with a blanket over her knees and wields a tight, forbidding smile as Annie frets and fusses. Oh, Mama, thinks Minna, why do you persist in being so unhappy in this full, free world? 

‘I feel a draught,’ says Wilhelmina, her head cocked above the gleaming black slant of her arms as if she can detect breezes with her ears. ‘Across my ankles, a draught.’ 

When Annie has adjusted the blanket and hurried away, Minna pulls out a dark, studded chair that has always made her think of a coffin, and sits. 

‘Try, Hermina, please, to be less noisy,’ Wilhelmina says. 

‘Do you have a headache, Mama?’ 

‘You know you are a married woman now,’ Wilhelmina says, ‘and “Mama” sounds like a word for little girls. I hope your husband won’t call me Mama.’ 

‘What would you prefer? “Mother”?’ 

‘Is it important what I prefer?’ 

‘Yes, Mama. Mother. You know it is.’ 

‘I don’t put my own wishes forward,’ Wilhelmina says, and Minna’s heart both breaks at and is bored by her mother’s pious, sacrificial face. Minna has always assumed that marriage will liberate her from her mama’s moods—and she does feel somewhat removed from them. But here she is, back in the same old house, the same old parlour with its paintings of muscular stags brought down by German hounds; the same fire screen with its pattern of embroidered cornflowers; and the same silver bowl with its palm trees and monkeys, which Minna knows is a source of special bitterness to her mother, without understanding why. In fact, there’s something different about the bowl today—it’s been half wrapped in brown tissue paper, as if it were to be put away. There were six candles in it on Minna’s wedding day, but they’re missing now. 

‘Why have you wrapped the Indian bowl?’ 

Wilhelmina grimaces. ‘It is a thing of immense ugliness.’ 

‘It isn’t ugly,’ Minna says. ‘Mr Rapp admired it.’ 

Wilhelmina swats the Swedish painter’s opinion away with one hand. ‘I can no longer look at it. Now,’ she says, ‘we must speak as women do.’ 

Minna smiles mockingly at this, which her mother ignores. 

‘It’s possible,’ Wilhelmina says, ‘that this marriage was too hastily undertaken, if here you are already back in your mother’s house. But no.’ She lowers her voice and glances over her shoulder as if Annie Bell might be lurking there. ‘It could not be too soon.’ 

Weeks ago, when Minna first hinted at a pregnancy, Wilhelmina appealed to Heaven, represented by the ceiling; she spoke aloud as if the Lord, also a parent, would sympathise: ‘One minute out of sight und siehe da! Eine Mussehe.’ Minna likes the straightforwardness of the German ‘Mussehe’: must-marriage. 

This morning, Wilhelmina looks meaningfully at Minna’s midsection and says, ‘Not one moment too soon.’ 

Minna doesn’t respond. Her trick with the baby is irrelevant now—what does it matter? She’s thinking of the Afghan and the way he stroked the white, woolly camel; she’s thinking of Robert’s big red hands; of Karl Rapp, who kissed her in the garden; and also of Bear Axam, whom she made nervous. Minna leans forwards in the funereal chair and peels the paper away from the Indian bowl. She looks at her reflection in its curved silver and waits for her mother to chide her for her vanity by saying something like, ‘The more one pets the cat, the higher it holds its tail.’ Minna turns her head to inspect her profile in the bowl. She likes her tail. 

‘Look at me,’ Wilhelmina says, so severely that Minna looks. Mama’s fingers are laced together in such a way that her fire opal emerges as a fevered eye. ‘I allowed you to stay here last night, but I should have turned you out. Next time, I will. Your husband may not come home—very well. That will happen. There is no end to the things that happen. Possibly he will drink, have a temper; who can predict such things? He may hit you. There may be other women. He may be angry at you because of other men. Whatever happens, you sleep in your husband’s house. No one else’s, not even your mother’s. You sleep in his house so that he always knows where to find you. Do you listen, Hermina?’ 

Minna is surprised to feel herself near tears, which is inexplicable, and must be kept from Mama. ‘Yes, Mother, I listen.’ 

‘Good.’ Wilhelmina leans back in her chair as if exhausted. This is an unusual posture for her; Mama has always been strict about a lady’s need to sit upright. ‘Now you will go to your husband’s house. You will wash and tidy yourself. You will attend to the business of being a wife. Annie tells me you have already allowed things to become untidy. We must find you a maid at once.’ 

Minna presses one finger against the Indian bowl, leaving a print on the silver. ‘I think it’s rather pretty,’ she says. ‘The bowl, I mean.’ 

Wilhelmina sighs. ‘Lieber Gott, hilf mir. What does the bowl matter? Go home, Hermina.’ 

Minna stands up—slowly. ‘I’ll go,’ she says. ‘Look at me, I’m going.’ 

Wilhelmina makes a disgusted noise. ‘You are a child,’ she says. ‘God help your little one.’ 

‘There is no little one,’ says Minna. ‘Why do you talk like this? There never was going to be a baby.’ Without daring to look at her mother’s face, she leaves the room, and then the house. 

The day, outside, seems ordinary—no sign of camels or Afghans. It’s clear and warm. Minna has left her hat at her mother’s; fine, she’ll go hatless. The street is hers, anyway. Anyone can see that. The sun is hers: the hotter the better. Every man who looks Minna’s way belongs to her, and every woman. There’s a woman coming towards her—yes, it’s the German woman, walking her donkey away from the farrier’s, and Minna stops in the street to look at her. She’s plump, and wears a lumpy hat. Her donkey is being stubborn. It lets out a comical bray, which makes Minna laugh. Now the German woman looks back at Minna—they look at one another. There’s a shadow on the woman’s upper lip that may or may not be the beginning of a moustache. Aside from this her face is fair; she must take care to stay out of the sun. Minna waits for the woman to speak, but she doesn’t—she glances down at Minna’s dress and back up at her face. Then she turns away and yanks at the donkey’s lead rope as if she wants to both punish and protect it. 

Minna continues on her way to her husband’s house. When she arrives, it’s as empty as she expected it to be, but when she finds that the kitchen has been used, the bed slept in, and that Robert has left a dirty shirt on the bedroom floor, she thinks of her mother sitting in her chair, her opal flashing, saying, ‘There is no end to the things that happen.’ 
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Bess is dismantling the camp by the waterhole. She slept later than she meant to and is cross at Karl for not waking her; this crossness manifests as brisk efficiency and a refusal to let him help pack up. As Bess works, Karl entertains Denny with an art lesson. Yesterday, Karl asked her, ‘Why are you drawing him? Shouldn’t we take him home at once?’ Yes, of course they should have taken Denny home at once. A different sort of man would have insisted on it, but Bess knows that Karl trusts her judgement. She told him that the boy needed rest before the journey. To herself she said, Would it be so terrible to steal a day with him? 

So Karl, yesterday, let her draw. He prepared the food and watered the horses, he went to see the sunset and returned without talking about it, and he didn’t paint anything and barge into her head by being pleased or disgusted with the result. Karl might have been being thoughtful, or he might have been shirking the obligation of work. Perhaps both. Bess recalls his diffidence when Adi Carlin was in labour: never entering the room, hovering in the hallway, ready to fetch towels and water. As if attending, but in a minor role, some sacred rite. 

This morning, as Bess glances at Karl and Denny, she’s reminded of tidying the red house while Karl sat on the jetty with Adi, planning their future. The difference is that she wasn’t afraid of Adi Carlin at the time, but she’s unnerved by the boy. Two days ago, she sat by this waterhole and imagined a child, and then he appeared as if by expedient magic: this little pink Denny. 

So yes, she kept the boy with her for one day, in order to sketch him and plan her book: a book about a lonely, lost boy with light hair who befriends a stripe-tailed wallaby. She’s decided against the snake—no child would be convinced by it. The book will be poignant, sweet, and also it will touch on the wild, empty vastness of this place, its newness and its far-from-homeness— she’ll just prod at that a bit, the melancholy of it, the terror, and this will lend solidity to the sweet story about the boy and the wallaby. If the book sells, Bess will use the money to establish their Melbourne household: she imagines a maid, a cook, a grey cat, two studios with good light, paints sent from England, and a garden with roses in it. The possibility of all of this warrants keeping the boy for just one day. 

Besides, Bess tells herself as she shakes out blankets and fills waterbags, he needed rest; he really wasn’t well enough to travel yesterday. And they’ll soon have him home with his mother. Admittedly, his mother doesn’t know this yet—she’s been suffering the entire time Bess has been drawing the boy. Denny’s mother, in Bess’s mind, has Adi Carlin’s face—Adi’s face before the baby died: a tense, hopeful, frightened face. But the mother’s distress will definitely end, so the extra day can be forgiven. There will be a happy conclusion. Bess has nearly finished the preliminary sketches for her book—another day with the boy would do it—but she thinks of Adi Carlin and knows they need to take him home. 

Perhaps, though, not all the way home? Bess hopes to run into some trustworthy local people who know Denny and can get him to his mother. She does believe that it’s acceptable— in the larger scheme of things—to delay the boy’s return, but she’d rather not have to meet his mother and see the prolonged anguish on her face. 

The camp is packed, the horses are almost ready. Bess instructs Karl to finish the art lesson. 

‘He has a way with colour,’ Karl says. He holds out one of the boy’s attempts at mixing tints, about which Bess sees nothing exceptional. ‘Don’t you think? He should learn properly. What do you say, Denny? We’ll have to talk to your mother.’ 

Bess tells Karl that the closest house, according to the map, is on a property called Wilparra, and that they’ll stop there first. They’ll have to pass through this property on the way to Fairly, where Karl says Denny lives; Bess allows Karl to believe they’ll take the boy all the way to town, but in reality she hopes to shed him at Wilparra. She looks at Denny, who’s dressed in his wrinkled clothes—they seem to have shrunk since yesterday. He’s crouched near one of those awful, lumpy lizards, the shinglebacks. He is watching the lizard and the lizard is watching him. 

‘It’s time to go,’ Bess calls, and Denny comes to her. When Karl invites the boy to share a horse, Denny steps into Bess’s shadow and won’t answer. 

‘So, my little friend,’ says Karl, ‘I hoped we’d have some more talk about colours.’ He shrugs and laughs and turns away as if Denny hasn’t hurt his feelings. 

The boy rides with Bess, in front of her in the saddle. Looking down, she can see the way the sun has burned his scalp through his fine hair; when he turns his head, she sees the crust at his nostrils and the dirt embedded in his neck. When he gets home, his mother will have to scrub him vigorously. Every few minutes he leans forwards as if he’s about to stroke the horse’s mane, but he always sits back up without touching it. She considers the planes of his neck and shoulders, and she asks him questions: How are you feeling? Do you know the name of that tree? Where did you sleep before you found us? How common are those wallabies with the striped tails? He gives short answers. Bess is interested by the number of flies he allows to crawl on his skin and clothes before he shakes or swats them off. 

Karl rides beside them, leading the packhorse. He sings cheerful songs in Swedish. He says, ‘This would make a fine picture.’ 

Bess says, ‘The flight into Egypt.’ 

Karl nods, but Bess knows he’s unconvinced. He keeps looking over at her and the boy, and she suspects that he sees a woman and child riding together through a fir forest. There’s snow on the ground, and the low winter sun picks gold out of the boy’s light hair. 

The ride to Wilparra takes much longer than Bess anticipated; it’s early afternoon before they see the first fence and another hour before they spot any structures. A breeze has picked up, and there are distant clouds on the southern horizon. Bess wonders if this means rain, and if they’ll reach shelter before it arrives. She wonders how much further they can push their horses, which definitely won’t reach Fairly by dark. But that’s immaterial, because here, having come to civilisation, they can hand over responsibility for the boy. 

The Rapps ride towards the buildings of Wilparra and reach a sort of road. There are cartwheel ruts in the road, with grass growing in them. The horses pick up speed, as if they can smell water, and a flock of white cockatoos comes screaming out of a grove of gums in a nearby hollow: a spring, no doubt. The fence that runs alongside the road is broken here and there, and a lazy windmill turns in a broad, empty pasture. Bess studies the structures in the distance. Which is the house? It must be that long, low shape beside the long, low hill. Bess counts four chimneys. What will they find when they reach it? A maid, a cook, a grey cat, a garden with roses in it. Adi Carlin with her arms wide open. 

‘We’re very close now,’ she says to the boy, who leans forwards as if to pet the horse again. She realises he’s unpeeling his sweaty back from her sweaty front. Kangaroos recline like odalisques in the shade of the acacias. 

As they pass the outbuildings, Bess sees no sign of people, domestic animals, equipment or stores. Some of the doors are open and all the roofs appear to slump. Well, perhaps Wilparra has fallen on hard times. She looks back at the chimneys, hoping to see smoke. It’s hard to tell—the house is in shade. But the homestead gate is open, which isn’t a promising sign of habitation. Bess and Karl stop their horses and look up at the house, which stands at the top of a gentle slope. It’s not as big as the house at Thalassa, though it’s built from the same sturdy brick. The roof is slate, and someone has planted pepper trees against its windows. The windows are all shuttered and saltbush has crept 

onto the verandahs. Karl calls out, ‘Hej? Är det någon här?’ Bess knows he would never call out in Swedish if he actually expected anybody to be there. The house is obviously deserted; although the structure is more or less intact, it announces itself as a ruin. It knows it’s lost its purpose, and is anticipating a reduction to its constituent parts. Bess isn’t sure why she’s so perturbed by this: she’s seen farms fail. Wealth disappears—her father’s, for example. Maybe the Wilparra patriarch was also fond of baccarat. 

Karl is tying horses to the gateposts. He raises his arms up to Denny, who allows himself to be taken from the saddle and placed on the ground, but doesn’t join Karl as he walks up the slope towards the house. Karl looks back, sees that the boy isn’t following, then claps his hands and begins to run as if heading out on some thrilling adventure. When he reaches the house, he bangs on the shutters and knocks at the door, calling, ‘Hello! Hej! Hej! Hello! Good afternoon!’ He’s like a boy running up and down the long verandah, and sure enough, Denny can’t resist him—he looks up at Karl and back at Bess, then back at Karl again. Bess takes his hand. Something about the uncertainty of that hand inside her own makes clear to her, for the first time, the palpable existence of this boy. If they’d set out when they first found him, he could be with his mother now. They walk up to the house together. 

When Bess and Denny reach the front door, she opens it and steps inside. The boy releases her hand and stays on the verandah, bouncing on the balls of his feet. The rooms are dark and mostly empty—she walks through them and finds a few awkward pieces of furniture, evidence of mice, and not much else. Karl calls out to her, ‘Is it safe?’ She returns to the front 

door and steps with relief out of the house. 

‘It’s perfectly all right,’ she says. ‘There’s nothing here.’ 

But it’s the nothing that horrifies her—the emptiness of the house, and also of the plain and ranges. This country is supposed to feel like virgin wilderness; instead it feels abandoned. 

‘We’ll stay here tonight,’ Bess says. She begins opening the shutters to let light into the rooms. She’d rather not sleep in the house, but it’s the sensible thing to do, especially if it’s going to rain. They’ll light a fire in one of the fireplaces and find a well or pump, tomorrow they’ll ride to Fairly, and for the rest of today and into the evening Bess will watch the boy and draw him. She hasn’t stolen this extra time with him— it’s been given to her. She need not judge herself for it. ‘Do you understand, Denny? The horses are tired and it may rain.’ 

Denny picks up a stick and starts to make shapes in the dust by the front steps. 

‘Denny,’ says Bess, ‘did you hear me? We’ll stay tonight.’ 

Karl says, ‘We certainly will! We’ll be warm and dry, and we’ll wake up early, and tomorrow you’ll see your mamma.’ He lifts Denny and hoists the boy over his head and onto his shoulders. Denny’s stick falls to the ground. ‘Shall we give the horses a drink? Shall we watch the sunset? Do you think the moon will be green tonight, or will it become too cloudy to tell?’ 

Then Karl, still with the boy on his shoulders, jogs down the slope towards the horses. When he reaches them, he turns and grins back up at Bess. On a different day, she’d follow him, and together they would make up their own name for this place—they’d call it ‘Wheelbarrow’. They could name the whole world, if they had the cook and the maid and the two studios with good light. The boy sways on Karl’s shoulders with both his fists clenched in Karl’s hair. He also looks up the slope towards the house, and Bess is surprised to see the terror on his face. 

4 

Ada knows from the women in the house that this afternoon’s train will bring shearers with it. She likes to imagine them stepping down onto the platform of Fairly’s railway station in a cloud of smoke and hair, their beautiful beards shaped to advertise their skill with blades, their arms so strong they could lean together to tip the train off its tracks. Most will go to Thalassa, but others, on their way to stations further out, will pass by Undelcarra. Last year, Ada took Lotta and Noella down to the gate to see them pass. The men tipped their hats and spoke as if the girls were ladies; when walking off, they called, ‘Give my regards to—’, without the girls ever knowing for whom the regards were meant. Lotta was most impressed by discovering that they carried their knives and forks with them. 

The men always make a lot of noise. This year, when Mopsy starts barking at the sound of them on the road, Lotta begs Ada to take her down to the gate, and Ada agrees. Noella sniffs and shows no inclination to join them. They shut Mopsy inside the house—in the last few days, she’s become a little crazed with strangers. Lotta is shy as she walks down the path to the road, but when she’s near the gate, she runs ahead and throws herself onto its bottom rail. This frightens Ada; but the gate holds, and Lotta doesn’t know how to open it. Ada believes in the power of the gate. Nobody will open it who isn’t supposed to, and inside it they’re all safe. Denny, though, is not inside the gate, and neither is Cissy, nor Joe, and neither is Dad, who left mid-morning with the cart. 

Lotta squints up at the shearers. 

‘Who’s this, who’s this?’ demands a man in a blistered black hat, with a loud, rolling voice. He stamps his foot in the dust of the road. Lotta seems to know that he’s teasing her, and she laughs coquettishly, glances back at Ada, and hoists herself higher on the gate. Her mouth is open; she might be about to bite into the wood. 

‘It’s a princess,’ says a man with a thick red beard, and he winks at Ada, who places her hands on her sister’s shoulders. 

‘What? What? A princess?’ says the man in the black hat. ‘And here’s me without crown nor carriage.’ He removes his hat and makes a deep, sweeping bow, at which Lotta titters. Then he returns the hat to his head. 

The shearers step closer to the gate and Ada thinks that she can hear the rattle of their cutlery. There are six of them, all bearded, each with callused knuckles and sunburned faces. But when the man with the red beard puts his hand on the gate, his fingernails look clean and neat, as if he takes care of them. Lotta leans backwards so that she presses against Ada, and both girls look up into the hat-shadowed eyes of the men. The man with the black hat crouches so that his face is level with Lotta’s. 

‘Tell me, princess,’ he says, ‘do birds fly?’ 

Lotta glances up at Ada, then back at the man. She nods. 

‘Say it—yes or no?’ says the man. 

‘Yes,’ says Lotta. 

‘Do seagulls fly?’ 

‘Yes,’ says Lotta. 

‘Do galahs fly?’ asks the man and, when Lotta says yes, he asks, with increasing speed, if crows, eagles, magpies, swallows, cockatoos, ducks, dragonflies, bees, sugar gliders, flies and mosquitoes fly, and each time Lotta answers, with an anxious giggle, ‘Yes.’ So that when he asks, in the same brisk, businesslike way, ‘Do rabbits fly?’, Lotta answers, ‘Yes.’ 

The shearers throw their arms in the air and roar with delight at her mistake; all except the man with the black hat, who looks at Lotta as if full of regret—not at having tricked her, but at her having allowed herself to be tricked. He remains crouching at the gate. Ada wraps her arms around Lotta and kisses the top of her head. She wishes Cissy were here. 

‘Now,’ the man with the black hat says to Lotta, ‘isn’t that a silly game? I reckon you’re too grown up for silly games. And your sister’—he looks at Ada now—‘is definitely too grown up, aren’t you, miss? You’re the oldest, I bet?’ 

Ada shakes her head. 

‘Second oldest, then?’ 

‘Fourth,’ Ada says. 

‘Well now,’ says the man in the hat. ‘So there are five of you altogether?’ 

‘Seven,’ says Ada, and the man whistles. 

‘All girls?’ he asks. 

‘Denny’s a boy,’ says Lotta loudly, as if pleased to be able to contribute. 

‘And where’s this Denny, then? Can we meet him?’ asks the man. The flies on the brim of his hat look blue and green against the black felt. 

‘He’s lost,’ says Lotta. 

The man’s eyes grow large. ‘He’s never lost?’ he says. ‘Hear that, mates? A boy’s gone and got himself lost!’ 

The shearers murmur and shake their heads. The one with the red beard says, ‘More’s the pity.’ 

Ada knows, now, that the men have already heard about Denny and have been talking about him as they walk along the road. They know Denny lives in this house, and they’ve stopped precisely because Denny is missing. The older Ada grows, the more she finds that she understands what people are thinking, and why they do the things they do. This morning, for example: Dad whistled in the stable as he greased the cartwheels; Mam packed food and tea; they smiled and kissed goodbye; Dad set out with the cart; and all the while they were angry at one another, and sorry, and sad, but pretending not to be. After Dad left, Mam told Ada and Noella that they needn’t go to school today, not if they didn’t want to; Noella was overjoyed and thought Mam was giving them a treat, but Ada understood that Mam, although she would never say so, didn’t want to let them out of her sight. Ada doesn’t find her ability to understand people remarkable, although as far as she can tell most other people don’t have it. She thinks that the shearer with the black hat might, because he’s studying her face, as if sizing her up. 

‘What if,’ he says, ‘what if we was to find your brother? What would you give us for a prize?’ He looks from Ada to Lotta and back to Ada. Lotta, whose only possessions are the feathers she collects, washes and sorts into piles based on colour, length or shape, trembles at this question. 

‘We don’t have anything,’ says Ada. ‘My father might . . .’ But she doesn’t know what Dad would or could give them, so she doesn’t continue. She can hear Mopsy barking at the window. 

‘How’s about a kiss?’ suggests the man with the black hat. He’s still crouched down at the gate and has to look up to see Ada’s face. ‘A kiss for whichever one of us brings him home safe?’ 

This makes Ada think of a fairytale that has long disturbed her, in which a king in need of help promises to give up the first thing he sees when he reaches his castle: his daughter, as it happens. The other shearers grin, but the man with the black hat cocks his head to one side and raises his eyebrows, expecting an answer. His lips look greasy behind his brown beard, and the thought of his mouth touching any part of her fills Ada with revulsion. But wouldn’t it be worth it, if it meant having Denny safely back behind the gate? 

‘Well?’ demands the man. 

Ada nods noncommittally. 

‘Say it,’ says the man, with a mild smile and narrowed eyes. ‘Yes or no.’ 

‘Yes,’ says Ada. Lotta looks up at her in astonishment. 

‘How’s about, then,’ continues the man with the hat, rising now to his full height, ‘a deposit? With the rest on credit, like. Just so we’ll be extra thorough looking for your brother.’ He tilts his cheek towards Ada and she sees, with relief, that he doesn’t mean to involve his mouth at all; that he simply wants her to kiss him the way she might kiss her father. She rises on her toes to do this, trying to avoid his beard, but he moves his head and she ends up tasting his prickled mouth all the same. The shearer smells strongly of himself. The other men cheer. 

‘Fair’s fair,’ says Redbeard, presenting his cheek. ‘It could be me that finds him.’ 

Ada, kissing Redbeard’s cheek, is faster, but he doesn’t even try to turn his head. 

‘And me,’ says another man. 

The remaining four shearers offer their cheeks in turn, and Ada kisses them, thinking all the time that she mustn’t cry. Lotta has shrunk away from the gate, so Ada must lean over her in order to deliver the kisses. The gate remains closed. 

The men, kissed, look oddly bashful; one of them pushes at the shoulder of another. The man with the black hat, though, who’s older, looks at her with approval. 

‘Good girl,’ he says. ‘All right, mates, let’s get looking for that boy.’ 

He stands up. The other shearers all straighten and settle their shoulders. 

Ada sees now that they have no intention of looking for Denny—that they were teasing her as they’d teased Lotta. But she hopes that she’s wrong. She’s wrong sometimes. 

When the shearers walk away, it’s as a group. Almost immediately, though, they’ve separated and are strung out in a line, one walking in front of another: the man in the black hat leads the procession, and Redbeard brings up the rear. Lotta climbs back onto the bottom rung of the gate to watch them go. Ada has heard that Chinamen always walk in single file like this, stepping in each other’s footprints, but she doesn’t know if this is true. She’s never seen more than one Chinaman at a time. 

4 

Later in the afternoon, out west on the Willochra, Sergeant Foster spots a kangaroo, aims his rifle, shoots, and misses. Neither of his Aboriginal companions react to any part of this. They’re both getting on Foster’s nerves. Billy, whose skill at cricket Foster is sure his exhaustion must have exaggerated (although he still likes the idea of adding him to the Port Augusta police team), rides like a western stockman—that is, with sloppy stirrups and his legs too far forward, not at all neat or upright; and Foster has had his eye on Jimmy since he snuck off and hid among the grass trees for no reason, presumably, other than to make Foster feel like a fool. He usually likes being alone with his native constables but finds himself desiring Wooding’s company, which shows some desperation. 

Foster longs for his days in the Northern Territory, where there was no one to object if he took a woman on his rounds. Ah, the books he’d have written and the women he’d have bedded if he’d never left the Territory. This whole affair is pointless; surely the boy is dead by now. They’ve spent the day riding in the direction of any unusual gathering of hawks—birds are usually the first sign of a body—and are now further south than Foster ever intended to go. According to Billy, they’re not far from the northern pastures of Thalassa. The best outcome, now, would be to find this suspicious vicar so that the search, called off, can be seen to have produced at least one result. Rainclouds have rolled in and the sunset this afternoon only registers as a sour pinkish-grey above the hills. 

So: the rifle, and the kangaroo. Some fresh meat for supper will cheer everybody up. But he misses, and swears, and the boys don’t react, and what’s the point of it all, anyway—this is settled country, he doesn’t belong here, he should be up north where things are wild, the way they were when he rode through with the Telegraph. My God, the Telegraph! That long shining wire reaching from Port Augusta to Darwin. Sullen Jimmy, quiet Billy—look at them! They owned the country for so long, and never once did they achieve anything a hundredth as remarkable as the Overland Telegraph. Port Augusta to Darwin, then under the sea to Java, and on and on to England. Though the idea of England produces a derisive grunt from Foster, who firmly believes that the future of Australia lies in its native sons: men like him, proud to have been born right here, beneath the Southern Cross. It occurs to him, as he continues to ride south after his failure with the kangaroo, that he could write a book called The Native Australian. For a moment, he’s full of eagerness, and envisions a preface that explains the distinction between the terms ‘native Australian’ and ‘Australian native’. The book will put forward a strong argument for a federal assembly of the separate colonies; it might also include a chapter on necessary limits to immigration, and another on the role of the police force in protecting pastoral interests. But Foster feels the idea slipping away just as quickly as it came. The thought of writing it exhausts him. The hawks are still circling up ahead—he’ll concentrate on them. 

The hawks, it turns out, haven’t found a dead body, but live sheep. Foster reaches the top of a rise and looks down at what Billy informs him is Thalassa’s northern run. They’re a long way from the homestead, but this is Thalassa land and those are Thalassa sheep. Men on horseback, aided by dogs, round the sheep into pens, where presumably they’ll spend the night before being driven down to the woolshed for shearing. Foster observes the placid lumber of the pregnant ewes; soon enough, the hawks that fly above them will dive for their newborn lambs. Dust rises in clouds from the horses’ hoofs. 

‘Down we go,’ says Foster, more to his horse than to his men, and with a nudge of his heels he’s riding onto Thalassa. There’s a shepherd’s hut by the pens, and a shepherd’s hut is as good a place as any to spend the night, especially when there’s rain about. Also promising: a dray stands beside the hut, bullocks in harness, with a few men gathered around it. Perhaps something has been delivered. Foster recalls the heavy, amber taste of the Thalassa madeira. Across the paddock, the stockmen swear at the sheep as their dogs wheel and yap. 

Closer to the hut, Foster sees that the people standing at the dray are agitated about something. They’re looking into the back of it with concern, and a smaller figure behind them is speaking with wild gestures. Closer still, and Foster recognises the speaker as a girl—and, yes, it’s one of the Wallace girls, the belligerent one who tried to tell him, on the first morning of the search, that her brother was somehow unlike every other boy who’s ever wandered off into the Australian bush. As Foster approaches, followed by Billy and Jimmy Possum, the men around the dray turn to look. There are three of them, one black and two white, presumably Thalassa stockmen. The girl behind them continues to wave her hands about. 

Foster dismounts, ties his horse to a post, strides to the dray, and looks down at whatever is in the back of it: a body, scratched, filthy, not currently conscious, but definitely alive and certainly not that of a six-year-old boy. The Wallace girl 

seems to know more about the body than anybody else, but she addresses herself to Billy while the men try to explain to Foster what they know. Amid all the noise, he manages to glean that this is, indeed, the infamous vicar. The girl managed to walk him down out of the ranges (he was capable of walking earlier today, supposedly), but he’d lost his horse, refused to ride hers, and had collapsed some six or seven miles west of here. The girl, unable to lift him, left him where he fell and rode off looking for help (so where’s her horse? Ah, behind the hut, and apparently it’s thrown a shoe). She found these men when she saw their sheep, they went with her to collect the vicar, someone rode out to the road and found a dray on its way to Thalassa with a delivery of empty bales, the driver brought his dray here to the hut, they loaded up the vicar, and now the driver will take him down to the homestead. The girl wants him taken to town, but the driver is determined to go south: he has these bales, the shearing starts tomorrow (unless it rains, it looks like rain), and the bales are needed. 

Foster quiets them all, leans into the back of the dray, and inspects the vicar. Foster isn’t fond of vicars. He’ll tell anyone who asks him that missionaries and men of God cause trouble in these remote places—they interfere with police work by being idealistic and impractical, and by lodging puerile complaints. 

‘His colour is good,’ Foster says. ‘All things considered.’ 

The driver nods. ‘That’s what I said. Didn’t I say so?’ 

‘Let me confirm,’ says Foster, and turns to Billy. ‘This is the man you were tracking from the boy’s boots?’ 

‘Yes,’ says the Wallace girl. ‘My father wasn’t happy.’ 

‘In which case,’ says Foster, as if the girl had never spoken, ‘I have some questions for our vicar.’ 

‘Questions for him?’ asks the Wallace girl. 

‘And you too,’ Foster says. ‘I’ll want a statement from you. We’ll accompany you to the Axam house.’ 

Now the girl objects, and once again it’s Billy she addresses. She wants to go home, and she wants Billy to take her and her lame horse: Denny isn’t found, the vicar is an idiot, and they’re wasting time. Foster looks at the girl and says, ‘You’ll ride in the cart. You look worse than he does. Jimmy, walk round back and get her horse. Yes, miss, you’ll get in the dray or we’ll put you in it.’ 

The girl appeals to Billy, who’s still in the saddle. She puts one hand on his boot—as if he has any authority here!—but he moves his horse, gently, until her hand is off. 

Billy says to her, ‘I’ll go with you to Thalassa.’ 

The girl’s skirts are dirty, her hair is snarled. She looks dog-tired. She turns her back to Billy and climbs, with childish dignity, into the cart. 

The driver is seated and ready, the bullocks lift their heads in the yokes. Here comes Jimmy walking back with the girl’s horse, and he’s not handling it well. Ah yes, this horse, the ridiculous red mare, which slid and skittered over the plain two days ago. Jimmy, with his useless arm, can’t manage it—the horse pulls at the lead rope, she pins her ears and switches her tail, and all Jimmy does is follow. 

Foster looks up at the huge, hidden sun, and sighs. ‘I’ll take her,’ he says. He jogs over to the horse with his hand out, takes the rope and tugs her forwards. She bares her teeth. Behind her, the driver raises his whip, ready to flick it over the backs of the bullocks—he’s waiting for Foster’s signal. 

Now many things happen at once. Foster does or doesn’t give a signal, which the driver does or doesn’t misinterpret; the whip cracks; the bullocks bellow, lower their heads, and begin to pull; and the girl’s horse, startled, leaps away and kicks out a hind leg. Jimmy is standing right there to be kicked. He’s knocked back and down. He stands and falls again, groaning. Foster makes quick calculations: it’ll be a hit to the thigh, hip or groin, and almost certainly serious. Did I give a signal? When did the driver crack his whip? He must keep track of all of this. Billy is off his horse now, on the ground beside Jimmy, keeping Jimmy’s leg still. The stockmen and their dogs continue to bark at the sheep. The girl is white in the back of the cart; the cart’s moving. They’ll have to stop it, calm the horse, examine Jimmy, lift him and his cloak into the back of the dray beside the minister, make their way down to the homestead at Thalassa—hours away, two injured men. And who will have to write this up as a comprehensive report, who will have to swear by it and be held accountable? Foster will, because Foster is in charge of this situation, and the one in charge is the one who must report. It’s these endless reports that prevent him from writing books. 

Jimmy rolls in pain on the ground and a hawk lands on the roof of the shepherd’s hut. When Foster takes off his hat to shoo it away, he feels the first spits of rain hitting the top of his head. 


FIFTH NIGHT 

At one point during the night, the rain is so heavy that even Mary is woken by the sound of it on the iron roof at Undelcarra. She rolls away from Lotta in the bed, looks in at the girls’ bedroom, and goes out to the parlour to check for leaks. Then she takes a lantern to the verandah and sits a long time with it, Mopsy on her lap. 

Mathew, who has already picked up chaff and flour from the Fairly mill and is heading north with it, shelters under his dray and thinks that the rain is bad for bootless Denny but good for the wheat and for filling the tanks. There’s no bargain here that he could make with God. 

Robert, unimpressed by Sergeant Foster, has formed an independent search party with some local men and is spending the night out on the plain. He’s used to bush patrols and is able to sleep, despite the weather. While sleeping, he needn’t reflect on the terror he felt last night when he arrived home and Minna wasn’t there. Even though he heard, from the Baumanns’ groom, that she stayed with her mother, he can’t shake the idea that she might never return, or that, if she does, he might prove to have no control over her. 

Minna, in Robert’s bed, doesn’t sleep. She’s hungry, because Annie Bell hasn’t been sent with food—Mama, apparently, is sulking. Minna





CONFESSION OF THE GERMAN PROSTITUTE 

I’ll be right with you, if you’ll give me half a moment—it’s been a busy day. A lot of customers, and each one brings me news of the missing boy: the laceless boots, the handkerchief, the fire in the hills. The story has run on down the railway line, so even men from elsewhere are coming to me with schemes and theories. I’ve been asking myself, why does this feel so familiar? Then I realised—I’m thinking of the goldfields: the feeling that we’re close to something very precious, that nobody can find it, but that everything might change at any time. 

On the goldfields I was French. I saw in Melbourne the way the French girls were favoured, so by the time I got to the diggings I called myself Odette. There was never once I told a lie beside my name: never came up with some family story, never tried to speak a word of French or change my voice to sound the part. It was enough, out there, to be known as Odette. There was money to be made and I made it in whatever direction. 

And I met Nikolaj. Now, Nikolaj was a Dane, a sailor who jumped ship to come south for gold, the biggest man I ever met, all brown and wide, with a great flat nose. He could work eighteen hours a day at digging, and the only money he made was what his wife earned by selling rum and cognac on the sly. He had a genius for sinking shafts in unexpected places and finding just enough gold to get other people interested. They’d offer to buy him out for hundreds, he’d hold on fast, and a day or two later the seam would run right by and miss him by a yard. 

His partner in all this was a Chinese, Li Longwei, almost as big as Nikolaj—the tallest Chinaman I ever saw, shoulders like a bullock, and the two of them together were a rare sight out in Castlemaine, that shithole. The goldfields made for peculiar friendships, the kind you’d not see elsewhere. Nick spoke no Mandarin, Long no Danish or German, both of them hardly any English, but they had their own language made of exhaustion and drink and optimism. For all their strength, they were such sloppy bastards: their shafts were always filling up with water and they’d spend a week or more bailing it all out; the beams they fitted would slip and half a tunnel would fall in; the seam ran by them like a golden train and they just shrugged and found another place to dig. Long had a dreadful fear of going underground, so he ran things up top while Nikolaj worked below. At night they went back to Nick’s tent and drank rum till they were tight—which took some time, they were both so big—while Nick’s wife cleared up around them, taking shirts to wash or scraping mud from boots. Their big drunk friendly voices were a way to explain the men who went into that tent every night, just to greet old friends, pass the time of day with those two lunatics, say hello to Mrs Nick. If the visitors left with a billy full of contraband rum, a flask of cognac, well, who’s to know? 

Once a week Nick’s wife would send him on to me. She was a receptive woman, Mrs Nick, in the sense that babies planted in her right as rain, but she’d never brought one out alive, and she’d had well enough of losing kids. And Nick had needs—she understood. She also knew I wouldn’t cheat him, I wasn’t too young, I was an independent operator. I was busy out there in Castlemaine; there were women around, but they were mostly someone’s wife or daughter, so I had my pick at the height of things and even then I preferred Nikolaj to the rest. Some of the blokes out there had rubbed their own pricks raw before they got to me, but nothing ever made Nick mean. Other men were horniest not when they’d found gold, but when someone else nearby had struck it rich. I think sometimes the only things that got them out of those mineshafts were their cocks. And even then, I’m willing to bet that there were men down there who whittled holes and fucked the rock itself, probably imagining their tips were touching gold. But Nick was solid, steady, and I appreciated that. There was no wounded pride to work on, no mess, no tears, he didn’t take too long, and he was never over-rough. 

Like all the miners, Nikolaj had bad lungs—too long underground—and every couple of months he’d be laid up with pneumonia. Then his wife would ask me to nurse him for a bit, since she was busy. She paid for this as well. Now, I liked Nick’s wife—she had her head screwed on. She would have been down the shaft herself if she thought that it would pay. I don’t know where she got her rum, which wasn’t rotgut but good stuff; I do know which troopers she paid off to make sure she wasn’t caught. One of them bragged about it to me, so I squeezed his balls tighter than he liked and suggested he keep his mouth shut. 

But Nick and Long were an unlucky pair, right to the last. Long fell, one night, into a disused shaft, and though he called and cried and sang enough to get pulled out, he’d broken both his legs and died six weeks later from infection. And the next summer, when the creeks and waterholes dried up and dysentery ran through the goldfields, Nikolaj was one of the first to go. Now, I’ve seen people die—my own mother and sisters, for example—but watching a body that large go out was another thing entirely. I sat on his left, his wife sat on his right, we all held hands. I cried as much as she did. Not long after, she started up in fright after looking at the fire and said, ‘Did you see it? The Devil chasing Nicky through the flames.’ I never took her for the superstitious kind. Two days later she’d packed the tent and was away, only the stone chimney left to say that they were ever there, and a box for me with two things in it: a sailor’s dictionary and thirty pounds. 

I had a comfortable few years on that money in Melbourne. Good living suits me: I fill out, I get a little lazy. Butter on bacon, my granny used to call it—I like things nice. But where I’m careful on a shilling, I’m stupid on a pound. And as Granny also said, money’s quick, it’s made to get away. So here I am again, too old now for the cities, and South Australia this time. I came out with the railway. I won’t hang about in Fairly for much longer—the farms round here are failing, there’s too much sorrow and more coming, and the railhead’s moving further north. That family could find their boy and still lose everything. 

But for now I’m here, and while I’m here I’m German. Well, why not? What would the men of Fairly know to do with a French girl? But call me Odette if you want to, or call me Inge Schmidt, it doesn’t matter. Inge was Nick’s wife’s name. Actually, my name is Florence. My granny called me Florrie. Call me anything you like. 
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