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For Roslyn, who always believed


‘Every angel is terrible’

Rainer Maria Rilke, The Duino Elegies


Prologue

ON THE DAY twelve-year-old Sarah Walker was murdered in 1909, a storm bullied its way across the western plains of New South Wales and unleashed itself on the fly-speck town of Flint. Sarah’s murder became the warm, still heart of several days of frantic activity in which almost every one of the town’s two hundred or so residents had a tale of chaos or loss. Trees cowered and snapped in the winds; horses bolted. Desperate to escape the river’s rising waters, snakes invaded the Porteous house, forcing Mrs Porteous and her two infant daughters to spend several hours perched atop the kitchen table with dresses hoisted about their knees until husband Reginald returned from work to save them. Jack Sully the blacksmith broke his arm trying to secure his roof, although there were well-founded rumours he was actually drunk at the time. Dead cows, swollen tight, bobbled about in the floodwaters for days. And old Mrs Mabel Crink lost her sight, which partly accounted for the name by which the maelstrom became known: the Blinder.

Sarah’s father, Nathaniel Walker, said he scoured the entire area for Sarah and her older brother Quinn, neither of whom had been seen for most of the afternoon. He searched their usual hideaways: behind the chook shed; under the house; in the hollowed-out gum by the eastern fence of their property. Nothing. Eventually, he stumbled upon them in the abandoned shed by the lake at Wilson’s Point, two miles from home. By then it was too late, of course. Nathaniel was speechless. The boy appealed to his father, but his words were drowned out by a rumble of thunder. Nathaniel’s brother-in-law, Robert Dalton, appeared huffing that very moment at Nathaniel’s shoulder, saying, ‘Good God, what happened here?’ even though — what with the blood on Sarah’s thigh, the disarranged clothing, the knife in Quinn’s fist and the blue of his sister’s lips — Blind Freddy could have seen what had taken place. Young Quinn flung down the knife, clambered through a hole in the shed wall and vanished into the storming darkness. It all happened so quickly, Nathaniel and Robert were too stunned to give chase. The boy was able to slip away unhindered.

Sarah and Quinn’s mother, Mary, was home reading at the bedside of her eldest son, William, who was that week stricken with a fever. Rainwater spooled heavily over the eaves, and the air rattled with thunder. Their house was solid, well built, but she feared for them all and for many years afterwards she recalled stopping mid-page and looking up with a prick of dread. It was the feeling she recognised from when she lost another child back in 1890, the half-formed one that slithered from between her legs three months too soon. Come in, Huck, but doan look at his face — it’s too gashly. Mary closed the book softly so as not to disturb the drowsing William.

She was a woman of faith, mildly superstitious, and for the remainder of the dark afternoon was unable to shake off a sensation of doom so acute that when Nathaniel arrived home in the evening, bedraggled, weeping, it was with a certain resigned stoicism that she listened to the appalling news. Of the precise details she refused to hear anything, saying that it was enough it had happened, it was enough such a thing had happened at all.

Naturally, the town was aghast and the particulars of the horrific crime — such as they were known or deduced — were speculated upon wherever people gathered: at the bar of The Mail Hotel; in clattering kitchens; on verandas; round the back of Sully’s place where men huddled to smoke; on blustery, wintry street corners. A reporter from the Sydney Sun with the unlikely name of Mr Philby Rochester arrived in Flint and proceeded directly to The Mail, where he gathered information for the wide-eyed delectation of his city readers. The town had not seen such drama for many years, certainly not since the gold rush had faltered, and there hovered about its public places a guilty air of ill-gotten excitement.

With the Walker family in mourning, Robert Dalton took on the role of unofficial chronicler of the event. He told the reporter and anyone else at The Mail who would listen that he had always known something sinister was brewing between the two siblings and that he could have prevented the terrible crime had he or the boy’s father arrived on the scene earlier. ‘Just a few minutes,’ he would say, emphasising the tragic smallness of the moment with thumb and forefinger almost pincered. ‘If that boy so much as shows his face around here again, I’ll hang him from a tree.’

He claimed there had always been something unusual about Quinn, a feeling the boy’s father Nathaniel also professed to have shared, much to his eternal regret now that it was too late to do anything about it. He had tried to keep them apart but they clung to each other like bloody burrs to a sock.

The town’s notoriety was brief. On the third day after the murder, the reporter Mr Rochester was found passed out drunk in an area by the river known as the Flats and unceremoniously bundled aboard a coach bound for Bathurst, some thirty miles away. Despite their best efforts, police and the local tracker Jim Gracie were unable to locate Quinn Walker, as the heavy rain had washed away all traces of the murderer. Sarah was buried several days later in soil still sodden from the storms.

Although police forces in Victoria and Queensland were notified, and a reward of £200 posted, Quinn was never found. It was generally assumed the sixteen-year-old fugitive had met a fate satisfying to the world’s innate sense of justice. Theories popular for a time held that he had been eaten by wild dogs that roamed the nearby ranges; had fallen into a disused mine shaft; had been speared by blacks.

Flint residents continued to tell stories of the dreadful crime, particularly on stormy afternoons that prompted men to remark to their wives something along the lines of: ‘Terrible day. Always reminds me of the Walker girl murder.’ Whereupon the fellow’s wife would stop rolling out pastry or plucking a chicken, stare wistfully into the middle distance and shake her head. ‘That poor, poor woman. To have a son like that.’

Years later, in 1916, Mary Walker received a telegram from an officer serving in the Australian Imperial Force in France regretting to inform her that her son Quinn was missing in action, presumed killed, but that he had been a wonderfully brave man etc. etc. It seemed the boy had escaped all those years earlier after all, only to die somewhere far from home. When he heard the news, Nathaniel sniffed his good riddance and went about his business. Mary wept all over again.

Over the years, the townsfolk indulged their human propensity to make something from tattered scraps. They embroidered a tale as one might a blanket or quilt — a rumour here, a supposition there — until the story of Sarah Walker’s rape and murder became historical, complete with a beginning, a middle and an end.


Part One
The Lure of the Ocean
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THE TROOPSHIP Argyllshire carved through the ocean. Sergeant Quinn Walker leaned against one of the worn rails along its deck. He listened to the endless hiss of the waves and watched the glitter and trick of sunlight upon the water. A cigarette burned down to its soggy nub between his fingers, the tips of which were as yellow as ivory piano keys. Not only was his hair now flecked with grey, but also his eyes, as if the ash of the passing years were silting down through his innards, turning perhaps even his liver and heart to soot. Although only twenty-six years old, he had grown up in unexpected ways. No longer did he resemble the boy he had once been. He had become furtive, alert to the turning of the world, a man perpetually on the verge of departure.

A pod of dolphins threaded out and back beneath the water, spinning and hanging suspended for a second before vanishing again under the waves. Birds bathed in the rainbows that materialised in the spray. Quinn found it impossible to watch the ocean’s surface without imagining what might be swimming in the dark universe below: whales and sharks; fish that barked; lizards that prowled the coral beds; the mighty leviathan. All the creatures known and unknown.

From a tunic pocket he withdrew his Military Medal, a bravery medal awarded for actions undertaken on a night he now could not even recall, even though it was little more than two years ago. Perhaps the spit of gunfire, the wailing of men, the taste of dirt in his mouth, but these sensations could be from any night of the war. Of all the things in his life of which he had reason to be ashamed, he was perhaps most ashamed of this medal. Conspicuous gallantry, the citation had read, and devotion to duty. He has shown great courage in rescuing men buried in galleries and has performed consistent good work throughout. The coin and attached ribbon fit snugly in his palm. What a bloody joke. He cared not a jot for his own safety: that was not the same as bravery.

When he was certain no one was watching, he drew back his arm and flung the medal out over the waves. He was disappointed to lose sight of the medal immediately; he had hoped for the cruel satisfaction of seeing it trace a shining arc, glimmer in the sunlight and vanish with a minuscule plop into the vast ocean. No matter. The thing was gone.

All around him men drew on their English cigarettes, forming wraiths of smoke that were whisked away by the wind. A line of soldiers rested on the rails and stared at the horizon. Those soldiers who had become afraid of open spaces stayed below deck with the sick and the lame, snug within their hammocks, more secure in the warm, smoky brotherhood of men.

Quinn kept to himself, always shy in the company of others. At the start of the war they had nicknamed him Meek — Meek Walker — but as the war dragged on, and more and more men had become remote and wary, such shyness as his was no longer deemed worthy of comment, was barely even noticed.

Sometimes blokes clambered onto the railing and launched themselves into the air, arms flailing as they fell to the water, perhaps a glistening head before it went under for the final time, never to be seen again. A dark, wide mouth inhaling a last breath, lured by the enchantress Morgan le Fay into her palace beneath the waves. Quinn imagined these men descending into her dim and peaceful realm with seaweed about their necks, garlanded with bubbles, free of the earth and its mortal woes.

Those on deck shook their heads at the waste and reminded each other they had been warned before they set sail that the ship would not turn around to rescue anyone who fell overboard. There was no point in even mentioning it. Imagine surviving all that we survived and then going like that? When so many men were lost? Bloody crazy.

Quinn understood it, however, this lure of the ocean. To be so engulfed. Absolutely. Yes.

AT NORTH HEAD QUARANTINE STATION, he stood with the rest to be hosed down. After everything, the sight of naked men still shocked him. Their unguarded selves were delicate, unwieldy creatures beneath their uniforms. Skin so thin and pale. Hidden away. Armless, many of them; legless; boys and men spattered with burn marks and coin-shaped scars. No wonder so many millions of them died: men are nothing when thrown into the machine of history.

Their luggage was fumigated and afterwards they were forced to inhale a solution of zinc sulphate to clear their lungs and prevent the influenza from taking hold.

The accommodations at North Head were lousy and there were angry grumblings among the men. It was much less than returning soldiers deserved, they said. No way to treat war heroes. After all they had done for their country, for the Empire. Some whispered of escape, of setting out into the scrub. The mood turned mutinous, and it wasn’t long before the men, all one thousand of them, marched through the gate down to the wharf at Manly where they took the steamer to Fort Macquarie. Quinn had imagined a cat’s cradle of streamers; mothers and sisters and wives, a doughy press of women welcoming home their men, or what was left of them.

But there was no such fanfare. The soldiers were a rabble, ill-shod and half-broken, tubercular, mutilated and blind. Many hobbled with crutches, on bandaged legs. They all wore the gauze masks issued to prevent the spread of the epidemic. They marched as best they could from the quay through Sydney towards the cricket ground where they had been promised better accommodation. A crowd gathered about George Street and Oxford Street to have a gander. Trams were held up in the crush. Boys dashed out to touch the soldiers’ legs or shake their hands. Young women smiled nervously and twittered to each other. Quinn shrugged past them all with his kitbag, acutely aware of the disappointment on the faces of those older women who hoped he might be someone else, a husband or brother or son — or a man at least known to them. He was glad of the mask that covered his ruined jaw; unlikely as it was, he had no wish to be recognised.

Quinn concentrated on the ground immediately ahead of him until he could bear it no more. He recalled some of the stories his mother had read to him and decided the Greeks should have been grateful the gods prevented their homecoming after the sack of Troy; the return from war was surely worse than the leaving.

In the excitement it was easy to peel out of formation, slip between the crowds and disappear into the city’s quiet and muggy streets. His heart shivered in his chest. His stomach cramped. In a dank Darlinghurst alley, he coughed and doubled over, hands on knees. Sweat jewelled on his forehead. A frightful sensation, tearing at his innards. He had been gassed during the war, and the residual malevolent fogs still hovered about the hollow parts of his body, settling here and there when he slept or was otherwise still. Although not as badly injured as many, there was no doubt the gas had damaged him, particularly his throat, which sometimes felt like, say, a violin with a frayed string that fluttered useless and annoying, tangling in those strings still tuned tight and in working order.

A marmalade cat eyed him dispassionately before setting about licking its paw. Quinn thought of oranges. All through the war in France he had craved one. Sometimes he woke at night with his lips dry as carpet, having dreamed of cramming a sliced quarter into his mouth, as he had done when he was a boy. On occasion he became obsessed and was unable to pass a farmer’s cart or street stall without trying to locate one. The fruit assumed mythical, magical dimensions, as if it might cure him of not only his thirst, but of all that ailed him: his homesickness, his guilt, his sorrow.

Some months ago, in France, he glimpsed one in a girl’s basket as she passed a truck in which he was sitting. She was only about ten, but she possessed the manner of someone much older, the way all children did in those long years. She had the basket wedged on her hip and paused to talk with a shawldraped crone before hoisting her load and entering a tabac. In the truck’s cold and smoky cabin, Quinn watched her and prepared to follow — had even tensed his body to do so — when the burly sergeant returned with the orders and rumbled the engine into life. Righto, let’s go get some of them Germans, eh?

A THIN, HARRIED DOCTOR working at a special table at Central Station examined Quinn and issued him with a certificate declaring him free of influenza. A nurse from the Red Cross pressed a paper bag full of cheese sandwiches on him and warned him the state borders were closed because of the epidemic. He boarded a train and travelled across the Blue Mountains, dozing in the heat, then down onto the brown pelt of the western plains beyond.

The train was packed with returning soldiers — a few silent and withdrawn, most of them smoking and carousing — but civilians as well. There was an elegant woman with her arm around her young son’s shoulders, a hare-lipped farmer who reeked of beer, a boy with milky eyes, and a pair of girls who each wore red ribbons cinched tightly about their left wrists — one of the latest superstitious protections against the epidemic. The carriages were warm, the air thick with cigarette smoke. Quinn stood in the narrow passageway and stared out the window. He had removed his influenza mask to better enjoy the breeze upon his face. The countryside was dun-coloured and exhausted. A cluster of men at the far end of the passageway gossiped about the Wynne murder, in which a well-known Bathurst doctor had shot his philandering wife and fled the previous week. A sickly baby whimpered.

Like a bizarre spider unaccustomed to its surfeit of appendages, four drunken soldiers lurched arm in arm down the passage. Each was singing a different song with ramshackle gusto, and one of them appealed for the others to start again so they might sing in time, but they paid him no heed. One tripped and cut himself on a metal window lock. The soldier held up his bleeding hand. ‘I’m wounded,’ he wailed in mock despair as his friends laughed and clapped him on the back, grins splashed across their foolish faces. ‘Send me home, Captain. Oh, please send me home.’

It was held that those who had seen death — been in accidents or war or the like — were sometimes filled with an unnatural exuberance and verve for life in the wake of their survival. If anyone were acquainted with death, it was these soldiers returning from war in Europe; Quinn recalled the atmosphere in London among those yet to be demobbed as one of barely restrained mayhem. Disbelief and guilt were a hazardous concoction. Men took risks riding on the backs of carriages or diving into the Thames on frost-bitten mornings, all whoops and crazed laughter, teeth flashing, a bottle in one hand and a slouch hat in the other. Quinn experienced none of their elation; he feared that, for him, the worst was yet to come.

He found himself stealing glimpses of the hare-lipped farmer for most of the journey, incredulous that this man had been going about his business at the same time that Quinn was thousands of miles away up to his chest in mud and blood and wreckage. The farmer smiled back ruefully, as if he imagined they shared something on account of their misshapen faces.

A young man in a smart suit and a boater approached Quinn, offered him a cigarette — a Havelock, gladly accepted — and struck up a lazy conversation. The stranger smelled of menthol and cloves, and carried a white handkerchief with which he periodically dabbed his shining upper lip. He introduced himself as Mark Westbury. The chap was unsmiling but cordial, and attentive to the little Quinn told him of his time at war. Quinn was not inclined to idle conversation at the best of times, and found it difficult to hear over the clatter of the train and the general hubbub.

‘And where did you serve, Sergeant … Walker, is it?’

Quinn started. ‘How did you know my name?’

Mr Westbury indicated the name tag on Quinn’s tunic. Of course.

The train rounded a bend. In the adjacent compartment a package wrapped in brown paper fell from the luggage rack. ‘France, mainly,’ Quinn said when he had steadied himself. ‘Turkey as well.’

Mr Westbury studied Quinn. Now they had introduced themselves, he felt comfortable enough to stare at Quinn’s scar. ‘You’re lucky,’ he said.

Quinn had heard this a dozen times already. At the field hospital in France, again at Harefield Hospital when a wimpled nurse was making the bed next to his after taking away some poor bastard who had died in the night. You might not fink it now, but you’re one of the lucky ones. Again on the troopship home. People said it to him all the time and were disappointed if he failed to invest his accord with commensurate enthusiasm.

‘You’re lucky to survive, I mean,’ Mr Westbury added. ‘Even with the … that scar and everything.’

‘Yes,’ he said at last. ‘I’m lucky.’

Mr Westbury said something Quinn was unable to make out over the noise of the carriage.

‘What?’

‘I said: You were spared.’

‘Yes.’

After an awkward silence, the young man asked where he was going.

‘Flint,’ Quinn replied.

Mr Westbury nodded, although it was clear he had never heard of the place. Few people had. There was little reason to visit, now that the gold had been mined. Hardly anyone lived there. Not even cartographers bothered with it anymore.

‘That’s your home, I take it?’

Quinn observed this starched fellow, who had told him he was ineligible for military service on account of an impairment with his vision. He shrugged and drew on his cigarette, which caused a mild coughing fit.

‘I suppose it is,’ he said when he’d recovered. ‘It is where I was born. There is something I need to set right.’

Mr Westbury dabbed impatiently at his forehead with his handkerchief. ‘Well, lots of places have gone to wrack and ruin, you know. Lots of places.’ It seemed he had lost interest.

Quinn threw down his cigarette and ground it out under his boot heel. A woman and her young daughter indicated they wished to pass, prompting Quinn and his new companion to stand back as far as the cramped space would allow.

They remained silent until the man, who had again been staring at the muddled scar along his jaw, motioned for him to lean in and said, in a tiptoeing voice, ‘You should do something about your face. Cover it up, perhaps? Do you have a flu mask? You are frightening the children, you know.’

And Quinn, usually so reserved but seized by the devil, replied, also in a whisper, ‘Well, the children have good reason to be frightened.’

AT BATHURST HE SLUNK from the station and began walking north-west. He left the town and kept going, at times along the road, at others clambering across plains or ragged outcrops of rocks. The earth was dry and hard under his feet, and the sky — blue and cloudless — yawned overhead, higher and more vast than any skies he had seen elsewhere in the world, a continent unto itself. Hawks circled like dark, watchful stars disentangled from their orbits.

He unpicked his name tag from his tunic and avoided places he might encounter people who could recognise him. The few farmers he saw nodded or waved their hats, glad to welcome home a soldier from the Great War. A family lumbered past with their possessions and five children piled atop a horse-drawn cart. The mouth and nose of each was covered by a gauze mask and they stared away and offered no greeting, obviously terrified of contagion. By and large, people paid him no heed. The sight of people walking alone was not so unusual after a war; there must be entire armies of men returning home, each in a ragged uniform, wandering tiny across the face of the earth. He had a nap beneath cypress trees in the middle of the day and pressed on until it was too dark to continue.

The countryside teemed with animals. Lizards and snakes, rosellas and magpies. At dusk, grey kangaroos bobbed in grassy fields and stood on their hind legs to watch him pass. Rabbits darted at the edges of his vision, and pairs of orange butterflies flitted about him wherever he walked. And the hum, always the hum, heard even through his murky hearing, of flies and bees.

He was accustomed to walking long distances and made good progress. It was pleasant to feel so free, despite the trappings of war he carried still — his kitbag, the satchel with his gas mask, and his revolver jammed beneath his unbuttoned tunic. He took no bearings but just walked as if his forward motion might unravel the stink of war and all that had happened in the years he’d been away. Mirages trembled along the horizon. He saw massive vessels, a line of elephants, once an entire city with buildings and steeples, some vast metropolis that receded, then receded, then receded every time he drew near.

At the close of each day the sun sank from sight and set the horizon aglow for ten minutes. He camped away from the road and stared into the flames of his fire, his human replacement for the vanished sun. He rationed his sandwiches carefully. He prayed in his strange way, which was more like a sort of querying. At least now, after all these years, he had a sense of why he’d been spared. It was some consolation.

He fell asleep thinking of his sister, Sarah. Even with his eyes closed he knew where he was on the earth, could imagine his exact position as his internal compass swung about to orient him home.
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AFTER SEVERAL DAYS, the country became more familiar. Quinn began to recognise features in the landscape: a cluster of rocks that resembled a family of pigs snuffling in the scrub; the tree where Bill Clayton hanged himself in ’05 after his wife ran off with the Salvation Army drummer; the mullock heaps of abandoned gold mines. He came across gullies carved out by mining, abandoned shafts, the rusted remains of machinery half sunk in the red soil.

Fifty years earlier these hills were full of gold and the town of Flint had swarmed with hungry men and their hungrier families, but the boom was fleeting and left in its wake a landscape riven and tortured, littered with the ruins of rock stampers and wooden scaffolds that had been erected over shafts. All that remained was the large Sparrowhawk Mine, but the mountains and gullies throughout the area were encrusted with the wrecks of small settlements where families had gathered according to their countries of origin: the Welsh Village, Irish Town, Chinese Flat. The ground was hard and rocky. Scottish thistle bloomed everywhere. Even the native trees looked to have grown not from this country but, rather, to have been thrust — unwilling, straining skyward — into the soil from which they now attempted to writhe free.

Quinn had wandered these hills as a boy, shooting birds and rabbits, often with Sarah tramping behind him, rebuking him for wayward shots. They had found nuggets of gold, which they’d hoarded and planned to sell when they were older so they might travel to strange countries and purchase exotic animals and jewels. Treasure, Sarah called the nuggets as she solemnly placed each of them in a cigar box, alongside several buttons she deemed precious, a brooch, rare feathers and a postage stamp she had found one day in Orchard Street. Sarah often carried one of these tokens as a kind of lucky charm and would take it out to inspect during the day. Not that it helped; Quinn knew for a fact she had a lucky red button sewn to her dress on the day she died.

Now, for minutes at a time, pausing in a gully or beneath a tree, Quinn was suspended in the cooling amber of memory. It was a queasy brew of longing and regret. He was amazed at how little things had changed in the ten years he had been away. The world looked the same, but it had been thrown off course forever by Sarah’s murder. He steadied himself against a tree and was afraid. Like a different sort of Eden, the air here quivered and shimmered as if struggling to contain the variety of life it was obliged to sustain. It was easy to imagine the beginning of time here, but also, perhaps, its end.

He sat on a stump in the shade and unbuttoned his tunic. The ground was hard and hot, but it made a pleasant change from the mud of France where a man struggled sometimes to take a single step. He picked burrs of thistle from his socks and the hems of his trousers. He thumped the side of his head in an attempt to dislodge the thickness that had accumulated there and which rendered the world remote, less decipherable than ever. He drank from his water flask and glanced up, startled to see a man standing ten feet away carrying a rifle. Quinn thought of his revolver but realised it was impossible to retrieve quickly.

The man grinned, raised a hand in greeting and crunched through the leaf litter towards him. Hanging about his waist was a gruesome belt of bloodied, ragged dead rabbits.

‘G’day,’ he said.

Quinn was too startled to speak. Water drooled from his chin. He thought about fleeing. Standing, he recognised the chap as the good-natured idiot Edward Fitch, infamous in these parts for asking endless questions, and for his precise recall of the date of everything that happened in Flint and the weather that accompanied it. Quinn swore under his breath.

Edward approached. He was stocky, eager, a famished boar of a man. He looked Quinn up and down, licked his lips and muttered something. Quinn cupped a hand to his ear to indicate he hadn’t heard properly. His partial deafness required him to recalibrate his limited hearing to each new person — according to the individual’s manner and volume of speech — in order to understand them.

‘I said: You been at the war?’

‘Yes.’

‘Looks like you really copped it,’ Edward said, indicating on his own grubby jaw the scarred portion of Quinn’s face.

Quinn blushed. He knew the scar was hard to ignore. It resembled a slur of porridge. ‘Yes.’

Edward shook his head. ‘Not as bad as some I seen, though. Some of them are bloody awful. Jack Williams got it real bad. Nice uniform you got on. How’s it going? Kill some Boche?’

‘The war is over.’

Edward tucked his chin into his chest to ponder this information. It occurred to Quinn the dolt had not recognised him. He jammed his hat on his head and bent to gather his things. He might still be able to get away.

‘Where are you going?’

Quinn straightened. ‘I’m … looking for work.’

‘You escaping the plague?’

‘The plague?’

‘The Black Death.’

Quinn had heard this rumour before. He shook his head. ‘It’s not the bubonic plague. It’s influenza. Pneumonic influenza, they call it.’

Edward wiped a hand across his mouth, then held up two fingers. ‘Ginny Reynolds died in two days. Up and died. And she was healthy as a horse. They call it the flu but everyone knows it’s something else. Something worse. Mr McMahon, too. Blood came out his eyes. Flu don’t do that, mate.’ Edward hitched his belt and the mass of flies ballooned into the air before resettling over the rabbit carcasses. With a crucifix aglitter around his neck, sweat-stained hat, filthy vest and knife wedged into his belt, he resembled a medieval anchorite.

Quinn took up his kitbag. ‘Have faith,’ he said in an unconvincing voice. ‘God will take care of us.’

‘God?’ Fitch mocked. ‘Not sure about him.’

Quinn scowled. He recalled what some townsfolk had said about Edward Fitch when he was a boy: that his mother was an unbeliever, that she had brought Edward’s malformed nature on her own head by attempting to rid herself of him before he was even born. ‘You shouldn’t say such a thing,’ Quinn warned.

‘They reckon down at Sully’s that God don’t exist. That he’s dead, believe it or not, what with the war and everything.’

‘And what would they know?’

Edward Fitch smirked. Obviously, he had gotten the reaction he desired all along.

‘What about that cross around your neck?’ Quinn asked.

‘That’s nothing. Found it.’

‘Then why do you wear it?’

Edward gave him a look of sullen reproach. ‘I like it.’

‘Anyway,’ Quinn said shaking his head, hoping to make clear his disapproval, ‘I have to keep moving. Goodbye. Good luck to you.’

‘You want to buy a rabbit before you go on?’

‘I have no money.’

Edward untied one of the bloody creatures and held it out to him. In addition to the smell of freshly killed rabbits, he reeked of souring milk. ‘Don’t matter. Take it. A present.’

Quinn hesitated. His sandwiches had almost run out; some meat would indeed be wonderful. His mouth actually watered at the thought of it. ‘Thanks.’ He took the limp creature.

‘That’s alright, mate.’ Edward licked his lips, inspected him. ‘I didn’t recognise you at first. You changed a lot. And not only cos of that thing on your mouth.’

Quinn’s tongue turned to wadding. He should never have engaged in conversation with this fool. He should have taken his leave immediately. And now it was too late. He thought again of his revolver.

‘Didn’t think you’d show your face around here again, Quinn Walker,’ Edward went on without apparent malice, nodding sagely as he riffled through the facts stored away in his head. ‘Not after what happened.’ A pause. ‘July 5th, 1909. Raining real hard. A Saturday — no wait — Sunday. A Sunday it was.’

Quinn remembered the driving rain of that terrible day, a flicker of lightning, a red shoe in the dirt. He winced at the unbidden images. He ran a hand over his sweating face, disbelieving, cursing his luck for having walked all this way to avoid encountering anyone who might recognise him, only to meet this idiot Fitch on an otherwise unused dirt track.

Edward retied his bundle of rabbit carcasses. ‘I’m not afraid of you, though.’

Quinn shoved the rabbit Edward had given him into his kitbag and wiped his hands on his tunic. He turned to leave. ‘You must be confused, sir. I don’t know you. I’m just passing through — ’

‘They were
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