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Chapter 1

The waitress edged her way between the tables on the footpath and set down the plate in front of her customer. Sam stared. The scrambled eggs were sprinkled with parsley on a thick piece of toast. There was bacon too, all crisp, and a big glass of orange juice. Roast tomato, mushrooms …

Sam swallowed too as the man took a bite of the eggs. She was hungry. Not just a ‘not had breakfast’ hunger, but an ache, as though her body knew it had been through too much, and needed food to keep on going.

The man glanced up, his fork loaded with eggs and toast, as though he sensed Sam gazing at him. Sam forced herself to keep walking past the café with its smells of coffee and buttered raisin toast.

Don’t get noticed. That was the important thing. Would the police be looking for her?

No, Mum wouldn’t call the police. Not yet. Mum would be trying to pretend it all had never happened. Gavin might. How badly had Sam hurt him? She touched the bruise on her cheek. How swollen was it this morning?

She couldn’t go to school with her cheek like this, anyway. People would ask questions. Liz and Nick knew that things were bad at home. But Sam had been careful not to let them know too much. If you kept pretending things were okay you could keep going.

Sam had gone on a camping trip with Liz and Nick’s family once. Three days of no one yelling or getting drunk. Three days without being scared. How could she ever tell them how weird and wonderful that had been?

Liz would notice the bruise. Mrs Quant might, too. She had started to ask questions. ‘I don’t want to pry, Sam,’ she’d said last week. ‘But is everything all right at home?’ She hesitated, her nice wrinkled face concerned. ‘There are people who can help, you know.’

And Sam shook her head, and tried to smile. ‘No, everything is fine.’

Mrs Quant had made her captain of the debating team. She’d paid for Sam on the excursion to the play, when Mum hadn’t sent the money. Mrs Quant lent her history books and novels. Sam had to hide them, in case Gavin sold them. She slid them out from under her mattress when he and Mum weren’t home. She read each word over and over, not just because she enjoyed the books but because someone had cared enough to lend them to her.

School was an escape. But Sam couldn’t risk school today. Not with the bruise, in yesterday’s clothes, with no school bag and no money. Not if the police might find her there.

The world spun for a moment, as though the footpath had shuddered beneath her feet. She needed rest. If shecould just sleep a while she might be able to work out what to do next. If she could just wipe the world away, just for a little time …

Where then? And suddenly she knew.

The graveyard was empty, filled with leaf dapples from the ancient trees.

Sam had hidden there before. No one noticed a girl crying in a graveyard. It was a place that everyone could see, but no one really looked at. No one had been buried here for a hundred years.

There was a big gravestone, down towards the back. She’d be out of sight behind it. Sam lowered herself onto the ground. The stone was warm against her cheek.

She was safe here. No one to ask questions. No need to pretend. She could close her eyes here. She could sleep …

‘Lucy …’

The name floated through the graveyard, the voice soft with yearning. Sam pushed herself upright.

Who’d spoken? No one else came here. She stared around.

‘Lucy …’ It was a breath, not a cry.

Sam stumbled to her feet. The nearest people were over at the shopping centre across the road. Why did shoppingcentres look like they’d been built to defend their occupants against invaders, with those tall eyeless walls? Maybe the shopping centre builders knew what most people didn’t; that danger could lie on suburban streets too.

Sam shivered. It was a warm spring morning, yet suddenly there was a wind blowing … but nothing was moving in its wake.

Sam sat down against the gravestone again. At least it was quiet here. Quieter than the bus station had been last night. It had been the only place open, with lights on so she didn’t have to worry about the men with sunken cheeks and sleeping bags, or the druggies who hung around the park. People with nowhere else to go.

People like me, she thought.

For a second the emptiness overcame her. She wanted to kick the gravestone, to hurt the world that had hurt her. But she’d seen what happened when you hit back. The memory of Gavin’s face rose before her, his nose all bloody where she’d bashed it with her mobile phone, and Mum screaming, ‘Get out! You’re trying to ruin what little happiness I have.’

Don’t think about it! she told herself. Pretend it never happened. Think about the peace here, just for a little while, and the morning shadows. How long had the gravestone sat here, quietly weathering? Its words were almost hidden under lichen. She pulled out a tissue from the pocket of her jeans — a sodden lump now — and rubbed at it.

Sacred to the memory of Percival Puddleham (1801&ndash;1884) and his dear wife Elsie (1814&ndash;1854) and to their most beloved children …

The tissue came apart in her hand before she could clear away more.

Elsie and Percival Puddleham and their children. Such lovely, silly names. They must have been rich to have a gravestone like this. They’d have lived in a big house with a verandah, with a cook in a white apron making apple pies and toast. Mrs Quant had told the class that oldendays people made toast by holding it on a fork by the fire. Crisp toast, with butter and honey …

Her tummy rumbled. She fought down the dream of food. There’d be velvet chairs in the living room, and a fireplace and a shaggy dog, like Liz’s Bitsa …

If only you could scrub away at time, too. Rub it till the barrier grew thin, rub so hard she could run back there, to that safe, happy family. Somewhere where nothing that had happened mattered, where she could start her life again.

The wind stroked her cheek with chilly fingers. The world rippled.

Tired. Not just from last night without much sleep. Tired of months of pretending. Even sleep was frightening when you couldn’t control your dreams.

The past was safe. A place where children were ‘beloved'. A mother called Mrs Puddleham …

The world shivered again, long slow quivering. Like falling into a mirror, she thought, and swimming to the other side. ‘Lucy …’


Chapter 2

‘Lucy?’

Sam opened her eyes.

A couple stared down at her. A woman, fat as a barrel, with three chins and apple cheeks, wore a long skirt with a short jacket that strained over her melon-sized bosom, and a hat so tall it looked like you could keep pineapples in it. The man was older, and almost sparrow-like, with funny grey whiskers. He stood as straight as his top hat.

Beyond them were trees. Not churchyard oaks but gum trees, the bark peeling like sunburned skin. Trees as far as she could see into the gently coloured world. Blue sky, the hush of the bush.

‘This can’t be Lucy, Mrs Puddleham.’ The man’s voice was dignified and sort of clipped, like an actor in an English TV show. It was patient-sounding too, as though he’d had to say these words before.

‘I knows that, Mr Puddleham.’ There was wistfulness in the red face peering down at Sam. ‘Just that hair, the same colour. An’ the eyes … Pay no notice, deary,’ she added to

Sam. ‘Just an old woman being silly. Your name ain’t Lucy, is it?’

‘N—no.’ Sam sat up shakily. The sunbeams wavered as branches shifted in the breeze. The light was too bright and hurt her eyes, but the world no longer rippled.

‘You hungry, lovey?’ The fat woman’s accent was hard to make out.

What had happened? She was good at pretending. But not like this.

This was real.

‘Now, Mrs Puddleham,’ the sparrow man looked nervous. ‘We don’t know who this young person is. This could be a Demon for all we know —’

‘I’m not a demon!’ Sam struggled to her feet, and gazed around. Some of the tree-trunks were as wide as a small room. What place had trees as big as this?

‘No, of course you ain’t a Demon, lovey.’ The fat woman glared at her companion. ‘How can you say such a thing, Mr Puddleham?’

Demons? Puddleham? That was the name on the gravestone. What had happened? Sam stared at the couple’s clothes. You couldn’t fall into the past, no matter how much you wanted to.

Or could you? What if you wanted to enough? If maybe … maybe there were spots like graveyards where time had worn thin.

This place didn’t even smell like the world she’d left. No coffee smell from the café on the corner, no traffic fumes or even a road …

No, there was a road, a sort of track, only a few metres away, curving through the trees, with narrow wheel-ruts faintly indented in the leaves. The couple must have been walking along it, for there was a wooden wheelbarrow — even its wheel was made of wood — with a few sacks in it.

‘You don’t get sent to Van Diemen’s Land when yer as young as this, or if you does you ain’t as young when you get back. Now, howsabout a bit of tucker, eh?’ The woman’s voice was soothing. Sam could smell her sweat. Her breath stank too. Sam could see black gaps at the back where her teeth had been. ‘An’ no charge neither, not for a little birdy like you.’ She looked at Sam consideringly. ‘No more meat on you than Mr Puddleham, an’ I’ve been trying to fatten him up this past year. An’ you’re hungry too, I’ll be bound.’

‘Yes,’ said Sam honestly. Here, there, wherever she was, at least that remained true. Maybe if she had something to eat her spinning head would clear. ‘I’m hungry.’

Mrs Puddleham beamed as though Sam had given her first prize on a game show. ‘I knew it! Well then, let’s get you fed. I got some nice treacle dumplings here — you wait till you taste my dumplings. Light as the clouds and sweet as Christmas morning. Now let’s set ourselves down and —’ Mrs Puddleham stopped, as another noise echoed through the trees.

Hoofbeats.

Mrs Puddleham grabbed the handles of the wheelbarrow. ‘Run,’ she yelled to Sam and her husband.

But the horse was upon them, its rider pulling at thereins so the big animal reared and stamped its hooves. It was brown with one white sock, so close Sam could smell its grassy sweat. She could smell the rider, too, as he stared down at them. He smelled of old booze, like Mum when she’d forgotten to shower for days.

He was young, she thought, or at least his eyes looked young — blue eyes above a spotted blue-and-white handkerchief tied over his mouth just like in the cowboy movies. He wore a bright shirt and a red sash about his waist. But the pistol in his hand looked different from the ones in any film she’d seen; the barrel was longer and thinner. She had seen something like it, she thought, in one of Mrs Quant’s books.

A history book.

‘Your money or your life!’

It was such a corny line she’d have giggled, if she hadn’t felt like she’d been dragged through the spin cycle of a washing machine.

The big horse stamped and skittered sideways. Mrs Puddleham let go of the wheelbarrow and put a hand to her heart. She seemed to shrink suddenly. ‘Oh my,’ she whispered. ‘Oh deary, deary me.’

Sam stared at the youth and the horse. Guns and fear and smelly people. This isn’t the past I wanted to go to, she thought. This is someone else’s story, not mine. The world swam again, like she was seeing it through the water in a swimming pool. Then it cleared again, leaving her stronger, as though courage seeped up from the leaves and soil through her sneakers.

‘What d’ye want with a poor ole couple like us?’ whimpered Mrs Puddleham next to her, in a voice quite unlike her previous tones. ‘Oh, my heart. Me poor ole heart.’

Sam glanced at her. Mrs Puddleham’s whimper didn’t quite ring true.

‘You knows what I want. Come on. I ain’t got all day.’ The rider aimed the pistol at the couple. The horse jerked restlessly, then stopped still again.

‘You dastard, sir.’ Mr Puddleham pulled himself up to his full height, which still left him centimetres shorter than Sam. ‘How dare you scare a lady like this!’

‘Please,’ Mrs Puddleham’s voice quavered. ‘Don’t hurt us. Mister. Please. We’re just a poor ole couple who …’

The rider snickered under his handkerchief. ‘Poor old couple my ar—’

‘Leave them alone!’ Sam hadn’t even known she was going to yell till her mouth opened. What was she doing? She’d just shouted at a man with a gun.

And suddenly she knew why. Because wherever she was, whenever she’d come to, she was no longer Sam-who-had-to-be-quiet, Sam-who-no-one-should-notice. Here she was … I’m whoever I want to be, she realised.

The world cleared again, like someone had washed a window. This was her story. A new story. She could do anything in it. Anything at all.

And someone here had to do something. Fast.

She took a deep breath, and tried to keep her voice steady. ‘Are you a bushranger?’

It sounded so dumb she blushed. But it was the first thing that came into her head.

The rider’s eyes wrinkled as he grinned under his mask. ‘Bushranger? You win the apple, you do!’ He waved the hand that didn’t hold the pistol. ‘This here’s the bush, ain’t it? An’ here’s me horse. What do you think I am? Flaming Lord Mayor o’ Melbourne?’

Fear made a lump in her throat. But I can’t let it show, she thought. He likes me because I don’t seem scared.

The bushranger turned back to the Puddlehams. ‘An’ if you two don’t hand over yer gold I’ll splatter yer insides from here to Melbourne.’

‘Gold? We ain’t got gold …’ stammered Mrs Puddleham, wringing her hands. They were large and red, with short cracked nails.

‘Look at them!’ Sam gestured at the tiny man and the big, gasping woman, standing close together as though to shield each other. ‘They don’t have any gold!’

‘That’s what they all say.’

‘If they had gold, they’d be riding a horse like you. Or they’d be in a … a carriage or something. All they’ve got is a wheelbarrow. You could steal their wheelbarrow,’ she added. ‘That’d be really useful on your horse.’

She sensed rather than saw the grin widen again under the handkerchief. It gave her confidence. The horse lowered its nose and snorted at her.

‘Feisty brat, ain’t ye?’ The bushranger sounded a bit like Nick now he wasn’t yelling. She almost wanted to ask him if he had a twin sister called Liz. But Nick’s voice never hadthis rasp of bitterness. The bushranger jerked his pistol. ‘Strip,’ he told the couple.

Mrs Puddleham put her hand to her bosom again. It was so big you could rest a glass of water on it, thought Sam. ‘I never could —’

‘There’s plenty as keeps their gold down their petticoats or in their stockings. Come on now! Off with your clothes! You too, brat,’ he added to Sam. ‘Hurry up, old lady.’ He turned back to the woman. ‘Get yer garters off. I ain’t got all day.’

Mrs Puddleham shook her head so hard her chins wobbled, a prickly flush rising from her neck and over her already red cheeks. Mr Puddleham stepped forwards, an indignant sparrow now.

‘No gentleman would speak so to a lady! What would Her Majesty say if she could hear you, eh?’

The bushranger laughed. ‘I’d give a right good one to have the queen in front of me, I would an’ all. An’ all her jewels. It’d be the making of me. Now, off with that skirt, lady. An‘ yer stockings.’ He gestured again with his pistol.

Sam thrust herself in front of the shrinking woman. ‘If you want to shoot her then you’ll have to shoot me first.’

A sudden memory from something Mrs Quant had said struck her. If this was the olden days and if this man was a bushranger …

‘You can only fire that pistol once, can’t you? So you can only shoot one of us. And if you shoot me then this man —’ she gestured to little Mr Puddleham ‘— can pullyou off your horse and call the police. And if I duck and you miss me,’ she added, ‘then we’ll all drag you off your horse and sit on you till the police come.’

The gasp behind her made her wonder if either of the Puddlehams could help carry out her threat. She didn’t know whether she could do it either. But maybe the bluff would work.

Mrs Puddleham gave a moan and slumped on her husband’s shoulders, her big arms around his skinny neck. The small man staggered, but kept his feet.

The bushranger chuckled again. ‘I ain’t worried by the police. These two might escape, I grant you. But you’d be dead.’

Sam kept her eye on the pistol. It wavered when he laughed.

She chose the most outrageous claim she could think of.

‘Bet I could beat you in a fight.’

‘What?’ The chuckle grew to a roar of laughter. The pistol wavered again.

Sam leaped. Her fingers grasped the pistol for a second, then slipped away as the man jerked his hand up.

The horse reared.

‘Whoa, Bessie!’ The rider gripped the saddle with his legs. A shot rang out as he jerked the trigger, trying to keep his balance.

‘Run!’ shrieked Sam.

Mrs Puddleham suddenly stood straight again, miraculously no longer cowering. She hitched up her skirts, showing thick legs in black stockings and men’sboots a size too large for her, and galloped into the trees. The little man sprinted after her.

The bushranger had his horse back under control now. He glared down at Sam. ‘Look what you’ve just cost me. An’ by the look o’ your rags you ain’t got tuppence to rub together.’

Sam glanced down at her jeans. They were the old ones she wore after school. And Gavin must have torn her shirt last night. ‘They left the wheelbarrow. You can steal that. Every horse needs a wheelbarrow.’

The bushranger made a snuffling sound under his handkerchief. He was trying not to laugh. He sounded even more like Nick now. She felt the terror slowly wash away.

‘Can’t you think of something better to do? Like working for a living?’

The laughter stopped. The blue eyes grew hard above the handkerchief. ‘And what do you know about it, brat? You ever been chained to the wheel? Let’s see your back, eh? You got any scars? You ever been lashed till yer ribs show white? They stole seven years of my life and gave me hell. So maybe I’ll give the world a little hell in return.’

Sam clenched her fists. She wouldn’t let him scare her now. ‘I know enough, even if I don’t have scars on my back. And those two didn’t look like they’ve ever taken anything from anyone. Or hurt anyone, either.’

The bushranger hesitated.

Sam reached up and stroked the horse’s nose. It whickered at her and mumbled at her fingers with his thickvelvety lips. Mum had let her have riding lessons, years ago, before …

No, she wouldn’t think of Mum. This was a new story, a story where she was triumphant.

‘I know what it’s like,’ she said more quietly. ‘You want to hurt back. But you need to pick your target. Besides,’ she added practically, ‘if you only hold up rich-looking people you’ll get more money with less chance of being caught.’

‘I should give you a walloping, that’s what I should do. A bit of spit and wind standing there arguing with a bushranger.’

The rider raised his pistol again. But this time it was a salute, not a threat. ‘Well done, lad,’ he said quietly. ‘I hope they’s proper grateful.’

He jigged the horse with his knees. The horse snorted again, then cantered away along the track.

Lad?

Sam glanced down at her jeans and sneakers, then put her hand up to her short hair.

‘I’m a girl, you idiot!’ she yelled.

But the bushranger had gone.


Chapter 3

‘He didn’t hurt you none?’

‘Girl!’

The Puddlehams spoke at the same time. They must have hidden behind a tree, thought Sam. The trees around here were bigger than any she’d known, but it would need to be massive to hide Mrs Puddleham.

‘O’ course she’s a girl, Mr Puddleham!’ Mrs Puddleham marched across to Sam. There was no sign of her terror now. ‘She ain’t the first girl pretending to be a boy on the goldfields, neither.’

‘Goldfields?’ Suddenly Sam’s hands were shaking. But it made sense. The bushranger, the couple’s clothes. And Puddleham, the name on the gravestone. But this isn’t what the Puddlehams should be like, she thought desperately. The world swayed for a moment, the cold breeze from nowhere nibbling once again.

The woman hugged her. Her arms felt strong as well as fat, and smelled of old sweat and sour clothes. Sam accepted it awkwardly. She never knew what to do when people hugged her. Mum wasn’t good with hugs.

But the hug was reassuring, nonetheless. The world steadied. The breeze vanished, leaving the hot scent of gum leaves as well as sweat. She felt like she had been tugged by a hundred ropes that had suddenly been cut away. But she’d won! For the first time in her life she’d fought back properly, and she’d won.

The fat arms released her. The big woman stood back, staring at her with an expression Sam couldn’t read: a curiously searching gaze, part hope, part something else.

‘We owe you our thanks, miss,’ Mr Puddleham doffed his top hat to her. Sam had never seen anyone doff a hat before, but this one was definitely being doffed.

‘It wasn’t anything,’ said Sam, not sure how to respond.

‘It were a good deal more’n that,’ Mrs Puddleham lifted her skirt. For someone who’d been so modest before, thought Sam, she didn’t mind showing her legs now. They bulged like legs of lamb, clad in what looked like black knitted stockings held up by ruffled green garters, with wobbly white flesh threaded with blue veins above the knees.

Mrs Puddleham untied a small white drawstring bag from one of the garters. She grinned, showing the gaps in her teeth again. Had her terror been real, thought Sam suddenly, or just a show for the bushranger? ‘The joke’s on him, deary. Look at this! There’s two pounds’ worth of gold dust here!’

‘Mrs Puddleham!’ the little man hissed. He glanced around. ‘You don’t know who’s listening. Or who this girl is with.’

‘It’s obvious, Mr Puddleham,’ Mrs Puddleham spoke matter-of-factly, but there was an undercurrent of excitement too. ‘She’s by herself, ain’t you, deary? Run off disguised as a boy … and we ain’t asking why you’ve run off neither,’ she added quickly. ‘No girl runs away unless her family deserves it, that’s what I say, or ‘cause the cove she’s apprenticed to ill-treats her. An’ no one knows that better’n I,’ she said more quietly. ‘No questions, deary. No, you’ll never get no unwelcome questions from me.’

Sam stared at her. She was a hundred years away from her own time, at least. Yet here was this woman, this strange fat woman so much older than she was, who understood. The tears prickled again.

‘Well, let’s have a bite to eat. It’s my belief,’ added Mrs Puddleham, stuffing the gold back into her stocking and letting her skirts fall again, ‘that everything’s better with a good lining to your stomach. An’ then we can introduce ourselves proper. An', Mr Puddleham, get that look off your face. You look like a sheep who thinks it’ll be shorn.’ She stared at Sam again, with that strange depth of yearning. ‘This is a good girl, I’ll warrant, may the devil turn my teacakes flat forever if I tell a lie.’

Mrs Puddleham untied what looked like a floury sack dangling by her side, tied with rope to her waist. ‘Now let’s get off the track afore we has our bite to eat, in case that young varmint or one like him comes by again.’


Chapter 4

They sat among the shifting leaf dapples, and Mrs Puddleham opened her sack. It held lumps of what looked like dough, all stuck together and a bit hairy from the hessian. Mrs Puddleham pulled one off the others and held it out to Sam.

‘Here you are, deary. You get your mouth round one o’ these.’

‘What is it?’ asked Sam cautiously. The thing looked like a soggy golf ball.

‘One o’ my treacle dumplings. You won’t find a lighter dumpling on the goldfields.’

Sam bit down tentatively. There was sweetish brown sticky stuff inside. Her stomach growled appreciatively, despite the bits of hessian. Mrs Puddleham passed her another.

‘Good, ain’t they?’ the fat woman said proudly, her mouth full. ‘There’s precious few has as light a hand with treacle dumplings.’

Sam nodded. She wondered suddenly if she had ever eaten anything made with such love and pride.

‘No one makes dumplings like yours, Mrs Puddleham,’ Mr Puddleham rose to his feet and gave his wife a small, stiff bow. It seemed as though their safety had made him loquacious. ‘Mrs Puddleham is the finest cook in the colony, no, in the entire Empire. You should taste her quince pie and custard. As for her currant buns — Her Majesty herself doesn’t have buns like that on her tea table. And I should know.’

Mr Puddleham. Mrs Puddleham. Sam felt like giggling. It was such a formal way to talk to your husband or wife, but somehow it sounded like a caress.

The big woman blushed with pleasure. ‘Well, it’s a knack, I admit it. So, deary, you know who we are. What’s your moniker then?’

‘Monica?’

‘Now, now, Mrs Puddleham. There is a proper way to introduce ourselves.’ The little man gave another stiff bow, this time in Sam’s direction. ‘Mr Percival Puddleham, until lately Her Majesty Queen Victoria’s butler, at your service, miss. And may I present to you my esteemed wife, Mrs Puddleham.’

Mrs Puddleham giggled. She pulled at his hand, forcing him to sit on the grass next to her again. ‘Go on with you, Mr P. You eat your nice dumpling afore the ants get it first. He’s as thin as a hat pin, ain’t he, deary?’

Sam stared at the skeletal Mr Puddleham sitting with his wife, his knobbly knees and elbows pressed neatly together. She couldn’t see him standing all tall and butler-like,especially at a palace. ‘Were you really Queen Victoria’s butler?’

‘I was. And a greater honour no man can ever have. Except of course to be married to my dear wife here.’ His elbows were still stiff, and his neck straight as a rooster’s, but there was warmth in his eyes as he looked at his wife. He lifted the dimpled hand next to him and kissed it. Mrs Puddleham giggled again.

‘My name’s Sam.’

‘Ahem.’ Mr Puddleham coughed gently. ‘Sam is not a girl’s name, if you’ll excuse me mentioning it, miss.’

His wife nudged him. ‘Now you hush up, Mr P, and none of that miss stuff in case someone overhears. If she’s going to be a boy then Sam is a very good name.’

‘It’s short for Samantha,’ said Sam.

‘See?’ said Mrs Puddleham. She patted Sam’s hand. ‘And a very nice name it is too, deary. Like I said, we’ll ask no questions. We’re just grateful, ain’t we, Mr P?’

Her husband nodded.

‘Please … if you don’t mind my asking — what are you doing here? This is a long way from Queen Victoria’s palace,’ she added.

The Puddlehams shared a glance. ‘We are making our fortunes, miss, I mean, er, Sam,’ Mr Puddleham corrected, as Mrs Puddleham nudged him sharply.

‘Digging for gold?’

Mr Puddleham glanced down at his hands. His fingers were long and white. Even the nails were neatly trimmed,though there were what looked like new calluses across each finger.

‘Not us,’ said Mrs Puddleham, biting happily into another dumpling. ‘We know a lark worth two o’ that, don’t we, Mr P? Here.’ She shoved another couple of dumplings towards Sam. ‘You fill your belly, deary. We got plenty. No, let them as is good for nothing else do the digging, and we’ll get the gold off them.’

‘Not stealing?’ Had she saved a pair of thieves from a bushranger? Suddenly the dumplings felt like mud in her stomach.

‘Certainly not! Stealing? The very idea.’ Mrs Puddleham looked just a bit too innocent. ‘It’s me cooking,’ she added proudly. ‘Mr P and me runs the best cook shop on the diggings. We sells the food and they gives us their gold. Stew like none of them diggers have tasted before. None o’ your rat, neither, pretending that it’s chicken. Welsh cakes so light they float off the plate, and cold puddin’ on Sundays, seeing as how it ain’t right to cook on the Sabbath, not to mention most o’ the men bein’ on the grog Saturday night and still so woozy Sunday morning they’ll pay us threepence a slice. Wish the whole month were Sundays, sometimes, we makes so much for so little.’

‘Um, that’s wonderful,’ said Sam.

Mrs Puddleham nodded happily. ‘Another few months an’ we’ll have enough money to buy one o’ they fancy hotels down in Melbourne, with velvet seats in the dining room and a separate bed for every cove what wants one, with proper sheets and everything.’

So the Puddlehams were rich? Or were going to be? A hotel with buttered toast, thought Sam. And maybe the shaggy dog …

‘Which is why we were headed to Higgins’s farm, miss, er, Sam,’ said Mr Puddleham, ‘when you so bravely rescued us. Mrs Puddleham and I need to buy more provisions. The prices on the diggings are scandalous, and it’s a day’s walk to the farm and back. So if you’ll excuse us we’d best be off there or we won’t be home before sundown.’

He stood up, swept off his top hat, and bowed. ‘My utmost thanks again for our deliverance. It is an honour to have met you.’

‘Oh.’ Sam shivered. They were so kind. And funny. Suddenly the thought of being alone in a strange place and a strange time was almost too much. But she’d handled the bushranger, hadn’t she? She could cope …

‘It — it was very nice to meet you too,’ she began, trying to match Mr Puddleham’s polite tone. ‘Maybe we’ll meet again —’

‘Meet again! What nonsense.’ There was an almost hungry look in Mrs Puddleham’s eye that Sam couldn’t understand, but she was determined too. The woman took a deep breath. ‘You’re coming with us. Ain’t that right, Mr P?’

The big woman looked from her husband to Sam then back again. This time her gaze was like a challenge to them both. ‘Like a daughter, seeing as how Mr P and me ain’t got no kith nor kin, nor chicks of our own, despite how much we’ve yearned for one —’

‘Ahem.’ Mr Puddleham coughed as though to stop any too-embarrassing confidences. ‘Perhaps we should give this some thought, Mrs Puddleham.’

Mrs Puddleham’s red hands pressed against her bosom. ‘No, Mr P. It’s right. You got to see it’s right.’

‘She’s not our kin,’ objected Mr Puddleham. ‘We don’t know who she is, Mrs Puddleham, or where she’s come from. She may have family of her own.’

‘No, I haven’t —’ began Sam, but Mrs Puddleham interrupted. ‘She’s headin’ to the diggings to make her fortune, just like us. She ain’t dressed up like a floozy, neither, so we knows her morals is good. An’ it ain’t right for a girl her age to be alone on the diggings. You knows that, Mr P. Sometimes we all of us needs a little help from others if we’re to get by.’

‘But, Mrs Puddleham …’ the little man’s voice trailed off. Something was going on between them, Sam decided. Something that didn’t need words said out loud.

‘I ain’t asked nothing o’ you, ever, have I?’ added Mrs Puddleham softly. ‘Not a golden wedding band, nor ribbons for me hair. An’ she’ll be useful. That Professor is as much use minding the pots as one o’ Her Majesty’s lap dogs. You’ve said yourself I don’t know how many times we needs another pair o’ hands.’

Mr Puddleham glanced over at Sam, then back to his wife, his face quite expressionless. Finally he sighed. ‘We must remember she is a son, at least until we are back in Melbourne, Mrs Puddleham.’

He hasn’t said yes, thought Sam. He just hasn’t said no.

‘Son or daughter, it’s all one,’ Mrs Puddleham’s big hand grasped Sam’s even more firmly. It felt surprisingly soft, despite its scars and calluses. ‘Come on now, deary. An’ don’t you worry none. ‘Cause there’s one thing I can promise you.’ She grinned, showing the gaps in her yellow teeth. ‘You won’t be goin’ hungry. All the stew you can eat, an’ brownie and some of my good damper toasted with butter and treacle … I’ll put some meat on your bones, you’ll see.’

Toasted damper, thought Sam. Her stomach clenched with anticipated pleasure, its hunger only just satisfied despite the dumplings. At least she’d got the buttered toast right.


Chapter 5

She walked with the Puddlehams without thinking for a while. Mrs Puddleham’s hand still held hers. It was enough to have the bell-like tinkle of the birds above them, the hush of the trees. A wallaby glanced at them, then bounded off.

‘Good eating on them kangas,’ remarked Mrs Puddleham. ‘Long as you gets a young ‘un, o’ course.’

‘That was a wallaby, Mrs Puddleham, not a kangaroo,’ Mr Puddleham puffed slightly as he pushed the wheelbarrow.

‘Same thing. Just ain’t as much meat. You want me to take a turn at the barrow now, Mr P?’

‘I am obliged to you, Mrs Puddleham, but I can manage.’

Mrs Puddleham breathed in the air happily. ‘Smells like it’s just had its face washed, don’t it? Good to get away from the diggings for a bit. Like a walk in the park, ain’t it, Mr P?’

Mr Puddleham said nothing as he continued to push the barrow.

The track wound between the trees, splodged now and then with horse droppings. Long curls of bark crackled like cornflakes as Mr Puddleham pushed the barrow over them.

They’d walked for an hour or so when they heard footsteps. A group of men strode round a corner towards them. Two were dressed in bright shirts like the bushranger’s, with hats made from what looked like palm fronds on their heads and shotguns at their sides; one wore a suit made out of stiff once-white cloth. The other man was so stooped he walked like a crab, and his clothes were so ragged it was hard to see what they had once been.

Sam felt terror prickle up her back. Were they bushrangers too? But Mr Puddleham doffed his top hat to them.

‘Fine day for it, Mr Puddleham,’ said one of the men, touching the brim of his own strange hat.

‘It is indeed, sir,’ said Mr Puddleham majestically.

The bent man grinned. ‘You want a few roo tails if we gets some, ma?’ he asked Mrs Puddleham, peering up lopsidedly to look into her face.

Mr Puddleham coughed. ‘Mrs Puddleham, if you please,’ he corrected.

The man’s grin grew wider, showing worn grey teeth. ‘O’ course. What were I thinking? You wants some kangaroo posteriors, Mrs Puddleham, ma’am?’

Mrs Puddleham’s mouth pursed up like a currant. ‘You keep your kanga tails to yourself, Banger Murphy. I’ll have you know I serve good mutton in my pots, an’ if anyonesay I don’t — well, he won’t get a bit o’ my spotted dick, that’s all I got to say, no matter if he gives me a whole nugget in return.’

‘You serving spotted dick again this Sunday, Mrs P?’ asked one of the other men hopefully. He was small, with fallen cheeks and a strange slackness around his mouth when he spoke. No teeth, thought Sam. She’d never seen anyone with no teeth before.

‘I might. So you behaves yourself. Full o’ currants, my puddin’ is, and rich enough to give you the strength to dig yourselves a whole barrel o’ gold.’ She gave the men a royal wave as they doffed their hats to her.

‘Kangaroo tails,’ she muttered as the men vanished down the track. ‘Not that I have nothing against a few roo tails,’ she added to Sam, ‘but only to give flavour to the mutton like. Ain’t no point the whole diggings knowing what goes into my pots, is there?’

Sam was silent. The men obviously knew the Puddlehams. Maybe the bushranger knew about them too? Knew they’d be coming this way. Knew that they’d be carrying gold.

And who was Lucy?

This world was suddenly as complex as the one she’d left. Maybe the past only seemed simple, she thought suddenly, because all you knew of it was what was written on the page. But what about the bits you didn’t know? That no one had written about?

The three of them stopped to drink from a stream, a thin trickle among ferny banks, then Mrs Puddleham and Samwent behind the trees to go to the toilet. It was easy for Mrs Puddleham, thought Sam — she just had to crouch down and her skirts hid what was going on. Sam had to pull her jeans around her ankles and leave her bum bare, which made her blush, even though the only onlookers were a pair of magpies. Almost the only onlookers. She fastened her jeans to find Mrs Puddleham watching her.

‘You best make sure you use a chamber pot in the tent when we get back to the diggings.’

She gazed at Sam’s shirt, then shook her head. ‘And I think you need this too, deary.’ The big woman lifted the hem of her petticoat. There was a tearing sound, then she pressed a long length of grubby ruffle into Sam’s hand.

Sam looked at it, bewildered. ‘What should I do with this?’

‘Tie it round there,’ Mrs Puddleham indicated Sam’s breasts under her shirt. ‘To keep yourself flat like. Not that there’s much to show yet, but some men have sharper eyes than others, if you get my meaning. You’ll be growing bigger soon enough too,’ she added complacently, ‘with my good cooking in you. And it’s not like it’s for long. When we have our hotel in Melbourne we’ll have you in pink silk and lace. Pink’s me favourite colour,’ she added. ‘But it don’t go with me red cheeks, and that’s a fact. But it’d look a picture on you, deary.’

Yuck, thought Sam. She took off her shirt. Mrs Puddleham looked curiously at Sam’s bra as she began to wrap the cloth firmly around herself, but she made no comment. Perhaps, hoped Sam, Mrs Puddleham thought the bra was just another way to hide her breasts.

‘Mrs Puddleham …’

‘Best to call me Ma,’ said Mrs Puddleham.

‘Ma … ‘ It was embarrassing seeing the pleasure suddenly flow into Mrs Puddleham’s eyes. ‘Why did you come to …’

Help! she thought. Was Australia still called New Holland? She couldn’t even ask what year it was, or what goldfield they were near, in case they thought that she was crazy. She compromised with ‘. why did you come here? If Mr Puddleham had such a good job with Queen Victoria, I mean.’

Mrs Puddleham snorted. ‘What’s a life of bowing and scraping, even if it’s to a queen, against a hotel o’ your own, with velvet chairs? Slept ten in a room, them butlers did, even at the palace, and no time to yourself even on Christmas Day.’

‘Did you work at the palace too?’

‘I was Her Majesty’s cook —’ Mrs Puddleham stopped. She stared at Sam for a moment. The flush crept up her cheeks again.

‘Nay,’ she said at last. ‘You’ve a right to the truth. I don’t want to lie to you, deary. Never to you. Ma died o’ the gin and the cold. I was ten when they sent me from the workhouse to the palace. That were afore Her Majesty were queen, o’ course. Worked me way up from tweenie to kitchen maid. But a girl don’t get to be more’n kitchen maid in a palace, no matter how good her teacakes are — an’ I had more good cooking in my little finger than six of those men chefs put together. Monsewers, they calledthem, except for one who was a sahib what made the curries. Couldn’t make a Dundee cake between the lot o’ them.’

Sam frowned. ‘So that’s why you came here? To open your cook shop on the diggings?’

‘That’s about the size of it.’ Mrs Puddleham straightened her skirts, avoiding Sam’s eye.

She wasn’t lying. Sam was pretty sure Mrs Puddleham would keep her word about that. But there was a lot she wasn’t saying, too. It took months to sail to Australia from England these days, didn’t it? Probably a lot of money, too. Had the Puddlehams saved up enough back at the palace to get them here?

No, there was too much pain in Mrs Puddleham’s face for that to be the whole story.

And who was Lucy?

But before she could ask any more questions Mrs Puddleham stepped carefully away from the wet patch on the ground, holding her skirts up high. ‘Come on, deary. We’d best be going. Mr Puddleham will think we’ve had to pee a river, we’ve been so long away.’

They walked back through the trees together.

Sam trudged along the track. The sun danced high and hot above the trees. How far away was this farm, anyhow? She wished she had her watch, though she supposed it would look strange to the people here.

Excitement was draining away, leaving weariness instead. Tired from lack of sleep. Tired from shock. Tired from strangeness. Too tired to think much, even, which was good. She didn’t want to think, just let the world flow by. Let Mrs Puddleham look after her, tell her what to do …

She glanced at the Puddlehams, plodding along beside her. They were the only familiar things now in this world, the only anchor that she had.

One minute they were wandering through trees. Then they turned a corner, and the farm was in front of them.

It wasn’t much of a farm, just a clearing in the bush. There weren’t even proper fences, just two paddocks with wooden railings around them. There was a hut made of saplings stuck together with cracked clay; it had slabs of wood for a roof and windows with ragged hessian instead of glass. Dead trees lifted leafless branches, like they’d got a plague. Sheep the colour of dust and rocks grazed underneath, along with a couple of bony cows.

A boy sat on a log, apparently seeing the sheep didn’t stray, though he had a book on his lap. He stood up as they approached. He was about Sam’s age, barefoot and ragged-trousered. His garments had been cut down from an adult’s clothes, and he wore a wide hat like the men they’d met before. He had brown skin, and brown eyes that stared sullenly at Sam and the Puddlehams.

‘Suppose you’re after more bleedin’ mutton,’ he muttered, shoving the book under the rope that held up his trousers.

‘Language! You show some respect, you whippersnapper.’ Mr Puddleham’s face flushed with sudden anger.

The boy stared at the ground. ‘Sorry, sir.’

‘That’s better. You think again before you use words like that in front of a white woman.’

White woman? Sam blinked. But this was the past. Brown skins, white skins mattered back then. Now. And the brown of this boy’s skin was more than tan from the sun.

‘I think more’n you. All youse think about is bleedin’ mutton,’ muttered the boy behind them, as they began to tramp across the paddock, Mrs Puddleham pushing the wheelbarrow between lines of dusty cabbages towards a man tipping a thin stream of water onto seedlings from one of a pair of buckets on a pole across his shoulders, while a brown-skinned woman in a faded skirt and sacking apron used a long-handled tool to hack at the ground.

‘Da! It’s them Puddlehams again.’

The man put the bucket down. He was as short as Mr Puddleham, a battered potato of a man, his mouth twisted in lines of old bitterness. But he smiled when he saw who it was.

‘Ah, Mr Puddleham, sir, and Mrs Puddleham too.’ There was a lilt in his voice. Irish, thought Sam. ‘You’re after supplies again, is it?’

‘We are, Mr Higgins,’ said Mr Puddleham.

‘Well, and wasn’t I killing a sheep this morning? I must’ve known youse were comin'.’

The woman stood behind him, her brown eyes watchful. Neither the Puddlehams nor Mr Higgins acknowledged her.

Suddenly she began to cough, a deep bark that took over her entire body. And now Mr Higgins turned to her, supporting her till the spasm was over. He reached into his pocket and drew out a scrap of cloth, and dabbed the blood from the corner of her mouth, then stood back. She smiled at him, and nodded.

‘You right now, Martha?’

‘I’ll be fine.’ She laid a hand on his arm. The voice was almost a whisper, but the English clear and educated.

‘Ma?’ The boy stood by the paddock railing. His mother tried to smile at him reassuringly. ‘Could you get the Puddlehams their potatoes, George?’ Her words came in strange pants, as though there wasn’t quite enough breath behind them. ‘I’m sure they want potatoes as well as mutton.’

‘An’ onions. An’ carrots if you got ‘em, and some of that savoury too. Don’t suppose you got pumpkins left? Or a couple o’ apples?’ Mrs Puddleham spoke to Mr Higgins, not his wife. ‘Be lovely to make Sam some o’ me apple dumplings.’

‘No apples left, nor pumpkins. Cherries in a few weeks, if it don’t rain too much,’ said Mr Higgins temptingly. ‘Lovely big ones they’ll be. Maybe a few peaches too, an’ nice new beans.’

‘An’ a lovely big price an’ all. Ah well, just give us what you got.’

‘I’ll take yer barrow.’ The boy handed his book to his mother. She wiped her hands on her apron before she took it. Her fingers were long and thin.

‘Can I help?’

He looked back at Sam, surprised. ‘If ye like.’ His voice had the same lilt as his father’s.

For a moment it looked like Mr Puddleham was going to object. But then he nodded.

Mrs Puddleham beamed, this time at the dark woman too, as though she needed to spread her joy across an audience of more than one. ‘This here’s our son, Sam, what’s up from Melbourne to join us.’

‘Aye, and a grand lad he is too,’ said Mr Higgins. He stared at Sam, then at his own son, his expression impossible to read.

The boy noticed his father’s look. He grabbed the handles of the wheelbarrow and jerked it towards a shed. It was the flimsiest building Sam had ever seen, just sheets of bark tied to a rough framework with strips of leather.

The boy glanced round at her resentfully. ‘Didn’t know the Puddlehams had a bleedin’ son.’

‘Mmm,’ said Sam. ‘What were you reading?’ she added curiously.

The boy nudged the wooden door open and pushed the barrow inside. ‘Ye’d not be interested.’

Sam followed him inside. ‘I might.’

‘It’s called The Great Dialogues of Socrates.’ The boy pronounced it ‘So-Krates'. ‘Da swapped it for a jar of hooch from this old cove called the Professor,’ he added.

‘You mean “Socrates"?’ Sam pronounced it the way Mrs Quant had, back in history class. For a moment the world shivered again, then was still.

The boy stared at her. The sunlight coming through the shed’s bark walls striped his face black and gold. ‘Ye knows the book?’

‘No,’ said Sam honestly. ‘But I know a bit about Socrates. He lived in the world’s first democracy, didn’t he? In ancient Athens.’

‘That’s him.’ He looked down at the heap of potatoes, not at her. ‘It’s a funny book. Not like a newspaper, nor the Bible neither. Some of them words is hard to understand.’

‘I bet they are,’ said Sam.

He looked up at her again. Sam could see the relief in his face, as though he’d thought she might laugh at him. ‘There’s this bit in the book,’ his voice was eager now, ‘where they makes this Socrates cove drink a cup o’ poison ‘cause he taught the young people to ask questions, to wonder if what the grown-ups did was right or wrong. Imagine a cove wanting young ‘uns to ask questions! But Socrates said the unexamined life ain’t worth living.’

The boy bent and threw a half-rotten potato out the shed door with one strong flick of his wrist. ‘Reckon my Da would have handed him the cup. Not one for answering questions, my Da. Didn’t think I’d never meet anyone else who knew about Socrates —’ he pronounced it correctly now ‘— ‘cept maybe the cove what sold the book. You know him?’

Sam shook her head. ‘I just got here. Doesn’t your teacher know about Socrates?’

The boy’s eyes blazed at her. ‘You tryin’ to be funny?’

‘I — I don’t understand …’

‘What sort of school takes the likes o’ me?’

‘I didn’t think. I’m not from around here, remember?’ she added.

‘Half-castes got schools where you comes from, do they?’

‘Yes,’ said Sam honestly. ‘But it’s a long way away,’ she added.

‘England, I suppose.’ He shrugged. ‘Fat lot o’ good that is to me. Ma taught me to read — she got taught by this old cove they called the Native Protector when she were young. Da can write his bleedin’ name, but that’s about it.’

‘But he bought you a book,’ said Sam softly.

‘Aye. He did that. I’m George,’ he added.

‘Sam.’ She hesitated, then held out her hand. Boys would shake hands with each other in these days, wouldn’t they? she thought, as George’s hand slipped into hers. It was bigger, and callused from work.

‘You don’t have any books, I suppose?’ George’s voice was a bit too casual as he began to throw potatoes into one of the sacks in the barrow.

Sam shook her head.

‘But ye’ve been to school?’

Sam nodded. ‘For,’ she calculated, ‘nine years now.’

‘Lucky b—blighter.’ He grinned in sudden friendship. ‘You’ll get on fine at the diggings, I reckon. Da brings me newspapers sometimes. There’s lots o’ coves with book learning there, all talking about democracy and stuff. Coves from California and Ireland and places with funny lingos where they tried to get rid of their kings. Da saysthat every man who backed a losing cause in Europe, trying to get rid o’ kings, has come to dig for gold instead.’ George threw another potato into the sack with greater force. ‘Wish Da’d let me go to the bleedin’ diggin’s. Bet I’d find a bleedin’ nugget big as a rat. But he says there’s more money in spuds than gold. How many sacks you want?’

‘Oh … the usual.’

‘Two then.’ He began to heft the sacks into the barrow. ‘Onions? Carrots?’

‘Er, yes.’

George threw a few carrots and a big string of onions, tied together by their wilted tops, into the barrow too, then lifted its handles again.

‘If ye want to read my book ye can borrow it.’ The words came out in a rush, as though he was offering the greatest treasure of his life. ‘Just read it here, mind,’ he added hurriedly. ‘Next time ye come to get supplies. I don’t mean ye can take it away.’

What sort of world was it where a book could be so precious? Sam had thought she knew about hunger. For the first time she had a glimpse of a hungry mind.

‘I’d like to read it,’ she said quietly. ‘We could talk about it, maybe.’

‘Mebbe.’ The hope in his expression in the dimness of the shed said more than words.


Chapter 6

The afternoon shadows stretched blue fingers through the trees. Mr Puddleham pushed the wheelbarrow, filled with the sacks of potatoes and a bloody shape that looked like a whole sheep wrapped in red-stained sacking. Sam felt sick every time she glanced at it. Mrs Puddleham carried the food sack, now filled with carrots, as well as a bouquet of tough-looking stems and tiny green leaves, with a strange fragrance even stronger than the smells of unwashed clothes and dead sheep.

Sam trudged next to them, the string of onions slung over her back, trying to enjoy the silence of the bush around them again, the flicker of light through the trees. She still didn’t have any idea where they were going.

In movies there was always a newspaper blowing about so you could check the date. But there wasn’t even a breeze under the hush of gum trees, much less a tumbling newspaper. The gold rushes had lasted for decades, hadn’t they? She tried to remember Mrs Quant’s words, the pages in the history book. They’d started in New South Wales in the late 1850s, but then there’d been rushes in Victoria and Queensland too. They could be anywhere. And almost any when.

She stared around, trying to find some clue. The trees were a dappled wall around them, too tall to even see if there were mountains in the distance. Suddenly something moved on one of the branches. Sam grinned, despite her weariness.

‘A koala!’

‘No good eating on them bears, lovey. Is there, Mr P?’

Mr Puddleham didn’t reply. His face was red. His small body strained as it pushed the wheelbarrow.

How far do we have to go now? wondered Sam. The shadows were thickening into darkness. Did the Puddlehams have a hut like George’s? How many rooms were there in a hut like his? Maybe the Puddlehams had a house like she’d imagined, with a verandah and a spare room with a soft bed. They had feather mattresses these days, didn’t they? That sounded soft.

She sniffed. She could smell something. Like that zoo, with its huddled animals in small cages. A smell of dirt and droppings. But not animals this time, she realised. This smell was people. Unwashed bodies and wood smoke.

She peered through the trees. Were those white blotches in the distance tents? There was a pale line, too. It took a moment to realise it was a road — a wider one than the track to the farm. Soon she could make out men tramping along it, with bundles on their backs, pushing wheelbarrows or leading horses, heads down and almost staggering under their bulging packs.

Wheels rumbled in the distance. Men moved to one side out of the way to let a canvas-covered wagon pass; it had big wheels and straining horses, just like in a cowboy movie. She almost expected an arrow to twang past as the ‘Indians’ attacked.

But it didn’t. The wagon rumbled into the distance as the three of them turned from the track onto the road.

The country looked more like a park now, with a few large trees. The land seemed almost empty, despite the traffic on the road, and the sense of movement among the tents in the distance, like a million scurrying ants.

The tents drew closer as they walked, a scattering at first, then rows of them, mostly just scraps of cloth drooping between two poles, though one or two were fancier, with many poles and even flaps for windows. Mounds of dirt loomed through the deepening shadows, as though a mob of kids had been making forts or giant wombats digging tunnels. Fires glowed as men threw on branches. The world was filled now with people instead of trees; men carried buckets, and other figures, pale and dirty, climbed up from the mounds of dirt.

Miners, she thought. But this isn’t what the goldfields should be like. This almost looked like a school camp in the bush: the orderly tents, with rough stools out front and fireplaces, and wet trousers hanging on washing lines strung between the trees.

The feeling of unreality grew as they kept walking. The tents got closer together, almost like a suburb, with mines instead of gardens, and logs and hunks of wood to sit oninstead of garden furniture. Some even had tiny patches of vegetables and flowers. Men washed in metal basins outside their tents, or boiled their billies.

The stench of sewage was so strong she almost gagged.

There were bark huts among the tents now too. A bigger building even had a verandah out the front, where a row of men leaned back against the wall in exhaustion, drinking from wooden mugs.

Someone was grilling meat. Her stomach clenched with hunger.

So many men. Yells, laughter, the sound of metal hitting dirt. But it had a strange quiet too. No rumble of traffic in the distance, no shrieks of brakes or engine noises, no mutterings from TVs. It was almost peaceful, she thought, trying to shift the onions onto a bit of shoulder that wasn’t bruised.

The world exploded. A bang, and then another, volley after volley like a war scene in a movie. The ground shuddered. A mob of cockatoos feeding in the droppings on the road flapped screaming into the air.

She bit down on a scream. A boy wouldn’t scream. She stared around, trying to find the battle …

Mrs Puddleham laughed. ‘Takes you by surprise, don’t it? Don’t mind the noise, deary. The men let off their muskets at dusk, that’s all. Say it’s to check their powder’s still dry, but I reckon men just like making bangs. Waste of good powder I call it, but there, that’s men for you. Present company excepted of course,’ she added, with a smile at Mr Puddleham.

Mr Puddleham bowed slightly above the wheelbarrow handles, but didn’t answer. His face was pale with exhaustion.

‘Nearly there,’ said Mrs Puddleham, either to Sam or her husband. ‘Don’t look over there, deary,’ she added in a whisper as she noticed Sam staring at the men drinking on the verandah. ‘Murphy’s grog is gut rot — sends men mad after half a tankard. Best keep clear.’

Sam nodded. Was the Puddlehams’ cook shop like the hotel, with slab walls and a bark roof? What sort of beds did people sleep on here? Not four-posters, like in the movies, not here at the diggings. But there’d be white sheets, and a feather pillow … maybe a patchwork quilt …

Her arm felt numb with the weight of the onions. Mr Puddleham’s breath came in small huffs as he pushed the barrow. The world around them was dark now, lit only by the fires and the extraordinary brightness of the stars above. Surely, thought Sam wearily, stars aren’t as bright as that back home. The moon began to rise, a vast orange popping up from the horizon.

Her feet felt almost too heavy to lift by the time the Puddlehams turned down one of the small tracks that led into the world of tents. They headed downhill through the lines of tents to the darkness beyond them and into a gully.

Food, thought Sam giddily, and sleep … A few trees cast moonlit shadows over a wriggle of waterholes, each shining like a mirror.

A ragged tent stood next to a giant fireplace, marked out by rocks, with two cauldrons suspended above glowingcoals. Seats surrounded it — most just blocks of wood but some with planks across them, making benches wide enough for several men. A big heap of firewood, mostly dead branches, stood to one side.

Sam stared. This couldn’t be it. It couldn’t!

‘And here we are,’ said Mrs Puddleham, happy as if they’d come to a mansion. ‘The best cook shop on the diggin’s.’

Her husband said nothing. He pushed the wheelbarrow under another sheet of cloth that was propped up on two sticks next to the tent to make a lean-to, then collapsed onto one of the blocks of wood.

‘Gorblimey,’ he muttered, in quite another accent from the one Sam had heard him use before, then glanced quickly around in case someone heard him.

A scarecrow rose from the darkness beyond the fire, and bowed. A ginger goatee beard straggled from his chin. Even by the moon and firelight she could see the knees and elbows of his clothes were worn right through. His cuffs were ragged.

‘Good evening,’ he said, lifting a hat as battered as his clothes. A bald spot on the top of his head glinted in the moonlight. A few locks of ginger hair wisped onto his shoulders. His words are as clearly enunciated as Mr Puddleham’s, but more … casual, thought Sam, as though he’s never had to think about his pronunciation. He sounded like a hero from one of those TV series where all the women wore bonnets and lived in big houses with maids.

But no hero tied his trousers around his ankles with string. String circled his boots too, to keep the top half bound to the bottom bit. There was something about the way the man spoke as well. Something about the way he smelled. Something familiar …

‘Everyone served an’ satisfied, Professor?’

Sam stared. How could this tramp be a professor?

‘Indeed they were, Mrs Puddleham.’ The scarecrow sat back on his stump of wood, and sipped from the stone jar by his side. ‘Your stew was magic, as always. Sixty happy men, sixty empty plates.’

The man was drunk, thought Sam. Not very drunk. Just that sort of relaxed almost-drunk, like Mum in between the bad times …

What had she come to? She’d dreamed of safety! Not a ragged tent. Not a drunk, leering at her in the darkness.

She glanced at him again. He wasn’t leering. He looked at her with curiosity, caressing his jar with battered fingers, then turned back to Mrs Puddleham.

‘Well, I hope ye remembered to count the spoons.’ Mrs Puddleham slung her sack onto the wheelbarrow in the lean-to. ‘Them scoundrels made away with two last time ye minded the pots.’

‘Ah, madam: “Once harm has been done, even a fool understands it", as the great Homer reminds us. This time I checked the spoons as each man finished, Mrs Puddleham, indeed I did. Twenty spoons, all as they should be.’

‘Any stew left?’ Mr Puddleham’s precise voice was hopeful.

‘Of course, sir. Would I leave your belly hungry? “The belly is the commanding part of the body", as Homer says. We were talking of Homer, were we not?’ The man smiled at them gently, and took another sip from his stone jar. It was as though his quotes came automatically, thought Sam, to save him the trouble of thinking what to say.

‘Is there enough left for three? This,’ said Mrs Puddleham possessively, ‘is our son, Sam, what’s just come up from Melbourne to help us. Sam, deary, this is the Professor, what helps us serve the stew now and then.’

So this was the man who’d sold George’s da the book for a drink. She nodded. ‘Professor? Professor who, then?’

The so-called Professor blinked, and glanced at her again. He smiled a little mockingly. ‘Professor Shamus O’Blivion, at your service. I am proud to make your acquaintance, Master Puddleham.’

Shame us oblivion? He’s making fun of us, thought Sam. He knows the Puddlehams won’t know what oblivion means. They won’t understand most of the stuff he’s saying. He thinks I won’t know, either. She let her disbelief into her voice. ‘Really?’

The Professor smiled, a hint of a true smile this time instead of the easy smile of a drunk. He waved his hand, as though to take in the far-off fires, the dim shapes of tents in the darkness. ‘As real as anything you see here. Welcome to Ballarat. “Oh, brave new world, that has such people in it".’

Ballarat! So that’s where she was. Sam forced her tired mind to remember lessons. Giant nuggets, yes, that was right, the Eureka Stockade …

Eureka …

No!

The night loomed even thicker around her. People had died at Eureka! The diggers had rebelled against paying for mining licences, hadn’t they? They’d built a stockade, but the soldiers stormed it early one morning, taking them by surprise.

Sam stared around at the darkness. The world was quiet here in the gully, apart from laughter in the distance. It was almost impossible that so many men were so nearby.

Don’t panic, she told herself. Maybe the rebellion was long past. The diggings looked peaceful despite the sounds of gunfire, almost a town.

‘A fine young lad,’ the Professor was saying with meaningless happiness as he sipped from his jar again. ‘You must be proud of him.’

Mrs Puddleham looked up from the pot she’d lowered onto the coals. Her smile was wide in the firelight. ‘Our Sam argued off a bushranger. There’d have been no gold to pay for the stores if it ain’t been for Sam here.’

‘Indeed?’ The Professor’s gaze lingered on Sam again. ‘Impressive. You used words for your weapon, did you? Ah, once I might have done the same … but now —’ he held up his jar in the firelight. ‘Now my words are empty as the wind.’

‘Now you’re a drunk,’ said Sam flatly.

‘Sam!’ Mrs Puddleham looked up from the cauldron, startled. Mr Puddleham coughed reprovingly. The Professor stared at her, his eyes pale in his dirty face.

‘Sorry, er, Ma,’ said Sam. She should shut up, she thought. This was a strange place, a strange world and a strange time.

‘An’ now,’ Mrs Puddleham nodded, relieved at the apology, ‘I’ll whip up a batch o’ scones in the camp oven good as the queen herself could ask for, to celebrate Sam’s coming like, and we can have them with the stew. An’ you better have a plateful yourself, Professor, ‘cause if you don’t eat nothing yer goin’ to fall into that jug o’ yours and fade away.’


Chapter 7

The stew was good, thick and savoury, though anything would have tasted good by now, thought Sam, using a scone to wipe up the last of the gravy just like Mrs Puddleham was doing. It had been at least six hours since she’d eaten the dumplings, and her sandwich at school yesterday had been … she suppressed a giggle. More than a hundred years in the future!

The scones were perfect. Somehow Mrs Puddleham had managed to mix them in seconds, dropping round balls of dough into a big iron-lidded pot nudged into the coals, with a shovelful of coals on the lid. The scones had turned out golden brown and just right for eating with stew.

Mrs Puddleham gave a happy sigh, and burped. Across the fire her husband nibbled at the last of his scone.

‘Anyone for seconds?’ Mrs Puddleham brushed the crumbs off her bosom then wiped her finger over a drip of stew.

Sam shook her head. ‘It was wonderful.’

‘You sure, deary?’ This time Mrs Puddleham’s smile was brighter than the fire. ‘Ah, you should have seen what Ihelped cook up in the palace. Now those were real dinners. Four different roasts even when it were just the family, beef and lamb and turkey and guinea fowl mebbe, or pheasant. Four sorts o’ fish as well, an’ every vegetable swimmin’ in good butter or them foreign sauces. Baked potatoes all crisp and brown and sparrowgrass in holidays sauce, blancmanges and jellies an’ pineapple fritters. None o’ this stew there.’

‘Their lack, madam.’ The Professor — or whoever he was — sketched a straggly bow.

‘Anyone want another scone with a bit o’ treacle for afters? No? Time for shut-eye then.’ Mrs Puddleham heaved her bulk up from her seat, and placed their plates in a wooden bucket. ‘Sam and I will sleep in the tent,’ she added pointedly to Mr Puddleham. ‘You can roll up in your swag out here.’

Mr Puddleham stared at the plump comfort of his wife. ‘On my own? Out here?’

‘I can sleep by the fire,’ said Sam quickly.

‘It’s not right for a gir—a young ‘un to sleep by ‘imself outside,’ said Mrs Puddleham stubbornly.

Finally they compromised. Sam would sleep in the lean-to, where the meat and vegetables were stored, wrapped in Mrs Puddleham’s best blanket. ‘Just washed last Saturday so don’t you worry about no bugs in it. An’ you call us if you need something in the night.’ She bent to whisper to Sam. ‘The thingummy’s in the lean-to for when you needs it. There’s a pile o’ nice soft leaves if you needs them too.’

Mr and Mrs Puddleham vanished into the tent and theflaps closed behind them. There was the sound of boots being pulled off, and grunting, then eventually two sets of snores, one low and the other high with an almost-whistle to it.

Sam sat and waited for the Professor to leave, so she could use the ‘thingummy’ without him hearing. But he just sat and stared as the flames licked the air. He took another swig from his jar, then pushed the cork in carefully. His fingernails were stained and split.

‘Well, my dear,’ he said conversationally, still looking at the flames, not her. ‘Do you care to tell me who you are?’ The mocking note had gone.

Sam glanced at him quickly. ‘What do you mean?’

The Professor glanced up at her and shrugged. ‘Call it curiosity. You’re no kin to the Puddlehams. Not even from London, if I’m any judge of an accent, which I rather think I am. American perhaps? But don’t feel you have to tell me. And don’t think I’ll feel obliged to tell anyone if you do. It’s curiosity, that’s all. I doubt there’s a single man on this goldfield — or woman either — who is exactly what they profess to be, or who isn’t running from something. Poverty, disgrace, their wives …’

Sam hesitated. ‘Can’t they be running to something? Something better?’

The Professor took another sip. ‘In some cases. A few.’

‘What are you running from?’

The Professor held up his jar.

Sam snorted. ‘You’re holding it, not running away from it.’

‘What it led me to. I run from that.’

‘Aren’t the Puddlehams who they say they are?’

‘A butler to Queen Victoria? I doubt it. A butler in any great house must be an imposing man, and Mr Puddleham is scarcely imposing enough to be a merchant’s butler, much less Queen Victoria’s. But an underbutler — maybe. Quite likely even, given the man’s demeanour. And Mrs Puddleham,’ the Professor smiled across the darkness. ‘I stand corrected. She is one, perhaps, who shows her true face to the world, even when she does not intend to — though I do not doubt that she has secrets too. But I was asking about you.’

‘Why do you think there’s anything to tell?’

‘Your accent is — odd. Your choice of words.’ The Professor wrestled the cork out of his jar once more and took a thoughtful swig. ‘I’ve known children who were rash, defiant, able pickpockets at eight years of age. But I’ve never met a child like you.’

‘I’m not a child.’

The Professor smiled, showing crumbled teeth. ‘You see.’

Sam took a breath. ‘Okay then. I come from the future — about a hundred and fifty years away, I think.’ She paused. ‘You’re not going to say, “You’re lying"?’

‘"There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in your philosophy.” Excuse me, my dear. What I mean to say is: not yet. What were you in this future? Princess or beggar maid?’

‘Neither.’

He took another swig. ‘A real liar would have claimed to be the princess. So what was your life like?’

‘It … it wasn’t good.’

‘In what way?’

‘It’s hard to explain.’

‘Try,’ said the Professor softly.

‘Mum … Mum used to teach at the uni. Now she’s an alcoholic. Like you,’ she added.

‘What about your father?’ The voice was gentle.

Sam shrugged. ‘I’ve never had a father. Not that Mum will tell me about.’

‘Who do you have, then?’

‘Friends, I suppose. But I can’t tell them what it’s like.’

‘Your friends wouldn’t help you?’

Sam was silent. ‘I think they would,’ she said at last. ‘That’s not why I can’t tell them.’

The Professor nodded, as though he had expected the answer. ‘You are ashamed. So you came here, like every other dreamer on the goldfields, hoping for a new reality. Will you go back if you don’t find one?’

He reached across the fire. Just a pat on her shoulder, and then his hand retreated. But somehow his presence was comforting, despite the stink of booze. The snores from the tent were a comfort too …

‘I don’t want to go back! It was so easy today! Just being someone else —’

‘Easy.’ The Professor stared up the gully to where the city of tents was just a dim glow of firelight. Drunks sang in the distance in a language she’d never heard.

‘Mrs Puddleham said you argued with a bushranger today. You think this life is easy?’

‘Yes,’ said Sam. ‘It is for me.’ She rubbed her nose on her sleeve. ‘Okay. What about you?’

‘Ah,’ said the Professor. ‘You know what my great lie is?’ ‘What?’

‘I really am a professor.’



Chapter 8

‘Really?’

‘Almost. A lecturer. Classics. Oxford. The city of dreaming spires.’

‘And then you drank?’

‘No, my dear. I drank while I taught. And then … my world turned hollow.’ He looked back at her with his red-rimmed eyes. The whites were yellow, just like Mum’s, his cheeks dark with stubble, the skin both loose and papery.

‘I married. A girl of sunbeams and laughter. And she died, without me there to hold her hand —’

‘Oh yeah?’

He smiled at the disbelief in her voice. ‘Would you prefer another story? That I sailed to the goldfields for adventure? But when I got here,’ he lifted the flask again, ‘I discovered I was a drunk. Now I am Shamus O’Blivion indeed. I do not like reality, my dear,’ he added. ‘It’s over-rated. The unexamined life is not worth living. But sometimes one’s life is not worth living if you examine it too closely, either.’

‘A boy said something like that today. He said that Socrates said it.’

The drunken gaze sharpened on the other side of the glowing coals. ‘The greatest of all philosophers. Who was this boy?’

‘The farmer’s son. George. He’d been reading a book.’

‘With a red cover?

She nodded.

‘I sold it when funds ran low. A mistake. I would like to buy it back again. I must see this boy some time.’

‘He won’t part with it. He loves it.’

‘Ah. Perhaps more than I did. So he should keep it. The love of ideas is a precious thing. More precious by far than gold, though that’s what I dig for now, not for ideas. Ideas make you look at the world, but gold can buy oblivion. Shame and oblivion, my two best friends.’ He gazed into the fire. ‘This future … which I still neither believe nor disbelieve. Is it good?’ He shook his head as though to clear it. ‘I know it is not good for you. But if good things can happen to people in bad societies, then perhaps bad things can happen to some people in good ones.’

Sam hesitated. ‘I don’t know,’ she said honestly. ‘Bits of it are good. Kids can go to school now. Most people are better off, I think, in this country anyhow.’

‘Thank you, my dear. True or not, it is good to believe. For Pilate sayeth, “What is truth?” The Bible, my dear …’

He was quite drunk now, Sam realised. The Professor lurched up, the firelight sending his shadow shuddering about the campsite. ‘And now I must leave you, oh child of the future.’

‘Professor — before you go … what do you know about the Eureka Stockade?’

‘Stockade? There is a mine they call Eureka — one of the first good seams they found at Ballarat. That’s what the word means, you know. “I found it.” The area all around it is crowded with claims now, but I wouldn’t call it a stockade. There was a hotel called Eureka too, but the miners burned it down. Goodnight, Master Puddleham.’

‘Sam,’ said Sam. But he was gone.


Chapter 9

Sam woke to the thunk of Mrs Puddleham’s axe. She peeped out of the tent. Dew glistened on the branches above her, and sunrise was still a red haze on the horizon.

Mrs Puddleham stood by the hunk of tree that was her table, hacking the sheep carcass into small chunks of meat and bone. She wore an apron today, made of the same sacking as the bag that held the potatoes. Suddenly Mr Puddleham came into view, lugging a wooden bucket of water up from the creek. He still wore yesterday’s suit, his hair slicked down and neat under his hat. He nodded to Sam, neither welcome nor distaste in his face, as he tipped the water into one of the big pots and headed back down towards the creek for another.

How long had they been up for? Sam wondered, as Mrs Puddleham beamed at her. ‘Morning, lovey,’ she puffed, lowering the bloody axe. ‘Breakfast won’t be long. Nice bit o’ hot damper, with a bit o’ bacon too.’

Damper? Maybe that was what smelled so good, thought Sam. The stench of the night before was still there, but the fresh-bread scent was even stronger. Sam’s stomachrumbled. How long had it been since she’d looked forwards to what she was going to eat, instead of using food just to fill her stomach? Frozen pizzas, shoved into the freezer the rare times Mum remembered to shop for food, the cheapest ones, just cheese and sour tomato. Milk she had to sniff before she drank it, in case it had gone off, or the packets of chips Gavin brought back from the pub, and tossed to her as though she should be grateful.

‘There’s a tin o’ salt by the flour sack if you wants to clean your teeth. Doesn’t do to let your teeth rot, deary. You pays for it in the end.’ Mrs Puddleham lowered her voice. ‘Don’t forget to use the you-know-what afore you come out, too. You don’t want to lower them trousers of yours where anyone can watch.’ She began to wield her axe again.

Chamber pot, thought Sam, draping the cloth back again so no one could see in. She hoped the thwacks from the axe muffled the sound.

She’d just got started when the world exploded again. It was the same noise she’d heard last night. Sam grinned as she pulled up her jeans. The diggers must be making sure their powder hadn’t got damp overnight. At least no one would have heard any noise she made.

The shots had hardly died away and the birds stopped screeching when she heard a hopeful voice outside.

‘Any damper going, missus?’

‘When has there ever not been morning damper at my cook tent?’ demanded Mrs Puddleham. ‘Threepence a hunk, and treacle’s a penny extra — an’ if you pour on toomuch an’ it drips on the ground again it’ll be tuppence. Bacon’s threepence as usual. Now sit you down, Happy Jack, and your dog too.’

‘And you too, sir,’ said Mr Puddleham politely. ‘If you would be so kind as to sit here, sir? And you, sir, over here?’

Sam stepped out of the lean-to. A dozen miners already sat on the blocks of wood around the fire, their faces eager in the early morning light. Even as she watched, others lined up to take their places.

Old men with strange hunched backs, like the man she’d seen the day before; young men wearing bright shirts in red or pink or blue, or faded rags, beards of every shape and colour; some men tanned and some with peeling noses from too much sun; and others with a strange pallor she assumed came from working underground, each one handing his coins to Mr Puddleham.

There was something else about them all, too, she thought. A look of hope, as though today might be the day they found a nugget, and tomorrow bring all the dreams they’d ever had.

Mrs Puddleham wiped her bloody hands on her tatty apron. ‘Our son,’ she announced proudly, putting her arm around Sam’s shoulders. ‘Sam Puddleham, as has come up from Melbourne specially to help us. Now you sit down, lovey,’ she added to Sam, ‘and get a good lining in your belly afore you do anything else.’ She grabbed a stick and pushed something out of the fire.

It was about the size and shape of a cushion, and darkgrey like a rock that had been left under the flames. But when Mrs Puddleham gripped it with the edges of her sacking apron and began to break it into chunks Sam saw the inside was white and moist and steaming.

So that’s how you cook a damper, she thought. It looked okay, apart from the ashy crust. And it smelled … she sniffed.

It smelled like the best thing she’d ever eaten.

She sat down on an empty spot on a log, next to a small man with a crooked shoulder and a face stretched in what looked like a permanent smile. A yellow dog sat at his feet, its head down warily in case someone gave it a kicking.

Sam stared. It was a doormat with fleas, a long weeping sore on its side and brown eyes as big as the beads on the necklace she’d given Mum two Christmases ago. But despite its wound and fear, it looked well fed — much better fed than its master.

‘What’s its name?’ The dog looked a bit like the one Liz and Nick used to have. Bitsa, Liz had called her, because she was bitsa this and bitsa that. But Bitsa had been old, and a bit fat. She had mostly lived on the sofa, accepting the pats of whoever passed. Liz had cried all day when she died.

‘Name?’ The grinning man stared at her, his smile empty, as though he didn’t understand. ‘Dog,’ he said at last. He licked his fingers. The dog sat up, its fear forgotten, and barked.

The man’s crooked grin grew wider, showing worndown stumps of teeth. ‘See, he’s happy!’ He threw the doghis slice of damper. The dog caught it in its mouth, and retired behind the seats to eat it.

Mrs Puddleham sighed as she passed Sam a tin plate with a chunk of damper on it, the treacle oozing through the steam like lava from a volcano. ‘An’ I suppose you’re happy too, now your dog’s happy.’

He nodded. ‘We’s all happy here, missus. Gold to dig and damper.’ His voice as well as the words sounded strangely simple.

‘Ah, well.’ Mrs Puddleham passed him another slice of damper. ‘You take this, Happy Jack, an’ this one’s for you, not yer dog, and it’s threepence too. But the other was just a halfpenny. Special rate fer dogs. But no bacon, mind,’ she added as the dog stared at the hunk of meat grilling on a stick propped up by the fire. ‘Bacon’s too expensive fer dogs.’

The little man shoved half the damper into his mouth. ‘Happy,’ he repeated. ‘We’s all happy now.’ The dog gave a woof of agreement behind them.

Sam bit into the damper. It was soft and light and sweet, a cross between a cake and a hunk of bread. Even the crust wasn’t too bad. It was easy to peel the sooty bit off the rest. How could something as good as this come out of a fire? She smiled at herself, and tried to eat more slowly.

Next to her the men lingered on each crumb, as though Mrs Puddleham’s cooking was their only link with the comforts of a home, or the women they’d left behind or never known.

Mrs Puddleham forked a small brown thing onto her plate. ‘You get that into you too, deary.’

‘What is it?’

‘A nice sheep’s kidney. Mr P’s already ate the other one. You never had a grilled kidney afore?’ She smiled comfortingly at Sam. ‘Don’t you worry, lovey. You’ll have kidneys galore from now on. I’ve kept a bit o’ liver for you in the flour sack for tomorrow too.’

Sam prodded the kidney. It looked like a turd someone had shoved in the fire. She bit onto it, then fanned her mouth at its heat. It tasted like a turd too. She swallowed it as quickly as she could, then took a bite of damper to take the flavour away. No, damper was definitely better than a kidney.

Twenty dampers later the sun bounced above the horizon, large and red as an apple. The flow of men stopped as the miners headed off to their claims. The chuckles of kookaburras gave way to sounds of clanking and thudding, yells and shouts.

Happy Jack clicked his fingers. His dog sat up, barked once, then looked at Mrs Puddleham hopefully.

‘Here,’ said Mrs Puddleham resignedly. She scraped the damper crusts into a pile, and watched as the dog gulped them down. ‘Happy now?’

The grinning man bobbed his head at her. ‘We’s happy now, missus. Happy, happy, happy.’ He clicked his fingers again. The dog licked treacle from its whiskers and followed him out of the gully.

Sam licked the last of the treacle from her fingers too. ‘Is he okay? I mean … all right,’ she added, when she saw Mrs Puddleham didn’t understand the word.

Mrs Puddleham picked up the axe again, and began chopping at what looked like sheep ribs. Flies clustered over the meat now, but she didn’t seem to notice.

‘Happy Jack’s just simple like,’ she said a bit breathlessly between blows. ‘No harm in him.’ Thwack. ‘Comes here whenever he gets a few pence, fer food for him an’ his dog.’ Thwack. ‘Don’t think he knows how to cook fer himself.’ She stopped, panting, and picked up a bit of meat that had fallen on the ground. She wiped it on her apron and threw it with the rest into the pot.

‘Can I do something?’ asked Sam.

Mrs Puddleham beamed. ‘Didn’t I tell Mr Puddleham you’d be a help? I’ll make you the best cook in the colonies, deary, you see if I don’t. Now you just sit here where I can look at your pretty face and chop the spuds. No need to peel ‘em neither — you can’t see a bit o’ dirt in a good stew. But make sure you cut ‘em proper, thicky thin.’

‘I’m sorry. I don’t understand.’

‘An’ why should you? It’s me as knows the secrets o’ good cooking. Thicky thin’s how you make a good thick stew, lovey. You cut the spuds like this — thin on one side, thick on the other. That way most melts down into the fat to make a good thick gravy, and leaves a few chunks to get yer teeth into. Understand?’

Sam nodded. Mrs Puddleham passed her a knife, then hauled the sack of potatoes out with one great heave of her arm. ‘There you are then. A nice lot o’ choppin’ in that lot.’

Sam began to chop the potatoes, throwing each handful into the pot. It was already bubbling, the water dark andfrothy with bits of meat bobbing up like wet socks in a washing machine. Sam wrinkled her nose. How could that stuff turn into the stew she’d eaten last night? Suddenly she wondered what the Professor was doing. ‘The Professor didn’t come for breakfast,’ she remarked.

Mrs Puddleham sighed as she wiped the blood from her axe onto her apron. ‘Fool of a man. If I didn’t ask him to mind me pots now an’ then he’d never eat nothin'. An’ he’s got book learnin’ and everythin'. Wonderful bit o’ learning the Professor has. All them big words.’ She winked at Sam. ‘But you speak almost as beautiful as him, deary. Makes me right proud.’

Sam chopped, while behind them Mr Puddleham washed the dishes in one of the buckets, then trudged out of the gully to look for more firewood. Sam was relieved when he left. He hadn’t spoken to her yet — or anyone, she realised, except for the polite greetings and farewells to their customers.

It was peaceful, sitting here in the sun, the warmth of the fire on her face, the clamour of the diggings faint beyond the walls of the gully. I could get used to this, she thought. Just cooking, day after day, and people happy to eat your food …

‘Thunder and bleedin’ lightning!’ swore Mrs Puddleham, as a chunk of bone flew off into the fire. She fished it out with a stick, then looked around guiltily. ‘Pardon me French, lovey. Good thing Mr P didn’t hear that, neither. He can’t abide bad language. But I got into the way of it afore he found me again. Too much bad company, that’s what itwas.’ Mrs Puddleham rinsed the charred meat in the water bucket, then threw it into the pot with the other bits.

Sam stopped cutting the potatoes and stared. ‘What do you mean, before he found you again? When did he lose you?’

Mrs Puddleham blushed, her red face turning almost purple. She heaved the axe down onto the last chunk of meat before she spoke again. ‘Didn’t want you to think badly of me, lovey. But you’ve got a right to know. Mr P’s only been out here less’n a year. But I’ve been here seven years now.’

‘You didn’t come straight from the palace?’ asked Sam slowly.

Mrs Puddleham plonked herself on one of the bits of wood next to Sam. She shook her head. ‘Worked in that kitchen for near twenty-five year, I did. But then they kicked me out.’

‘Why?’

‘Cause I were in the family way, if you knows what I means.’

‘I know,’ said Sam. Mrs Puddleham meant that she was pregnant.

‘Thought you would. Innocents don’t survive what I reckon you’ve seen, deary.’ She shook her head. ‘Can’t have goin’s-on in the palace. Goin’s-on are all right for the gentry, but not for the likes of me and Mr P.’

‘It was his baby?’

‘O’ course it were! Dunno why he chose me, ‘cause there were younger maids, and prettier than me too. But chooseme he did, and it were grand, for all we had to keep it secret. Oh, that time he kissed me in the pantry among the silver … First kiss I’d ever had. You don’t forget your first kiss, never.’ Mrs Puddleham’s red cheeks blushed even redder. ‘But they’d have thrown us both out if they’d known, an’ there ain’t no place for a married butler at the palace neither.’

Mrs Puddleham shrugged. ‘I were sacked, soon as I were showing …’

‘You mean when you looked pregnant?’

‘In the family way,’ corrected Mrs Puddleham. ‘That I was, an’ out on the street with the dustbins that very morning afore I could even tell Mr Puddleham what were happening. Just the clothes on me back — not even me wages that were owing nor a crust o’ bread nor pint o’ porter for me breakfast. But I never told ‘em who done it, so Mr Puddleham kept his job. He never knew what happened to me.’

‘You didn’t go back to tell him?’

Mrs Puddleham shook her head. ‘He’d worked that hard to get where he was. Couldn’t make him lose all that. And me manners ain’t posh like his. Ain’t no grand house back home that’d employ us as a married couple like, not for the sort of job that’d be fitting for a man like Mr Puddleham.’ Her voice held infinite pride.

‘What happened then?’

‘So there I was on the streets, with no money. They picked me up for thievery, but what else were I to do? An’ truth to tell, deary, I weren’t much good at picking pockets,not like me cooking. These fingers was made to roll pastry, not slip into coves’ jackets. Got sent to Newgate then, after the trial, the magistrate sent me here.’

What about your baby? thought Sam. It took months for convicts to sail to Australia, didn’t it? Surely the baby would have been born by then?

Was Lucy the Puddlehams’ daughter? Then where was she?

She glanced up at Mrs Puddleham. The big woman’s face was blank suddenly, as though she was back in that old world of pain. Her hands twisted together, like they were searching. No, thought Sam. Whatever had happened to Lucy she couldn’t ask Mrs Puddleham now.

‘You mean you were a convict?’ she asked instead.

‘Seven years,’ said Mrs Puddleham, coming back to the present. ‘They wasn’t bad years, all in all,’ she added, her voice suddenly more cheerful. ‘Not once I got off that boat. The colony ain’t got no one what can cook as good as me. They sent me to be cook for a magistrate. Old bastard he were too, would order the lash soon as look at you, but I had me own bed with no fleas in it, and meat five times a day if I wanted it. Had to let out me petticoats four times that first year. An’ I’ll tell you the truth, there was some as wanted to marry me too. There ain’t many women in the colony, is there? So a girl has her pick.’

‘But you didn’t pick any of them?’ said Sam slowly.

‘How could I? Not after I’d knowed Mr Puddleham.’ A smile lit Mrs Puddleham’s face. ‘Ain’t he the bee’s knees now? Them soft white hands, and that posh way he has ofspeaking. And anyhow, those other coves would have drunk everything I earned. They only wanted one thing, deary.’

‘You mean —’

‘Me cooking, and the money it could bring in. An’ I was right not to go with them, neither. ‘Cause after five years Mr Puddleham met a cove what had gone back to England who knew another cove who’d been on the ship with me … an’ the long and short of it is Mr Puddleham found out what ‘ad ‘appened to me. He used his savings to buy a passage out here and then he found me.’

Mrs Puddleham smiled up into the gum leaves, remembering. ‘There I was adding lemon peel to the rock cakes — don’t do the stint on lemon in a rock cake, lovey, nor the currants neither, for all they’re sixpence an ounce — and there was a knock at the back door. It was Mr P, large as life and skinny as tuppence, his hat in his hand. “Why, Miss Green,” he said (that were my name back then), “you’ve grown as plump an’ beautiful as one of your plum puddings".’ The smile grew. ‘Likes something to hold onto, does Mr Puddleham. An’ we wuz married.’

‘Oh,’ said Sam. She began to cut the potatoes again.

It was almost a love story, she thought. The hero left the palace and sailed across the world to the girl he loved. But it was hard to think of stiff little Mr Puddleham as a hero, and as for Mrs Puddleham …

The big woman smiled at her. And suddenly she was a heroine, one who had borne even more than Sam, happy and excited about making her fortune and getting her hotel with velvet chairs.

‘Mr P and I worked for the old bast—old toe rag for six months, too. Then when gold were discovered I said, “Mr Puddleham, this is our chance. We needs a place that is worthy of you, Mr Puddleham, a place where you can wear a top hat an’ bow to lots of toffy customers.” So we set off to the diggings, up Bathurst way first, then down here. And I wuz right, ‘cause we’re making our fortunes. It’s money in the bank all the way. An’ now we have you.’

She looked over at Sam anxiously. ‘You don’t mind, do you, deary?’

‘Mind what?’ Sam’s head was full of Mrs Puddleham’s story. How could she have been through so much, and still be able to be so happy?

‘Me bein’ a convict an’ all. That was why I didn’t tell you. You speak so lovely. Just like a lady. I thought, she won’t want an old lag fer ‘er ma.’

Sam felt her eyes prickle. ‘I … I think you’d make the most wonderful mother in the world.’

‘Really?’ Mrs Puddleham looked so happy Sam felt her heart would break.

‘I think we was meant to find you,’ said Mrs Puddleham muzzily. ‘Or you to find us.’ She pulled Sam to her in a clumsy hug.

But what about Lucy? Sam was enveloped in the scent of old clothes and bad teeth. Mrs Puddleham can’t think that I’m her long-lost daughter, she thought suddenly. Things like that don’t happen. I’m far too old, for a start. And she knows my name isn’t Lucy.

The hug felt good though. Even the pong meant she was safely in the past. Mrs Quant said the past was smelly …

Mrs Puddleham released her reluctantly. ‘Well, this ain’t gettin’ the stew cooked.’ She stood up. ‘We’ll have fifty starvin’ miners down on us if we don’t look sharp, and us with nothin’ but half-cooked stew to put in their bellies. Speakin’ o’ bellies, you don’t want nothin’ more in yours? Stew won’t be ready till sundown but I’ll whip up a potato cake for you and me and Mr Puddleham, soon as he gets back again. Ain’t nothing like a nice potato cake with a bit o’ sugar.’

Sam shook her head. ‘I’m okay — I mean I’m not hungry yet.’ She peered into the pot. It still smelled of dead sheep and raw onion. ‘Why does the stew take so long to cook?’

Mrs Puddleham beamed at her as though she’d asked for the secret of the universe. ‘Ah, that’s a good question. Long an’ slow cooking, that’s the secret of a good stew, so’s the fat can soak into the spuds and make gravy. But first of all you got to put every bit of the sheep into the pot except its baa. Just like this, see?’ Mrs Puddleham scooped the last hunks of sheep into the pot. ‘Liver, lights, brains — make sure you adds the chunks of fat along its belly too. The innards give it flavour. You see these?’

Sam nodded as Mrs Puddleham’s plump fingers held up the bunch of scented leaves she’d brought back from the farm. ‘They’s ‘erbs, they is. Winter savoury. ‘Erbs gives stew more taste, like it’s got more meat than it really ‘as. The more flavour in that there pot, the more spuds and flour you can add. Flour and spuds is cheaper’n meat. Butthere’s another secret too.’ Mrs Puddleham bent closer to her.

‘You browns the flour first in the dripping,’ she whispered. ‘I did that this mornin’ and got it safe in the pot afore anyone was up and saw me. Don’t do to give away yer secrets. You stir that flour about till it’s the colour o’ brown boots. Makes the flour taste just like meat, an’ thickens it all something wonderful too. You see how dark it looks already, afore the meat is even cooked? You puts enough browned flour in your stew an’ no cove will notice he ain’t got a plate full o’ meat an’ potatoes. Now you remember that.’

‘I will,’ promised Sam.

Mrs Puddleham smiled happily as she tipped in more water. ‘I knows you will. Secrets like that are the best thing a ma can give her daughter, I reckon. You know how to keep a man’s belly happy and the rest of him’ll be happy too. Ain’t that right, Mr P?’

Sam jumped as Mr Puddleham bowed behind her. He still wore his coat and hat and dignity, even with his arms full of dead branches. ‘Completely, Mrs Puddleham.’

‘Now you sit there, lovey, and give it all a good stir.’ Mrs Puddleham handed Sam a giant wooden spoon, flat at the base. ‘Make sure you stirs it proper, too. Can’t never get the Professor to do that. Make sure that spoon scrapes all the bits up from the bottom afore they scorches. Think you can do that?’

Sam nodded. Mrs Puddleham beamed. ‘O’ course you can. You’ll be worth your weight in nuggets to us. Won’t she, Mr P?’

Sam sat by the pot on the side away from the smoke, and stirred. It was surprisingly hard work, digging the spoon deep into the stew. But it was interesting too, watching the way the stuff in the big pot changed. The lumps of meat turned into shreds and the globs of fat mixed with the flour and potatoes, and the smoke from the fire mingled with the steam from the simmering gravy. Sam could imagine how a smell like that would wriggle its way down a mineshaft to a hungry digger, convincing him he could spare threepence for a plateful of Mrs Puddleham’s magic.

By the time the sun was midday-high Sam was nibbling a hot potato cake, browned in an old black frying pan.

The second pot was full of water bubbling around half a dozen big cloth-wrapped puddings. Sam had thought that the puddings would go soggy, boiling in just a bit of cloth, but Mrs Puddleham said they wouldn’t.

Some lumps of fat were boiling with water in another pot to make what Mrs Puddleham called ‘dripping', melted fat that could be used instead of butter. There was no way to keep meat fresh for more than a couple of days on the goldfields except by salting it. ‘And salt,’ said Mrs Puddleham, ‘is almost as valuable as gold. You just got to be careful,’ she added, scraping up the last of her potato cake with her spoon, ‘not to give anyone too much meat in the first few days. Just a bit o’ bone for everyone and a ladle of gravy.’ She grinned. ‘Won’t none of them notice there’s less meat towards the end o’ the week. That’s the secret o’ a good stew.’

‘Makes them think they’re eating as well as Her Majesty herself,’ said Mr Puddleham. He held his spoon delicately, as though his hands would be happier with a knife and fork. He ate in small bites too, hardly opening his mouth to put in pieces of potato cake.

‘An’ so they are too,’ said Mrs Puddleham stoutly. ‘An’ as the week goes by we just add more spuds and onions and more flour and herbs to the pot.’ She glanced over at the sacks of potatoes, the bags of flour and the big tin of treacle, sitting in a bucket of water to keep off the ants, as though to check no one had stolen them while her back was turned.

She glanced back at Sam. ‘That potato cake good, lovey?’

‘The best,’ said Sam.

Mrs Puddleham looked pleased. ‘Well, you just help me move the stew pot back from the fire a bit. That’s it, thank you, lovey. It don’t need so much cookin’ now. Just to sit and think a bit, quiet like, and let the flavours mingle. You go off and have a wash and anything else you needs to do. No need to do any more stirrin’ now till we puts it back on the fire.’

It’s weird being in a place where food is as valuable as gold, thought Sam as she trudged down to the creek. And it looked like Mrs Puddleham’s ‘secrets’ were worth even more than the gold hidden in the dirt around them. Sam grinned, imagining this morning’s coins and pinches of gold dust in their bag down in the big woman’s stocking. Secrets, she thought as she splashed the cold water onto her face. If the Professor’s right then the diggings are full of secrets.

How many of the men who had sat at the fire that morning had secrets they were running from? A convict past, or a wife they wanted to leave behind? Surely some were like the Puddlehams, who’d come here to follow a dream, not just to leave their past behind.

She sat up and ran her fingers through her hair to try to comb it. Did the Puddlehams have more secrets she didn’t know about? The Professor had said that Mr Puddleham was only pretending that he’d been a butler. And who was Lucy? If she was the baby behind Mrs Puddleham’s disgrace, what had happened to her? Something bad, so bad she’d run away, like Sam?

No, thought Sam. Mrs Puddleham’s secrets were nice ones. They had to be. How a light crumbly mix would make a perfect pudding, and how long boiling was the best way to give anything more flavour (''cause wood is free,’ said Mrs Puddleham, ‘even if it’s a weary business to search for it').

Sam dried her face on her sleeve. There was something else she had to see to, something embarrassing. But she couldn’t put off much longer.

She arrived back at the camp just as Mrs Puddleham gave a long hard stir to the stew pot that held the mutton. It burped back at her, one giant lazy bubble, then went back to its slow day-long simmer. The other pots were simmering slowly too, each with only one side nudged into the fire, the puddings in their cloths only just moving in the water.

‘Um,’ said Sam.

Mrs Puddleham beamed at her. ‘Yes, lovey?’

Sam gestured at the chamber pot lurking in the tent’s lean-to. ‘What do I do with that?’ she whispered.

Mrs Puddleham grinned. ‘Just pour it down there,’ she jerked her head towards a mound of dirt above the gully. ‘That claim ain’t been dug for I don’t know how long. Right handy to put the rubbish down, ain’t it, Mr Puddleham?’

‘Indeed,’ said Mr Puddleham. He dipped a rag into the pudding water, then held the hot cloth briefly against his face. Sam stared as he took the cloth off and began to scrape off his whiskers with what looked like a long knife. No soap or shaving cream or razor, she thought, or even a mirror.

She hoped he didn’t cut his throat.

‘Mr Puddleham shaves twice a week, regular,’ said Mrs Puddleham proudly. ‘Neatest man on the diggin’s, he is. And a bit of mutton fat on his hair every morning to keep it shiny. Now you see to the potty, deary. Then I’ve got a surprise for you.’

Surprise? thought Sam, trudging over to the abandoned mine. You’d have to be desperate for gold, she thought as she poured the contents of the pot into its depths, to start digging there any time soon.

She rinsed the chamber pot in the creek — polluting it, she thought, but she wasn’t going to have the pot stinking out the lean-to. The water was probably polluted already. And she’d washed in it … She decided only to drink boiled water if she could.

Mrs Puddleham was undoing her apron as she got back, while Mr Puddleham wiped his newly shaved face on a bit of sacking.

‘There,’ said the big woman. ‘Now you keep a watch on them pots, Mr P, and make sure no one dips his paws into them, and stir the stew proper …’

‘Yes, Mrs Puddleham,’ said her husband, as gravely as if she’d asked him to guard the queen’s jewels.

‘We’ll be back in time for you to get more wood. But me and Sam has got more important things to see to.’

Mr Puddleham cast a sharp look at Sam, then a softer one at his wife. He nodded.

‘What?’ asked Sam.

Mrs Puddleham reached into the tent for her bonnet. ‘We got to get you some boots. Ain’t no child of mine going around in wet feet. Enough to give you your death of cold, wet feet is.’

Sam glanced down at her sneakers. They’d been worn already, and when she’d fetched another bucket of water for the stew her toes had poked right through. ‘Thanks,’ she said quietly.

Mrs Puddleham beamed again. ‘Nothing’s too good for you, lovey,’ she said. ‘Ain’t that right, Mr P?’

But Mr Puddleham was stirring the pot, and didn’t respond.


Chapter 10

The road looked even busier in daylight. Bullocks heaved wagons through the dust. Horses panted in front of carts, or walked slow and dusty under their riders. There were people everywhere: men in rags; men in suits; old men crouched over walking sticks; and young men pushing barrows.

But although the road was crowded, there were few people among the tents. Sam supposed most of the men were down their mines.

Here and there a woman tended a fire or wiped a small child’s nose, but there were no young girls her age. Each woman nodded to Mrs Puddleham as they passed, some calling out ‘good day'. The men touched their hats or caps to her as well. Most of them wore pale thick trousers with wide sashes for belts, and red shirts that had faded to pink. Sam found herself grinning.

‘What’s the joke?’ demanded Mrs Puddleham.

‘Oh, nothing.’ How could Sam explain that a landscape full of dirty, bearded men in pink shirts was funny? ‘Why are so many men all hunched over?’ she whispered, as yet another bent man lurched by.

‘Miner’s back, lovey.’ There was nothing but sympathy in Mrs Puddleham’s tone. ‘After a few years o’ lugging dirt down in them mines they can’t never straighten up.’

Sam thought of the Professor’s words the night before. No, this wasn’t an easy world. But it was fascinating. She stared around again.

The land was flatter than she’d thought last night, shorn of most of its trees and bushes till a thin line of blue began again in the distance, where mountains seemed to float on the horizon.

The tents and mounds of dirt grew even closer together as they walked. The Puddlehams’ camp must be on the very edge of the diggings, Sam realised. For here at last were the real diggings — earth torn and shattered, a city of tents and bark humpies, dark mouths of mines with strange sails flapping above them.

Yet even within the chaos there was order: tracks straight as a road between the tents; and streets like this one, wide enough for two carts to pass each other, the grass worn down to hard dirt. Flocks of white cockatoos, fed on the bits of grain in the horse and bullock droppings, rose screaming into the air as a coach approached.

It’s like a movie of the olden days, thought Sam, as she stepped around a pile of bullock droppings still steaming in the mud of the roadway.

‘Mrs Pud—I mean, Ma?’

‘Yes, lovey?’

‘What do those sail things do?’ She pointed at one draped over a man’s legs as he sat before his tent, sewing a rip in the material.

‘Ah, them. The air’s bad in them mines, lovey, so the sails push fresh air down into ‘em. Otherwise the coves down there turn blue and choke.’

Sam tried not to imagine death in the darkness under the ground … No wonder the men take such care of their sails, she thought.

They stood aside to let the coach pass. Hopeful men clung to its top and sides, and now there were young women too, wearing bright bonnets and peering from the coach windows. One of the girls glanced down at Sam and grinned, waving a hand in a lace glove.

‘New chums,’ said Mrs Puddleham tolerantly. ‘Ah, well. Let’s hope they make enough to buy a plate of stew, even if they don’t find any nuggets.’ She nudged Sam sharply, as Sam automatically started to wave back to the girl in the coach. ‘Don’t take any notice o’ they, lovey. Hussies. Only one reason why any girl’d come to the diggin’s dressed like that. No better than they should be.’

‘Oh,’ said Sam slowly, as the coach vanished over the rise ahead. Would men in these days think any girl alone here was a ‘hussy'?

There were more bark huts among the tents now. A structure like a carport was hung with a dead sheep. Flies crowded around the customers as a butcher in a leather apron dark with blood hacked off hunks of meat from the dangling carcass.

Mrs Puddleham looked down her nose, though it was a stubby one, not made for looking down. ‘Look at that. Ten times the price we pay at the farm, and it’s fly-blown into the bargain. Not that anyone can see maggots in a stew,’ she added. ‘Not among the spuds. But it ain’t wholesome.’

‘No.’ Sam shuddered. No fridges here, she thought. No fly screens or even proper windows.

The tiny hut next to the butcher’s was more substantial than any she’d seen so far, made of neatly trimmed logs of wood and looking a bit like a child’s cubby. A man sat, almost filling the little doorway, below a sign that said ‘The Lemonade Man'. He was in his forties, with dark hair neatly parted in the middle and a moustache that turned up at the ends. He wore a suit like Mr Puddleham’s, with a dusty round hat. He raised it politely to Mrs Puddleham. ‘Guten Morgen, Frau Puddleham. You care for lemonade perhaps?’

‘Not this morning,’ began Mrs Puddleham, then stopped. ‘Well why not? It’s a treat like. You’d like a nice mug of lemonade, wouldn’t you, lovey?’

Sam nodded, thinking of the dirty creek. At least a bottle of lemonade would be clean. But instead of the soft drink she expected, the man reached behind him and drew out a jug like the Professor’s and two tin mugs, which he filled with a flourish right up to the brim. The lemonade man stood and bowed to them, clicking his heels together, then handed them each a mug.

Sam sipped cautiously. It wasn’t lemonade. It wasn’t even lemon cordial. But there was a faint bitter taste of lemon, and the drink was sweet and curiously good.

Mrs Puddleham sipped slowly too, obviously making the treat last. She wiped her lips as she drained the last drop. ‘Ah, that was good.’ She reached into the small cloth bag that hung from her waist, and drew out a coin. The lemonade man coughed politely. ‘It is a penny each, Frau Puddleham.’

‘Not a halfpenny?’ Mrs Puddleham looked innocent. ‘Oh, my mistake.’

The man smiled. ‘For so beautiful a Frau on such an afternoon, it is a halfpenny. This is your son?’

‘Our Sam, just up from Melbourne.’

‘A good-looking boy. He looks just like you.’

Mrs Puddleham beamed. ‘Don’t he just? A good day to you.’

‘And to you, Frau Puddleham.’

Sam waited till they were out of earshot. ‘Is he German?’ Oops, she thought, Germany doesn’t exist yet, does it? It’s still just lots of states. But Mrs Puddleham didn’t notice her mistake. ‘Some foreign place. Half the diggers don’t speak the Queen’s English right. Gotta long name that sounds like a sneeze. Folks just calls him the lemonade man.’

The road was lined with huts now. A milking goat baaed at them from the end of a short line, while its kid nosed about for weeds. A kookaburra tethered by one leg to a post gazed at the world that had once been his. A woman in a battered man’s hat pushed a thing like a broom with a plug on the end into a wooden tub. A long line of wet trousers stretched above her. She waved to Mrs Puddleham.

‘Mrs Hopgood,’ said Mrs Puddleham, waving back. ‘Her laundry’s a nice earner. But clean trousers can’t compare to my stew.’

The road had been rising so slightly Sam had hardly realised it. Now they had reached the top of small hill.

Sam gazed down over the crest, and gasped.

Mrs Puddleham grinned. ‘Takes yer breath away, don’t it? Thems the gravel pits. More gold’s been taken out of there than ye’d find in the crown jewels.’

Sam nodded, still stunned. She had thought the diggings behind them were crowded. But this …

Once there had been a river here. Now the water was divided into hundreds of channels bubbling brown and filthy into tiny pools, each guarded by a ragged team of miners.

Men huddled over barrels, buckets, tin dishes or what she recognised as cradles, scooping, lifting, shovelling up the gravel, sifting, swirling, examining. All around the pools was a city, but like no city she had ever imagined: a vast warren of tents so close they almost touched each other. Each square metre of land was grabbed and held for tent space, a fire or for the dream of gold.

Gold. Its shadow cast a light as bright as the sun on the diggings.

It was too much to take in: thin men crawling across the broken earth, hungry from a hundred miles of marching, from lugging swags and shouldering shovels; the mud, stinking of sewage and sweat; the flies, not bush flies but flat black ones from well-fed maggots that bred among the filth, so thick they formed a shimmering haze over thewhole scene; and the noise — the shouts and shovelling, and the wail of a baby above it all.

Flies crawled into her eyes and up her nostrils; the stench was almost thick enough to float on. But over the whole place lay a feeling of excitement too, as though the breeze itself whispered the word, ‘Gold … gold … gold …’

‘Noisy, ain’t it?’ Mrs Puddleham tugged Sam’s hand and they began to walk again. ‘You could cut that smell with a knife. We’re better off down in the gully, ain’t we, well away from it all. Let the customers come to us, I says. Come on. The shop is thisaways.’

Sam followed her down the hill. The clamour of yells and picks striking the ground grew as loud as a million fire alarms, pounding at her brain. But it was the intentness that was weird. The sheer focus of so many men.

Gold isn’t just yellow metal, she thought suddenly, remembering the Professor’s words last night. They’re digging for the stories that could change their lives. A poor man becomes a rich man, a convict buys a farm …

‘Joe! Joe! Joe!’ The yell came from nowhere and everywhere, as though a dozen voices had yelled at once.

It was like someone had pressed the TV remote control, changing the scene entirely. Crowbars splashed into the water. Men downed tools and began to run. Cradles sat abandoned by the stream. The cry was repeated all along the diggings like a mob of cockatoos was yelling it overhead. ‘Joe! Joe! The Joes are coming!’

Sam grabbed hold of Mrs Puddleham’s solid arm. ‘What’s happening?’

‘Don’t you fret, lovey. Takes you by surprise if you ain’t used to it. It’s just them troopers, checking licences.’

‘Troopers? You mean police? But why are all the men running?’

‘Not all, lovey. More’n half, I reckon, though.’ Mrs Puddleham’s lips thinned. ‘They ain’t paid for their licences, have they, poor ijits. Thirty shillings each a month a licence costs, and most of the men here don’t make half that, or if they do they drink it all away. And more fool them. If they can’t cough up the dosh they ain’t got no call being miners.’

So that’s why they’re going to rebel against paying the licences, thought Sam dazedly. ‘Why do they call out “Joe"?’

Mrs Puddleham shrugged, as though the desperate men still scrambling for hiding places were no business of hers. ‘Search me, lovey. They was doing it afore we got here. Now Wilson’s shop is just up the hill …’

They turned up another road, as the men scrambled from the gravel pits behind them. This road was as wide as a main street back in her own time, and lined with buildings not tents, mostly made of wood with iron roofs, with a few bark huts in between.

Everywhere she looked there was something she’d never seen before, had never guessed existed in the past.

On one side of the road a man surrounded by half-made barrels dipped thin slabs of wood in a steaming cauldron of water. On the other a beefy man in a leather apron used a giant hammer to bash a glowing red horseshoe, while thehorse and its owner looked on. Another blacksmith thrust a red-hot metal shovel into a barrel. The water frothed and spat around it.

Dried sheepskins, bloody at the curling edges, were stretched over the walls. Through the door of the next hut Sam could see a man measure a clear liquid into stone jugs like the Professor’s.

Mrs Puddleham snorted. ‘Sly grog shops they call them. Ain’t nothing sly about them. You pays the magistrates off and you can be as open about it as you like. An’ don’t you look over that way, either.’

‘Where?’ asked Sam, turning automatically to look at the building across the road.

It was bigger than all the others: a long wooden shed with a bark roof and a verandah. Horses tied to a railing outside hung their heads and gazed at the dust, or looked nervously at the passing crowds. On the verandah, men lounged on chairs made of slabs and branches. One of them fondled one of the brightly clad ‘hussies’ on his knee. She kicked her legs up, showing a froth of red petticoats, and squealed, then bent down to kiss his lips among the tangle of whiskers.

‘Lovey,’ said Mrs Puddleham warningly, as Sam kept staring. There was something familiar about the youngest of the men, the one with the pale blue eyes. She’d seen that horse with the white sock too …

‘It’s the bushranger,’ she whispered. ‘The one who held you up!’

The bushranger grinned. He lifted his mug in recognition, almost like a salute.

Mrs Puddleham grabbed her arm and marched on down the street. ‘Ain’t surprised,’ she muttered.

‘We should tell the police.’

‘Telling the fairies would be as much use. The police are being paid well to look the other way, I reckon. We’d just get ourselves in trouble if we try informing on coves to the coppers. You know what happened when they tried to get Jim Bentley, him as owned the Eureka Hotel, put in prison.’

‘No,’ said Sam.

‘I forgets you’ve only just got here.’ She clasped Sam’s hand and patted it. ‘Seems like you’ve always been with us, lovey. Bentley had the magistrate in his pay, didn’t he? Got let off, even though a whole mob saw him kick that poor cove to death. And them as burned down his Eureka Hotel in revenge are in the pokey. So like I says, we keep our noses clean and stays out of it.’

Suits me, thought Sam. She cast a final look back at the bushranger. He grinned again. He was younger than she’d thought, sixteen maybe. He looked even more like Nick now, without his handkerchief, except for the grimness in his eyes. She could feel him watching as she followed Mrs Puddleham into the shop.

Wilson’s shop at least was just like a store in any old-time movie she’d ever seen: a giant shed crammed with everything from shovels to barrels of biscuits or butter, sacks of flour and sugar, tins of treacle and giant wheels of cheese, as well as row after row of bolts of cloth, mostly thick hessian or canvas, but also a few in bright blue, white, red or green.

The boots were on three shelves along the far wall, all the same thick sturdy style.

Mrs Puddleham glanced at the solid boots and sighed. ‘When we get our hotel you’ll wear silk slippers,’ she whispered. ‘And lace on your petticoats too. Ah, and look at this!’

She fingered a bright blue dress. ‘One day you’ll wear better’n this and you’ll go to school and be a lady. Nay,’ she added, as Sam looked startled. ‘I heard you talk to the Professor. You’ve had book learning already, or my name’s not Mrs Puddleham. A few silk dresses and I bet you could call the queen your cousin.’ She turned away to examine the boots.

Sam was silent as the boots were measured against her foot and duly purchased, along with two pairs of thick wool socks, a pair of thick trousers and a shirt ('Which I can alter for Mr Puddleham when you’ve no need of them,’ whispered Mrs Puddleham practically).

School, thought Sam, as she stamped back and forth across the wooden floor to soften the stiffness of the boots, while Mrs Puddleham discussed other purchases with the shopkeeper. What was school like here?

Going to school … and wearing silk dresses … maybe they’d even have servants. It all seemed a long way from the manner in which the Puddlehams lived here at the diggings. Did Mrs Puddleham really know how much a hotel would cost? Could you make that kind of money serving stew?

She made a few experimental tip-toe jumps in the new boots. They still felt stiff, and heavy, but they’d keep outthe damp and the mud. She watched as Mrs Puddleham counted out coins for the shopkeeper, then picked up her other parcels, each wrapped in brown paper with string tied around it and into a little handle to carry.

‘What else did you buy?’ she asked, as Mrs Puddleham picked up a small tin trunk as well. Her ‘Ma’ must have been busy while she’d been trying out her boots.

Mrs Puddleham winked, and handed her some of the parcels to carry. ‘Ask me no questions and I’ll tell you no lies. It’s a surprise,’ she added.

‘For me?’

‘No, for the elves! O’ course it’s things for you, lovey. You need the trunk to keep yer things in, otherwise they’ll get damp and mucky on the diggin’s.’

Sam walked next to her down the street, the new boots squeaking a bit, and rubbing at her toes despite the socks. She tried to avoid the piles of bullock droppings and the ooze of horse dung and mud. She had to think.

She’d liked school. I can study history and English back here too, can’t I? she thought. The past was still the past, whichever point you started to study it from.

She could help the Puddlehams run their hotel too. Maybe she could invent hamburgers. Even Mr Puddleham would want her to stay if she was useful.

Suddenly it was as though the hotel the Puddlehams dreamed of was real. It will be, she thought fiercely as they turned down the track that led to the gully. Mrs Puddleham would have her velvet seats. And she’d have a home forever. And maybe a dog. A big one, like Happy Jack’s. But her dog would never be hungry, not with Mrs Puddleham in the kitchen. It could help guard the hotel. Suddenly she felt like dancing down the track.

Mrs Puddleham screamed.

‘Mrs Pudd—I mean, Ma, what is it?’

But Mrs Puddleham was running down the track towards their camp, her skirts held high.


Chapter 11

Sam stared down into the gully. Two troopers in blue uniforms, with red collars and red stripes down the sides of their trouser legs, stood by the big cook-shop cauldrons. Did they want to buy some damper? Why wasn’t Mr Puddleham ushering them to their seats, erect and butler-esque?

Her new boots thudded down the slope as she ran after Mrs Puddleham, just as one of the troopers grabbed Mr Puddleham’s arm, forcing it behind his back. Mr Puddleham gave a snort of pain.

The trooper laughed.

Mrs Puddleham puffed to a stop, her hands on her hips. ‘You — you blaggards!’ she screamed.

The trooper glanced at her. ‘None o’ your lip, missus. You know the law as well as I do. All diggers got to have mining licences.’

‘But Mr Puddleham’s not a miner!’ cried Sam, stumbling to a stop.

‘That right, sonny? How do I know he ain’t slipping down to do a bit o’ panning on the quiet like? How about you? You have your licence on ye?’

‘I don’t have a licence either. We make stew!’

Mrs Puddleham turned her back and pulled up her petticoats, then drew a scrap of paper out of the top of her stocking. She thrust it at the troopers. ‘Here, our storekeeper’s licence.’

‘But this ain’t a store, is it? It seems to me you need another kind of licence entirely.’

‘I assure you, sir,’ Mr Puddleham’s voice was stiff with dignity, though his eyes were narrowed with pain. ‘I paid the licence inspector an extra five shillings only two weeks ago for any irregularity.’

‘Did you now? Well, it weren’t me, I know that. It’s a five-pound fine if ye ain’t got a licence on you. Double,’ he added, with a glance at Sam.

‘But it’s not right —’ began Sam hotly.

Mrs Puddleham put a pudgy hand on her arm. ‘The officer’s doing his duty,’ she said flatly. ‘And we’ll do ours, won’t we, Mr Puddleham? Don’t want no trouble for no one.’ She turned to the trooper. ‘All right if I pays you the fine here and now? Saves lining up at the Commissioner’s, don’t it?’

The man leered at her with a mouth full of crumbling teeth. ‘That’s right, missus. You just give us the money an’ we’ll say no more about it.’

Mrs Puddleham nodded, trying to get her breath back. ‘I’ll have to go back to the bank. We don’t keep that much here.’

‘Then ye’d better hurry, hadn’t ye?’ The other trooper’s teeth were yellow, with black gaps in between. ‘I’m sure wecan amuse ourselves here while ye’re gone.’ He let Mr Puddleham’s arm go, but before the little man could get a breath the trooper chained his wrists behind his back.

‘Bend down,’ he ordered.

Mr Puddleham bent. The trooper propped his bayonet under his prisoner’s stomach, the point pressing into his flesh.

Sam gasped. The chain was long and heavy. If Mr Puddleham collapsed, the bayonet would go right through him. How long could he bend over without falling?

‘There,’ said the first trooper easily. ‘You run off nice like and get our money, missus, and we’ll wait all comfortable here.’

Mrs Puddleham took a last anguished look at her husband, arched above the sharp point of the bayonet, then picked up her skirts and ran.

Sweat was already rolling down Mr Puddleham’s face. His face looked like a skeleton’s, the dignity washing away in his fear. The trooper looked at Sam speculatively.

‘Don’t touch h—im,’ panted Mr Puddleham. The tendons in the little man’s neck bulged. ‘You’ll get your money.’

‘We will an’ all.’ The trooper peered into the steaming stew pot, then grabbed a plate and helped himself. He picked up a hunk of meat in his fingers, blowing on it to cool it, then took a bite. ‘It’s tough as old boots! What do you charge for this?’

Sam clenched her fists. She wanted to yell at them, scream at them, call for help. But all around them miners gazed down into the gully, making no move to come totheir assistance. Sights like this must be common on the goldfields, she realised. Which meant there was nothing she — or they — could do.

‘It won’t be ready till tonight,’ she said quietly.

‘Ha!’ The trooper looked at the stew consideringly, then lifted the plate to his lips and slurped at the gravy. ‘A cook boy, eh?’ he added, wiping his lips with the back of his hand. ‘A petticoat lad, by the look of ye. Not got the gumption to be a digger, eh? Like to stick round mama’s skirts and stir the cook pots?’

Sam said nothing. She glanced back at Mr Puddleham. His tongue started to protrude between his teeth. How long till Mrs Puddleham could get the money? How long could he last?

‘Here, you!’ The trooper gestured to one of the miners watching above them. ‘Bring yer licences over!’ He raised his voice. ‘All of youse! Yes, I mean you too!’

The men he’d pointed to shuffled down the slope. The others vanished beyond the gully. All carefully avoided looking at the straining Mr Puddleham. One by one they showed their licences and were dismissed.

‘What’s this then?’ The second trooper held up a sodden bit of paper.

‘Got wet down the shaft,’ mumbled the digger.

‘Half a licence is no licence. Chain him up,’ he added to his companion.

This time the digger was merely chained to the tree. Sam supposed he had no companion who could be persuaded to fetch ten pounds.

Mr Puddleham gave a small groan. He began to shudder. Sam ran to him. She crawled underneath the arch of his body and pressed her hands up to support his chest. Mr Puddleham gave a grunt of relief.

‘My thanks,’ he panted.

Sam glanced back at the two troopers. Would they chain her up too now? But they were laughing.

Let them laugh, she thought fiercely. While they were laughing they wouldn’t be thinking of more cruelties …

‘I got it!’ Mrs Puddleham thudded down the track into the gully. Her face was mostly red, but there was white about her lips and eyes. Her collar was soaked with sweat. Her body shook in great heaves as she tried to get her breath, holding out the coins to the troopers.

The trooper bit one of the coins. ‘Seems sound enough,’ he muttered. He lifted his blue cap, half polite and half contemptuous. ‘Unchain him,’ he ordered.

The other trooper retrieved his bayonet and unlocked Mr Puddleham’s chain. It swung by his side as he and his companion strode off, taking the other chained miner with them.

Sam and Mrs Puddleham helped the shaking butler upright. A few seconds later they heard the trooper’s voice, calling down a mineshaft, demanding the occupant come up and show his licence.

‘Mr … I mean, Papa, are you all right?’

Mr Puddleham brushed his coat with the tips of his fingers. His bearing grew erect again, though sweat still rolled down his face and neck, and his hands trembled.

‘Thank you. Many, many thanks indeed.’ He seemed to be breathing in dignity as well as air. ‘Yes, I am quite recovered now.’

What does he really feel? wondered Sam. Was this what you had to do when you were someone’s servant, always schooling your face so you showed nothing of yourself?

‘Them dirty low-life blaggards,’ muttered Mrs Puddleham.

‘But why did you pay him? You’ve got a shopkeeper’s licence!’

‘We pays to keep them quiet. Them as has the power can charge what they likes, and who’s to stop them? What gets my garters in a twist is having to pay twice — but we’re on the edge of two territories here. So the blaggards can pick our pockets comin’ an’ goin'.’

‘You mean you have to pay bribes? But that’s wrong!’

‘An’ what can we do about it?’ Mrs Puddleham’s face was carefully expressionless. ‘Go to the commissioners? The police? Them magistrates? We’d need to pay them an’ all as well. Nay, they’re all as bad as each other. I told you: you can get away with murder on these diggin’s as long as you knows who to pay. And it don’t pay to get on the wrong side of any o’ them, either. I’m just glad we came back when we did. It’d ‘ave cost me three times as much to swing Mr Puddleham from gaol, not to mention the indignity for a man like him, banged up with all them trash.’

Mr Puddleham’s lips tightened. He bent down stiffly to put more wood on the fire, though Sam suspected it was so they couldn’t see his face.

‘Tell you what.’ Mrs Puddleham gave a determined smile. She pressed some more coins into Sam’s hands. ‘You run back to Mrs Wilson’s. Buy us six eggs, and half a pound of their best butter — mind you smells it to check it’s fresh. I’ve got a jar of blackberry jam in the tent I’ve been saving for something special. I’m making pancakes this afternoon to cheer us up. An’ if anyone else wants a pancake,’ said Mrs Puddleham defiantly, ‘they can pay sixpence!’


Chapter 12

Sam bit into her pancake and gave a shiver of pleasure. Jam oozed over it, sweet and buttery. Somehow Mrs Puddleham had secrets enough to make everything taste wonderful, even flour and egg and water mixed in an old tin dish.

Mrs Puddleham poured more batter into the frying pan, then slipped an egg slice under it and flipped it over; another quick flip and the pancake was on the plate. Sam spread jam over this one too.

‘Pancakes for anyone as wants them all day tomorrow.’ Mrs Puddleham, licked a dollop of batter off her finger. ‘And yes,’ to Mr Puddleham. ‘I know what the price of eggs and flour is. But I can make them pay. The more we sells the more money we makes. And the more we makes, the sooner we’re back in Melbourne with our hotel. You just keep thinking about that, Mr P.’

Mr Puddleham stared at his pancake and said nothing. He had only eaten a few bites. Nor had he spoken since Sam got back with the eggs and butter, except to thank his wife when she handed him his plate.

‘We’ll have one of they chandelier things in the front, with a hundred candles in it,’ added Mrs Puddleham a bit desperately. ‘Wax candles too, not tallow, so the ceiling doesn’t get all sooty. And carpets on the floor, them ones with fancy patterns …’ Her voice was thick with yearning, as though holding out the dream to her husband would make him see it too.

Mr Puddleham nodded at his pancake.

‘And I been thinking, too,’ added Mrs Puddleham even more desperately. ‘We can start selling mugs o’ coffee. I reckon we could charge threepence a cup for coffee.’

Mr Puddleham looked up from his pancake. ‘No.’

‘Why? We’d make a good profit.’

‘Because if we sell coffee the troopers will claim we’re selling grog as well, and want a cut of what we make.’ His tone was as calm as the sky, as cold as the breeze from the mountains.

‘Mayhap you’re right.’ Mrs Puddleham shifted her bulk and thrust the frying pan into the wooden bucket of water. It hissed till she lifted it back out and began to dry it on her apron. ‘But I tell you something, Mr Puddleham, we need to buy a miner’s right for you, and one for Sam too. Just to be on the safe side.’

‘No,’ said Mr Puddleham.

‘I know it’s two lots o’ thirty shillings gone. But we’re making good money, Mr P, and —’

‘No,’ said Mr Puddleham. Suddenly his face twisted. It was as though years of politeness vanished, showing the real man underneath. ‘I will not pay a penny to dastardssuch as those! I will not give another halfpenny to men who call themselves a government and employ bully boys and wretches.’

Mrs Puddleham stared at him. ‘But —’

‘What would Her Majesty say,’ said Mr Puddleham wildly, ‘if she saw the injustices on these diggings?’

‘I reckon Her Majesty knows how to shut her eyes to them injustices,’ said Mrs Puddleham. ‘We got to look out for ourselves, Mr Puddleham, and not go mixing ourselves up in trouble. We nearly got it all now,’ she added wheedlingly. ‘A nice bit in the bank for our hotel an’ — an’ a daughter again, like —’ She stopped herself, looking unsure of her ground.

Mr Puddleham’s face gentled. He reached out and patted his wife’s hand. But he still shook his head. ‘I will not —’ he began, then glanced at Sam.

Sam stood up. ‘Would you mind if I went to see the Professor? His place is down that way, isn’t it?’ She gestured further down the gully. ‘There’s something I’d like to ask him.’

Mrs Puddleham took a deep breath. ‘Off you go, lovey. You’ll find the Professor’s claim two bends down the creek. But stay away from them troopers,’ she added.

Sam nodded. The Puddlehams needed time to themselves. And she needed something too …


Chapter 13

The Professor’s mine stood well beyond the others, as though its owner hadn’t bothered to keep to the areas where gold had been found before, but just decided to dig wherever there was an unclaimed spot. Sandcastle walls of clay and mud surrounded the black pit hole, with the usual sail above. Even the Professor, it seemed, cared enough not to risk dying from poison gas underground.

A bark lean-to stood next to the mine — two poles, forked at the top, supporting another pole, and a single sloping wall made of sheets of bark. Sam wondered if the bark kept out any of the rain, or if the rain just collected and seeped down in even bigger drips. But at least, she thought, it would shade him from the sun.

The Professor sat cross-legged in the lean-to. He must have seen her approach, but he gave no sign. His yellow eyes with their red drinker’s rims stared into the distance. His hands caressed his stone jar. But as she grew closer he lifted one hand in a kind of salute.

‘Good morning.’

‘It’s late afternoon,’ said Sam. Or at least she thought it was, for the sun seemed to be tipped across the sky, and she’d had her lunch. Today seemed to have gone on forever.

The Professor glanced up. ‘Ah, so it is. “Busy old fool, unruly Sun, why dost thou thus, through windows, and through curtains, call on us?” The great John Donne. I have no windows and no curtains, but you are most welcome to call.’ His voice had a touch of mockery again. ‘Sit down.’

‘The troopers are checking licences. I wanted to warn you.’

‘You think a drunk wouldn’t bother with a licence?’ The Professor shook his head. The lank strings of hair brushed his dusty shoulders. ‘They have checked me already. My seam is a reasonable one — by luck, my child, not good judgement on my part. Enough to pay for my licence, as well as my comforts.’ He patted the stone jar beside him. ‘So sit and be welcome.’

Sam sat cross-legged next to him. He stank of unwashed clothes and body, of alcohol that had oozed out of his pores and mingled with his sweat. He smelled like Mum, the smell of being past caring.

‘You never had a wife, did you?’ she said suddenly.

He raised an eyebrow. ‘A perceptive child. No, I betrayed only myself.’

Sam wrinkled her nose. ‘Yeah, right.’

‘And what might that utterance mean?’

‘It never works like that. What about your family?''My family sends me a small amount each month. Not enough to get me home. Just enough to keep me distant, so I don’t embarrass them. Once I thought I could make my fortune, show them they were wrong. But I am a drunk, and nothing more. I have no one.’

‘What about your friends?’

‘Ah, friends.’ He was silent. His hands caressed the jug.

‘Friends help each other,’ said Sam. She tried to stop her voice shaking. She hadn’t been able to yell at the troopers. Now suddenly the fury wouldn’t leave her. ‘You can hardly count Mrs Puddleham’s spoons.’

He glanced at her with sudden intelligence. ‘Did you let your friends help you?’

‘But that’s different —’ Sam stopped. She remembered the day she’d came to school with bruised wrists. ‘What happened?’ Liz had said, and then, ‘We’ll help.’ But Sam shook her head and told some lie. And Liz had looked …

… betrayed.

‘No,’ she whispered. ‘I never asked for help.’

He nodded, his thin face slipping into dirty creases. ‘Perhaps we owe our friends the chance to help us.’ He spoke lightly, as though nothing he said could matter. ‘Maybe I betrayed my students too. The ones I bored, so they never knew the true gold of the past. But it’s too late to change it now.’ He sipped from his jug again.

‘People can stop drinking.’

For the first time his voice had some anger. ‘And what do you know of it?’

‘I’ve read about it. Looked stuff up.’

‘For your mother?’

‘Yes. But she won’t admit there’s anything wrong.’

‘Ah, then just like you.’

Sam flushed. ‘Maybe. I’m admitting it now, aren’t I? But you can get off the drink, if you want to enough.’

‘And that,’ said the Professor, smiling slightly as he lifted his jug to his mouth, ‘is the crux of the problem.’ He took a swig and lowered the jug. ‘Why did you really come here this afternoon?’ he added. ‘Surely you weren’t really so concerned I might not have a licence.’

‘What? Oh.’ It sounded silly now. ‘I … I wanted something to read.’

He regarded her over the lip of the jug. ‘Books are your escape?’

She flushed. ‘In a way. But they’re good escapes! Not like that!’ She pointed to the jug.

‘I never said they weren’t.’ He smiled. Two of his front teeth were missing. ‘I don’t suppose you read Ancient Greek?’

‘No.’ The wave of hope retreated. ‘Are all your books in old languages?’

For the first time he looked embarrassed. ‘The only ones that are left. Few men on the diggings can read Ancient Greek. Which is a pity.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘The diggers want democracy, my dear. The right of men to rule themselves. Invented in ancient Athens more than five hundred years before Christ. None of the dreams on the diggings are new. Riches, power, democracy. All are old, old stories.’

Sam nodded. ‘We studied a bit about ancient Athens at school.’

‘So you were at school, were you? Well. If you were hoping for a penny romance novel,’ said the Professor gently, ‘I’m afraid I cannot help you.’

‘No. I just wanted a book. Any book … The troopers came,’ she added suddenly. ‘They hurt Mr Puddleham — no, he’s okay now.’

‘Okay?’

‘Sorry — it means, well, all right. Mrs Puddleham had to give them ten pounds. It’s not right!’

He looked at her curiously. ‘I don’t think I have met anyone before who expected the world to be perfect.’

‘I don’t! But you should be able to go to the police or … or write to your member of parliament —’

The Professor stared at her. ‘Exactly who elects the government where you come from? You’re not American after all, are you? I know the Yankee accent.’

Sam shook her head. ‘Everyone votes. If they’re over eighteen, I mean. I can’t vote yet …’

She saw his stare, and blushed. She’d forgotten — women couldn’t vote back here, could they? But then the Professor didn’t know she was a girl.

‘Oh, child of the future. Almost thou makest me believe … One of the diggers’ cries is for the right to vote,’ said the Professor quietly. He had put his jug down now and was regarding her intently. ‘A man needs to have property worth a hundred pounds or more to vote now. Mining licences are paying for the government, paying for the troopers andsoldiers who hunt the diggers for the money, but I don’t suppose there is a man on the diggings who has a vote.’

‘Not even you?’

He grinned, showing his brown teeth. ‘Certainly not a drunk ex-classicist. The red-ribboners — they wear a red ribbon in their hats — even refuse to pay their miner’s fee at all, till all men are given the right to vote.’

‘Not women?’

The Professor gave a patient smile. ‘I doubt many women would care to worry their heads about voting.’

‘Huh,’ said Sam. The conversation seemed to have run out of steam. She stood up. ‘I’d better get back to the Puddlehams. The stew should be cooked. They’ll need help serving it.’

‘They’re your family now?’

She nodded.

‘They’re lucky.’ He looked so wistful, so alone. She bent suddenly and kissed his cheek, despite the straggly beard and smell, and what he thought about women voting.

‘You’re their friend, even if they have to remind you to count the spoons. Mrs Puddleham worries about you.’

The Professor was silent for a moment. ‘Does she? The thought is just a little frightening.’ His eyes went to the jug in his hand.

A noise behind her startled her. She turned around. There, up on the hill above the gully, the troopers led a line of shackled men, chained together wrist to wrist. One man bled from a wound in his leg, the blood mixing with the mud on his trousers.

‘Wait till they’re gone,’ said the Professor quietly. ‘If you don’t have a licence they might grab you no matter how young you are, even if Mrs Puddleham has bribed them today already.’

Sam shivered. The past, it seemed, was no longer a safe haven.


Chapter 14

The Puddlehams were subdued that evening as they served out dinner — or supper, as they called it. It seemed the two of them had come to an agreement about the licence fees, though they didn’t tell Sam what it was.

About twenty men gathered around the stew pot that night, as the muskets blasted about the camp and the cockatoos rose screaming into the sky.

Happy Jack sat with his dog again. It cowered behind his boots in case anyone kicked it, while the little man stared up at the cockatoos as though they were the most beautiful sight he had ever seen. Which they might be, thought Sam. What had Happy Jack escaped from?

Happy Jack’s grin grew bigger. ‘Birdies,’ he confided to her. ‘Pretty birdies. We’re happy, ain’t we?’ he asked his dog.

The dog gazed over at the stew as Mrs Puddleham poured a ladleful into each bowl, then handed them to Sam or her husband to pass to the men in exchange for their threepence.

Who’d have thought that lumps of meat and potato could turn to something as rich as this? thought Sam, asshe handed a plate to a young man with white scars around his wrists. No wonder hungry men would pay threepence for a bowl of it.

She watched as Happy Jack slurped down a few mouthfuls, then put the plate down for his dog to gulp the rest. The dog wasn’t the only one licking the plate, she thought. One of the miners had bits of potato in his beard. She imagined him picking the bits out later, as he lay in his tent …

More men tramped down into the gully as the shadows thickened and the first star began to glow on the horizon. Mrs Puddleham surreptitiously poured more water into the cauldron and beckoned to Sam.

‘Always a good turnout after them troopers have been,’ she whispered. ‘A bit o’ nice grub takes men’s minds off their troubles. But you keep a sharp eye out, deary, that none o’ they slips a spoon into their pockets. There ain’t nothing a Vandemonian won’t steal if it ain’t nailed down.’

There was a strange joy in watching men gulp down a stew you’d made, seeing the look of pleasure on workworn faces. Mrs Puddleham might make sure she got her coins from each man, Sam thought, but she also couldn’t help giving each of them a plate almost brimming over. Mrs Puddleham would love to feed the world, she thought — especially if everybody gave her threepence in return.

After the stew there were slices of treacle pudding for those who had tuppence extra. The men ate the slices with their hands and licked their fingers. Mrs Puddlehamgathered the bones for Happy Jack’s dog, while Sam washed the plates so that the next lot of waiting diners could use them.

‘Meeting at the gravel pits tomorrow,’ announced one of the men, eyeing the gravy-laden plate Mr Puddleham handed him.

Mrs Puddleham put her hands on her hips, scattering drops of gravy from her ladle. ‘An’ what sort o’ meeting would that be?’

‘A meeting of anyone who wants justice, missus.’ This second man spoke with his mouth full, a chunk of pudding in his hand to wipe up the last of the stew. ‘A meeting to elect councillors to represent all diggers, and take our message down to Melbourne.’ The miner met her gaze. ‘Or mebbe more. Mebbe it’s time we stood together, back to back, like in America or back in Ireland, an’ fought off the oppressor.’ He pronounced it O-pressy-or. ‘America’s free of England now. We can be free too!’

‘Aye, an’ get killed for it,’ muttered someone in the shadows.

‘Words is all very well.’ Mrs Puddleham struck the cauldron with her ladle. ‘But ye’ll get no more stew from my pot, Rummy Hawkins, till you stop talking politics.’

‘A man’s got a right to his own views!’

‘An’ a woman’s got a right to say who eats her cooking. Ain’t that the case, Mr Puddleham?’

Mr Puddleham said nothing. He began to collect the empty plates without looking at his wife.

Rummy Hawkins slammed the tin plate down on theground. ‘Take yer stew then, and be dammed to ye!’ He stomped off into the night.

There was silence around the campfire.

‘I see he finished his stew first.’ It was the Professor’s voice. Sam hadn’t seen him slip through the darkness to the cook tent. Men laughed, a little nervously. They began to spoon up their food again.

Except for one. He looked down at his plate, still half full of stew, then stood and handed it politely back to Mrs Puddleham. He was a big man, young, with muddy hair. Mrs Puddleham stared at it, bewildered. ‘What’s this, Mr Lalor?’

Lalor, thought Sam. Mrs Quant had taught them about Peter Lalor. He’d been one of the leaders at the stockade. He’d lost an arm in the battle …

She stared at the big square hand that held out the plate. Was it that one? Impossible, that he should just be standing there. Impossible, that she should know what would happen to him, while he was unaware.

‘Your stew, madam. Good as it is, I prefer the taste of freedom.’ He looked around. ‘And I hope every man here will join us at the meeting.’

‘Now you see here —’ began Mrs Puddleham.

Mr Puddleham put a hand on her shoulder. ‘I’ll be there,’ he said quietly to Lalor.

His wife looked bewildered. ‘But —’

Mr Puddleham shook his head, his bearing as erect as if he were serving tea to the queen. ‘I will not be manhandled by dastards with neither manners nor breeding. I will nottolerate a state of affairs where men like that have power over us all. I am doing this for you, Mrs Puddleham. I am doing it for me, and for Lucy. I am doing it for all who have suffered under the tyranny of those who rule us. I said, Mrs Puddleham, that I’ll be there.’

He bowed to her, then followed Peter Lalor into the darkness.

Sam and Mrs Puddleham washed the plates down at the creek after the last digger had left. A slushie candle — a wick flickering in a jar of mutton fat — gave just enough light to see.

‘He’ll be back soon,’ said Sam.

Mrs Puddleham said nothing. She hadn’t spoken since her husband strode off into the night.

‘He won’t have gone far,’ Sam added, hoping it was true. He couldn’t go far, surely? she thought. Not in the dark without a torch.

Mrs Puddleham shrugged, her shoulders a mass of blackness against the starlit sky. ‘For a drink, mebbe, to one o’ the grog shops. He won’t take much. Not a drinker, Mr Puddleham.’ Even now her voice was filled with pride when she spoke of her husband.

‘Mrs Puddleham, who is Lucy?

Mrs Puddleham began to dry the plates on the hessian sack that served as both tea towel and apron.

‘Please. She’s your daughter, isn’t she?’

A nod in the darkness, more heard than seen.

‘You … you don’t really think I’m her, do you?’

Mrs Puddleham stared at her, her eyes so wide Sam could see their whites. ‘O’ course not. You could never be our Lucy.’

‘But —’

‘Lucy’s dead.’

They sat by the fire, a pile of coals glowing like the stars above them, just bigger, closer, brighter. Comforting, thought Sam, with the darkness all around.

‘It were on the ship,’ said Mrs Puddleham at last. Sam had made her a cup of the precious tea kept in a wooden box and doled out to favourite customers at sixpence a mug. ‘I were so afraid she’d come while I was in Newgate. They takes your baby there, puts ‘em in the workhouse. Babies don’t last long in the workhouse.

‘I weren’t having that. I’d keep my legs crossed, I told meself. I’d wait till I were on the ship. They lets you keep your baby if it comes on the ship. An’ I did. We was two days out from Plymouth when the pains came …

‘It weren’t easy. The ship diving and rising, so bad you had to hold onto your bunk or you’d fall off. But the other women — there were some good ‘uns there. Black Janey, she ripped up her petticoats to tie me to me bunk. And Annie Three Tooth had been a midwife. Don’t know how long it lasted. The ship went up and down an’ I kept screaming.

‘And there she was. My Lucy. Dark hair just like her Pa’s. No light down in the hold, except sometimes when they left the trapdoor ajar to let in air. Musta been open then ‘cause I could see her eyes too. Blue as the sea, though her Pa’s and mine are green …

‘We’d talked, me and Mr Puddleham, about what we’d do if we ever had a family. Mr Puddleham’s ma was a Lucy, so we said we’ll call a daughter after her.’ Her voice trailed off into the darkness.

‘What happened?’ asked Sam softly.

‘It were all all right for so long. I gave milk like I were a Jersey cow. Fed another baby an’ all, Silver Molly’s, that were. Used my underskirts to make cloths for her.

‘But one o’ the sailors brought a fever aboard at the Cape. Them sailors made free of us women, o’ course. So we got the fever too. More’n half of us died. So bad for a time they didn’t even open the hatchway, just left us with the bodies next to us. You’d look at the girl next to you, her face all eaten by the rats, an’ all you could do was hope she’d been dead afore they started to bite.

‘I got the fever too. But not Lucy. I shivered and burned but I kept her next to me, so she could feed. When they put buckets o’ water down Silver Molly’d save some for both of us, so we could wash our babies’ cloths.

‘An’ finally the fever burned out, like it had killed all it could and just gave up. They let us onto the deck, first time in more’n a month. The sea light so bright it hurt your eyes. Made Lucy cry, it were so bright. But I could see her then. First time I saw her in the light. So beautiful. And she couldsee the sky and me. She saw her ma, she saw the light, the sea, the blue sky. I’ll always be thankful she saw that.

‘She were dead the next morning. Don’t know why. Maybe I rolled on her in the night. That’s what killed the babies sometimes, bein’ rolled on. I’ve asked meself again and again if I could o’ done that. I’ll never know, you see, never know what it were that killed her.’

‘Cot death,’ whispered Sam. ‘Babies sometimes just die.’

‘You think I don’t know that? But not my baby. Not when I held her so careful …

‘Then when Mr Puddleham came to that kitchen in Parramatta. First he hugged me tight and then he says, “Where is the baby?” ‘Cause he’d heard, you see, that I was in the family way. An’ I had to tell him. Had to stand there by the fireplace turning the boss’s mutton on the spit and tell him how his baby died, how it were all my fault, how I couldn’t even keep our girl alive.’

‘It wasn’t your fault! Not in a place like that!’

‘Course it were my fault! That’s what a ma is for, ain’t it? To keep her child safe.’ Mrs Puddleham’s face was fierce with grief in the starlight. ‘An’ I’ll keep you safe. I failed with my Lucy. But you’re going ter have all that I can give you. Everything a daughter needs you’ll have from me.’

‘Mrs … I mean, Ma …’

Sam put her arms around the heaving shoulders, held the big woman while she sobbed.

‘That’s why Mr Puddleham is joining with the other men, the miners. He won’t blame me, you see. He blames the queen, the soldiers, blames the magistrates …’

‘He’s right,’ said Sam softly. ‘It was them that killed Lucy. Not you.’

Mrs Puddleham wiped her eyes roughly with the hessian sack, then blew her nose on it. ‘But what good will it do if Mr Puddleham gets killed too? Cause we can’t fight people like that, deary. Not us. All we can do is make our way an’ try an’ find some safety. Why, Mr P can even vote if he wants to when we gets our hotel. Think of him, marching down to the Town Hall to vote with all the nobs, and you and me in our best, watching him. You’ll be in pink silk, deary, and me in black satin maybe, an’ a footman from the hotel in case we sees something pretty in the shops that you might like …’

Sam let her talk. Mrs Puddleham was right, she thought. This rebellion would bring nothing but death and heartbreak. But who would believe her if she tried to tell them?

Finally the flow of words stopped. The big woman laid her head on Sam’s shoulder. Mr Puddleham found them sitting like that in the moonlight by the dying embers of the fire.

He looked down at them, his face impassive, then trod down the gully towards them. Mrs Puddleham gave a start, and looked up.

‘Mr Puddleham,’ she began.

The little man shook his head. He lifted his wife’s hand and kissed it. She started to cry.

Mr Puddleham put his arm around her shoulders. He looked at Sam, then nodded. ‘Thank you for being with her,’ he said softly.

‘It’s okay,’ said Sam awkwardly. ‘I mean, it doesn’t matter.’

‘A child matters more than anything in the world,’ said Mr Puddleham precisely. ‘If you can be that for my wife …’ he hesitated, looking at the crumple of Mrs Puddleham’s face. ‘I thank you,’ he said again, then led his crying wife into the tent.


Chapter 15

Sam hauled the pile of branches over to the woodheap and tried to get her breath back. She’d been on the diggings for a week now, and had lost track of how many armfuls of wood she’d hauled to the camp. She and Mr Puddleham had to walk kilometres each day just to find enough to keep the pots simmering.

The days had passed in a series of meals; the morning dampers, the lunchtime pancakes, the evening plates of stew, the wild ducks Mrs Puddleham had roasted one night for a miner who’d struck it lucky and wanted to treat all his friends. He’d even paid for apple dumplings for all the cook-shop regulars, with apples at sixpence each too, brought up from Melbourne. Mrs Puddleham had made custard from eggs and goat’s milk and precious sugar, and a special damper flavoured with cold tea and currants.

Sometimes it felt like she had always been here, chopping potatoes and learning how to mix dripping into flour to make dumplings. At other times the wind would whip past without stirring a leaf, and the cold shiver wouldcome over her again, and she’d be afraid to blink in case this new world whirled away.

She looked up from the woodheap as a yell floated down into the gully.

‘Roll up! Roll up! Roll up at the gravel pits!’

Another meeting, she thought. There’d been meetings every day this week. Mr Puddleham must have known about this one, as he’d vanished after breakfast.

Sam would have liked to see what happened at a ‘roll up', but Mrs Puddleham refused to even speak about them. And Sam was all too aware that one of these ‘roll ups’ — in a week, or a month or even a year — would lead to the violence of the stockade. Yes, it was wiser to stay away.

A drum banged in the distance. Thin breathy-sounding fifes piped above the drumbeat, and the hollow banging of sticks against pots or billies underscored it all.

Mrs Puddleham frowned, and glanced up at Sam. She was ‘turning the cuffs’ on one of Mr Puddleham’s shirts — taking them apart, turning them over and sewing them back on so the frayed bit no longer showed. Behind them the pots slowly glopped above the coals, and the flies buzzed hopefully in the steam.

‘That wood weren’t too heavy for you, lovey?’ Mrs Puddleham seemed to be deliberately ignoring the clamour.

Sam smiled at the enormous woman — it was impossible not to smile when her ‘Ma’ looked at her like that, with such care and concern — and shook her head. ‘Just had to go a long way to find it.’

‘Well, you sit down and have a rest then. I made you a meat pudding, special.’ She gestured with her needle and thread. ‘It’s between them two plates over there.’

Sam picked up the plates and sat next to her. The pudding was the size and shape of a tennis ball, shiny and doughy on the outside, and a bit like a cake inside, dappled with shreds of meat and some sort of green vegetable. She’d never eaten anything like it before, but it was as good as everything Mrs Puddleham made (except the grilled kidneys). She looked up to see the cook watching her take each mouthful. The big woman smiled.

‘You wait till we gets our hotel. We’ll have baron o’ beef Mondays, roast turkey Tuesdays, saddle of mutton Wednesdays with eglantine sauce. Made from rosehips, it is, all stewed till they’re soft and with the seeds sieved out. Her Majesty loved her eglantine sauce with mutton. Most of the men will be after a cut off the joint. But I’ve been thinking we should do teas too, just like Her Majesty had. Can put that on the bill o’ fare: Teas as Served to Her Majesty Queen Victoria.’

‘What did Queen Victoria like for afternoon tea?

Mrs Puddleham beamed. ‘My brown betty, that’s what she liked. Good plain cake made with cold tea instead o’ buttermilk, and lots o’ sultanas. An’ teacakes — you should have seen the tray go up with my teacakes. Each slice were browned on both sides, and dripping butter. And thin bread and butter and sponge cake, light as a pile o’ feathers, with cream and strawberry jam, and Indian tea, not China, though o’ course the footmen made ‘er teafresh, not us down in the kitchen. Fruitcake every day, she had to have that, and ginger cake most days, an’ specialities too. Oh, it were fun making them specialities. One of them monsewers was ‘sposed to make ‘em but he couldn’t do ‘em good as me. Madeleines and jam drops and petty fours and curd cake and lemon tarts and orange cakes and little caramels … Melbourne won’t know what’s hit it when they sees my specialities.’

Sam hesitated. Would Mrs Puddleham mind her making suggestions? ‘I was thinking too. Maybe we could pay for someone to bring us a cartload of wood every week. I don’t mind getting wood,’ she added hastily. ‘It’s fun hunting under the trees. And I know buying wood would be expensive. But it’d mean I’d be free to help you cook, and Mr Puddleham could serve full-time. We’d make money faster.’

And get down to Melbourne before anyone thinks about building a stockade too, she thought.

Mrs Puddleham beamed even wider, as though Sam had given her the biggest nugget on the goldfields. ‘Why, you’ve got a good head on you, lovey. That’s a right good idea. I’ll put it to Mr Puddleham when he gets back.’ Her face clouded. She looked down at her sewing again. ‘All this going to meetings. Mr Puddleham just don’t know how the world works, that’s his trouble.’ Mrs Puddleham tried to keep her voice calm as she squinted at her needle.

‘But he lived at the palace —’ began Sam.

‘That’s the root of it all,’ said Mrs Puddleham glumly. ‘His dad were a footman, see. So that’s all Mr Puddlehamknows — nice, safe, big houses, all the cold meat you can eat an’ bread an’ jam too, any time o’ the day or night, an’ blankets on the beds. Always a set order to do things, an’ if it’s done wrong there’s someone up above you to make it done right.

‘But the world don’t work like that. He don’t know what it’s like to have chains on yer wrists an’ ankles, an’ rats nibblin’ at yer ears, and anyone who wants to can stick his hand up yer skirts —’ Mrs Puddleham brushed a tear away impatiently. ‘Well, I don’t want him to know, neither. An’ I want better for you too!’

‘Maybe,’ said Sam hesitantly, ‘Mr Puddleham wants the same as you — to make things better. But for everyone.’

Mrs Puddleham snorted. ‘They ain’t got the hope of a snowball in a baker’s oven. Manhood suffrage they call it. Manhood stupidity if you ask me.’

Sam was silent as she finished her pudding. How could she tell Mrs Puddleham that everyone, even women, would get the vote one day, though she couldn’t remember quite when and how?

‘There’s going to be trouble,’ said Mrs Puddleham, biting through her thread.

Sam nodded.


Chapter 16

Mr Puddleham said nothing about the meeting when he returned as the shadows lengthened, just quietly added wood to the fire and topped up the stew with water.

Mrs Puddleham was silent too. She was darning socks now, using a rock to fill the toe to stretch out the sock so she could fill the hole with threads woven in and out — it was almost magic, thought Sam, the way she could make the sock look like there’d never been a hole there at all.

‘Need more supplies tomorrow,’ Mrs Puddleham said at last. ‘Sam can stay and watch the pots and serve the stew while you and me goes to the farm.’

‘What if the bushranger catches you again?’ demanded Sam.

Mrs Puddleham tried a smile. ‘We’ll listen careful for hoofbeats this time,’ she promised.

‘But what if there’s one who isn’t riding a horse?’ Sam shook her head. ‘It’s crazy carrying all that money. Why not send a note to the farm and ask Mr Higgins and George to bring the meat and potatoes to us instead? Then they can put the money safe in the bank too. I bet one ofthe diggers would take a note to the farm in exchange for a night’s stew,’ she added.

To her surprise Mr Puddleham looked at her approvingly. ‘The girl has her head on straight, Mrs Puddleham.’

‘Hasn’t she just?’ said Mrs Puddleham proudly. ‘Why just this morning she says, why don’t we buy our wood, Ma? We’ll makes more money if I cooks alongside you.’

‘Wood we can buy from any new chum,’ said Mr Puddleham. ‘But who’s going to write a note?’ He shook his head. ‘I can read a newspaper, Mrs Puddleham, but you know I don’t have a hand with my letters. And who’s going to read it at the farm?’

‘I can write,’ said Sam. Except she didn’t have a pen. Or paper, she thought. But you could write with a bit of charcoal, couldn’t you? And maybe use a strip of bark instead of paper. ‘And George can read.’

‘The half-caste?’

‘He’s not! Well, he is … but —’ She stopped at the look on the Puddlehams’ faces. ‘People should be given a chance. Even if they’ve got brown skin … or are Chinese or Irish,’ she added, remembering some of the insults she’d heard from the men as they ate their stew.

‘Or if they were convicts, I reckon,’ said Mrs Puddleham quietly. ‘You might add that, an’ all.’

‘Never,’ said Mr Puddleham. He lifted her work-roughened hand and kissed it. ‘You are the grandest lady on the goldfields. And I won’t let any say differently.’

Mrs Puddleham flushed.

‘Of course she is,’ said Sam. ‘There’s no gentleman like you either. Please — send the note. I bet George will bring the meat and things right away.’

The Puddlehams exchanged glances. ‘I’ve got the paper my thread were wrapped in,’ said Mrs Puddleham. ‘Sam can have that to write on. An’ the Professor has a pencil. I saw him using it only last week. Imagine us, Mr Puddleham, with a daughter that’s got learning like our Sam.’ She beamed at Sam as though she were a genius. For the first time since the troopers had arrived she looked happy.

And I’ll see George again, thought Sam. She was surprised at how happy that made her too.


Chapter 17

It was late afternoon by the time George came along the track to the gully the next day, half a dozen dusty sheep bleating around him, scared into a huddle by the noise of the goldfields.

His father walked beside him, grim-faced as when Sam had first seen him, a sack of potatoes on his back. Both father and son carried long, hooked poles — shepherds’ crooks, thought Sam, just like she’d seen in books of nursery rhymes when she was small.

George saw her. He smiled — a half smile. In his long-sleeved shirt and with his face shadowed under the wide hat it was hard to see his Indigenous heritage.

Mr Higgins waved, then expertly hooked the end of his crook around the neck of a sheep that looked like straying from the track. ‘And a good afternoon to youse all!’ he called, suddenly cheery. ‘A grand day it is too.’

‘That’s all very well, Mr Higgins.’ Mrs Puddleham stared at the sheep. ‘But we only wanted one sheep, not six o’ them. And with their skins off, if you gets my meaning, not with their bleats still in them.’

‘Ah, not to worry at all,’ said Mr Higgins easily. ‘It’s easier to let the beasts bring themselves than for us to carry them, and Ginger Murphy the butcher up by the gravel pits will get rid of those bleats for youse in a twinkling. He’s sure to buy the rest an’ all. It was George here’s suggestion.’ He gave his son a brief slap on the ear. ‘Say good morning politely to the Puddlehams, boy.’

George glanced up from under his hat. ‘G’day.’

‘Hello,’ said Sam happily. (She had discovered that no one understood when she said ‘Hi'.)

Mrs Puddleham glanced over at her, then at George. She seemed to come to a decision. ‘Would you like a slice of dumpling, George? It’s a long walk for a growin’ lad.’

George looked startled, his father even more surprised.

‘Thankee, Mrs Puddleham.’

His father watched as his son gulped down the dumpling, his face twisted with an expression so powerful that Sam felt a twist in her heart. Why, he does love him, she thought.

‘Now,’ said Mrs Puddleham, eyeing the animals, who had already left scatterings of small round droppings about her camp, ‘about these sheeps …’ She gathered up a couple of pots and a clean hessian sack.

They left Mr Puddleham minding the camp and the bubbling stew, and followed George, Mr Higgins and the sheep along the track then up the main road past the gravel pits to the butcher’s shack.

Sam watched as the sheep were locked in a small wooden pen. The butcher expertly slipped a rope aroundthe back legs of one of the sheep, then slung the other end of the rope over a branch of a tree next to his shack. Mr Higgins held the animal steady while the butcher pulled its head back, then slid a knife across its throat. Blood gushed onto the ground.

‘Don’t waste that good blood!’ Mrs Puddleham dashed forwards with a big tin dish. ‘You ain’t tasted nothin’ till you’ve tried my blood puddings,’ she added to Sam over her shoulder, as the blood trickled into her pan. ‘Just blood and oats all boiled together, and herbs to make it savoury. The secret’s in the herbs.’

Sam’s stomach lurched.

The sheep’s legs collapsed under it. Its head lolled to one side, its tongue poking out of its limp mouth. Blood still seeped from its throat, though the great gush had stopped.

‘Haul her up,’ called the butcher.

Mr Higgins and George hauled on the rope while Mrs Puddleham nursed the pan of blood. The dead sheep sailed up into the air. It hung there, a little blood still dripping onto the dark-stained ground below.

How many sheep had been killed on this spot? wondered Sam. She felt strangely sweaty, as though the day was too hot and too cold at the same time.

The butcher made a cut around the sheep’s anus, then slashed between its back legs and up its belly. A pile of steaming guts spilled down onto the ground.

‘No!’ She retched, but nothing came up. She turned her back, away from the gore, and tried to get her breath.

‘Sam!’ Mrs Puddleham’s arm was around her shoulders. ‘Deary, are you all right?’

‘I’m sorry … I’ve just never seen …’

‘George? Take Sam back to Mr Puddleham,’ ordered Mrs Puddleham, still cradling her pan of blood in her other arm.

‘Really, I’m all right —’

‘You’re not going back on your own some, an’ I can’t leave this lot. There’s six good sheep tongues there no one else’ll want, not to mention sheep brains an’ the belly fat goin’ begging, and I don’t want no one’s dog grabbing ‘em.’

‘I’m fine …’ The world swam around her again.

Dimly she heard George say, ‘Come on then.’

They began to walk. Slowly the world cleared. She looked across at George. He looked pleased with himself. ‘What kind of bleedin’ petticoat lad throws up at a pile of guts, eh?’

‘Shut up!’

‘Bet you’d scream if you saw something’ really bad. Sheep with its back legs all eaten by the maggots, eh? All crawlin’ and bloody …’

He’s trying to make me be sick again, she thought. And she’d been defending him to the Puddlehams. ‘I said shut up!’

‘What kind of a boy can’t —’

‘I’m a girl!’

She hadn’t meant to say it. (And she bet a boy from her own time would have been sick at all that blood too.) Butat least the smug look vanished from George’s face. He stared at her, then suddenly nodded. ‘Ma guessed. All she said was that you was too thin. All bones, she said. But there were somethin’ about the way she said it.’

‘The Puddlehams thought it would be best — safer I mean —’

‘The Puddlehams?’ He stared at her again, more surprised at this than when she’d said she was a girl.

‘Yes, they thought —’

‘They ain’t your ma and pa? Not when you talk about ‘em like that.’

‘They … no. I only met them the day we came to your farm.’

‘Ma said that were strange then too. That you didn’t seem like a lad with his family.’

‘Your mum — she’s sick, isn’t she?’

His face clouded. ‘Consumption. That’s what she says it is, anyhow. She were a maid in a doctor’s house when Pa met her. That’s how she knows how to dress proper and things.’

‘You don’t have to be ashamed of her,’ said Sam softly.

He gazed at her with fury. ‘I ain’t!’ He gestured at the men scrabbling in the dirt around them. ‘Her family owned all of this! Bigger than any bleedin’ farm in England! Me uncles can spear a ‘roo two hundred yards away!’

‘You’ve met them?’

He hesitated. ‘Yes. ‘Cause Ma asked me to. ‘Cause I wanted to. They wuz gunna learn me the things to be a man. Pa, he brung me back.’

‘Did you want to stay with them?’

‘Yes. No!’ He shrugged. ‘I dunno. Hunting is better than starin’ at sheep bums, or diggin’ spuds. But I ain’t one o’ them, not really, though they treated me right. It weren’t what I wanted, neither.’

They were nearly at the Puddlehams’ camp now. She said urgently, ‘What do you want then?’ A small feather of an idea tickled her mind.

He was silent. ‘Proper book learnin',’ he said at last. ‘To go to school, like you done. You’re lucky.’

‘At least you’ve got a family. A home. My mum threw me out.’

‘You’ve got the Puddlehams now.’ He looked at her a bit anxiously. ‘Ain’t you?’

Sam nodded. ‘Mrs Puddleham really looks after me like I’m her daughter. And Mr Puddleham — well, he’s not too sure. But he likes me, I think.’ And not in the wrong way, like Gavin.

George smiled, as though genuinely relieved she had a home. He likes me too, she thought, even though he made fun of me. Even though I’m a girl.

‘Da’s right most times,’ he was saying. ‘He’s just embarrassed at having a darkie for a son when there’s other people about. Where we goin'?’ He lengthened his lope to keep up with her.

Sam grinned as she began to stride past the gully before Mr Puddleham caught sight of them. ‘You’ll see.’


Chapter 18

There was no sign of the Professor at his campsite. Sam glanced in under his bark lean-to. His stone jug wasn’t there, either.

‘Expect he’s down there.’ George nodded at the dark hole in the ground, with its thick lips of mullock. The sail hung slack in the afternoon stillness. ‘Who is he, anyhow?’

‘He’s the man who sold your dad the book.’

George brightened. ‘Think he’d sell another? Da’s gettin’ a good price for them sheep,’ he added.

‘They’re in another language. You couldn’t read them.’

He was silent for a moment, perhaps calculating the many things he didn’t — couldn’t — know. ‘Then what are we —’ he broke off as Sam leaned over the hole. A ladder of rough branches tied together with twine was propped against one side of the mineshaft. It didn’t look like it’d bear the weight of a monkey, much less a man. A rope was tied to it — a thick, old-fashioned kind of rope that looked like it was made of twisted hair. ‘You be careful. Mine edges can crumble.’

Sam stepped back slightly. There was no sign of light down the hole. Could you mine in total darkness?

‘Professor?’

The mineshaft seemed to swallow the words. Then suddenly she heard a voice. ‘Who is it?’

‘Sam. Um, Sam Puddleham,’ she added self-consciously.

‘Don’t come down.’ It was as though the earth itself had spoken through that small dark mouth.

‘I’m not going to.’ No way would she go down there, Sam thought. The edges of the mine looked like they might collapse at any moment. It was almost like the darkness had a smell.

Footsteps sounded below, like a giant wombat in a tunnel. The ladder creaked and shook. Finally the Professor’s head emerged, his lanky hair even dirtier than usual, and then the rest of him. He blinked in the morning light, then caught sight of George. He looked back at Sam, puzzled, as he hauled himself up and stood shakily in the sunlight.

She grinned. ‘I brought George to see you. He’s the kid, I mean the boy, who’s got your book.’

‘Ah,’ the Professor wiped a grubby hand across his forehead, then glanced at George. He seems fairly sober this afternoon, thank goodness, thought Sam. ‘He wants to sell it back to me? Well, I happen to be in funds this week —’

‘No!’ said Sam impatiently. ‘He wants to talk to you about it!’

The Professor stared. ‘My dear child, the boy is a native. He’d be quite incapable —’

‘I’m going.’ George’s face was pale with rage.

The Professor peered at him with sudden interest, his eyes blinking in the daylight after the darkness of his mine. ‘I apologise. First for calling you a native —’

‘I am a native! Native is just as good as you!’

The Professor hesitated. ‘Apologise perhaps for my concept of “native". I admit my ignorance of what a native of this country can do. I have made the unforgivable error of accepting that what the mob says is right. A common fallacy.’

The Professor looked different, thought Sam. As though a ghost had suddenly come to life.

George frowned. ‘You talk like the coves in me book.’ He hunched his shoulders, then blurted out, ‘I can read newspapers all right. But half o’ them words in the book don’t make sense.’

The Professor lowered himself onto the ground, and sat cross-legged in the dust. Behind him the distant hills merged with the sky. ‘You want to read them?’

George looked cautious, in case the Professor was making fun of him. ‘Yes.’

‘Why?’

George sat down too, taking off his big leaf hat and fanning away the flies that clustered around his face. It was the first time Sam had seen him bareheaded. She plonked herself down next to them. Someone — his mother? — had cut George’s hair short, perhaps to disguise its curliness. ‘To get me a job as a clerk, mebbe. Sittin’ at a desk, not sweatin’ outside.’

The Professor waved his hand, but not at the flies. ‘Is that the only reason?’

‘Yes. No!’ His eagerness is almost painful, thought Sam. ‘That cove in the book — Socrates — he asks all them questions. Ain’t no one ever asks questions like that around here. It’s like … like there’s a whole different world in that book.’

‘Ah.’ The Professor’s face relaxed suddenly, like he’d had a drink of something even more powerful than the hooch in his jar. ‘Then I will teach you.’

‘What?’

‘I will teach you,’ repeated the Professor. ‘I will teach you to read more words, and write a neat hand that might get you a job. But most of all, I will teach you to ask questions.’

‘Why?’ George sounded like he’d been offered a nugget and couldn’t believe it was real.

The Professor hesitated. ‘Because questions like the ones in your book are needed now. Do you really think that the men on these diggings — the ones who call you “native” in the same way that I did so wrongly a few minutes ago — can govern wisely? How many know how to read, much less think? And if they don’t know how to think, how can they possibly rule a country justly?’

‘They can elect people who do,’ said Sam.

‘Yes,’ said the Professor patiently. ‘But how do the ignorant know who to elect? The mob killed Socrates, remember. Democracy does not mean that good decisions are made.’

George looked at him speculatively. ‘So who should do the rulin’ then?’

‘Ah, that raises an interesting question,’ said the Professor happily. ‘It is true — the present government is bad. It seems that owning one hundred pounds’ worth of property —’

‘And being male,’ added Sam.

The Professor nodded. ‘It seems that this is not an effective qualification to choose people who will govern either efficiently or morally. But it does not necessarily follow that those who want to change it would make a better job of it.’

‘How about you only let coves who can read vote?’

‘Reading does not mean that you necessarily think about what you read,’ said the Professor dryly, ‘as any teacher knows to his cost. For every hundred students who read you will find perhaps one who actually analyses what he has read.’

‘How do you ana-whatsit?’ George’s face was suddenly intent.

‘Analyse. Ah.’ The Professor grinned. ‘Now we come back to Ancient Greece again, to Socrates sitting with his students Plato and Alcibiades, just as you sit with me, though perhaps,’ he brushed away the flies, ‘in rather more salubrious surroundings.’

The Professor rubbed his hands as though he were about to sit down to a particularly good serve of Mrs Puddleham’s stew. ‘To think properly you need to be able to tell when an argument is valid. Let us say that allfish swim. A true statement, I believe. Now, if Sam here can swim, does that mean Sam is a fish?

‘O’ course not —’

‘Ah, but if Sam were a fish, it would be a true statement. Yet the argument would still not be a valid one. Most people understand the difference between something true and something false. But they can’t distinguish between an argument that is valid and one that is invalid, so they are not able to think clearly.’

George frowned. ‘I dunno —’

‘Let us take another fallacy, the one that perhaps causes more trouble than any other, the ad verecundiam fallacy, the appeal to an authority on a subject outside one’s expertise. Queen Victoria is a great woman, therefore everything she decides must be right.’

Sam blinked. The Professor suddenly sounded like Mrs Quant, standing in front of the class, talking about sports stars or pop idols giving opinions on everything from diets to wars. Why should anyone pay attention to what someone said, just because they were famous for something else?

She smiled. She bet nowhere else on earth was a barefoot boy sitting on the ground by a mullock heap discussing philosophy with a professor. Liz would love to be listening to this, she thought. And Nick would say …

A breeze shivered across her shoulders. She forced her mind back. The miners would be coming for their stew soon, and Mrs Puddleham had all the meat to chop up too. She got to her feet and brushed the dirt off her new trousers.

‘I’d better go.’

‘What? Oh.’ George looked up as though he’d forgotten she was there. ‘Tell Da where I am, will you? Don’t suppose he’s looking for me yet — he’ll be down the grog shop.’ He grinned at her. ‘It’s fun, ain’t it? Like siftin’ gold outta dirt.’

The Professor smiled. ‘Exactly. Once you have learned to think you have a weapon more powerful than lies.’

George shook his head. ‘I never thought any cove’d want me to argue with him. But that’s what Socrates did, weren’t it?’

‘What I used to do, too,’ said the Professor quietly. ‘When I was still a right and proper guide for the young. You will find these words in your book too: “But my dearest Agathon, it is truth which you cannot contradict; you can without any difficulty contradict Socrates.” Contradict me all you like, my boy — as long as it leads us to the truth.’

Sam began to walk down the gully, brushing the flies from her eyes, listening to the voices behind her. What she had done this afternoon was good.


Chapter 19

Sam could hear the thud of Mrs Puddleham’s axe chopping the fresh mutton as she came up the gully. Hopefully it’d look like meat now, she thought, not like the sheep who’d bleated at her earlier. Mr Puddleham stirred the pot of old stew, mostly flour and potato now. Sweat trickled down his face from the steam and heat, but his hair was still shiny and neat.

Happy Jack was there already, waiting for his stew, his moon face smiling at the pots. His dog sat next to him, panting in the afternoon’s heat. Its wound had healed now. It glanced up at Sam as though wondering whether to cower away. She bent down and held out a hand to it. The dog sniffed it warily, but crept backwards when she tried to stroke it.

‘There you are, lovey.’ The smile on Mrs Puddleham’s face could have filled the sky. ‘I was wondering where you were. I was feeling that bad, taking you to see the sheep killed.’

‘I’m sorry,’ began Sam.

Mrs Puddleham beckoned her closer so Happy Jack couldn’t hear. ‘You did just as you ought! That weren’t no sight for a young lady.''But it didn’t make you feel sick.’

‘I ain’t no lady. But you’re going to be, just as soon as we gets our hotel. A young lady in silk and satin who faints all right and proper at blood and guts.’

‘Oh,’ said Sam. ‘Are there any scraps for the dog?’ she added, to change the subject.

‘You be careful it don’t give you fleas. Or worse.’ Mrs Puddleham handed Sam the slimy skins from the sheep tongues.

‘Here, boy. I won’t hurt you.’

The dog took a step backwards.

Sam put the scraps on the ground. The dog waited till she had backed away before it slunk forwards. It grabbed the scraps in its mouth, then retreated under Happy Jack’s knees to eat them.

Happy Jack grinned at Sam and Mrs Puddleham. ‘He’s happy now.’

Sam smiled back. ‘I’m glad he’s happy. Your stew will be ready soon, and you can be happy too.’

Happy Jack nodded. ‘Stew makes lots o’ people happy.’

‘It smells like good stew.’ It was George. He must have come up while she’d been trying to tempt the dog.

He grinned at Sam. ‘Guess what?’ he added softly, so the Puddlehams didn’t hear. ‘The Professor’s going to ask Da if I can help him dig. He’ll give me half o’ what we digs up too. I’ll be earnin’ good money. Da’ll have to say yes. Look,’ he gestured proudly to a leather-bound book tucked into the belt of his trousers. Sam squinted, trying to read the words.

‘It’s a Latin grammar.’ He pronounced the words carefully. ‘I got to memorise a hundred words by Sat’dee.’

Sam had never heard anyone so happy about homework before.

‘If I got learnin’ I can get a real good job. The Professor says ‘most all the clerks in the country have gone to the diggin’s. There’s jobs even for a darkie.’ George hesitated. ‘When Ma dies Da’s going to get himself a white wife,’ he blurted out suddenly. ‘He says he’s made enough money feedin’ the miners to get a proper wife now. I reckon a white woman won’t want a darkie son about.’

Sam tried to speak, but no words came. How could a father say something like that to his son?

‘I’m thinking you’d best find your Da then, give him your good news.’ Sam hadn’t heard Mrs Puddleham approach. How long had she been listening? ‘You thank him from me for bringin’ the meat. Maybe you can bring us another sheep and bag o’ spuds when you come to help the Professor. Tomorrow even. We can sell all the stew we makes these days, what with our Sam helping.’

‘Yes, Mrs Puddleham.’ George nodded to Sam. ‘Thank you,’ he added softly.

Sam watched him stride along the track. How could George bear it? she thought.

‘Ma Hopgood gave me some of their goat’s milk,’ said Mrs Puddleham conversationally. ‘Which means tongue in white sauce tomorrow. You ever made a white sauce? The secret’s —’

‘His dad doesn’t want him,’ said Sam. ‘He doesn’t want his wife either. Just because they’ve got dark skins.’

Mrs Puddleham took her hand and patted it. ‘Never you mind, deary. You know what I think?’

Sam shook her head.

‘I been going to the Higginses’ near on six months now. An’ I never saw Mr Higgins lift his hand to his wife. She were right sick a month ago. Mr Higgins, he walked all the way here to get a doctor, went from camp to camp askin’ if there were one about. Spent the price of three sheep I’d reckon too, when he did find one. A man like that, he loves his wife, no matter that she’s a darkie.’

‘But George?’

‘It’s my guess that George’ll be back here tomorrow or the next day, no matter if there’s spuds to be dug or onions to plait back home. His pa’ll want the extra learnin’ for him. Best thing in the world, givin’ your child what they need, an’ I reckon George’s pa ain’t no different. Bought a book for him, didn’t he? You can buy twenty gallons o’ grog for the price of a book.’ Mrs Puddleham sighed. ‘Pity the Professor can’t teach you as well.’

‘Maybe he could —’ began Sam eagerly.

Mrs Puddleham laughed. ‘The Professor teach you embroidery? Music? Painting? Thems the things a young lady needs to learn, not that Latin stuff. Come on. The sun’s slipped down the sky and if I don’t get those tongues into the water and cooking the flies’ll be at them, and then where’ll we be? An’ Happy Jack wants his stew, don’t he?’

The little man grinned up at them, not understanding,but wanting to be part of it all. His dog panted in the shade of his legs.

Sam walked over to the pile of tin plates by the tree. She began to automatically ladle out a helping of stew, trying to take it all in. Embroidery? Painting? Fainting at the sight of blood? Was this what it was like to be a girl back here?

One by one men trudged down into the gully and took their places on the log seats. Hands grimed with months of dirt, hands washed in water so muddy it left them dark as George’s, fingers rimmed with old blood from accidents with rocks or pit props, all of them eager for the brief comfort of good food. Mr Puddleham took the money while Sam served and stirred.

Our stew’s the only good thing that’s real on the diggings, she thought suddenly. Striking it rich, governing the country — they were just dreams.

‘Hey, missus! You got any o’ them Welsh cakes?’

Mrs Puddleham looked up from her sheep tongues. ‘What you want with Welsh cakes, Long Tom? They’s sixpence each.’

‘Struck it lucky, didn’t I?’ The man grinned, showing black toothless gums. Years of labour had withered and bent him, but he looked like he could break into a jig around the campfire. ‘Got fourteen ounces out o’ that new seam this afternoon. Welsh cakes all round, on me!’

Mr Puddleham bowed. ‘Our heartiest congratulations, Mr Thomas.’

‘Well ain’t that the bee’s knees then!’ Mrs Puddleham poured her sheep tongues into the water bucket andscooped flour into the basin instead. ‘Get me the currants will you, lovey? An’ the cold drippin’ in the tin. Then put the skillet on the coals. That’s the secret o’ a light Welsh cake — got to have the pan warm right through afore you put them in.’ She rubbed her hands. ‘Reckon we can make a hundred sixpences tonight, on top o’ what we gets for stew.’

The firelight was warm on her skin, but suddenly Sam shivered. Some dreams came true. Which of these men dreamed of rebellion? The Eureka Stockade was coming too.


Chapter 20

Saturday was bath day. Even if the whole of the diggings were buzzing about the big meeting this afternoon, Mrs Puddleham washed herself on Saturdays — and insisted that Sam wash too.

‘And the one good thing about this dratted meeting is that there’s no one round to wonder why you washes inside the tent, not out of it like the other men.’ Mrs Puddleham tipped warm water from the pudding pot into one of the washing-up buckets. ‘Don’t know where to put me face sometimes, when some o’ the men around here strips off.’

There’d been cries of ‘Joe! Joe!’ every day this past week, as more and more troopers poured into the diggings to try to control the unrest. Mr Puddleham had already gone up to Bakery Hill where the meeting would take place, like nearly every other man around, and none of Mrs Puddleham’s pleas had been able to stop him. Sam could hear bands in the distance, and dogs barking, as though they too were caught up in the excitement.

Mrs Puddleham resolutely ignored the ‘roll up’ cries as she handed Sam the bucket. ‘An’ now you wash as far down as possible, and then as far up as possible.’

Sam nodded, and ran her fingers through her hair. She’d have to get Mrs Puddleham to cut it soon. And she’d give anything for some shampoo. No, not anything, she thought hurriedly, as that strange, chill wind crept across her skin again.

Mrs Puddleham grinned. ‘I asked my Ma once what poor “possible” had done to get left out. Oh, she gave me the strap for that. I had a welt right around my legs.’

‘She whipped you?’ asked Sam, horrified. Mum lashed out at her, but only with her hands. Never with a strap.

‘Once a week regular as clockwork on Saturday afternoons, and other times as I deserved it,’ said Mrs Puddleham cheerfully. She bent down into the tent, and rummaged in a box. Her backside looked as wide as the rear end of a bus.

‘You take this, deary.’ She straightened and handed a purple bar of soap over to Sam. ‘Smells of violets! Bought it specially for you,’ she added. ‘You may not be able to look like a young lady yet, but you can smell like one. Ain’t none o’ the coves around here will notice,’ she added. ‘They pong worse than cleanin’ out a privy.’

Sam sniffed the soap. By now she had some idea just how much of a luxury any sort of soap was on the diggings. Mrs Puddleham used wood ash instead of soap or detergent to scrub her pots, and water that ash had been soaked in to wash their clothes. She even added abit of wood ash and water to the dumpling mix with some vinegar, to make it bubble and to make the dumplings light. It was another of the ‘secrets’ she’d given to Sam.

The soap smelled of gardens far away. ‘Thank you,’ Sam said softly. ‘For everything.’

‘It’s a pure pleasure,’ said Mrs Puddleham happily. ‘Now you get yourself nice and clean while I make the treacle roly-poly, with a bit o’ ginger to make it special.’ The smile grew wider. ‘And you put this on too.’

She bent down and opened the small chest she’d bought at the store, and lifted out something soft and pink and silky. Sam took it from her.

‘What is it?’

‘A camisole, o’ course. You may have to look like a boy while we’re here, but I want you having nice things against your skin, an’ a nice bright colour too. An’ you can stop using that bit o’ petticoat around your chest.’ She handed Sam a long length of pink lace instead.

Sam stared. It was the pinkest thing she had ever seen in her life. And it was going to itch like mad if she had to tie it around her skin.

‘It’s — it’s lovely,’ she said.

Mrs Puddleham beamed. ‘Nothing but the best for my Lucy.’ She stomped back to the pudding pot, to fill it with more water.

‘I’m Sam,’ whispered Sam. She pulled the flaps of the lean-to shut behind her, then took off her shirt, unwound the strip of petticoat that bound her breasts and began towash, drying each bit before moving on to the next as Mrs Puddleham had instructed her.

She could hear Mrs Puddleham outside, thumping her ginger roly-poly in the basin, and beyond her the cries of the diggings, as she wrapped the length of lace around herself (it itched already), then put on the silk camisole (soft as Mrs Puddleham had promised) and a new shirt. She had just bent down to wash her feet when a drum began to bang even closer to the gully.

‘Roll up! Roll up!’ The words were taken up by dozens of voices around the gully.

Sam washed the rest of herself hurriedly then pulled on her trousers. That was why Mrs Puddleham was adding ginger to the roly-poly, she thought. Whenever Mrs Puddleham was worried she made something special.

She pulled on her socks and boots, then opened the flap of the lean-to and stared at George and the Professor seated by the fire. ‘What are you doing here?’

George stood up. He had a small sack by his side. ‘We been waiting for you! You coming to the roll up?’

‘Sh—Sam is not,’ said Mrs Puddleham, looking suspiciously at Sam as though she expected her to defy her.

Sam shook her head. She was the only person in the camp who knew that tragedy was coming, the deaths and defiance that would come to be known as the Eureka Stockade. There was no way she was going anywhere near a political meeting.

Would today’s meeting be the one that led to the stockade? She wished she knew. But at least she was sure that the further away she was from it — and Mrs Puddleham too —the safer they’d be. The miners’ cause might be a just one, but they were going to lose. And the past didn’t need her presence to happen.

She looked at George and the Professor. George’s face had softened into eagerness. The Professor still stank of drink but he looked different too. ‘Don’t you go either,’ she said suddenly.

George stared. ‘Why not? There’s bands and everything! I ain’t never heard a proper band,’ he added.

‘Yes, but …’ She turned to the Professor. ‘Why are you going? You don’t believe in democracy.’

‘No,’ said the Professor gently. ‘I believe that a stupid and ill-educated mob will make stupid and ignorant mistakes. But to leave the government in the present hands might be worse. What is happening on these diggings is evil — corrupt men using the law for their own profit.’

‘But it might be dangerous!’

‘Yes. So Socrates found, when he refused to stop speaking the truth. But there are times,’ for once the Professor’s words weren’t slurred at all, ‘when you need to ask: on which side of the line do I stand? Humans are only capable of seeing small bits in the pattern of history. All you can ask yourself is: is this bit that I do good or is it bad? I think the meeting today will be a good action, not a bad one. There are times when you need to stand together.’ He bowed politely. ‘Good day, Mrs Puddleham. Come on, George.’

George hesitated while the Professor strode off. He picked up his sack and held it out to Mrs Puddleham. ‘Ma sent you a present.’

Mrs Puddleham reached into the sack. ‘Peaches! Why, they’re dearer than gold dust at Wilson’s shop!’ She beamed at George. ‘That’s right kind o’ your ma.’

‘She sent Sam something too. To thank her for gettin’ me book learnin’ with the Professor.’ He handed a cloth square over to Sam.

Sam unwrapped it. It was lace, cream with age, softer than any lace she’d ever felt.

‘It’s a collar.’ George looked at her anxiously. ‘You like it? It’s the only good thing she got. Her mistress give it her when she an’ Da got married.’

‘It — it’s beautiful. I don’t know how to thank her.’

‘What you want to give a boy a lace collar for?’ asked Mrs Puddleham suspiciously.

‘He knows I’m a girl,’ said Sam. ‘His mum guessed too. He won’t tell anyone. Will you, George?’

George shook his head. ‘Not even the Professor.’

Mrs Puddleham looked at him sternly. Something in his face must have reassured her, for she nodded. ‘You’re a right good lad. An’ you thank your ma properly from me.’

George nodded. ‘I’d best be goin',’ he added. ‘Don’t want to miss the band. I wish ye was both comin’ too.’ He ran up the gully after the Professor.

Mrs Puddleham gazed back at the lump of ginger pastry in her basin. ‘You put the collar in your chest,’ she said. ‘Pretty, ain’t it? Thems real nice peaches. Must have ‘em early out at the farm. Howsabout you and I eats them all, eh? Too good for the riffraff round here.’

The drums beat louder in the distance. Men weresinging, too. Mrs Puddleham began to squeeze the pastry flat with her fingers. ‘Really needs a rolling pin,’ she said. ‘An’ a marble pastry board. Keeps pastry cool like nothin’ else, a marble pastry board. But I don’t suppose there’s a single one on the diggin’s. Oh, you waits till I gets a proper kitchen in Melbourne. I’ll show you real cookin’ then. Get me out the treacle tin, deary.’

Sam put the collar in her chest, then hauled the treacle tin out of the lean-to. Ants crawled around the top, in spite of the dish of water it had been sitting in. She wiped them off with a bit of sacking, then handed the tin to Mrs Puddleham, the Professor’s words still churning in her mind.

‘There are times you need to stand together.’ She’d never had a chance to do that. She’d always had to look after herself.

No, she thought, absent-mindedly licking treacle off her fingers. Nick, Liz, Mrs Quant — they’d all tried to help her. It was her fault she’d faced it all alone.

‘There are times you need to stand together.’ The wind blew invisibly again, smelling of time and gum trees. She thought she could hear fifes playing, as well as drums, and the low tooting of a trombone.

Mrs Puddleham smiled up at her uncertainly. ‘Howsabout I make us a bit o’ gingerbread to go with the peaches, just for the two of us? An’ maybe a chop each as well. I been keeping a few special in the flour bag.’

Surely this meeting would be safe, thought Sam. You couldn’t have bands as well as bloodshed.

‘Ma, I think we should go to the roll up. It would mean a lot to Mr Puddleham. And he’s right. They’re all right.’

Mrs Puddleham’s smile cracked. ‘I want you to be safe! I weren’t able to keep my Lucy safe! I want Mr Puddleham safe too. Is that so bad?’

Sam tried to find the words. ‘I think Mr Puddleham is doing this to keep you safe. Like it’s his duty.’

‘Mr Puddleham said the very same word this mornin',’ said Mrs Puddleham, her tone full of wonder. ‘"Mrs Puddleham", he said afore we got up, “a man must do his duty or know forever he’s a coward. We need to stand together to make things right".’

She took off her apron and hung it over a branch. ‘Come on, lovey. Pull the stew pot away from the coals so it don’t burn. And if any cove steals from a campsite on the diggin’s today he’s nothing but a yellow-bellied snot rag.’ Mrs Puddleham reached into the tent for her bonnet.


Chapter 21

How can we find Mr Puddleham in this? thought Sam.

The crowd stretched for perhaps a kilometre around Bakery Hill. Men jostled, crushed together along the streets and between the tents or up on mullock heaps. Others hoisted themselves onto shanty roofs to try to see. Some of the faces were familiar from the cook shop. The Lemonade Man watched sombrely from a doorway, still dressed in his dusty suit. Even Happy Jack was there, perched on a barrel with his dog in his arms.

The noise was extraordinary: two bands playing different tunes; men bashing tin plates and billies; and the yells of ‘Roll up! Roll up!’ still ringing around the diggings. Men slapped each other on the back, or shouted at friends across the crowd.

If only they’d come early and got a good spot! There must be thousands of people here, she thought. Ten thousand? More? Men in mud-stained clothing, men in their Sunday best crumpled from their swags, men with beards that looked like birds had nested in them, and men with raw shiny faces, shaved in filthy water for the occasion.

Here and there children grasped their father’s hand or their mother’s skirt. There might only be a sprinkling of women at the diggings, but it seemed each one was here. Even the dogs sat still, not scrapping with each other or nosing each other’s tails, but standing next to their owners’ legs as though they too somehow realised that today this crowd was making history.

Flags waved from makeshift flagpoles — the English flag, the American Stars and Stripes, and lots she didn’t recognise. Men from many nations dug here at Ballarat.

Someone climbed up onto a sort of stage made out of pit props and stumps of wood, up on the highest point of the hill. He yelled something. The bands stopped playing. Even the big drum was silent. Suddenly you could hear the wind, the cry of a baby in the crowd.

The man began to speak.

The crowds grew still, as though they were frozen to the muddy ground. Sam tried to hear the words, but it was impossible. Just that many people, shuffling their boots and breathing, swallowed up the words. Now and then she heard what sounded like a bat squeaking in the distance. Yet the people around her stared as though it was the final of a football season—with no cheering. The world seemed breathless.

The man on the platform raised his fists passionately towards the sky.

Why did everyone keep standing here if they couldn’t hear? Then she realised that the words were seeping back, through the crowd, muttered from person to person.

‘That’s that Carboni fellow talking. You catch what he’s sayin'?’

‘He said, “I hate the oppressor, let him wear a red, blue, black or white coat.” Something like that.’

‘Hear! Hear!’

‘What’s that? What’s that?’

‘He’s talking about political rights — the rights of all of us.’

Carboni made another fierce gesture to the clouds, then stepped from the platform. Cheers echoed across the diggings, even from those who hadn’t heard a word.

Another man came forwards. This man’s voice boomed out: ‘If any man here is dragged to the lockup for not having a licence, will a thousand of you volunteer to liberate the man?’

‘Yes! Yes!’ The cries were so loud the diggings seemed to sway.

‘Will two thousand of you come forwards?!’

‘Yes! Yes!’

‘Will four thousand of you volunteer to march to the camp and open the lockup to liberate the man?’

‘Yes! Yes! Yes! Yes!’

High above, the cockatoos screamed as though competing with the noise.

‘Are you ready to die? For the cause?’

‘Yes! Yes! Yes! Yes!’

No, thought Sam. I don’t want to die. I don’t want those I love to die.

Suddenly a hush swallowed the crowd. Another man had come up onto the platform. His voice was softer, but the crowd grew quieter too.

‘… we will form a Ballarat Reform League … every man will have a vote …’

How could so many people be so silent?

He’s talking about making a new world, thought Sam. My world. The world I took for granted. The world where people can vote, where newspapers can print the truth, where kids can go to school, where we expect police to be honest and judges to stick to the law, to all the laws that parliaments decide. And, no, it may not always work. But when it doesn’t we have the power to change that too, even if sometimes people can’t be bothered …

And for all these people the very idea of that is more powerful even than the dream of gold.

The speaker stared out across the crowd. He lifted up his arms. His yell echoed across the diggings: ‘And so what say you all?’

The noise broke about her like a wave: thousands of voices roaring Yes! in so many languages, but with one heart only. Men fired pistols into the air. More men charged forwards to toss their licences into the campfires around the meeting. Fragments of the burning licences flared into the air.

How could any cause be wrong? thought Sam, when so many spoke from their hearts. But then she remembered the Nazi rallies on TV, when just as many had roared support for racism and hatred. Those people could read too, and vote …

What would the Professor have thought of the Nazi rallies? But it was as impossible to find George and the Professor in this crowd as it was to see Mr Puddleham.

No, she thought, as men shook hands and clapped each other on the back, as though every neighbour was suddenly a brother they hadn’t seen for years. This is right. It’s led to good things.

I am the only one here who really knows what this meeting means, she thought. Pain and death will come from this. But maybe all the rights I took for granted started here.

‘There he is!’ cried Mrs Puddleham suddenly. She pointed to the small proud figure of Mr Puddleham, standing between two burly miners, cheering with the rest.

Mrs Puddleham elbowed her way forwards like a big ship surging through the crowd, with Sam bobbing along like a dinghy behind her.

‘Mrs Puddleham!’ The little man’s eyes lit up. ‘And Sam!’

‘Well, yes, we’re here,’ puffed Mrs Puddleham. She took a deep breath. ‘We stand beside you, Mr Puddleham. Whatever you decide, we’ll be beside you.’



Chapter 22

DOWN WITH LICENCE FEES!
WHO IS SO BASE TO BE A SLAVE?
DOWN WITH NEPOTISM!

The notices were pinned to every tree and every second tent on the diggings. Sam read them all as she carried the empty tin plates that had held the Professor’s stew back to the gully.

These days the Professor paid Sam to bring him and George a plate of stew or whatever else was going for lunch. The rest of the time he and George dug for gold in the darkness, while the Professor gave George lessons on everything from logic to the Trojan Wars. But George hadn’t been there today when she’d called down the mine, or the last few days either. She hoped he was okay.

Sam wasn’t sure how either history or philosophy was supposed to help George get a job. But even Mr Puddleham seemed to think that knowing about dead heroes and philosophers and languages no one had spoken for hundreds of years was what an education meant these days — an education for boys anyhow.

She couldn’t see George shut in an office, but it seemed to be what he wanted. Maybe it was better than digging potatoes — especially for someone with as few choices in life as George. And he’d enjoyed being here where things were happening too, even if no one quite knew what was going on.

It had seemed so simple at the big roll up, thought Sam, as she began to trudge down the gully. After the speeches everyone had voted to send delegates down to Governor Hotham, demanding that every man get a vote, and warning that the colonies would break away from Britain if they didn’t.

Everyone had cheered again as the delegates rode down the street towards Melbourne.

But what had happened to them? Rumours were flying around the diggings.

The delegates had been flung in prison! They were huddled there among the rats. No, they’d been shot! No, they’d been hanged and their bodies thrown into prison graves!

Something white caught her attention: a sheet of newspaper, blown by the wind. Sam ran forwards and caught it. It was the first newspaper she’d held since she left her own time. Newspapers cost two shillings, as much as most men earned in a week.

She glanced down at the headlines, then at the date. 18 November, 1854.

She shivered. The paper might be a couple of days old, but for the first time she knew more or less when she was.

She looked up as someone called her name.

‘Sam!’

It was Mrs Puddleham, her bonnet slightly crooked and a giant brown-paper bundle under her arm, puffing up the gully towards the Professor’s camp.

‘Is anything wrong? Ma?’ she added, because the more she used the word the happier Mrs Puddleham became.

‘I was just comin’ to find you. Look what arrived by coach this mornin'!’ Mrs Puddleham beamed at Sam then sat on a log with the bundle on her lap and wiped the sweat from her forehead.

‘If it gets much hotter’n this I’m going to leave me petticoats off, I am indeed. But by Christmas we’ll be out of here and down to Melbourne. More breeze down there, an’ we’ll have those fans an’ all, with boys to pull ‘em back an’ forth to keep us cool. We’re that close to getting our hotel now, thanks to all the extra meals we’ve been selling. An’ all due to you.’ She smiled at Sam happily, and handed her the parcel. ‘Well, deary, ain’t you going to open it?’

‘That’s for me?’

‘O’ course. Got it sent up special like from Melbourne. You open it here, where half the busybodies in camp can’t see it. Go on!’

Sam tucked the newspaper under her arm and handed the plate to Mrs Puddleham, then untied the string on the parcel — she had already learned that all string and paper was precious these days, and must be tidily folded up and used again. There was tissue paper under the brown paper, and then material. She looked at the folded garment in dismay.

‘Ain’t it grand? Hold it up against you, deary.’

Sam held the dress up. It was pink again, like the lace Mrs Puddleham had given her, the pinkest pink she’d ever seen. It was silk, too, a thick crisp sort of silk unlike any she’d felt before. It had ruffles on the bottom and on the sleeves. Even the ruffles were trimmed with lace. A mass of material gathered at the back.

‘You’re going to look a picture,’ said Mrs Puddleham happily.

Yeah, thought Sam. A horror movie. But Mrs Puddleham was still chattering.

‘It’s for when we get the coach to Melbourne. We walked every step here, me and Mr Puddleham, pushing the barrow before us. But we’ll get the coach this time, just like the nobs. And you’ll be dressed as fine as the queen herself. There’s a bonnet too. It’ll be on the coach up from Melbourne tomorrow.’

‘Won’t everyone think it weird if you’ve suddenly got a daughter? They’ve only seen me as a boy,’ said Sam a little desperately.

‘Let them wonder! Anyhow,’ said Mrs Puddleham dismissively. ‘They won’t wonder much, seeing as how it makes sense for a young girl not to make a show of herself in times like these. An’ we’ll be gone afore their tongues can really wag.’

She stood up again with an effort. ‘Better pack it up again, deary. We’ll put it in the chest in the tent for safekeeping. We’d best get back before Mr Puddleham lets the stew burn on the bottom — no man ever stirs a potenough, even one as good as Mr P. And,’ added Mrs Puddleham, ‘I bought some eggs up at the shop too, so there’s pancakes, for those who’ll pay sixpence a pop.’

The dress was safely stowed and there was the usual small crowd of men scraping up stew and watching the progress of the pancakes, when one of them noticed Sam’s newspaper. She’d placed it on one of the table-stumps, held down with a rock, till she had a chance to read it.

‘What’s that?’

‘Just a newspaper I found blowing about. I haven’t read it yet.’

‘Ye can read?’ The man looked at her eagerly. ‘Well, come on, lad, what’s it say then?’

‘The paper might be days old. Weeks …’ Sam looked at the Puddlehams uncertainly. Mrs Puddleham’s face shone with pride. ‘My Sam’s the best reader on the diggin’s, ain’t you, lovey? You sit there and read it all out while your Pa and me does the serving.’

‘All right.’ Sam sat cross-legged on the dusty ground by the tent. ‘This bit’s an editorial — that’s something written by the editor, the man in charge of this paper, The Argus.’

‘Ah, a toe rag of a paper that one,’ muttered one of the men. He had washed the dirt from his face and hands before eating, leaving a muddy neck and wrists.

‘Language!’ said Mrs Puddleham sternly.

‘Toe rag’s not bad language, missus! Now if I’da said —’

‘Ahem,’ said Mr Puddleham warningly.

‘Hush,’ one of his companions nudged the first man in the ribs. ‘Let the boy read. Go on, lad.’

‘Government by Artillery,’ read Sam.

‘Canada could not get a British statesman to listen to her grievances till she broke out in rebellion … we must warn the diggers that it is no slight affair on which they are entering …’

‘Heh! They’re saying that we’re going to rebel! They’re bl—bleeding right there then. An’ that ain’t bad language either, missus, ’cause bleedin’s, well, just bleedin', ain’t it?’

‘Then bloody ain’t bad language either,’ began one of the other men.

Mrs Puddleham glared at them. ‘It ain’t the language what’s bad, it’s the ideas. There ain’t going to be no rebelling against the queen around my stew pots. Getting the vote and shoving them trooper blaggards off the diggin’s is one thing. But me and Mr Puddleham are loyal subjects of Her Majesty. Ain’t we, Mr Puddleham?’

Mr Puddleham looked up from beside the pot, where he was ladling stew onto another customer’s plate. He frowned, but said nothing.

‘Mr Puddleham?’ persisted his wife.

The little man straightened. ‘I served Her Majesty faithfully for many years,’ he said quietly. ‘But lately I have realised —’ He stopped, as though unable to continue.

The men around the pots stared at him silently.

‘I believe —’ Mr Puddleham stopped, and began again. ‘I believe that if it wasn’t for the queen my good wife would not have been made a criminal, simply for the crime of love. I believe if it had not been for the queen our daughter would be alive now. We might have had many children, instead of only dreams. I believe —’

‘No!’ Mrs Puddleham surged to her feet. The pan slipped from her fingers into the fire, spilling its batter into the flames.

‘But ye’ve got yer son —’ began one of the men.

Mr Puddleham ignored him. He stretched out his arms to his wife. ‘My dear wife, I am sorry. But a man must speak the truth, or be no man at all. He must do what he thinks right.’

Mrs Puddleham was sobbing now, her husband’s arms around her.

Sam wrapped a bit of sacking around her hand and reached into the flames for the frying pan. I’ll have to soak it, she thought, to get the burned stuff off …

She tried not to hear Mrs Puddleham’s sobs, the muttered words from Mr Puddleham. vaguely she was aware of the men gulping the last of their stew or dumplings and slipping out into the growing shadows, leaving them alone.

Of course she wasn’t the Puddlehams’ child. They knew it, and she knew it. It was all pretend; they were just people who needed each other for a while. She lifted the pan, then thrust it into a bucket of water.

‘Sam?’ It was Mr Puddleham. He kneeled down beside her, and lifted her chin with his fingers to force her to look at him.

‘Sam — you are our daughter. Back then — I didn’t mean you weren’t.’

It was the most he’d ever said to her, she thought. It had always been Mrs Puddleham talking and him agreeing. He had never really wanted her.

‘No, I’m not.’

‘You are. You’re not our Lucy — never mind how much Mrs Puddleham wants you to be. But you’re our daughter because … well, because, that’s all. You are and that’s all there is to it, and nothing’s going to change it.’

Sam let go of the pan. ‘I can look after myself, you know. You don’t need to worry about me. I’ve been doing it for years.’

‘Well, we’ll look after you now,’ said Mr Puddleham with dignity. ‘And you’ll look after us. Family, that’s what we are.’

Sam pushed the tears off her cheeks. She hadn’t even realised she was crying.

Mrs Puddleham kneeled down awkwardly and gave her a hug too. It smelled of stew and pancakes and sweaty clothes. It might have been the best hug Sam had ever had. For the first time she felt easy lifting up her arms and hugging the big woman back.

‘Well, that’s the end o’ the pancakes,’ Mrs Puddleham said practically. ‘Now how’s about I make us —’

‘They’re coming!’ The first yell came from far away, but closer voices took it up.

‘Soldiers! They’re marching down the road!'


Chapter 23

‘They’ve got cannons!’ It was the man with the clean face and muddy neck. He ran back down the gully towards the fire and addressed Mr Puddleham. ‘Come on! Them soldiers have come to kill the lot of us! We got to stop them!’

He ran off. Mr Puddleham glanced at his wife, then at Sam. ‘I have to go.’

‘Not without me, you don’t.’

‘But, Mrs Puddleham —’

‘Where you go, I go,’ said Mrs Puddleham. She flexed her arms, strong from decades of pot-stirring. ‘An’ I’d like to see the soldier who can stop me.’

‘I’m coming too,’ said Sam quietly. Whatever was going to happen on the goldfields now — all that she knew would happen, and all the things, perhaps, that had never got into books for people to read … whatever happened, she and the Puddlehams would face it together.

She just had to keep them safe. And suddenly she realised how to do it.

It was simple, thought Sam, as she and the Puddlehams marched with the growing crowd of diggers through the gathering darkness towards the main road.

The soldiers had stormed the Eureka Stockade early in the morning, before anyone was up, hadn’t they? Then all she had to do was keep the Puddlehams — and, hopefully, George and the Professor — away from the stockade at night, and they’d be safe.

The stockade hadn’t even been built yet. So they must be safe for now …

Probably. Possibly. There was so much she didn’t remember or perhaps had never read.

The crowd marching beside them grew. All around them men left their campfires or struggled up the shaky ladders from their mines, a human tide washing across the diggings towards the road.

Somewhere far off she could hear drumming — not just the beat of so many feet and tin plates and billies, but a real drum. This beat was different from the tunes played at the roll up. Ratty tat tat. Rattatty tat tat …

They reached the road just as the soldiers came into sight: the redcoats Sam had seen in so many movies, their rifles — or were they muskets? — over their shoulders, a drummer boy out front, rapping out the beat to march to.

Ratty tat tat. Rattatty tat tat…

Behind the first lot of soldiers were carts pulled by straining horses, their heavy loads hidden by tarpaulins. And then more soldiers, and more carts …

Miners lined both sides of the road. The air was thick with jeers, but the thin sound of the boy’s drum sounded above them.

Ratty tat tat. Rattatty tat tat.

‘Halt!’

Two diggers stepped out into the road in front of the drummer boy. The child stopped and looked startled, but refused to step backwards.

‘Who is in command here?’

A soldier stepped forwards. ‘I’m Captain Wise. In the name of Her Majesty Queen Victoria, I demand that you let us pass!’

One of the diggers laughed. ‘Do ye now? Well, in the name o’ ten thousand diggers I demand you tell me if there’s cannon on those wagons.’

‘I have no information to give a parcel of rebels.’ Captain Wise lifted up his hand. The drummer boy took up the beat.

Ratty tat tat. Rattatty tat tat.

The soldiers began to march again. The horses heaved at the big wagons. The diggers didn’t move.

Sam stared. Would the soldiers knock the miners down? Run the wagons over them?

The crowd’s jeers grew louder. Then suddenly the diggers surged onto the road.

What had been orderly columns of soldiers turned into chaos. Sam and the Puddlehams clung together as men swarmed across the dirt. Horses screamed and reared over the thunder of gunfire.

‘Get back there, missus!’

It was a digger, vaguely familiar from the cook shop. He always sucked at the bones … now he and a mob of others hurriedly unharnessed the horses pulling one of the wagons. The horses reared up, their tack dangling, while the diggers pushed the wagon off the road. Diggers and soldiers grappled in the confusion.

As suddenly as it had begun it was over. The captured wagon had vanished into the growing darkness of the diggings; another wagon lay overturned, a digger sprawled beneath it; another body was lying in the road. A small body. The little drummer boy, the drumstick still in his hand.

The child didn’t move.

Sam stared. She had to help. But already two soldiers bent to pick the boy up. They carried him between them off into the darkness.

What were the other soldiers doing? Night had gathered around them. The world was all black and shadows; there was only the pool of light from the soldiers’ lanterns, and the red flickers of the campfires.

‘Come on!’ Someone pulled Mr Puddleham’s elbow. ‘Get your missus away from here! Don’t let the redcoats nab you! Get out of it!’

‘Yes.’ Mrs Puddleham grabbed Sam’s hand and her husband’s. She began to tow them back into the dimness, along the track to the gully. Sam looked back. Was the boy alive? Surely the soldiers wouldn’t be cradling him so gently if he were dead.

But a last puddle of yellow light showed the small body hanging limply in the soldiers’ arms.

All around them men jostled back towards the safety of the tents and darkness. Women called from campsites, asking what had happened.

Someone peered through the shadows. ‘You! Puddleham, ain’t it? Here! A present from the queen!’ The man thrust a musket at Mr Puddleham. Mr Puddleham held it as though it were a loaf of his wife’s damper and he wasn’t sure how to slice it. ‘I don’t know … I never have used a firearm —’ he stammered.

‘Ye know how to fire a musket, lad?’

Sam shook her head.

The man grabbed the musket back from Mr Puddleham’s unresisting hands. ‘I’ll give it to them as does then.’ He grinned. His teeth were white in the darkness. ‘We’re going to show em, eh? By this time tomorrow the diggings will be free! There were enough muskets and ammunition in that wagon for us to fight the whole bleedin’ army!’

‘What should we do now?’ whispered Mr Puddleham.

The man looked drunk with adventure and excitement. ‘Get back to yer camp. Get what ye can — piles o’ stones, knives. Reckon a good sharp knife on a broom handle’d do the trick, missus,’ he added to Mrs Puddleham. ‘You try stabbing that into a redcoat an’ he won’t be getting up again. They’re going to be after the guns what we captured tonight. But let ‘em come!’ He gave a wild whoop, the sort the diggers gave when they’d struck a vein of gold, and vanished into the darkness.


Chapter 24

It seemed impossible to ladle out stew after that. But what else were they to do? As Mrs Puddleham said, the food was there, waiting to be ate, and customers were back again, waiting to eat.

Tonight though, most had muskets by their sides, and horns of powder at their belts. Scattered cheers rose across the diggings as men related to their comrades the brief triumph on the road.

‘No puddings tonight,’ said Mrs Puddleham wearily. ‘Didn’t have time to make none.’ Her voice came in a curious pant, as though she found it hard to breathe. Her face was pale.

‘You had better things to do, eh, missus?’ said one of the men. ‘Come on,’ he added to Sam. ‘Serve it up fast, lad. Them redcoats will be back soon enough.’

Sam filled his plate. ‘Are you all right, Ma?’ she whispered to Mrs Puddleham.

Mrs Puddleham nodded. ‘Just a bit breathless like. I’d say me corsets were too tight if I ever wore any.’ She shook her head. ‘I don’t like it. I don’t say the cause is wrong. But that poor boy lyin’ there —’

‘An’ how many boys has this government killed, eh?’ muttered one of the diggers around his spoonful of stew. ‘Boys who starved ‘cause of the taxes, because the big landowners wouldn’t give their pas an acre to grow food for their families?’

‘I knows well enough about children dying,’ said Mrs Puddleham quietly. She peered into the pot. ‘Two more servings if anyone wants seconds,’ she said, with something like her usual manner. ‘Who’s going to be the lucky ones?’

Another yell shattered the darkness. ‘Soldiers on the diggin’s! They’re coming back!’

The men scrambled from the fireside, vanishing into the shadows of the camp. Mr Puddleham hesitated. ‘I should go too —’

‘Where?’ demanded Mrs Puddleham.

To where the screams and gunshots are coming from, thought Sam. But she didn’t say it. Safety seemed so fragile now.

Suddenly cheers took the place of screams. One of the men ran back into the firelight. ‘Got ‘em!’ he cried. ‘Them redcoats tried to storm the diggin’s. But we got ‘em! We didn’t even have to use the guns. Just rocks and darkness did the trick. We got them soldiers on the run.’ He grinned up at Mrs Puddleham. ‘Still got those two servings left, missus? Just think, we bettered an army afore the stew even had time to get cold.’

Mrs Puddleham reached over automatically and ladled stew onto his plate. She stepped back, and her husband put his arms around her.

If only it was going to be as simple as that, thought Sam. We want to do right, the miner and me and the Puddlehams. Maybe even the soldiers too, doing their duty to keep law and order. We’re lost, the lot of us. If only the darkness would light up each night, with letters splashed across the stars, telling everyone what they should do, and what they shouldn’t.

Another figure stumbled through the darkness. It was the Professor. At first Sam thought he was drunk. Then she realised he was half carrying another man. Blood dripped onto the ground. ‘You have a needle and thread, Mrs Puddleham?’ The Professor’s voice was hoarse, but his enunciation was still knife-edge clear.

Mrs Puddleham nodded. ‘But what —?’ She stopped as the Professor laid his companion down by the fire. His shirt was slashed. No, not just his shirt, thought Sam numbly, but the arm inside his shirt, the flesh opened, the blood steaming in the cool air as it pooled on the soil.

The Professor kneeled and held the edges of the wound closed with his fingers. The man screamed. The Professor nodded to Sam. ‘Go along to my campsite and get my jug. Hurry!’

For a second Sam was about to refuse. How could he demand alcohol now? And then she realised. Alcohol disinfected wounds, didn’t it? And if the man drank some it would help ease his pain.

‘Here!’ One of the customers pulled a burning branch out of the fire and held the unburned end out to her. A light to see my way through the darkness, thought Sam, still numb. She grasped the branch, keeping it slanted forwards so the sparks didn’t fall back on her hand.

And then she ran, the sparks streaming behind her, the light from the branch dimming as the flames flickered, but the glow enough to let her find the way.

Mrs Puddleham was still kneeling by the man when she got back. Even by the firelight Sam could see the big woman’s face was white. The hands that held the needle and thread were shiny with blood.

The wounded man seemed to be unconscious. But he opened his eyes when the Professor lifted his head and held the jug to his lips. He gulped weakly, and the grog ran down his chin. Then, as Mrs Puddleham moved back, the Professor poured some moonshine on the neat stiches along the wound.

The man screamed. His eyes rolled back. His head slumped onto the Professor’s arms.

The Professor laid him gently on the ground. ‘I might say a good waste of fine whisky,’ he said. ‘But as it is perhaps the worst hooch I have ever had the misfortune to drink, I won’t. Nor is it a waste,’ he added. He smiled wryly at Sam. ‘I think perhaps this is the best use I have put alcohol to in my life.’

Sam said nothing. Her legs felt like they were marshmallows. She wondered if she were going to be sick. The smell of blood, of cooking mutton fat, of smoke and sweat and —

The customer put down his plate. How could he eat? wondered Sam. He grinned at them all. ‘Next week we’ll all be free. Soon as the other goldfields see how we’ve stood up to the redcoats they’ll join in. There aren’t enough redcoats in the world to stop us if we stand together. No more redcoats and their swords, no more troopers and their lies, no more magistrates and bribes, no squatters stealing all the land. Can you imagine that?’

No one spoke. Then the Professor said, ‘No, I can’t imagine that. One can hope, that’s all. Now will you help me carry this poor man to his tent?’

He’s changed since he started to teach George, thought Sam. The mockery in his voice had gone.

‘I will and all.’ The man wiped his mouth with his sleeve. Between them, he and the Professor carried the unconscious man out into the darkness.

‘He’s left his jug behind. The Professor I mean.’ Was that her own voice? wondered Sam. It sounded strange.

‘Damp the fire down,’ said Mr Puddleham. ‘That’s the end of the stew for tonight. Are you all right, my dear?’ he added to his wife.

Mrs Puddleham rubbed her hand across her heart. ‘A bit giddy,’ she admitted. ‘My deary, don’t get me wrong. The cause is right, I know. But I wish it weren’t us what had to fight it.’

‘It will look better in the morning,’ said Mr Puddleham gently. ‘Think of Sam’s children. Think of the world we will win for them.’

‘Sam’s children?’ A smile grew across Mrs Puddleham’s face. ‘Why, I never thought o’ that. Grandchildren. An’ a hotel with velvet on the seats. An’ a world where men like you make the laws, Mr Puddleham, not just the gentry. It’s got to be good, ain’t it?’

‘Yes,’ said Sam softly. ‘It will be better.’


Chapter 25

Sam trudged down the road next to Mrs Puddleham, trying to find her usual pleasure in the sight of the distant mountains. It was midday, an almost shadowless world without even a breeze to send the tents flapping. The road was more crowded than usual; miners were coming from the other diggings to join in the excitement. Men are leaving too though, she thought, watching the bowed figures push wheelbarrows or carry swags down the road towards Melbourne. Afraid of the rebellion? Or just too hungry to stay on?

Freedom was all very well, as long as you had something to eat.

‘Why are we going to the shop? We don’t need anything, do we?’

‘You wait an’ see. It’s a surprise,’ said Mrs Puddleham mysteriously.

It had been two days since the attack on the redcoats. Mrs Puddleham looked better now: the colour was back in her face and her breathlessness was forgotten, though she leaned on Sam’s arm now as they began to climb the rise. She had left the pots to the Professor for a while. Mr Puddleham was drilling with a group of miners, one of many forming squads to practise fighting soldiers when the rebellion came. George hadn’t been back to the diggings, either. Worry bit at Sam when she thought of George. She hoped he was all right.

‘What sort of surprise?’ asked Sam wearily. She didn’t want more surprises. She just wanted things to be quiet for a while. Manageable. The stew in the pots, the Puddlehams’ wealth growing in the bank, George back studying.

Mrs Puddleham patted her arm. ‘You’ll see.’

The soldiers hadn’t attacked the camp again. Instead more than ten thousand diggers (or so it had said in The Ballarat Times when one of the customers handed Sam a copy that morning so she could read it aloud to everyone) had met at Bakery Hill again yesterday afternoon.

Sam had stayed with Mrs Puddleham at the gully during the meeting, for she still looked too pale to cope with crowds. But even from their camp they could hear the cheers, and the muskets fired in celebration till it seemed even the ground shook and Sam wondered that mines didn’t collapse.

Perhaps some had, she thought. Perhaps small tragedies like mines collapsing were being lost in the excitement. No, not just excitement. Like Mum when she’s on a happy drunk, she thought. The miners are drunk on dreams. And afterwards they are going to feel …

What? she wondered. What would it be like after Eureka, when the dreams of so many shattered like a bit of glass? Well, she was going to find out. She was glad that the Puddlehams had just about enough money now to get away, to find their own dream, their hotel with velvet seats. At least, she hoped they did.

Sam glanced across at Bakery Hill. The new flag the diggers had put up to show their independence from England flew high above the diggings. It was blue, with a white cross and the white stars of the Southern Cross. How many times had she seen the Eureka flag back home? But to the people of this world it was a new flag of rebellion and pride.

Suddenly Sam saw a familiar figure ahead of them up the road, using his crook to keep a small mob of sheep from wandering too far away from him. ‘There’s George! He must be taking those sheep to the butcher.’

Mrs Puddleham lowered herself onto a log by the road. ‘'Bout time we got some more meat. Where has that lad been? You run an’ catch up with him an’ tell him we needs four forequarters. No need to take the best meat for a stew,’ she added practically. ‘Not if the butcher can sell the best bits to someone else.’ She shook her head. ‘A rebellion is all very well, but people still has to eat.’

It was almost what Sam had been thinking. But then Mrs Puddleham added, ‘An’ they’ll still pay for it, too. You run along an’ tell him while I wait here. Oh, it’s hot,’ she muttered, fanning her red cheeks with her hand, upsetting the flies trying to drink her sweat. ‘There’ll be no flies an’ no heat when we has our hotel …’

Sam smiled down at her. ‘Our hotel will be the best in the world.’ And it would be, she thought, with Mrs Puddleham overseeing the cooking and Mr Puddleham grand as the queen’s butler — even if he hadn’t been.

She bent down suddenly and kissed Mrs Puddleham’s cheek, watched the smile of delight spread across the big woman’s face, then ran up the road, zigzagging between the bullock droppings towards George. He wore his usual too-big trousers and flapping shirt, and one of the big hats made of what looked like palm leaves.

‘Where have you been?’ she demanded, puffing. The sheep bleated at her, alarmed. ‘You haven’t been round for ages! We were worried!’

George glanced up at her, his face expressionless. ‘Was you?’

‘Of course. I thought you’d be at yesterday’s meeting. There were ten thousand people there and —’

‘I heard,’ said George heavily. He hauled a straying sheep back by the neck with his crook. ‘So many coves about these days we hears everything, even at the farm.’

‘Then why didn’t you go to it?’

He shrugged. ‘Only went that first time to hear the bleedin’ bands. An’ I heard them. ‘

‘Well …’ she hesitated. She’d been going to say history was being made. ‘It … it’s exciting,’ she said instead.

He shrugged. ‘Won’t make any difference to me, will it?’

She looked at him more closely. His face was closed, without the joyousness of the past few weeks since he’d met the Professor. ‘What’s wrong?’

‘Nothin’.’

‘Yes, there is.’

‘My business then. None o’ yours.’

‘You’re my friend.’

He glanced over at her from under his hat. ‘Friends with a native?’

She stilled. ‘Did someone call you that?’

He shrugged. ‘I’m used to it. Nah, it were more’n that. At that meeting, the one with the bands …’

‘Go on,’ said Sam quietly.

‘Cove spat on me, didn’t he?’ George tried to sound indifferent. ‘Said I’d jostled him, what were I doing crowdin’ a white man, mixing in things that weren’t none o’ my business.’

Fury ripped through her like lava up a volcano. But she tried to keep her voice calm. ‘What did the Professor say?’

‘He were at the grog shop. That’s what I were doing — waiting for him.’

Typical drunk, thought Sam. All nice and smiling till he’s really needed. She shook her head helplessly. ‘The man was stupid. You’re a hundred times better than him. A million. And it is your business. It’s about getting you a vote too. When you grow up, anyway.’

George laughed. It was like the laugh he’d given when the sight of the dying sheep had made her feel ill. ‘An’ the bunyip down the river is gunna cook dinner. They’ll never give me the vote.’

‘But —’ Sam stopped. It was true, wasn’t it? She just hadn’t thought. Had forgotten. Indigenous Australians hadn’t got the vote till when? She tried to think. Some time when Mum was her age. Far, far in the future from now.

George saw her expression change. ‘There ain’t no better life for me whether the miners win or the redcoats,’ he said more gently.

She nodded. ‘I’m … I’m sorry. I didn’t think.’

He tried to smile. ‘It’s funny. Bein’ here’s taught me to think properly. An’ now I can think I knows there’s no point gettin’ mixed up in white man’s business.’

‘But more people getting the vote is still good. It’s worth fighting for!’

What was she saying? The last thing she wanted was for George to fight. Her tongue had run away with her. But even as she hesitated he was speaking again.

‘Not for me it ain’t. That fool were right. Nothing to do with me. I know what I’m gunna do now.’ He looked at her, his face set in a way she’d never seen it before.

‘What?’

‘Stay out of it. I’m gunna wait till it all settles down again, an’ the Professor’s stopped going to them roll ups. Then I’m gunna learn the stuff I need to know to get a job — the readin’ and the writin', none o’ this democracy lark. I’ll get me the best job anyone’ll give a darkie. And then one day I’ll tell me children how their country got like this, with white men burrowing like wombats just for a speck of gold.’ He stared at her. ‘You think it’s really better if I go and stand with the whiteys and get killed?’

‘No,’ she said softly.

His face grew gentler. ‘You shoulda seen this place afore the miners came. It were beautiful. They talk o’ gold — the stream here looked like gold when the sun shone on it the right way. There was ducks and ‘roos an’ so many koalas you wouldn’t think they could all fit in the trees. Ma’s got a koala-skin cloak. Softest thing you ever saw.’

‘How is your ma?’

‘Kept coughin’ blood last night. That’s why Da’s not helping with the sheep today — he’s stayin’ with her.’

Sam stared at him in horror. ‘But … we have to do something. Get a doctor.’

‘Doctor couldn’t do nothin’ when Da got one last time. She’s dying.’ His voice was emotionless again, but his eyes were dark with pain. ‘Not today or next week maybe, but soon. Just another native dyin',’ he added bitterly. ‘Most round here would say a good thing too.’

‘I don’t. Or the Professor.’

He looked at her consideringly. ‘No. Ye don’t, do ye? I’d best get goin',’ he added. ‘Sooner I get these to the butcher the sooner I can get back to Ma. Can you tell the Professor why I ain’t helping him this week?’

Did he mean because he had been spat upon? Or because his mother was dying? Both, she supposed, each adding to a pain impossible to bear.

But you did bear things. Life went on.

‘Of course,’ she said quietly. ‘I wish I could go back with you. Help you look after your Ma. But the Puddlehams need me too.’

‘It’s all right. Me and Da, we manage.’

She stood on tiptoe and kissed his cheek impulsively. He blushed and rubbed the spot, but smiled.

‘Mrs Puddleham’d have pink kittens if she saw you do that.’

‘Let her,’ said Sam. ‘Take care, George. I’ll see you soon.’

‘You take care too. All this —’ his wave took in the marching diggers, the flag flying high on its pole ‘— it ain’t safe for a girl. If things get too bad you come out to the farm.’ He hesitated. ‘If you can’t reach the farm, get to Ma’s folk. They’re good people. They’ll keep you safe. An’ bring the Puddlehams and the Professor too.’

‘I don’t think they’ll come. But thank you, George.’ She held out her hand.

He pressed it briefly, then looked down at her as she smiled. ‘What you grinnin’ at?’

‘I almost forgot. Mrs Puddleham said she wants four forequarters of mutton. Seems funny, talking about mutton when there’re so many things that are much more important.’

‘Suppose food’s important too. I’ll get the butcher to bring ‘em. He owes me a favour. An’ you take care o’ yourself.’

He turned back towards the butcher’s shop. The sheep plodded along the road with him, unaware of the fate around the corner.

Like everyone here, thought Sam, as she turned to walk back to the waiting Mrs Puddleham. Everyone but me.

But at least, she thought, George would be safe back at the farm. Now she only had to keep the Puddlehams and the Professor away from the stockade when it was stormed by the soldiers.


Chapter 26

The surprise was a bonnet. ‘I asked for the biggest, fanciest one in the whole of Melbourne town,’ said Mrs Puddleham, lifting it proudly out of its tissue paper so everyone in Wilson’s shop could see it.

‘It’s certainly … big,’ said Sam. The hat was made of fine creamy-coloured straw. But so much pink lace and so many ruffles had been added, as well as two bunches of pink ribbon on the side, that it was almost impossible to see the hat itself.

‘You like it, lovey?’ Mrs Puddleham’s face shone.

Sam smiled at her. ‘I’ve never ever seen a hat as wonderful.’ It was true too, she thought. It was a wonder that any hat could hold quite so much decoration.

Sam handed it back to the woman across the counter. She put it back in its hatbox and added the usual string around it to make a handle. ‘You’ll look like a queen in it,’ she said to Mrs Puddleham.

Mrs Puddleham blushed. ‘Oh, it’s not for me. It’s for my daughter.’

‘Didn’t know you had a daughter as well as Sam,’ said the woman.

‘She’s back in Melbourne,’ lied Mrs Puddleham easily. ‘And she’s the prettiest girl you’ll ever see.’

‘Well, she’ll look even prettier in this. But I tell you what, Mrs Puddleham,’ the woman leaned over the counter. ‘You’ll find hats a tenth the price back in Melbourne. You wait till you’re back there to buy any more. You’re a good woman and a hard worker,’ she added. ‘An’ even if it’s cutting me own throat I don’t want to see you waste your money.’

Mrs Puddleham patted her hand. ‘That’s right nice of you. But it ain’t no waste. I’ll get more pleasure looking at this hat and imagining my girl in it than I’d have got from wearing the crown of England.’

The heat hit them like an oven door had been opened as they left the shop. The days were getting hotter. Summer was coming, thought Sam. Summer and revolution …

A cry echoed up the dusty road. ‘Joe! Joe! Joe’s on the diggin’s!’

Suddenly the tide of men working the cradles at the gravel pits surged up towards the main road.

‘What?’ Mrs Puddleham stared as a mob of soldiers strode down the main street.

‘They must be crazy!’ cried Sam, peering out the door. Surely the troopers knew it wasn’t safe for them to be on the diggings now.

But these were soldiers, not troopers. One of them grabbed the elbow of a man sitting outside the grog shop opposite. ‘Licence!’

The man spat, leaving a gob on the redcoat’s boot. ‘I’ll hawk your guts up from yer garters afore I show a licence to the likes of you.’

‘Licence!’

‘Licence! Here, you, show us your licence!’

‘Them redcoats must be crazed,’ muttered Mrs Puddleham. ‘The diggers’ll strangle the lot o’ them.’ She stepped back into the shop doorway, pulling Sam next to her, as miners surged up from the gravel pits waving their shovels and crowbars.

The cries of ‘Joe!’ were spreading across the diggings again. This time the voices held fury, not warning.

‘I don’t like this!’ panted Mrs Puddleham. ‘I don’t at all.’

Suddenly Sam heard the sound of marching boots. She glanced down the road, more worried with every footfall. But these weren’t troopers or soldiers, though they were approaching in formation, muskets over their shoulders.

They were miners, part of the rebel army of the diggings. Most carried muskets over their shoulders and, even as she stared, another band marched across from the gravel pits, and another from behind Bakery Hill.

All at once the soldiers were surrounded by a jeering crowd. Men yelled all around them.

The soldiers formed a circle, moving with quick precision. The ones on the outside kneeled to let the redcoats behind aim their muskets at the crowd over their backs.

The marching miners drew closer. The watching crowd yelled in triumph, standing back to let the marchers get closer to the redcoats.

‘Please, lads, don’t use them muskets,’ whispered Mrs Puddleham.

The first rock hit a soldier in the chest. The next hit one on the cheek.

One of the soldiers yelled something. He wore a different uniform from the rest — grander, with gold lacing. He was reading something out. Sam tried to hear the words, but there was too much noise to make them out. Something about a riot …

Why is he reading? thought Sam desperately. Why have the redcoats come here at all, so few of them? They must know how dangerous it is! If they had to come, why not bring more soldiers?

Suddenly another noise added to the din.

I should know that noise, thought Sam. I’ve heard it lots of times before. On TV, at the movies …

‘We need to go get Mr Puddleham,’ said Mrs Puddleham uncertainly. ‘Families need to be together at times like this.’

‘No!’ Sam pushed Mrs Puddleham back into the shop, just as the first of the horses arrived.

Soldiers on horseback galloped up one road; more soldiers on horseback surged along the other, swords in their hands, slashing down, down. And after them line upon line of redcoats marched, bayonets fixed as they forced their way into the crowd of diggers. They pushed the bayonets into flesh and kept on marching, marching as the street below turned red.

Horses reared, half in terror, half sharing their riders’ fury. Men screamed under their hooves. Swords bit into arms and necks and heads. Blood spurted like someone had turned a hose on. Sam stared. She had never realised that blood could arc so high.

Mrs Puddleham made a small noise. She thrust Sam behind her, and tried to hold her hands over the girl’s eyes. Sam pushed the hands away and peered out.

Men ran. Others lay, shrieking, curling and twisting to try to staunch or ease their wounds. Part of her wanted to dart out to help them. Another part — the rational part — said to go out was to risk her own death too. Yet another simply felt the cold shock wash over her in the face of so much agony. Just a few minutes ago this road had been calm …

‘Mr Puddleham, ‘ whispered Mrs Puddleham.

Sam hugged her fiercely in their doorway. Mrs Wilson cowered behind the counter inside. ‘He’ll be all right. His squad was drilling down near our gully. They wouldn’t have had time to get up here.’

Mrs Puddleham nodded numbly. She clutched Sam to her, no longer trying to stop her looking.

The army of miners had vanished now, apart from the dead and the wounded, slumped or desperately trying to crawl to safety. The only people upright in the street were redcoats, assembling again in straight lines of men and horses, and a few troopers in their blue uniforms, grinning, heading into the gravel pits among the cradles, demanding licences. Along the road, women peered out of doorways and tents; miners who had heard the din put their heads out of their holes, then ducked back down.

Even as Sam and Mrs Puddleham watched, the troopers hauled up some of the wounded or stunned and chained them together. Eight miners, thought Sam, trying to count as the men struggled and swore.

An officer barked an order. The horses tossed their heads and stamped and rolled their eyes, nervous at the yells and the smell of blood. Troopers and redcoats marched away, dragging the miners with them in their chains.

Sam glanced up at Bakery Hill. The rebel flag that had flown so bravely had vanished.


Chapter 27

This meeting was the largest yet. If there had been ten thousand at the last meeting, then perhaps there were fifteen thousand now.

Is there anyone on the goldfields, wondered Sam dazedly as she was jostled closer to Mrs Puddleham, who isn’t here this afternoon? The hills and streets of the diggings near Bakery Hill were dark with men, bearded, dirty, their yelling and their muttering turning to cheers as Peter Lalor stepped up onto a stump and waved his rifle in the air.

Somehow he looked bigger than he had at the cook tent. Impossible to mistake him now, with his Irish voice and shaggy hair and beard.

‘The time for talking is past! I call on you — call on the best of you — to form into divisions, so we can fight the oppressor, whether he wears a blue coat or a red one. Who will answer me? Who will join the army of the goldfields?’

Voices roared like a thundering waterfall as men rushed forwards. Lalor held up his rifle for silence again.

‘Let each division elect its best comrade as captain. For never again will birth and privilege hold sway!’

Once again they cheered him, cheered themselves, cheered a vision more intoxicating than anything sold in the grog shops. How many men in the mob have even thought what the new world they fight for might be like? thought Sam, dazed by the noise, the sheer numbers, the emotion. A few hundred, perhaps, at most.

But they knew what they hated. They hated the troopers, the redcoats, hated the governor, the magistrates who took bribes. Hated being hungry, powerless and without a voice when injustices were done.

They’re running away from something, just like the Professor said, she thought. These were men who had abandoned homes. Now they abandoned the queen’s law.

It was frightening. It was exciting. Part of her would always be proud that she was here. But the rest of her — the sensible part, she told herself — knew that her duty was to keep those she loved safe.

That was the most important thing, wasn’t it? For, after all, you couldn’t change the past. Australia still had not broken away from Britain. The stockade had fallen. Glorious as all this was, eventually they’d lose.

Peter Lalor waved his rifle once more. Someone yelled for silence, then shot a musket into the air to attract attention.

The yelling died away again.

It was so quiet now you could almost hear the breathing of each of the thousands there. Peter Lalor raised his voice again.

‘Hear me with attention! The man who after this solemn oath does not stand by our standard is a coward in heart. I order all persons who do not intend to take the oath to leave the meeting at once.’

He grinned down at them, as though he knew their decision already, as though the hopes and dreams of all of them had made him larger than he’d ever been before. ‘Are you with me?’ The yell echoed across the silent diggings.

The cries of Yes! were so loud it hurt.

Lalor stepped down. For a moment Sam couldn’t see him. Then one by one the men around him kneeled as well, and then the men behind.

Suddenly it seemed that every person on the diggings was kneeling. Even Sam kneeled, helping Mr Puddleham get Mrs Puddleham down too. There was something red in the dust under her knees. Blood, she thought, from when the soldiers attacked. I am kneeling in someone’s blood.

Mr Puddleham gripped his wife’s hand. ‘For Lucy,’ he whispered. ‘For you and Sam.’

The new flag flew high above them. Lalor yelled the words, and those who could hear him muttered them first, with others catching them and passing them on. Thousands upon thousands chanting where their friends had fallen: ‘We swear by the Southern Cross to stand truly by each other, and fight to defend our rights and liberties.’

Such simple words, thought Sam, helping Mr Puddleham heave Mrs Puddleham to her feet again and brush the dust from her skirts. Back in her own time they’d be a cliché. But now they meant so much.

The men began to build the stockade that afternoon — a fort from which they could defend the land they had declared independent of the governor and the queen. Hundreds of diggers shovelled soil for freedom now, not for gold, as they dug the foundations of a fortress that they hoped could hold back charging cavalry with its trenches four feet deep. Other men carted pit props, logs and slabs from shanties, bags of sand and branches, carts …

Sam could still hear the oath they’d sworn ringing in her brain. So could the men labouring here on the hill, she was pretty sure, and the women helping them, bringing food and water. Perhaps people were still hearing it in her own time, she thought.

She watched, her arms around the trembling Mrs Puddleham as they stood in the shade outside Wilson’s shop, while little Mr Puddleham panted, helping haul pit props up from mines deep below the ground, then joined teams of men to lug the props over to the growing fort.

It isn’t what I imagined, thought Sam. How could anybody imagine this? She’d thought the stockade would be like something from a cowboy movie, a lot of neat poles lashed together vertically and sharpened at the top, with towers perhaps, for guards to peer down from.

It wasn’t like that at all.

This fort was about a metre high, enclosing ground the size of the oval back at school. It rambled across the hillside, enclosing tents and mineshafts, a coffee house, a shop, and the shanty where two women still scrubbed the clothes of any miners lucky enough to be able to pay a washerwoman.

It looked like a pile of wreckage — until you looked closer. And then you saw the plan behind it all, the way the outside sloped inwards, an almost unbroken wall of thick slabs of wood. Even if the inside looked a mess, the outer walls would hold back an army and protect the men inside.

Unless, thought Sam, the men inside were taken by surprise. Unless the redcoats charged when most of the diggers were away or asleep. That’s what had happened, wasn’t it? What was going to happen?

She had only to run up to Peter Lalor, and warn him not to be taken unawares. It was easy to make him out now. Somehow since the last big meeting he had become the leader, climbing up on a carriage that formed part of the barricade to give more orders, urging men to work harder, faster.

But what would happen if she did warn him? Could she really change history?

And did history need to be changed? Could it be changed? Surely, if a girl called Sam had warned Peter Lalor that the redcoats would take them by surprise one dawn the Eureka Stockade would not have fallen.

And then perhaps she would not have been born. She’d never have come back to the past, never changed it, then the stockade would fall and she might be born after all … but then —

Maybe she couldn’t change things, no matter how hard she tried. Maybe if she did change things, the future would be worse, not better.

Maybe if the diggers took over the Ballarat diggings, England would send out lots more soldiers, and there’d be years of war. And after all, the things the miners wanted had happened eventually, even though the Eureka Stockade had failed. Would Australia really be a better place if it had rebelled against England and become an independent republic like the USA?

She didn’t know. History was too big. She couldn’t fit it all in her brain, even if she had the books or a computer to begin to look things up and write them down in order. How could one girl work out what was best for a whole country?

‘Mr Puddleham shouldn’t be up there,’ whispered Mrs Puddleham. ‘It ain’t right, not at his age, carrying those big things, not in this heat. He’ll bring on the apoplectics.’

Apoplectics? Heart attack, Sam supposed, or stroke. ‘He wants to help,’ she said gently. Time enough to get him away when night falls, she thought. He’d be safe as long as he wasn’t at the stockade when the soldiers attacked one morning.

Mrs Puddleham raised her chin. ‘Well, I knows what’ll help more’n that. Mr Puddleham!’ she called.

The little man turned at her yell.

‘You leaves those pit props to them as has carried them before. We’ve got a better way to do our bit.’ She gazed back at Sam. There were tears in her eyes. Were they tears of pride or of grief for her lost daughter, or for all the other things the people in power had taken from her? ‘It’s time we learned how to feed an army, lovey.’


Chapter 28

‘Put the stew pot over there,’ Mrs Puddleham pointed to a space outside the wheelwright’s hut near the stockade. The wheelwright was labouring on the stockade too and happy to have the Puddlehams there to keep an eye on his tools.

Behind them Mr Puddleham led a band of miners carrying firewood, wooden buckets, the frying pan, the pudding pot, the sacks of flour, the tins of treacle and dripping. Only the log seats, tent and bedding were left in the gully.

One of the washerwomen carried a burning branch from the fire under her copper to set the Puddlehams’ fire alight. Mrs Puddleham nodded her thanks. The wood crackled as it began to burn.

‘Give it a chance to burn down to the coals,’ Mrs Puddleham told Sam. ‘Otherwise the bottom o’ the pan’ll burn, an’ the stew too.’

Sam nodded.

‘Now, a plateful for each man — but only if they’s been working on the stockade. I ain’t feedin’ the whole diggin’s here.’

‘How do I know if they’re a rebel or not?’

Mrs Puddleham considered. ‘Ask ‘em,’ she said at last. ‘Won’t be no man on the diggings today will lie about that, not here in sight of the stockade.’ She grinned, showing the gaps in her teeth. ‘The other coves’d fair lynch ‘em if they did.’

Sam was glad to see the grin. Mrs Puddleham still looked pale and her breathing was laboured again too. But she grabbed up the blackened frying pan with her old energy and slapped in a ladleful of mutton fat to brown more flour. And if her eyes were wistful during the day as platefuls of food were handed out with no threepences in exchange, her husband’s eyes were steely with long-remembered duty. But this duty was now to his comrades, not the queen.

By the time the shadow of the stockade stretched across the street there was little more than flour and water and potato gravy in the pot. ‘But at least it’s hot and wet an’ fills their bellies,’ said Mrs Puddleham, browning more flour to thicken the stew again. She brushed her hair away from her forehead, dank with sweat and exhaustion. She looked up at the stockade. ‘Not much more will happen there tonight.’

Sam nodded tiredly.

All day men had been carrying pit props and anything else they could find to reinforce the stockade, while others trained at marching like redcoats, muskets on their backs — or picks or spades — learning to ‘charge’ or stand shoulder to shoulder to defend a position. Now with darkness falling they were setting up makeshift beds within the stockade, or heading off to their own camps.

‘Back to the gully,’ said Mrs Puddleham, as Sam caught sight of Mr Puddleham’s small figure trudging down the hill. But even in his exhaustion he refused to droop. ‘An’ we’re taking this lot with us, too,’ she nodded at her pots. ‘Rebellion or not, there are too many light-fingered Demons around to leave good pots just lyin’ there.’

Mr Puddleham gave one of his stiff bows. ‘A weary long day, Mrs Puddleham,’ he said, ‘but we will win this, indeed.’

Mrs Puddleham took his hand. ‘I’ll make us all a nice potato cake back at camp,’ she promised him.

Mr Puddleham shook his head. ‘I must remain here on guard. The redcoats could come at any time.’

‘Not them,’ said Mrs Puddleham. ‘Not in the dark like.’

‘They might,’ said Mr Puddleham. ‘And I am staying.’

Sam said nothing. The soldiers would attack at night. But the stockade had stood for more than one day, hadn’t it? She tried to imagine the pages of the book in her mind, hear Mrs Quant’s voice as she explained to the class. The unearthly breeze trailed cold fingers across her shoulders, and she shivered.

Surely Mr Puddleham was safe at the stockade tonight.

The night was lit by scattered campfires as she and Mrs Puddleham hauled the pots back down the road to the gully. Above them the stars spread like spots of jam across the sky. The Southern Cross must be up there, thought Sam, just like it was on the new flag above the stockade. She looked up again, trying to work it out, but couldn’t find it. It looked so much clearer on the flag …

‘I hopes Mr Puddleham remembers to put the blanket down double afore he turns in,’ said Mrs Puddleham, panting a little with the worry. ‘He gets the lumbago bad if he sleeps on cold ground. Mebbe I should take him up another one.’

‘He’ll be fine,’ said Sam, trying to reassure herself too. Mrs Puddleham was worrying about the blankets to try to still her terror of what else the night might bring — redcoats, not lumbago, she thought.

‘An’ what if he has to stay there tomorrow night too? It’s Friday tomorrow. He always likes his maritals Friday nights —’ Mrs Puddleham clapped her hand over her mouth. ‘Oh, you didn’t hear that, deary. What am I saying, talking like that in front of a young girl?’

‘It’s all right,’ said Sam absently, as they started to lug the pots back to the gully. Mrs Puddleham was talking about sex, wasn’t she? Just about every show on TV had more sex in it than Mrs Puddleham could imagine.

She smiled as she stowed the pots safely in the lean-to and tugged at her boots. She could hear Mrs Puddleham inside the tent, pulling off her shoes too. It was sort of sweet, having ‘maritals’ on a Friday night —

Sam froze. Friday. Saturday. Sunday …

And suddenly she remembered. Not the date of the attack — she had never been good with dates. But she remembered the day of the week. The redcoats had attacked before dawn on a Sunday morning! People had been shocked back then — now — by a battle on a Sunday morning, on what was supposed to be God’s day of rest.

She took a deep breath. For once the breeze was floating from beyond the mines, for it smelled of gum leaves, not of mud and men. It was going to be all right! She just had to make sure Mr Puddleham didn’t stay at the stockade on Saturday night. There had to be some excuse to keep him safe at the gully for just one night!

By the time the Puddlehams realised what was happening it would all be over.

It wouldn’t change anything if Mr Puddleham was there or not, Sam assured herself. Not one little elderly man.

The stockade was going to fall.

And it would fall without Mr Puddleham.


Chapter 29

The Eureka flag hung limply above the stockade in Friday’s heat. Inside the stockade men marched with their guns or picks, or practised aiming at redcoats through the gaps in the walls; the women did the washing and the children played soldiers and rebels in the dust; and the cockatoos perched on the trees and gazed at it all, before swooping down to feast among the horse droppings.

Sam and Mrs Puddleham lugged the pots up to the stockade again. Yesterday’s meat and potatoes — enough to last a week normally — had already been eaten. But Mrs Puddleham paid for another forequarter of mutton from the butcher. She was thickening the stew with even more browned flour mixed with water when a horse galloped up the road, its hatless rider yelling that the redcoats at the government encampment had shouldered arms and were ready to ride out and attack, bringing even more troopers to check for licences.

Men scurried up and down from the gravel pits, lugging up more bags of sand and branches to reinforce the stockade.

But no soldiers came.

The sound of clanging began to ring across the diggings. The German blacksmith was hammering shovels and spades into pikes, the points sharp enough, he promised, to skewer redcoats, and troopers in blue coats too.

By the time the sun was past its midday height most of the diggers went back to their own camps to get food or water, or to hunt through the diggings for anyone who would donate more arms and ammunition, even if they weren’t prepared to help defend the stockade.

Sam stirred the stew pots, her hair limp with sweat and fatty smoke. It would be hours yet before the stew was ready to eat, but Mr Puddleham joined them for a meal of damper and treacle. He looked tired, his eyes sunk in dark circles, the lines about his face even deeper. He walked stiffly too, as though the cold ground, away from the warmth of his wife, had given him little rest.

One more night up in the stockade, thought Sam hopefully, and he’ll be glad to come back to the gully. I’ll tell him Mrs Puddleham and I are nervous by ourselves.

She looked up at the sound of yelling. A mass of diggers marched down the road, more or less in military formation, though they carried shovels and picks, not muskets or rifles. ‘Hey there, laddie!’ one yelled. ‘Where’s the fort?’

Sam pointed.

The man stared. ‘That?’

Mr Puddleham looked up wearily from his hunk of damper. ‘It’s the best we’ve been able to do,’ he said curtly.

The man rubbed his eyes, as though when he’d wiped the sweat away a bigger stockade might have appeared. ‘We’re from Creswick. They promised us guns and ammunition and a proper fort. How are we supposed to free the land in that?’

Mr Puddleham stood up, suddenly straight despite his tiredness. ‘What are you seeking, young man?’ he demanded. ‘Will you join us in work as well as glory? Or are you here for glory only?’

The man shrugged. He turned to argue with his companions. Soon the diggers had separated into two groups — one lot heading back down the road to Creswick, and those who had decided to stay spreading out among the diggings, hunting for more timber to reinforce the stockade, more arms and ammunition, more men.

The afternoon passed. Sam trudged through the tents, begging for firewood to keep the stew cooking, for Mr Puddleham had no time now to look for wood. More men than usual lurked by their tents today — even those who didn’t want to help with the stockade were waiting, too worried about the violence to come to head down their mines or back to the gravel pits, where they’d risk the scorn of the rebels.

Sam was just heading back with her second armful of branches when a bearded digger ran down the road, waving his arms and panting.

‘Redcoats,’ he shouted.

‘What, here?’ yelled someone.

The bearded man tried to get his breath. ‘No, not here. Not yet. There’s a mob o’ new ones heading to the soldiers’ camp.’

Sam thrust the branches into the pile by the stew pots. As she straightened, a band of diggers marched out of the stockade, muskets over their shoulders. Mrs Puddleham looked at them with a mix of fear and pride. ‘Going to ambush the redcoats, I’ll be bound. Grab their weapons an’ bring them back here.’

Sam nodded. She didn’t know if that was what was happening or not. It was so much easier with TV and radio, she thought tiredly, not to mention mobile phones.

Mrs Puddleham held her ladle threateningly. ‘Well, if any o’ them redcoats touches Mr Puddleham, I’ll give ‘im a ding on the ear.’

If only it was all over, thought Sam. She and the Puddlehams were mixed up in things that were too big for them. ‘More firewood?’ she asked Mrs Puddleham wearily.

The big woman shook her head. ‘Got enough to get this lot cooked. No point making a pile for some’un to pinch tonight. You have a sit-down, deary, and look like you’re kneading the pastry so’s no one yells at you to do no heavy lifting. Ain’t good for a girl to lift too much heavy stuff. Shifts their insides. Besides,’ she added proudly. ‘Soon you’ll be needing soft hands, to be proper lady-like, not all hard and work-worn. Nothing like making pastry to soften the hands.’

Sam smiled at her, to try to make her smile too. ‘When we get our hotel, what will the kitchen be like, Ma?’

It worked. Mrs Puddleham sat back, the wooden spoon in her hand. ‘Big,’ she said. ‘With tiled floors, so just a mop’ll keep ‘em clean, no need for no one to be scrubbing on their knees all day. Not that you or me’ll do the scrubbing, but I don’t want no bad knees in my hotel. A girl with pattens on, to crush the cockroaches. And proper stoves, with ovens, not pots and fires where some’un has to turn the rack to roast the meat. An’ big tables down the middle to work on and windows — lots o’ windows so the cooks can see out and half o’ Melbourne can see in, and drool over the good things going on inside.’

‘We’ll make a fortune all over again,’ said Sam encouragingly.

‘Aye,’ said Mrs Puddleham. She reached over and stroked Sam’s hair. ‘But better’n all — we’ll be a family. You and me and Mr Puddleham. We’ll have our own rooms right up at the top o’ the hotel — not in the attics mind, but the proper top floor, with a view an’ all from the windows. Your room’ll be all pink satin —’

‘Er,’ said Sam. ‘How about yellow?’

Mrs Puddleham looked startled. She thought for a moment. ‘Well, yellow is a good bright colour too,’ she allowed. ‘An’ red an’ blue carpets down the hallways, even up the servants’ stair, an’ …’

The shadows lengthened. Mrs Puddleham’s chatter had drained away by the time the marching men returned. There had been no guns. No redcoats. No ambush either.

Mr Puddleham joined them at the stew pots for supper. He ate silently, sitting on a hunk of log, his eyes on the stockade above them, the flag that flew over it, its pattern visible now in the late afternoon breeze.

Mrs Puddleham touched his hand gently. ‘You all right, Mr P?’ she asked softly.

He gazed up at her. ‘We can still do it,’ he said. ‘We may not have enough guns or horses, or enough men. But we have the hearts of lions, and right is on our side.’

Mrs Puddleham nodded. For once she seemed lost for words. Then she said, ‘I’ll make pancakes, will I, for tomorrow morning? Nothing like pancakes to put heart into you. An’ there’s a jar o’ melon jam left, that I kept for something special.’

Mr Puddleham took her hand, pudgy and smudged with flour, and kissed it. The look on his face said so much that Sam had to look away.

Night. Friday night, thought Sam, as she lay down on her blanket in the lean-to by the tent. The night the Puddlehams should have their maritals. But Mr Puddleham still kept watch in the stockade.

It was difficult to keep track of the days here on the goldfields. But she couldn’t forget which day it was now. One more day until the ambush. Tomorrow night …

She dozed, waking every time she heard a noise — a miner’s cough, an owl’s hoot, the rustle of a rat in the stores. The tent beside her was silent, with none of Mrs Puddleham’s usual snores and snorts. Had she slept at all? wondered Sam.

Dawn was turning the horizon grey as the two of them lugged the pots back to the stockade. Mrs Puddleham looked paler than ever, but insisted on carrying one of the big pots herself.

It was the quietest dawn Sam had spent on the diggings — few men were wasting powder now with morning practise shots.

One of the men lugging picks for the blacksmith to sharpen grinned as Sam blew at the coals of yesterday’s fire, trying to get a blaze going. ‘Bet the attack’ll come today, eh, missus?’ he said through crumbling teeth. ‘That’s what everyone’s saying.’

‘Well, Mr Puddleham will be ready for them.’ Mrs Puddleham still panted with the effort of carrying the pot.

The toothless man’s companion glanced down at Sam. There was something familiar about his grin, she thought. About the light blue eyes.

She looked up at him. ‘Do bushrangers make good rebels?’

The young man’s gaze hardened. ‘The best. Good shots, bushrangers, or they don’t last long. And they knows what they’re fighting for.’

‘Good luck,’ said Sam softly.

‘We’ll make our own luck.’ He touched the pistols in his belt, then lifted his hand in a half salute. ‘I hope you’ll be up there with us when the attack comes.’

Sam nodded, her cheeks blazing with the lie. She bent down to throw twigs on the fire to hide her embarrassment. The bushranger touched the brim of his hat to Mrs Puddleham. ‘Good work, missus,’ he added. ‘Puts the heart into us, a bit o’ hot grub.’

Mrs Puddleham gave a weary smile. ‘When this is all over you come to our hotel down in Melbourne. Finest in the land it’ll be. I’ll give you more than stew then.’

‘I’ll take you up on that, missus.’ He touched his hat again.

Sam watched them lug the picks up to the stockade. When the attack came she’d be back in the gully. And I’ll feel guilty about it forever, she thought. But it’s not cowardice. It isn’t! There’s no point my being there, risking my life for nothing.

By sun-up the stockade and the streets around it were filled with marching men, or others practising the military firing technique — one man to load, the other firing. Sam gazed at the men with their valiant marching, their pretend target practise through the gaps in the stockade, the diggers with brawny arms learning to thrust pikes into bags of sand, as they would the bodies of their enemy.

All for nothing, she thought. All this bravery for nothing …

Suddenly the crowds around the stockade parted. A man walked through. He wore a black coat and white collar. A priest, thought Sam, as the man climbed onto the block of wood in the stockade where Peter Lalor had exhorted his troops.

The man held up his hand.

‘Ye all know me!’ he called. ‘I am Father Smyth, and if ye haven’t been part of me congregation, ye’ll know me still. I’ve come to plead with you to end this useless bloodshed, to go back to your mines and tents. The military camp has seven hundred men, or eight hundred maybe. They have weapons and horses. There is no chance for ye. No chance at all.’

‘There’s ten thousand of us willing to fight on these diggings!’ someone yelled back. ‘Ten thousand men against eight hundred seems good odds to me.’

‘Aye!’ called someone else. ‘And there are more men coming every day! There’s men on every goldfield in the country will rise up when they see what we do here.’

Father Smyth held up his hand for silence. ‘Nay, I know ye would not be agreeing with me. But in all conscience I had to say it, to plead with ye to end the bloodshed. Now I ask just this: that each of ye leave the stockade tonight to come to early mass, to pray to our Holy Father in Heaven that His will and His alone be done.’

‘Whatever it may be!’ The yell came from the back of the crowd.

Father Smyth bowed his head. ‘Whatever it may be.’ He stepped down from the stump, then turned and shook Peter Lalor’s hand.

Sam stared. Was that the hand that Lalor would lose tomorrow?

All she had to do was walk up to Peter Lalor now and tell him that the troops would attack near dawn. Then maybe the stockade would never fall. Maybe the Australian colonies would break away, just like the USA, and declare themselves a republic too.

The people of the USA had fought for freedom. But who had more freedom in her time, she wondered — someone in Australia or someone in the USA? How much difference was there?

She ran her fingers through her hair. She didn’t know. Could anybody know?

None of us here knows enough, she thought. Me, the Puddlehams, Peter Lalor. The diggers dreaming of a free nation with no idea of how it might work. Father Smyth too was doing his best, what he thought was right.

And what was right?

She looked over at Mrs Puddleham. Strands of hair stuck to the woman’s face from the steam. Her eyes had brown shadows around them, and her lips were tight with worry. She saw Sam looking and leaned over to give her a quick hug. ‘How about you go over to Wilson’s and buy us an egg and a handful of currants an’ a slice o’ butter,’ she whispered. ‘I’ll make Welsh cakes just for you and me and Mr Puddleham, eh? A treat like?’

Sam nodded, and tried to smile back. What had the Professor said? Humans are only capable of seeing small bits in the pattern of history. All you can ask yourself is — is this bit that I do good, or is it bad?

The Professor! She hadn’t seen him for days, she realised. She’d promised George she’d tell him why he wasn’t coming for his lessons, but with everything that had happened she’d forgotten.

Why wasn’t the Professor up on the stockade? Surely he’d have chosen to join the rebels! Maybe he’d slipped on his ladder and was lying in the mine with a broken leg. Many miners slipped and fell, especially when they were fuddled with grog. Maybe his mine had collapsed!

‘Ma?’

Mrs Puddleham turned from the floury dish where she’d been pummelling suet dumplings — without the suet — to eke out the stew. As always her face lit up at the word ‘Ma'.

‘Yes, deary?’

‘The Professor. He’s not here! Can I go and see if he’s all right?’

Mrs Puddleham’s face clouded with concern. ‘Not like him to stay away. Drink-fuddled, mebbe,’ she added hopefully.

For once Sam too hoped that that was the reason.

Mrs Puddleham began to take her apron off. ‘I’ll come with you, lovey. Ain’t a time for a girl to be on her own.’

‘No, I’ll be fine. Really,’ she insisted, looking at the doubt on Mrs Puddleham’s face. ‘All the danger’s here, not near the gully.’

‘True enough. You’re safer there than here.’ Mrs Puddleham shook her head. ‘Mebbe I should put you on the coach on Monday, get you safe down to Melbourne. You could put up at a good hotel, wait for us to join you.’

Sam was grateful there was no coach on a Sunday. A lot would happen before Monday’s coach arrived. ‘We’ll think about it tomorrow. I won’t be long — I’ll just check the Professor’s okay — I mean all right — then be straight back.’

Mrs Puddleham looked back at the stockade above them. Even among all the drilling there were still trousers hung out to dry on a line outside a tent right in the middle, so the men had to march around the dripping washing. Two children threw a ball of rolled-up dead grass to each other in another corner of the stockade. Their parents too, it seemed, had seen no reason why they should move their tent away from their claim, just because of a rebellion. ‘Have they any chance do you think, lovey?’ she asked quietly.

What should Sam say? That they were doomed — the stockade would be torn down, men killed, arrested. No, she could say nothing of that.

‘Of course.’

Mrs Puddleham hesitated. ‘I been thinking I should go up to the stockade tonight. Stay with Mr Puddleham. We … we ain’t been parted since he found me again, not for a night, till now. You could stay down in the tent with the pots. Like you said, it’s safe down there.’

Sam stared. ‘No!’

Mrs Puddleham bit her lip. ‘Of course, deary, you’d be scared to stay there on your own, with all this happening.’

‘That’s not it … I mean yes, I would be.’ It was a good excuse, thought Sam. Whatever it takes. ‘Maybe Mr Puddleham could come back just for tonight too? If the redcoats don’t attack today?’ Guilt stabbed through her like one of the soldiers’ swords. ‘The soldiers wouldn’t attack on a Sunday, would they?’

Mrs Puddleham shook her head. ‘Nay. It wouldn’t be right.’

‘Then on Sunday night we’ll all go to the stockade together.’

Mrs Puddleham put her hand on her bosom. ‘You will not! The very idea.’ She placed her rough red hands on Sam’s shoulders. ‘I been through too much to lose you now, deary. I want you safe! You’ll go to the Higgins farm tomorrow. I should o’ thought o’ that before. It’s even safer than Melbourne for a girl like you.’

Sam stared at her. ‘But I can’t leave you!’

‘No argufying.’ Mrs Puddleham’s mouth was set, but there were tears in the big woman’s eyes. ‘It would just kill me if anything were to happen to you, deary. You go off to the Higginses. Please. For the sake of your poor old ma.’

Sam felt tears prickle her own eyes. Did Mrs Puddleham remember that Sam wasn’t her own daughter? But I am her daughter now, she thought. Love creates love. This isn’t the safe world of servants and buttered toast I wanted to come to. But it doesn’t matter.

Suddenly the wind seemed to blow again, though the leaves on the ground didn’t move. It comes when I think about the past, she realised. The future, I mean, and who I was there.

But I’m not going back! I don’t want to! And at least I can agree to go to the farm to please Mrs Puddleham. Because tomorrow it will all be over, no matter what I promise now.

Mrs Puddleham was still pleading, the tears trickling down around her nose. ‘It’s too late to set out today — you’d not make it there by dark. She may be a darkie but I’ve seen her washing on the line, an’ her sheets are clean. An’ that boy of hers is a good’un, for all he’s a half-caste. I want you to promise, deary — you’ll leave tomorrow morning and stay till … till it’s all over.’

Sam shut her eyes for a moment. This had to be right, she thought. ‘I promise,’ she said. ‘I’ll go to the farm tomorrow, if you still want me to.’

‘Oh,’ Mrs Puddleham clasped both her hands against her chest, then wiped her face. ‘Ye don’t know how that relieves me, precious. Ye don’t indeed. Now you run off an’ find the Professor. I bet he’s just been on a bender, with all this trouble about an’ me not there to see he eats proper. Here,’ she fumbled in one of the sacks and held out a big hunk of damper. ‘You give him that to keep him going and tell him to lay off the grog an’ I’ll have a plate o’ stew for him tomorrow. The Welsh cakes will be brown and hot when you get back. And, deary?’

Sam turned. ‘Yes?’

‘When ye go tomorrow, take the chest. The big one in the tent with your dress and bonnet and all. Put it in the wheelbarrow. It’s valuable, that dress. I don’t want no thieving Demon pinching it when none of us is around.’

Sam nodded.


Chapter 30

The Professor’s camp was deserted. Even his lean-to hung crookedly, as though the wind had blown it lopsided and there had been no one to prop it up.

Sam shivered. It looked like no one had been there for days.

‘Professor?’

No answer. Had he left the diggings? But his chest was still there, and when Sam opened it there were his books, carefully wrapped in his spare trousers.

The Professor would never have left the diggings without his books.

Had he been wounded? Arrested? But someone would have told the Puddlehams. The Professor was a well-known figure in the grog shops, with his knife-sharp accent and his quotes from strange books.

Which left his mine.

Sam gazed at the hole in the ground, surrounded by the heaps of clay and dirt. She had still never been down a mine — hated to even think of going down one.

Mines were dangerous, not just the danger that they could collapse — suffocate or crush you under cold damp earth. Bad air could kill you too, strange gases that seeped from underground. And there’s always the bunyip, she told herself angrily. Why don’t you be afraid of that too while you’re at it?

She stepped over to the hole and stared down.

‘Professor?

Still no answer.

Sam reached down and jiggled the ladder. It was made of branches, twisted and uneven. But at least it was still in one piece. And if it held the Professor’s weight it would take hers.

Wouldn’t it?

She put the hunk of damper on the ground, then turned round, grasping the edges of the ladder, and cautiously put her foot on the first rung. It felt slippery, as though the ladder was trying to tip her off her feet, and shaky too.

She stepped down onto the next rung and then the next, holding onto the ladder with her hands now as well. The mud seemed to close above her. Why hadn’t the Professor made his mine opening wider? she thought desperately. Water trickled down the sides, dark as blood.

‘Professor?’

The sound echoed. Essor … essor … essor … ‘Professor, are you all right?’

‘Sam? Go back! It isn’t safe!’ The weak voice seemed to come from a long way away.

‘Too late. I’m here.’ Sam’s feet hit the ground. It oozed under her feet. She was glad of her boots; sneakers would have been soaked already. The darkness made walls around her after the bright light above.

‘Have you had an accident? A fall?’

‘"He lay great and greatly fallen.” I was never great, but I fell greatly …’

He is drunk, she thought. And then: no, this sounds different. Dazed, not drunk. Hurt?

‘Can you get out by yourself?’ she called.

‘You know,’ his voice was steadier now, ‘I don’t think I can.’

‘Then I’m coming to get you. Where are you?’

‘Along the tunnel. Three or four yards, perhaps. But take care!’

Sam gazed into the dimness. ‘I can’t see a tunnel!’

‘You’re blinded by the light above. Look down at the ground for a moment. Face the ladder then go to your right. Feel your way along with your fingertips on the walls. But don’t touch the ceiling, nor make a loud noise. Go gently, child.’

‘I’m not a —’ Sam bit back the word. She stared to the right. Yes, she could see the tunnel now, an even blacker blot within the darkness, so low she had to bend double.

How did the Professor manage to crawl in here every day? How did he manage to swing a pick? Or did he scrape and shovel …?

Only desperation, she thought as she trailed her fingertips along the rough damp walls, could bring a man into a world like this. Desperation for money to feed a family, to buy land to farm. Desperation for grains of gold that might buy a drink.

If only she had a torch. Or a mobile phone. Or someone to call on the mobile. What if he’d broken a leg? Or his back … Did they even have ambulances these days? How could she get him out?

She could see more clearly now her eyes were adapting to the darkness. Clay oozed above her, below and all around. Every few steps hunks of wood helped keep the ceiling from collapsing. At least she hoped they did. The earth seemed to weigh on her shoulders, even without touching her. The air smelled strange, an almost-bitter taste. But she could smell fresh air wafted in by the sail above too.

‘Professor?’

‘Here.’ He was slumped in the darkness just in front of her, a darker shadow in the blackness, so close she jumped. She squatted next to him, then flinched as she touched something long and cold. But it was just a pick handle. ‘Where are you hurt?’

‘Hurt?’ She sensed rather than saw the shake of his head. ‘Not hurt.’

‘Then why can’t you come up?’

‘Because of this.’ He edged backwards.

Sam looked down. ‘Can’t see anyth—oh.’

It glowed in the darkness as though lit from underneath. She had seen gold before, tiny grains given in exchange for stew, flakes in the cradles by the river. Now for the first time she realised why gold shone in the minds of so many people.

It was beautiful. Even the darkness couldn’t dim it.

‘Is it a nugget?’ It looked so big, she thought, the size of a tub of ice cream … She touched it gently with two fingers. She almost expected it to feel warm, but it was as cold as the dirt around them.

The Professor’s voice was hoarse but steady. ‘Probably. Maybe just a rich seam washed down over the millennia, collecting here. We won’t know how solid it is till we dig around it.’

‘Why didn’t you come and tell us?’

The Professor laughed. The noise sent a trickle of dirt scattering around them. He lowered his voice to a whisper. ‘My dear child — there is at least ten thousand pounds’ worth of gold here. Probably much, much more. That is not,’ he added dryly, ‘news that you want to share with a camp of diggers, not without friends to guard your claim.’

‘Is ten thousand pounds a lot?’

The mine was silent, apart from another trickle of soil behind them. Finally the Professor said, ‘I don’t think I really believed it till now. You are from the future, aren’t you?’

‘Yes.’

‘I … see. Well, no, I don’t, but all that can wait.’ His voice was suddenly decisive. ‘My dear, this is enough to make you, me, George and the Puddlehams very rich indeed.’

‘Me? The Puddlehams?’

‘You told me the Puddlehams were family, remember?’ He shrugged in the darkness. ‘Without the Puddlehams I would have starved, or been poisoned by a surfeit of my devil. I might have sold the whole mine for a jar of hooch. I had reached the depths of self-hatred, but you and George gave me hope. We will split the money four ways.’

‘The Puddlehams can have their hotel!’ She had wondered if the Puddlehams really knew how much money they’d need for a hotel. But this would solve everything.

‘They can, if that’s their hearts’ desire. And you, my dear? What would you do with a fortune?’

‘You’re really giving some of this to me? I don’t know. I’d have to think.’

He laughed, but softly, so as not to disturb the earth above them. ‘You’ve plenty of time for thinking, at your age. And rejoice that you are a thinker too, that you wish to think. So many choose whatever course needs least examination, as though thinking is a poison like my drink.’

‘Professor, what will you do?’

‘Don’t sound so worried. I won’t drink it away.’ He was quite sober, she realised suddenly. The slurring in his voice had come from weariness, not drink.

‘I haven’t had a drink for a more than a week,’ he said, as though he’d heard her thoughts. ‘I have been sitting here for … how long? I do not know. Days, I think. I have slept and I have dreamed, and some of those dreams came when I was not asleep. What would I do with money? If I’m not a drunk, who am I?’

‘Who are you?’

For the first time she heard a whisper of pride in the Professor’s voice. ‘What I’ve always been. A teacher. You showed me that. And George. So I will start a school. A school like Socrates’s, a school that has no walls, that is free to anyone who cares to question why the world is, and how it can be better. And George can study there, teach there if he wants to, when he’s learned enough.’

His voice began to slur again, as though he had suddenly realised that he could relax, that friends would come to help him. ‘You know — I do believe I am tired. I would like a wash, a sleep, a bowl of stew. I would like to see sunlight, not just the gleam of gold. Tell Mr Puddleham to get Mr Higgins and George. They can help us dig out the gold, take it to the Commissioners safely. Off you go, girl. Now!’

‘I … I …’ The Professor didn’t know about the stockade, she realised. He’d been here since before the last big meeting. But at least he would be too exhausted to join the stockade till tomorrow, till it had fallen.

What difference could one more man make?

‘George can’t come — I’m sorry, he told me to tell you, but I forgot. His mother is sick — dying, I think.’

‘The Commissioners have guards. Tell Mr Puddleham to bring them …’ his voice trailed into silence.

‘Professor! Are you sure you’ll be all right? I’ll bring you down some food and water now.’

She sensed rather than saw the Professor’s smile. ‘I have sat here so long I am not sure if my legs still work. But yes. I am all right here. I can wait an hour or two or ten. “Tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrow …"’ He sounded like he was going to sleep.

‘Professor!’

‘What?’ he seemed to wake up again. ‘Don’t panic, child. I am tired and I am disoriented and discombobulated and many other things perhaps beginning with d that I am too weary to think of now. But if you can bring me some food and water — and a couple of blankets too, if you would be so kind — I will be well enough. I will sit here and count my blessings,’ said the Professor. ‘Or the blessings that are now within my reach.’

Sam hesitated. ‘Professor, have you any paper? And a pencil?’

He reached into his pocket. She felt his fingers in the darkness pressing a page and a short stub of pencil into her hand.

‘Why do you want them?’

‘I don’t know. A feeling.’ She tried to write, but the pencil went through the paper. She ran her fingers across the walls till she found a rock firm enough to rest the paper on. She began to scribble in the darkness.

‘Let me guess. A poem on the prospect of riches?’

‘No. My name. My full name. My address. And my birthday. If anything happens to me — if no one can find me — will you try to explain to the Puddlehams? Tell them I … I loved them. That I didn’t want to go.’

‘You think you are going to vanish? Back to your own time?’

‘No! I’m staying here! But just in case — please? Will you tell the Puddlehams? And George?’ She handed him the paper.

‘My dear … my very dear child. I will make you a promise. If you vanish I will explain as best I can. But I will also set up a trust.’ She sensed his smile in the darkness. ‘I come from a family that is good at setting up trusts, so that disgraced sons cannot inherit. I will see a lawyer to set up a trust so that this girl,’ she heard the rustle as the Professor slipped the paper into his pocket, ‘gets her share of the gold.’

Was it possible? She didn’t know. There were more important things to think of now. ‘I’ll bring you some blankets and water. And Mrs Puddleham sent you some damper,’ she added.

She was halfway up the ladder before she realised he had called her girl.


Chapter 31

Sam ran panting along the road. Men stared and called out questions. A dog barked at her. But she kept on running towards the flag waving high above the stockade. Suddenly for the first time she realised exactly what it meant.

The Eureka flag — not the British one. Flags meant a lot to people in these days. That flag was a sign that the Ballarat diggings no longer belonged to the English, to Queen Victoria and her government.

We are all rebels, she thought. All of us who live under that flag, instead of the flag of law.

Her side hurt. She stopped for a few seconds to get her breath. She could see the stockade itself now. The ragged marching men, their weapons over their shoulders, the muskets, the crowbars beaten sharp into pikes. Suddenly she felt like weeping. Those brave, innocent men, dreaming of freedom, of new laws, of the right to elect a government. How many would die tomorrow?

Should she tell them all to get out while they could? But how could she? Eureka had been a symbol even after it fell. An abandoned stockade would be a symbol of quite another kind.

She began to run again, through the huts, past the store and grog shop. Even today men sat on the verandah with tankards or stone jugs like the Professor’s. It was only as she drew closer to the stockade that she realised something was happening. Men were yelling to each other, and people ran from tent to tent.

To her relief Mrs Puddleham was still there, sitting on a block of wood and leaning against the walls of the wheelwright’s hut. Sam pushed through the crowd towards her.

‘Ma! What’s wrong?’ Sam stopped. ‘Are you all right?’ Mrs Puddleham looked pale. There was sweat on her forehead, even though the fire had gone out and the afternoon wind was cool. But her face lit up when she saw Sam. She pushed herself upright.

‘Lovey! I was that worried. I was just about to go an’ hunt for you. Did you find the old b—blighter?’

Sam nodded, staring at the milling men around them. ‘Yes, he’s fine.’ Suddenly the Professor’s situation faded in importance. ‘What’s happening?’ she added urgently.

Mrs Puddleham shook her head. ‘Naught that matters. Fools of men were yelling, “The redcoats are coming.” Again. But they ain’t. Not yet.’

Mrs Puddleham rubbed her arms. ‘I need me shawl. This wind’s making me chest ache. Who’d have thought it’d get so cold, so late in the year?’ She followed Sam’s gaze. ‘They ain’t really got no chance, have they, deary?’

Sam hesitated. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Brave men with brave dreams, that’s what they are. But they ain’t got the guns to keep off hundreds o’ soldiers and horses. Mr Puddleham said the other goldfields would rise up an’ help us. But they ain’t. Not yet. An’ if they don’t get here soon it’ll be too late, for them up there at any rate. There just ain’t enough o’ them.’

Sam bit her lip. Mrs Puddleham might seem an innocent. But she was no fool. She was a survivor, too. If the stockade could last another few days it might have a chance, she thought. But now at least she could tell the truth.

‘No,’ she said softly. ‘They have no chance.’

Mrs Puddleham nodded. ‘Which is why Mr P won’t leave,’ she said matter-of-factly. ‘Not till it’s over.’

Sam felt the chill seep into her heart. ‘But you won’t stay at the stockade with him will you? Or here? You’ll come back to the gully tonight? I —’ Suddenly her words were muffled by the sound of cheering. Sam gazed down the road.

Horses — a great horde of horses, their riders with guns across their saddles or pistols in their belts, galloped towards the stockade. For a moment Sam thought that they were soldiers. But as the horses outpaced the dust cloud from their hooves she saw the riders were diggers, like the men in the stockade.

Men with shaggy beards or mutton-chop whiskers, men with cabbage tree hats, battered top hats or caps, men with rifles by their saddles or muskets or sharp-pointed pikes. They galloped past Sam and Mrs Puddleham andthe stew pots and surged up into the stockade. Sam and Mrs Puddleham exchanged a glance, then ran up after them.

The horses stamped and snorted, their sides heaving and sweating as their riders dismounted. There are at least two hundred men, thought Sam as Mrs Puddleham panted beside her. Men with weapons, young fit men. One of them gave a half salute as Peter Lalor abandoned the reloading practise he’d been supervising and strode to meet them. The man grinned. ‘What’s happened here then?’

Lalor returned the grin. He held out a work-toughened hand. ‘Rebellion.’

The man shook Lalor’s hand, then slapped him on the back. ‘Then count us in. The Independent Californian Rangers Revolver Brigade, at your service.’

Sam stared as the men in the stockade surrounded the newcomers, cheering and shaking hands. Americans! — men from the California diggings. Men with guns, and horses …

There were so many of them! What the rebels said would happen was coming true! The other diggings were starting to rise up against Britain too.

I never read about this, she thought. Mrs Quant told us it was small, not as many men as this …

The wind blew cold about her shoulders.

Suddenly she was aware of Mr Puddleham next to them. For the first time the little man looked bowed with age and weariness. Even his hair was rumpled. But he smiled at his wife and took her hand. ‘Well, Mrs Puddleham.’ He smiled at Sam, too. ‘And my dear Master Puddleham. Do youknow, I think that we might win this. For the first time, I really think we will.’

Mrs Puddleham was fighting back tears. She nodded.

Sam gazed at the men and horses milling around the street. There must be over a thousand men at the stockade now, she thought. Maybe two thousand. And there are thousands more supporters in the camp. They’ve got enough weapons now …

Surely the rebel army could fight off any attack tonight! Even if they were taken by surprise, surely this force could beat back the soldiers and troopers?

She shook her head. Had she somehow changed the past just by being here? Maybe serving stew had encouraged more men to join the rebel army. Maybe the whole future would be different now.

She was just so tired. It was too much to comprehend. Too much for one girl to figure out.

But she knew one thing for sure. Somehow she had to make sure the Puddlehams were away from the stockade tonight when the attack came. Even if the rebels won — and it looked so certain they would be victorious now — it might be a long and dangerous battle. The Puddlehams would still be in danger. And the Professor …

How could she have forgotten the Professor and his treasure? Too much drama for one afternoon, she thought vaguely. Gold and rebellion.

Then suddenly it came to her. The Professor had accidentally given her the perfect way to get the Puddlehams away from the stockade. She grabbed Mrs Puddleham’s arm.

‘The Professor needs help! I’m sorry, all the horses came and swept it out of my mind —’

‘What! He hasn’t gone and got himself buried in that mine? Or broke his leg?’

‘No. He just can’t get out of his mine. He’s been sitting there too long. And I’m scared it may collapse around him too. He’s …’ she lowered her voice. ‘He’s found gold!’

She had expected the Puddlehams to yell with excitement. But they just exchanged a glance.

‘He never,’ said Mrs Puddleham. ‘There’s naught but a few grains in that old mine, just enough to pay his grog bill. Silly old duffer. Fool’s gold more like.’

‘No, really. I’ve seen it! It’s —’ she tried to find a way to explain ‘— like great handfuls of sunlight under the earth. It sort of glows, even in the dark.’

Mrs Puddleham grew still. ‘Mebbe he has then,’ she said softly. ‘Mebbe the old bastard has struck it lucky.’

‘Language, Mrs Puddleham.’ But Mr Puddleham looked stunned, too.

‘I said I’d bring you to help him. He said we could get guards from the Commissioners.’

‘And on an evening like this,’ muttered Mr Puddleham, then shook his head. ‘Well, maybe best on an evening like this, when everyone is thinking of rebellion, not of gold. Yes, yes, I’ll go at once,’ as Sam tugged on his sleeve. ‘The Commissioners will open any hour, for gold.’

‘The Professor’s weak after so long underground. We’ll have to carry him out. Can we take him back to our camp?’

‘O’ course,’ said Mrs Puddleham. ‘But it’ll be Mr Puddleham what goes down that mine this time, lovey. Don’t you worry. We’ll look after him right and proper.’

And she doesn’t even know he’s going to share his gold with us, thought Sam. She turned to Mr Puddleham. ‘Please — will you sleep at the camp with us, just for tonight? To help us look after the Professor? The stockade has lots of men to guard it now. Please?’

Mr Puddleham exchanged a glance with his wife. He patted Sam’s arm distractedly. ‘Just for tonight,’ he said. He bowed slightly, and began to march up the street to the Commissioners.

‘The Professor’s going to share the gold with us,’ said Sam.

‘Is he now?’ It was almost as though Mrs Puddleham had expected it. Sam wondered if she’d planned to keep feeding the Professor if he turned up down in Melbourne. Friends stood by each other. Mrs Puddleham hauled herself up, and stared at her pots. She grinned at Sam. ‘No point luggin’ these lot back to the gully. Let the Demons take ‘em if they want!’

She picked up her giant frying pan. ‘This is all I needs to keep us an’ the Professor fed till we gets to Melbourne.’

Suddenly Sam was enveloped in the smell of bad teeth and old clothes again, as Mrs Puddleham hugged her. The now familiar warmth spread through her.

‘Now come on, deary,’ Mrs Puddleham brandished her frying pan. ‘An’ if any Demon tries to get to the gold afore the guards come, I’ll give him a right going-over with this.’


Chapter 32

Sam lay in her blanket in the lean-to and pulled Mr Puddleham’s coat over her too. It was cold tonight — the coldest night she’d known on the diggings, despite the approaching summer. Inside the tent she could hear Mrs Puddleham’s excited mutter, and Mr Puddleham murmuring back.

They’ll be planning their hotel, she thought.

The gold was safely with the Commissioners. The guards had helped dig it out — it had turned out to be one enormous nugget and seven small ones — and helped carry the Professor back to the camp too. Mr Puddleham had fetched the Professor’s lean-to.

Now the Professor snored under its shelter only a couple of metres away, after a dinner of pancakes and a lavish spread of jam, so exhausted that he hadn’t even asked what had been happening on the diggings since he’d been underground. The only man on the diggings, she thought, who didn’t know about the stockade.

And in a few hours it might be destroyed.

She couldn’t sleep. She mustn’t sleep, not till it was over. Tomorrow morning they’d all go up to the stockade again, Mr Puddleham and the Professor to fight, and she and Mrs Puddleham to cook if the Demons had left the pots — if Mrs Puddleham had forgotten her threat to send Sam to the farm.

But Sam wasn’t going anywhere till she’d checked that the fighting was over. She’d have kept her family safe …

Her eyes drooped. She’d had little sleep the night before, and not much the night before that. But she couldn’t let her eyes shut now, not even for a few minutes …

The owl hooted. She wondered where it slept during the day, in this world of mud and diggers and few and lonely trees. Had it flown in from the farm? George would be there, and his parents. How was his mother? What would George say when the Professor told him his plan? What would his father say?

He’d hear about the gold tomorrow, and what had happened at the stockade too. What had the Professor said? Tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrow. She’d heard those words before, at school maybe. They were a quote from something.

Tomorrow and tomorrow and …

She didn’t know what woke her. A rat perhaps, trying to chew into the flour bag behind her, or the owl, swooping on the rat. But all at once she was awake.

How long had she slept? She stared out of the lean-to, panicked and then relaxed. The night stars still shone cold and distant, the darkness still wrapped the camp like Mrs Puddleham’s blanket around her.

It was all right then. The Puddlehams must still be asleep in the silent tent next to her.

Sam lurched upright. Where were the snores and the snuffles? The deep snorting bellow from Mrs Puddleham, her husband’s lighter grunt?

She crawled around to the front of the tent and pulled the flap open.

The tent was empty. She glanced over at the Professor’s lean-to. He still slept quietly and deeply. But the Puddlehams had gone.

Sam shook her head. How could she have been so dumb? They had always meant to do this — to go back to the stockade as soon as she was safely asleep. Both of them. As Mrs Puddleham said, they had never been apart since they had found each other again.

The Puddlehams knew the battle was coming. The soldiers had to attack soon, before even more reinforcements arrived from other diggings. The Puddlehams would stand together now.

What was the time? If only she had a watch! The attack had come at dawn, hadn’t it? Surely there was still time to …

… to do what? She tried to think. The Puddlehams wouldn’t come back to the gully with her, no matter what she told them. She might be caught in the crossfire if she tried to get into the stockade now. She could be killed, just another boy rebel —

No, she thought suddenly. There was one way to be safe. Almost safe. A way to look like anything but a rebel. And she would be with the Puddlehams, at least. The Puddlehams were right. Sometimes you had to stand together!

Sam wrenched the tin chest open, then struggled out of her shirt and jeans, untied the lace band around her breasts under the silky camisole, then dived into the froth of the pink silk dress. She reached back to zip it up —

Hooks! Not a zipper, not even buttons. She managed to get the first few hooked together behind her back, and then gave up. She could never manage them by herself.

The lace collar! That would hang down over the open hooks. She grabbed the bonnet too. No time to tie the ribbons under her chin yet — she’d do it as she ran. No girl’s slippers, either, but her boots would be hidden under her skirt. And if anyone glimpsed boots, well, some women wore men’s boots on the diggings to keep out the mud.

And then she ran.

The track was white in the starlight. She had thought it would be hard to follow, but it almost seemed to glow. Or was the darkness lifting? She peered to the east. But there was still no dawning silver on the horizon.

The wide skirts tangled around her legs no matter how hard she tried to hold them up. The sheer bulk of the material unbalanced her. She tried to tie the bonnet on, but it kept shifting too, covering one eye and then the other, so she had to drop her skirts to put it right.

The camp was silent around her, or at least as silent as it ever got with the muttering of sleeping men and the flap of the fresh-air sails next to the mines.

Surely there should be the sound of horses, if an attack were coming? Or did they come along another road?

Had she got it wrong? Maybe the attack wasn’t this morning! Maybe the soldiers had heard about the reinforcements at the stockade. Maybe they weren’t going to attack at all.

Or maybe, she thought, I can still stop it. The thought was so powerful that cold sweat broke out under the pink dress. All I have to do is start yelling, scream, ‘The redcoats are coming! The redcoats are coming!’ The whole camp will wake up and run to the stockade. The soldiers will be surrounded before they can fire a shot …

And I will have changed history.

Should she do it? It was so hard to run and think at the same time. What would the Professor tell her to do?

And suddenly she knew. Humans are only capable of seeing small bits in the pattern of history. That’s what he’d said. All you can ask yourself is whether this bit is good or bad.

The stockade was good. The cause was good. Suddenlyit all seemed so clear. All you could do was trust that one good act would lead to another.

This act was good.

She felt extraordinary, like she’d drunk ten cans of cola, like someone had put wings on her ankles. She opened her mouth to yell …

A shot rang out. She stopped, trying to work out where it had come from. A single shot couldn’t be the attack. A digger must be making sure his powder was dry, or shooting at a rat —

Suddenly more shots, a volley of shots and then, above it all, the far-off cry of a bugle.

‘No!’ Her feet pounded along the track, her hands heaving the froth of material up around her knees. There was the main road. She raced along it, dragging her skirts now, clutching at her bonnet as it slipped over her face, nearly blinding her. She tore it off. Her heart was screaming but she couldn’t waste breath to cry. Her heart was pounding, ‘No, no, no, no …’

Something was coming. Hoofbeats! For a moment she thought it was the soldiers, and then she recognised the horse. A big brown horse, with one white foot, its sides already lathered with sweat, its eyes rolling, and a young man clinging to its back. Nick, she thought, before her mind said no, he is there, and you are here …

The horse galloped past her.

‘Whoa up, Bessie!’ She heard the horse stop behind her, the sound of hoofbeats again as it turned and cantered up to her.

‘You! Girl, boy, whoever you are!’

She stopped, her breath heaving, and stared up at him, the bonnet dangling in her hand. ‘What’s happening? Have the soldiers attacked?’

As soon as she spoke she knew the answer. Blood dripped from a slash on his arm — a cut gaping right through the blue material of his jacket. But it didn’t seem to stop him holding the reins. ‘Attack?’ His mouth twisted. ‘They slaughtered us. One minute and it were over.’

‘But that’s impossible.’ She shook her head, trying to clear it. ‘There were so many men there last night. The rebels had to win!’

‘Tricked us, didn’t they?’ The voice was hard as iron, bitter as the boiled bark Mrs Puddleham sometimes served instead of tea. ‘Time after time men came running to say the soldiers were on us. An’ each time a party went out to stop ‘em — and didn’t come back. By the time the real attack came there was only a passel o’ us.’ He was still staring at her, understanding growing in his eyes.

‘The Puddlehams,’ she said urgently. ‘Are they all right?’

‘You is the Puddleham boy. Except ye ain’t.’

Sam looked at the bonnet. She shoved it back onto her head. ‘I’ve got to go.’ She turned.

‘Stop!’ He reached down and grabbed her by the shoulder. ‘It’s a fool’s errand, heading back there. Them soldiers is killing everyone they can get their hands on. Burning tents too, no matter if the owners was at the stockade or not. I escaped ‘cause I had Bessie here, tethered nearby. Learned that long ago. Keep yer horse nearby.’

She shrugged her shoulder from his grasp. ‘I’ve got to find them!’

‘No!’ He spoke more urgently now. ‘You’ve got guts. Don’t waste ‘em under a trooper’s bayonet! Come with me. Now, on Bessie! I’ve got gold stashed away enough fer two. We’ll ride far enough they’ll never find us. Get us a pub mebbe, up Queensland way.’

How many on the diggings dreamed about buying hotels, she thought vaguely, even as she shook her head. She hauled her skirts up and ran, as he yelled after her again. ‘Yer a fool, girl! A fool!’

The sky had turned dark grey. She could see the flagpole now. An empty flagpole. Smoke drifted through the air, darker than the dawn. She could smell it now, a different smell from burning wood. Burned tents, burned dreams …

Her feet thudded down the roadway as screams echoed through the tents. Here and there now people moved — men running, soldiers carrying burning branches that they held against the canvas and bark. A child stumbled past her, carrying a shred of blanket, screaming. More and more figures struggled out of the dimness, running, yelling, shrieking — a man struggling on a bloody leg while a woman tried to prop him up so they could both run.

Hoofbeats again. This time Sam stood back, among the tents, as four redcoats galloped past, slashing with their sabres at the fleeing men. Then they were gone, and she ran again.

Now at least she could see the stockade — or what remained of it. Men lay in the street around the demolishedwalls, staring at the sky, blood on their faces, great slashes in their chests; a pile of what looked like logs of wood till you looked again and saw that they were human, the proud pikemen who had marched with their new weapons, piled upon the ground; a head cleaved open to show the brains …

Horses reared, tethered to tent posts or hitching rails, excited and terrified by the noise and the blood. Redcoats were all around the stockade, some pulling the barricade apart, others searching through the camp. No, not searching, for everyone they saw, it seemed, they classed as enemy, whether they had been in the stockade or not.

Even as she watched, a soldier with a flaring branch bent to set another tent alight, and then another and another. A man with a beard down to his waist shouted. He pushed through the blazing fabric and grabbed a sleeping child, rolling the boy’s clothing against his body to put out the flames.

Flames … Sam blinked. Was that daylight, or just the light of fire after fire? Would the whole diggings be set alight?

Another woman screamed in the darkness. The scream went on and on. A child shrieked, running from the shadows, from some horror Sam couldn’t see. Another group of soldiers pushed their backs against the wall of a shanty. Within seconds it had collapsed, leaving the soldiers panting and cheering by the light of burning tents.

‘Run!’ A man stumbled down the road towards her, a dog panting at his heels. Was he speaking to her, or toother men ducking and twisting their way through the fires? She shrank back into a doorway as he ran past, then recognised him.

It was Happy Jack. She had never seen him without his smile before. She ran after him and grabbed his arm. ‘Jack! The Puddlehams — have you seen them?’

‘What?’ He stared at her, not understanding. Of course, she thought, I’m dressed as a girl. She started to lift off her bonnet.

‘Here’s one!’ The redcoat had come up behind. Sam shrank, but he was paying no attention to her. She heard the bayonet strike flesh, heard the gurgle as it was pulled back, looked down as Happy Jack puddled at her feet, blood gushing from his mouth and chest. His eyes were still open, his mouth relaxing back into its customary smile.

The trooper laughed, and thrust the bayonet into the body again, then ran on.

‘No,’ she whispered. The dog whined. It licked its master’s face, then climbed onto his body. It began to howl.

She wanted to hold her hands over her ears. She couldn’t bear the anguished howls. Couldn’t bear any of it, the hatred and the blood.

She gazed up at the stockade itself again. Surely there was no one left to fight there now, only a few diggers still stumbling across the wreckage, while the soldiers in their red coats clambered after them, slashing with swords, bayoneting even the bodies on the ground.

Were the Puddlehams among the stockade’s bodies? She picked up her skirts and ran forwards, through the opening.

More bodies, on their stomachs, or curled as though they hugged the ground for comfort. A small terrier howled by the body of his master, as though it was answering the cry of Happy Jack’s poor dog as both wailed their songs of mourning. But if you ignored the dead there was strangely less damage here in the stockade than down below. The tents hadn’t been torched. The gaping mouths of mines still looked the same, surrounded by their mullock heaps. Even the store was still standing, a woman sobbing in the doorway next to the slumped body of a man. It was almost peaceful, compared to the chaos below.

She bent to look at dead faces, trying not to think what they’d looked like in life, all hope and dreams now wiped away. Black beards, grey beards, open mouths with tongues protruding, others closed round bitten lips and frozen agony.

‘Lady?’ She turned at the whisper and bent down again. The boy was still alive, though blood dribbled down his chin and through his skimpy beard like a baby’s drool. ‘Lady, did we win?’

She took his hand. It felt cold and already lifeless. ‘We will,’ she promised him.

But it was too late. He’d gone.

She stood up again.

‘You!’ For a moment she thought the young redcoat was going to shoot her or stab her with his bayonet. Her legs seemed frozen. She couldn’t even speak. But then the soldier shook his head. ‘Get out of it!’ he yelled. ‘No place for young ladies here!’

It was the dress, she thought. The stupid bright pink dress. She had been right. No rebel would wear a dress of silk and lace. Had he taken her for an officer’s daughter, come to deliver a message to her Papa? But at least he turned away, thrusting his bayonet into the wreckage to hunt for hidden rebels.

She had to put the horror from her mind. She had to think. The redcoat was right. She had no place here. There was no sign of Mr Puddleham, no dress huddled in the dirt that could be his wife. Wherever the Puddlehams were — dead, arrested, fled — they weren’t up here.

She stumbled out of the stockade, the dress dragging around her feet, and down onto the road. A few of the shanties still stood, owned by loyalists who’d paid the troopers, she supposed vaguely. The wheelwright’s hut still stood as well. Even the pots were there, the big black pots they’d left only a few hours before …

‘Lucy?’ She didn’t know how she heard it above all the noise. It was a sigh, a breath, not a call. Sam whirled, and there she was, sitting on the block of wood by her empty stew pots, half hidden behind the wheelwright’s hut, holding the ladle as though about to stir.

Sam staggered over to her. ‘Ma!’

‘Shhh. Sit by me. That’s it. Two women by our stew pots, is all we are. Just two innocent women … ‘ Mrs Puddleham’s voice slipped away to a slur.

‘Ma! What’s wrong? They haven’t shot you, have they? Stabbed you?’

The smile was faint in the dawn light. ‘No, deary. Just feel … tired, that’s all. Hard to breathe like. The world is shadows at the edges, going round and round — that’s what the Professor says it does, don’t he? Just round and round …’

Sam grabbed her as she swayed on her log seat, and kept her arm around her. ‘You have to lie down.’

‘No, deary. Can’t lie down. Not yet. Not safe.’

‘But what —’ Sam looked down, as a hand tugged the pink ruffle on her skirts. She stared. The hand had come from under Mrs Puddleham’s wide dress.

‘Mr Puddleham — he’s under your skirt!’

Mrs Puddleham nodded, then laid her head against Sam’s shoulder.

A cart trundled by, driven by a redcoat, piled so high with bodies it seemed like they would topple down into the road. Sam tried to look away, but it was impossible. Some of the men were still alive, blood bubbling from their mouths or wounds. Others stared at the slowly dawning sky with eyes that would never see again.

‘Yes, deary. Mr Puddleham is safe as houses. Safe as the queen.’ Sam looked back as Mrs Puddleham’s hand stroked her cheek, faint as a cobweb in a breeze. ‘I always knew you’d look like a princess in that dress. So pretty. My little Lucy. Call me Ma again,’ she whispered. ‘Sounds so good to hear that word.’

‘Ma …’ They had to get away. To the farm, if they could, or at least back to their tent. Could Mrs Puddleham walk, with her husband below her skirts? The big woman was adead weight against her, her breathing harsh and laboured even as she tried to whisper. No, they should wait till more of the soldiers had left …

‘Shhh,’ said Sam. ‘Save your strength! The soldiers are heading away from here. We can go soon. We can —’ She stopped, as Mrs Puddleham’s hand curled around her arm.

‘My little daughter,’ she whispered. ‘So beautiful. All I have I’d give to you.’ Her breath was like a breeze now, a cold wind through the diggings. ‘The greatest joy in all the world, a child to give things to. You’ll be safe now, Sam, lovey. No matter what happens to me or Mr Puddleham.’

She had called her Sam. Tears prickled her throat. Mrs Puddleham loved the real her, not just the memory of a lost daughter …

‘Got to give you back now. I called and called. Spent years praying on me knees. Sometimes it seemed me yearning could fly across the world, it were so strong. An’ then you came. The best daughter a ma could ever have. Always knew I’d have to give you back …’

A wind was rising. A strange wind that froze Sam’s flesh but made no sound.

Suddenly Mrs Puddleham gasped. She clutched at her heart. ‘Sam, lovey. Me deary … Sam … Remember …’ The wrinkled eyes grew wide.

‘Ma!’ For the first time the term came easily.

But it was too late. Mrs Puddleham slumped onto Sam’s lap.

‘No!’ Sam shook her, then tried to find a pulse on the neck that sagged across her lap. That was what you were supposed to do, wasn’t it? That’s what people did on TV when someone was dead.

Dead. Mrs Puddleham was dead. Her eyes were open, as if they still gazed at Sam. Her mouth was still curved in an almost smile. But life had gone.

‘I love you, Ma,’ whispered Sam. But she said it for herself, not the woman in her lap. For Mrs Puddleham had smiled as she died. She had known.

The wind grew even stronger. It smelled of tin and snow. How could a wind be so cold?

Did Mr Puddleham realise what had happened? Could he tell, hidden there underneath her skirts, that the woman whose body still sat on the slab of wood, propped up by Sam, was dead? She couldn’t tell him. Couldn’t risk his coming out just yet, where soldiers or troopers might still see him, and recognise him as one of the rebels. She would have to sit here, thought Sam, holding the dead woman, pretending she was asleep …

Or was it safe for them to move? Dimly, dully, she glanced around, shivering in the wind. The diggings looked like a film set everyone had deserted. Even the soldiers were gone, apart from a few on guard up by the stockade. Screams like demented bush birds still sounded from far off. Somewhere a woman cried, almost a shriek of anguish. Flames still flickered in the wreckage of the tents and shanties. But here, next to the stew pots below the stockade, where for such a short time hopes and rebellion had bloomed, it was quiet, the still centre of a spinning world.

Still … but the wind was rising even higher. She couldhear its roar, feel its fingers through her dress. She blinked. Why wasn’t the wind blowing out the flames?

Suddenly she heard sobbing, harsh and choked, from under Mrs Puddleham’s skirts.

Yes, she thought, he knew.

Something whined next to her. A wet nose poked her arm. Happy Jack’s dog, she thought. She put out a hand to pat him automatically. For the first time the dog accepted it. He whined again.

‘Sam?’

She looked up, still in a daze. ‘George!’

She hardly recognised him. His hair curled black around his face. He wore no shirt, or shoes, only his ragged pants. He kneeled by her side, staring at Mrs Puddleham. ‘Didn’t know you at first.’

‘I didn’t recognise you either.’

His mouth twisted. ‘Took off me shirt an’ hat an’ I just vanished. Whoever looks at just another native?’

‘Or at a girl. But what are you doing here? You said …’ The wind was blowing so strongly she could hardly hear his words.

He shrugged, still gazing at Mrs Puddleham. ‘I got to thinkin', back there with the spuds. It’s another fallacy, ain’t it, that it only matters if it affects you? An’ so I came.’ He looked down at the dog, resting his head on his paws next to Sam. ‘Looks like he’s your dog now.’

‘I can’t … I don’t know how …’ Why isn’t the wind blowing George as well? thought Sam dazedly. What’s happening?

George bent down to stroke the dog. ‘Where’s Mr Puddleham? We got to get him to the farm. You’ll be safe there too … Sam, what is it? Sam!’

‘The wind! George … stop it taking me!’

She grabbed his hand. But his skin felt cold, she thought, like he was hardly there.

‘What wind?’ He stared at her. ‘You get a knock on the head? Come on, we’ll keep you safe.’

‘George, don’t let me go! I can’t go now! George! Mr Puddleham! I’m sorry … I —’

The wind grew till it took up all the world. The coldness froze her body and her thoughts. Everything faded: the shanties, the burning embers of the tents, the wreckage of the stockade, the empty flagpole. She could no longer even feel the weight of Mrs Puddleham on her lap.

‘I love you —’ she tried to say again.

But they had vanished: friends, stockade, rebellion. Her whole world was gone.


Chapter 33

The world was hard and hot. Cars purred in the distance. Sam opened her eyes.

She was huddled by the gravestone. It was late afternoon — the sun was looming from behind the supermarket, sending shadows across the road.

She looked down, expecting to see the wreckage of the pink dress. But there were only her jeans, her T-shirt and her sneakers, not the fine stout boots Mrs Puddleham had bought her.

But there was something underneath her T-shirt. She reached up. The lace camisole was still there, soft and silky, given with such love.

And the dog whined beside her. He glanced at the traffic, then back at her. A dog and a pink camisole … was that all that was left of the past?

She put her hand on the dog’s head to reassure him, and stood up unsteadily. Was it the same day she’d left? How much time had passed?

The past … She blinked, trying to understand. It was all still back there, wasn’t it? It hadn’t really gone.

Somewhere a girl called Sam sat with Mrs Puddleham in her lap as a rebel hid under the dead woman’s skirts. Somewhere men had fought on a hill they’d turned into a stockade. The past, she thought. It can’t be changed …

And she’d been part of it.

I was, she thought. It wasn’t just a dream. I have a camisole and a dog. I was there!

Tears were running down her cheeks. Tears for Mrs Puddleham, for the doomed brave men of the stockade. Tears for herself, the world she’d lost and the people that she’d loved.

And then she saw it. The headstone, grey-brown and etched by lichen, the words worn but still distinct. Sacred to the memory of Percival Puddleham (1801–1884) and his dear wife Elsie (1814–1854) and their most beloved children …

She pulled at the hem of her T-shirt and rubbed the lichen away from the rest of the inscription.

Sacred to the memory of Percival Puddleham (1801–1884) and his dear wife Elsie (1814–1854) and their most beloved children, Sam and Lucy. He giveth his eternal rest.

There were no other dates. Perhaps, thought Sam, whoever had ordered the stone carved hadn’t known when Lucy lived and died. Or maybe they just didn’t want to put Lucy’s dates there without hers as well.

Mr Puddleham had loved her. He hadn’t just accepted her for his wife’s sake. They had been a family.

‘Goodbye,’ she whispered. She’d bring flowers, she thought, even if she had to reach over fences in the dark tonight to pick them.

So Mr Puddleham had survived. He’d lived for another thirty years. And not married again, she supposed, or had other children. But she hoped he had been happy. She would find out. Somewhere there’d be a record of the hotel — she knew he’d have opened one. No way would he let his Elsie down.

And what of George and the Professor? If they’d started their school, maybe she could find a trace of them in a history book or someone’s old letters. They all still seemed so close. If she shut her eyes maybe she’d be there again, could smell the wood smoke, the flames from burning tents, the blood …

It was so hard to think. The mind can only take in so much, she thought. My mind is full. I should be weeping for Mrs Puddleham, crying for the men who died for freedom, sobbing for the lost hopes, that lost proud flag …

But I’m here. It’s gone.

For a moment the sense of loss was so strong that she worried that she would faint.

And then she saw it. A T-shirt, on a young man riding past on his bicycle. The Eureka flag, which she had just seen destroyed.

Not gone, she thought. They are still there in the past. The past is always with us, and Eureka … the stockade fell, but the message changed Australia. We didn’t lose last night. We won. Last night we won Eureka.

I was part of it, she thought. I can cook a dumpling and bake Welsh cakes. I can hug another person now, and waterproof a tent. Maybe I should wear a T-shirt too — one that says: ‘I served stew at the Stockade'.

The dog sat up. He barked once, sharply.

‘Sam?’ It was the bushranger’s voice, a boy with George’s eyes. She shook her head. No, not George or the bushranger. Nick. She looked across the silent graves.

‘I said she’d be here.’ Nick opened the graveyard gate with Mrs Quant and Liz behind him.

Liz stared at the dog. ‘It’s just like Bitsa. Here, boy!’ she called eagerly.

The dog stayed close to Sam.

Liz ran towards her, the others following. ‘Sam, are you okay? We were worried!’

‘I’m fine,’ she began, then stopped, her hand on the dog’s head. He gazed up at her, trusting, just as he had gazed at Happy Jack. Sometimes you need to stand together. When you stand together you can change the world.

Somewhere in the past a family and friends had loved her. Somewhere they had stood side by side, all of them together achieving what none of them could do alone. Somewhere, maybe, even now, a gift of gold waited for her like the Professor had promised, just one among so many gifts from long ago.

It didn’t matter. Not just now, at any rate. At last she knew what she had to do. Sam brushed the hair from her face as the three of them came towards her, and tried to smile. It was hard. The bruise on her cheek was back.

‘I need help,’ she said. She stood by the silent grave, the dog by her side, and waited for her friends to reach her.


Author’s Note

This is not a true story, but parts of it are true — the Eureka Rebellion and what led up to it, and life on the diggings, are as accurate as I can make them. There was a stockade, and yes, the rebels might just have made it — turned Australia into a republic, inspiring the colonies here to rebel against English rule just as the American colonies had. (And no, the rebellion was not all about paying for mining licences, whatever you have been told. The cost of the mining licences caused discontent, and starvation too. But if you read the speeches of the people who were there, you’ll see the stockade itself and the rebellion were about freedom and the right to vote — a revolution to bring democracy.)

The massive force at the stockade by the Saturday night is also accurate. Only about 120 men were left when the stockade was stormed early Sunday morning, but this was because of trickery. Governor Hotham had spies among the diggers, who lured most of the force out into the darkness. The Eureka Stockade was only a struggle, not a major battle. But if Hotham hadn’t moved so swiftly, it may well have been very different. The rebellion may well have spread to all the eastern colonies.

Those bits of the book are true.

The Puddlehams, Professor Shamus O’Blivion, Mr and Mrs Higgins, George and Sam are fiction. I have also simplified much of what happened in those tumultuous days that led to the uprising.

Much more happened than I’ve had Sam see here, but it would have made the story too complex to include it. Nor would one person — like Sam — have been aware of all the things happening in that turbulent time, even things that were taking place nearby. We know a lot more about the world around us these days, with TV, radio and the internet to spread the news, not to mention mobile phones. This book should be read as a story with a historical background, not as history.

SOME EXPLANATIONS

Clothes on the diggings

Diggers mostly wore tough trousers in grey serge or denim from the California goldfields. Their shirts were red or blue and usually pretty faded. They usually wore broadbrimmed hats made from cabbage-tree leaves, and sometimes colourful sashes in red or blue or yellow, with maybe bright spotted handkerchiefs about their throats. Pink wasn’t a ‘girlie’ colour in those days. But servantswere supposed to only wear pastels, or dark colours, or white. Mrs Puddleham would have longed for a bright colour like pink.

Diggers

Anyone hunting for gold. Australian males might say ‘G’day, digger’ to any new person they met. In World War I Australian soldiers were called ‘diggers’ because they dug the trenches where they sheltered from enemy guns, but also because the word ‘digger’ had been used in a casual way since the goldrush days.

Drummer boy

The little drummer boy existed. Most onlookers — including the soldiers — assumed he was killed, and this might be one reason for the soldiers’ extreme violence after storming the stockade. But in fact he was taken to hospital and recovered.

Eureka

This was Ancient Greek for ‘I’ve found it’ — in this case, gold! (Unsuccessful diggers would declare their holes ‘blanks’ or ‘duffers'.)

Eureka flag

The new blue-and-white flag based on the Southern Cross, now known as the Eureka flag, first flew either at the Monster Meeting at Bakery Hill or the next day, Sunday 30 November.

There are many claims about who made or designed the flag. The most likely candidate seems to be a Canadian, Captain Charles Ross, who asked some diggers’ wives to make the flag, and drew them a sketch on a scrap of paper. The story goes that the women used tent material for the background, with the white cross and stars made from someone’s silk wedding dress. (Ross was wounded at the stockade and died the next day.)

Another story is that John Wilson, Inspector of Works at the Police Department, who was sympathetic to the miners, looked up at the sky the night before the Monster Meeting and got the idea for the flag. He told a tent-and-flag-maker, who made the flag for the meeting.

But the flag that flew at the Eureka Stockade is probably the one that is now in the Ballarat Fine Art Gallery — and the flag in the gallery isn’t made of silk or tent material. It’s made from thirteen pieces of very fine blue woollen cloth, possibly from cloth for a petticoat, four pieces of cotton twill for the cross and five pieces of fine cotton lawn for the stars. It was probably sewn by three women — probably Anastasia Withers, Anne Duke and Anastasia Hayes, who were in the stockade during the battle.

After the battle Trooper John King climbed the pole at the stockade and cut the flag down. His widow gave it on permanent loan to the Ballarat Fine Art Gallery.

There may have been an earlier flag, however, that was made of tent and wedding dress, as the original flag was certainly dragged down from the pole by soldiers at some stage before the stockade and another one quite likely hoisted instead.

Food on the diggings

The colonies had few roads — even in the towns, only a few streets were paved with bricks or cobbles. There were proper roads to a few outlying settlements, but none to the goldfields. It cost a lot to get food to the diggings — and you could make your fortune selling it for even more.

In 1852 a cartload of Tasmanian apples sold for fifty-seven pounds — enough money for a family to live on for a year.

Meat was bought from local squatters or farmers. A live sheep cost about twelve shillings, or sixteen shillings butchered into various cuts.

Treacle was sold in tins and lasted well even on long journeys to the goldfields or distant farms. It was the one luxury that poor farmers, as well as diggers, could enjoy.

Governor Hotham

It would be easy to make Governor Hotham a villain — and many miners believed he was one. Instead he, too, was trying to do his best with a government badly in debt, and a local council made up of squatters and merchants — wealthy men of property who did have the vote — who insisted that taxes be levied mostly on miners, not on themselves.

Grog shops and shanties

Illegal pubs, often just tents, where ‘hooch’ was brewed.

Joes

‘Joe’ was used to refer to anyone in authority, but mostly to either licence inspectors or troopers, who were also given the job of checking for licences. Troopers were a bit like our police.

The term ‘Joe’ was first used at the time of Governor Charles Joseph Latrobe — Joe. His troopers were called ‘Joe’s traps'. The expression was later shortened to ‘Joe’ or ‘the Joes'.

Joe! Joe! Joe!

The cry of the diggers to say the troopers were coming to check licences.

New chum

Someone who had just arrived in Australia, including immigrants who went to the diggings.

Pattens

Wooden clogs, sometimes with a metal edging, which fitted over your shoes to keep you high out of the mud. Also good for stamping on cockroaches and snails.

Peter Lalor

Peter Lalor was born in 1827. He was an Irish engineer who worked on the Melbourne-to-Geelong railway before he joined the gold rush. He had lived through the Irish Potato Famine of 1846&ndash;1850, when one million Irish died of starvation while food continued to be exported from Ireland to make money for the absent English owners of much of the country. He’d also seen the failed Irish rebellion against Britain in 1848, in which his brother fought. His father had been an Irish member of parliament and had organised farmers armed with pitchforks to resist landlords who tried to evict poor farmers who couldn’t pay their rent.

After the stockade was stormed Lalor hid down a mineshaft, and then was helped back up to a hut in the ruined stockade. He was taken to Father Smyth’s presbytery, where his arm was amputated by Dr Doyle, on the night of 4 December. Then, with his bleeding stump, he escaped on Father Smyth’s horse to Warrenheip.

Anastasia Hayes, who had helped sew the flag, took Lalor’s amputated arm and threw it down a mineshaft so the troops wouldn’t find it.

A two-hundred-pound reward was offered for his capture.

After a few weeks’ recovery Lalor hid in a wagon and was taken to Geelong where his sweetheart Alice Dunne hid him and looked after him. They were married on 10 July 1855.

Lalor was never arrested.

Lalor eventually became a member of the Victorian parliament and was made the Minister for Railways. He became more conservative as he got older and, when the railway workers went on strike to get more than one day off a week, he brought in Chinese workers to replace them. The workers barricaded the Geelong and Clunes roads and threw bricks at the Chinese workers.

Petty fours

Mrs Puddleham’s pronunciation of the French petits fours, small sweet biscuits.

Professor Shamus O’Blivion

If you read stories written during the gold rushes you may come across characters called ‘Gentlemen Once'. These were remittance men — men paid allowances by their families back in Europe to make sure they stayed far away. Younger sons of the nobility or wealthy merchants, ex-university professors and, yes, even a man who claimed he had been Queen Victoria’s butler, worked side by side on the diggings. Australia was a long way from their past lives, and a very good place to hide from their histories — or their true selves.

Happy Jack and the Lemonade Man

Peter Lalor listed Happy Jack and ‘the lemonade man’ among the dead. Their true names aren’t known. Perhaps their families, if they had any, never knew what happened to them.

The dog

Soon after the stockade fell witnesses reported a dog sitting on the body of its master, howling. I chose to give the dog to Happy Jack.

Tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrow

This is Shakespeare, from a soliloquy delivered by Macbeth. I’ve quoted it in another book too.

Redcoats

British soldiers in those days, many of whom were stationed in colonies like those in Australia, still wore bright red coats. Blue-coated troopers were in charge of local law and order — such as it was. The military was called in when the Governor decided that law and order had broken down.

Rifles and muskets

Rifles — weapons with ‘rifled’ grooves in their long barrels to give the ammunition greater velocity — were mostly used by men who were very good shots. Muskets were ‘smoothbore’ — bigger weapons that shot much larger ammunition, but not as far and nowhere near as accurately. Most of the soldiers at Eureka were armed with muskets, as the military tactics of the day involved standing in lines or squares and firing so many shots more or less at once en masse into the enemy that they didn’t need to be accurate. This was also one of the reasons the rebel army had to practise drilling, marching and firing in line. They weren’t just trying to look like soldiers — they needed to learn to stand and fire together to hit the targets.

None of the weapons at Eureka could be fired more than once unless they were reloaded. Soldiers — and the rebel army — usually had one or two men loading for each manwho actually fired the weapon. This also needed lots of practise, as well as discipline to make sure that there were loaders and shooters to take up the weapons of men who fell in battle.

Roll up! Roll up!

In a land without radio, TV or internet — and where even newspapers were too expensive for most people to buy (and where many also couldn’t read) — news was passed from person to person, or announced at town meetings.

On the diggings anyone who wanted to call a meeting would bang a drum or iron pot and yell ‘Roll up! Roll up!’ The meetings came to be known as ‘roll ups'.

Savoury

The herb Mrs Puddleham used in this book would have been winter savoury, an old-fashioned, twiggy, small-leafed fragrant herb, which likes heat and survives drought. And, as Mrs Puddleham says, it does make a stew — or a pizza — taste very good indeed. You probably won’t find it dried in the supermarket (I’ve never looked) but you can usually find a pot of it at good garden centres.

Socrates

When I was seven I discovered a small red book in my parents’ bookshelf. It had small print too, and thin pages. But there weren’t a lot of books around when I was seven, so I read it. (I even read the ‘Births, Deaths and Marriages’ in the paper too, just in case someone made a mistake andput an adventure in there. It didn’t occur to me for years that Births, Deaths and Marriages were the most extraordinary adventures I could find.)

Back to Socrates. I fell in love with Socrates. He wanted young people to question everything — their lives, their elders’ lives, what the world was like and what it should be like. My parents and teachers snapped at me when I asked questions (okay, I asked awkward ones and too many), but here was a guy who taught how to question.

I wanted Socrates for a parent, for a teacher, for a friend, despite the fact that he had died about 2,400 years before I was born. But it was only when I began to think about this book that I realised that Socrates was all three. Time doesn’t matter, sometimes. The past can still speak to us, even if it was a long time ago.

Just like Eureka.

PS: If you want to know more about Socrates, and his discussions with his pupils, you don’t need me to introduce him. Just find his words yourself.

Sparrowgrass and holidays sauce

Mrs Puddleham’s version of asparagus and hollandaise sauce.

Tents

Some tents at the diggings were fancy and even had canvas windows that could be opened. Others were just a sheet of old canvas or sailcloth draped over a couple of sticks in the ground.

Wide skirts

Skirts in those days were very wide — crinolines weren’t worn yet, especially not on the goldfields, but the skirts were supported by many starched petticoats, reinforced with whalebone or rope at the hem to make them stand out even further. It was hard to work in them but they were useful for one thing — hiding men.

Patience Wearne and Elizabeth Wilson are said to have sheltered rebels under their skirts after the stockade fell. Elizabeth and her husband had a store opposite the stockade and Patience’s husband was one of the rebels. Peter Lalor was said to have sheltered under Mrs James Young’s skirts for a time. (Until the 1970s many women were only known by their husbands’ names, so we don’t know what Mrs James’s own name was.)

A SHORT HISTORY OF THE EUREKA REBELLION — AND WHAT CAME NEXT

The Eureka Stockade

In 1854 Australia was still very much part of the British Empire — even if England was half a world away. Britain had started sending convicts to Australia in 1788. For the couple of decades before 1850 Britain had been sending out her poor to Australia too. If they were respectable and looked like being good workers, they didn’t even have to pay their ‘passage money’ on a ship to get here.

But in the late 1840s and early 1850s two things happened. First of all was ‘the year of revolutions’ — 1848 — when people in many countries in Europe rebelled against their various monarchies, dreaming of democracy in some form or another, a land free of kings and queens and tyranny, or even just the right to join trade unions to work for better conditions.

The revolutions failed. Many of the rebels started to dream of gold, instead — or needed to leave their countries to escape persecution. Many went to California in the USA — a land where the colonies had successfully rebelled against England. In those days the USA was a symbol of freedom and liberty.

And in 1851 gold was discovered in Australia, first in NSW and then in Victoria.

The colonies went crazy.

Passages on sailing boats to California were cancelled. Clerks and labourers didn’t turn up for work. Ladies coming down to breakfast in London or Melbourne found the servants had dashed off to dig for gold. And employees were left unemployed and homeless when their bosses joined the rush. Wives and children were left behind as their husbands and fathers sailed for Australia and the promise of great and sudden riches.

Suddenly more ships than ever before were arriving, laden with gold-hungry prospectors from England, Europe, China, the USA and New Zealand. They weren’t just the poor who’d come to Australia in the past few decades or the younger sons of rich farmers looking for cheap land,either. There were sailors, tailors, young aristocrats out for adventure, teachers, coachmen, cooks …

The first gold was ‘panned’ or washed out of creeks and from sandbanks along the rivers. As the surface deposits of gold ran out, prospectors had to dig for gold — at first by the creeks and rivers, where past floods had washed the ‘alluvial’ gold and it lay buried, and later where ancient rivers or glaciers might have dropped it.

Finding gold was a wonderful dream — but few even made enough to live on. In February 1852, maybe five people in a hundred got rich, forty-five made enough to live on … and fifty starved. By the end of that year, as there was less gold to be found just by panning, maybe ninety per cent of diggers didn’t even make enough to buy food or clothes.

And you couldn’t just pan for gold either. The government appointed special Gold Commissioners to sell licences to the diggers to allow them to look for gold. The licence cost thirty shillings ($7.30) a month. (A good wage was about twelve pounds — $30 — a month.) This gave a party of usually three to six men a claim of about 15 to 24 feet along a creek.

The trouble was that the licence fee was more than most diggers could pay.

The diggers were also angry that the government didn’t give them anything in return for their fees — no roads to the goldfields and almost no protection against bushrangers. And as most miners didn’t own any land, they couldn’t vote either, as the right to vote was reserved for men of property.

The first riots

The discontent began in New South Wales, right at the start of the gold rushes. Diggers on the Turon field, on the Turon River near Bathurst, threatened to riot over the expensive licence fees.

Diggers had to carry their licences at all times and any official could stop them and demand to see it. The licences got wet at the diggings — but if the miner left it in his tent he’d be chained up to a tree or a log then marched off at bayonet point. It could also take three days of queuing every month just to get the licence.

The diggers got angrier.

The high cost of the licences was only part of the problem. The commissioners, police and troopers who collected the fees had extraordinary powers and most treated all the diggers like crooks. In fact many diggers were crooks — ex-convicts or crooked adventurers. But the constables were often crooks too — ex-convicts, often drunk, who took bribes to let the real villains go. Even the commissioners and magistrates sometimes — or even mostly — took bribes from illegal grog-shop owners, and got land for themselves or their friends in illegal ways.

And there was no one to stop them. Power came from the queen to the governor to the magistrates to the police. The queen was a most moral woman — and the governor was a decent character, too. But they didn’t quite care enough — or perhaps, to use Socrates’s idea, hadn’t ever examined their lives closely enough — to make sure theirsubjects received justice — and they certainly didn’t seem to worry if they starved.

At Ballarat in Victoria, things got even worse when the government started sending soldiers to collect the fees too. And when Sir Charles Hotham replaced Latrobe as governor of Victoria in June 1854 he cut back all government spending and began rigorous enforcement of all licensing laws, starting with twice-weekly checks of licences.

The diggers were poor, angry, often hungry — and even more often drunk. It was only going to take a small thing to spark a riot.

And then it happened …

On 6 October 1854, two drunken Scottish diggers demanded that James Bentley, the man who owned the Eureka Hotel, give them a drink.

Bentley was an ex-convict from Van Diemen’s Land — and he had a short temper. He refused; there was an argument that became a brawl — and one of the Scots, James Scobie, was kicked and clubbed to death. It seemed pretty obvious that Bentley had done the kicking and clubbing and he was arrested. But Bentley was mates with the local government officials. Police Magistrate Dawes said he didn’t have to stand trial and he was let go.

The call of ‘Roll up, roll up!’ went out on 17 October 1854. The meeting decided to form a committee to get Bentley to stand trial. But this wasn’t enough to satisfy many of the men. A crowd gathered outside the Eureka Hotel and burned it to the ground.

Governor Hotham ordered Bentley and his mates arrested, as well as the diggers who had burned the hotel. Three diggers were found guilty of arson on 25 November.

While all this was happening the diggers held meetings and formed the Ballarat Reform League under the leadership of the Chartists Henry Holyoake, George Black and J B Humffray.

On 11 November a meeting of about ten thousand miners demanded the release of the three diggers, the abolition of the Licence and Gold Commission and — most importantly by now — the vote for all males, so that people could have some control over the way they were governed.

But Governor Hotham refused — and sent more troops to the diggings. On 28 November the troopers of the 40th Regiment were stoned by crowds as they approached the diggings.

A drummer boy was shot in the leg. It was reported that he’d been killed (he certainly was unconscious for a while), and it may have been the anger and frustration over this, as well as the beatings that many of the troopers got from the crowd, that made the troops’ revenge after the Eureka battle so violent a few days later.

On 29 November at Bakery Hill about twelve thousand diggers met in what was to be known as the Monster Meeting. They decided to burn their licences.

On 30 November, Gold Commissioner Rede ordered a licence hunt. And the diggings exploded. When thetroopers turned out to check the licences the miners threw stones at them. Fights broke out and shots were fired from both sides. Several diggers were arrested.

A second roll up was held. Peter Lalor hadn’t been prominent before, but now as diggers gathered he took control. He leaped onto a tree stump with his pistol in his hand and proclaimed an oath.

The men kneeled on the ground and recited the oath after him: ‘We swear by the Southern Cross to stand truly by each other, and fight to defend our rights and liberties.’

Lalor called for volunteers. His fellow rebels included a Prussian republican, Frederick Vern, who had wanted to overthrow the King of Prussia and have an elected government; the Italian redshirt Raffaello Carboni, who had fought for the many countries of what is now Italy to unite the various principalities into a nation state; and the Scottish Chartist Tom Kennedy who, like other Chartists, had defied the British government to try to form a union to improve working conditions.

Several hundred took the oath of allegiance to the Southern Cross. They marched off to the Eureka diggings and built a stockade from timber and slabs, reinforced with carts. More and more men joined them.

The Eureka Stockade was just over a metre high around about half a hectare of land. But it didn’t just have those preparing to fight inside. It enclosed part of the camp, including a blacksmith’s forge and people’s tents and women doing their laundry in big tubs.

There were shops inside the stockade as well. Shopkeeper Martin Diamond was bayonetted in front of his shop in the stockade while his wife Anne watched.

Other women were in the stockade too, like Anne Duke, one of the women who sewed the flag, Agnes Franks, who was in her tent, Molly Gavin and Nancy Quinane. The Quinanes’ tent was burned after the battle, and Nancy was there when Lalor’s arm was amputated.

All Friday the diggers kept working at the stockade, gathering as many firearms as possible, and forging pike heads. But others urged non-violence. More miners started to arrive from other diggings. And there were a lot more unhappy miners in the colonies than there were soldiers or police. Many in Australia — respectable people in the towns and cities, like merchants and teachers — already hoped for a republic, like the USA, free of English taxes and control. The rebellion could so easily grow.

On Saturday, 2 December, the authorities decided to act before the rebels could get more organised — and while they still knew exactly what was going on. Governor Hotham had spies in the camp, who reported back to him.

By Saturday night about fifteen hundred men manned the stockade. But shortly after midnight two false alarms were given — almost certainly by Hotham’s spies — saying that soldiers were attacking elsewhere in the camp. Men rushed out into the darkness.

By 3.30 am, Sunday, 3 December, when about two hundred soldiers and police officers took their positions, no more than 300 metres from the stockade, only aboutone hundred and twenty men were left in the stockade. The troops outnumbered the stockaders two to one. Thanks to the spies, the bluecoats and redcoats knew it was now safe to attack.

Captain Thomas had instructed his troops to spare any person who did not show signs of resistance. But by now many of the men were too angry — or too caught up in the excitement — to care.

And then they charged.

At 4.45 am the sentry posted to guard the stockade fired a warning shot to alert the other diggers to the attack. Lalor tried desperately to get his few men into some sort of order. Standing upon a stump, he ordered his men to hold fire until the enemy advanced closer to them, but a couple of bullets struck him in the shoulder.

Lalor yelled at his men to escape and hid among a pile of slabs, the blood from his wound so thick it could be seen flowing down the hill.

The battle was over in fifteen to twenty minutes, but the redcoats and bluecoats kept bayonetting and shooting wounded diggers, burning tents and slashing at people with their swords. Five troopers and twenty-two diggers at the stockade were killed or later died of their wounds, but no one knows how many miners were bayonetted in other places on the diggings after the battle, or burned alive in their tents by the troopers. Over a hundred diggers were taken prisoner.

Many innocent people got caught up in the violence. Henry Powell was twenty-three and had walked over tovisit a mate. The police shot him, thinking he was one of the rebels. They then ran their horses back and forth over him and slashed at him with their swords while he screamed for help. Powell died three days later. He identified his killer, but the man was let off because Powell hadn’t sworn a legal oath before he died.

Several children, like Catherine Kelly and six-year-old Catherine Donnelly, whose father had a store inside the stockade, were separated from their parents and terrified by the violence. Some ran to the distant bush where they were sheltered by the Indigenous people till it was all over.

What happened next

There was terror in Melbourne when news of the Eureka Rebellion first reached town. Was an army of desperate miners marching, under a new flag, about to invade Melbourne? But public opinion soon swung to support the miners, partly because of the troopers’ savagery. Public meetings condemning the government were held in Melbourne, Geelong and Bendigo, and Governor Hotham had to post troops to keep order. Hotham and his secretary, Foster, were blamed for the disaster. Foster resigned.

Troopers stopped checking licences. The Victorian jury let off all but one of the miners who had been arrested. Only Henry Seekamp, the editor of The Ballarat Times, was convicted and sentenced to six months’ imprisonment for seditious libel. Harry Seekamp’s crime was to call for the reform of a rotten government, not for rebellion. Hepublished another issue of the paper after the Eureka Rebellion, saying it had been a foul and bloody murder. Luckily friends burned all but one issue, or he might have been hanged for treason, instead of only spending three months in prison.

A Gold Fields Royal Commission was held and gave the miners almost everything they had asked for. The gold licence was abolished and replaced by a miner’s right costing one pound per year, which gave the digger a right to mine for gold and vote in the elections for parliament. Lalor and Humffray were elected unopposed in 1855 to the legislative council and Lalor became Speaker of the house of assembly in 1880.

But the Eureka Stockade led to many other things too. It became a rallying point for freedom of speech and the right of every (white) man (not woman) to have a vote and the right to a fair trial.

The new feeling that ordinary Australians had a right to vote for their leaders meant a growing push for selfgovernment. New South Wales got an elected government in 1855, though Britain could still override any of its decisions. South Australia, Victoria and Tasmania all got parliaments between 1856 and 1857. The Moreton Bay District separated from New South Wales in 1859 and was renamed Queensland, with its own government too.

When the colonies joined together (federated) to become a single nation — the Commonwealth of Australia — in 1901 they would still be part of the British Empire. But most, though not quite all, political decisions would bemade by those who voted in Australian elections. And while we are now part of the British Commonwealth, not Empire, politically that is still the case today.

Kids like Sam

According to the enquiry by the National Youth Commission in 2008, about 36,000 Australians under the age of twenty-five do not have stable accommodation: they are on the streets, in temporary supported accommodation, or staying for a short while with friends (couch surfing). The commission also stated that the number of young homeless people in Australia has doubled in the past two decades.

Why don’t we see them? Because most try very hard not to be seen. Many have run from abuse, some are on drugs — sometimes both — and some are also mentally ill. And there just aren’t enough places for them to go, or people to help them.

In 2008 there were also about 310,000 notifications to child protection authorities about kids living with their own families who were perhaps being hurt or abused in some way, or whose homes were considered unsafe. Child protection workers are overwhelmed — there just aren’t enough to do the job. (Interestingly, after the completion of 7,433 of the Intervention’s checks on Indigenous children in remote Northern Territory communities, only thirty-nine Indigenous children were found to be at risk of serious neglect or abuse. Kids at risk come from every background, and the poorest families can be the most safe and loving, too.)

Why aren’t governments doing more? Surely the main aim of any government is to look after the young — everything, absolutely everything else, is less important. Why is it so often left to volunteers and voluntary organisations to help kids in need?

Good question.


THE EUREKA RECIPE BOOK AND INSTRUCTORY ALMANAC
OR
MRS PUDDLEHAM’S COMPENDIUM OF USEFUL RECIPES AND INFORMATION FOR YOUNG PEOPLE

Griddle scones


These are very good.

1 tablespoon mutton fat (Jackie substitutes butter or margarine)

3 cups flour and 1 tablespoon saleratus, or water that has been strained through wood ash, to help the flour rise (Jackie uses self-raising instead)

½ cup currants (pick out dead flies and beetles)

1 egg (check it’s fresh before you ruin the mix)

(Jackie adds a teaspoon of vanilla as well)

a little milk

Mix it all together with your fingers. (Wash yer hands if you’ve been rubbing liniment on the bullock’s legs.) Roll out pastry on a flat rock. Cut into rounds. Cook on a hot rock by the fire or in a greased frying pan till both sides are light brown.



Welsh cakes


Fit fer a queen or a hungry miner. And you don’t need an oven, neither.



1 cup flour and 1 tablespoon saleratus (Jackie uses self-raising flour)

½ cup butter (or fresh dripping)

1 egg

two handfuls currants

(Jackie adds ½ cup caster sugar. I don’t use none, o’ course, but you people expect sweeter ‘cakes’)

extra butter for greasing

extra flour



Usin’ the tips of your fingers, rub the butter into the flour till it’s like breadcrumbs. Add sugar, currants and egg. Dust a cutting board or a clean rock with flour. Roll out the mix till it’s thick as your little finger. Cut it into rounds with the top of a mug. Loosen each one with a knife. Mix the bits together and roll ‘em out again to cut out more cakes.

Warm a frying pan — use a low heat, but let it warm for about five minutes afore you add the cakes or they’ll have burned bums and soggy innards. You can also bake these on a hot stone by the fire — the dust from the stone and the fat in the cakes stops ‘em sticking.

Rub a lump of butter over the pan and put the cakes in straightaway. Don’t let ‘em touch as they’ll swell as they cook. They’ll need about three minutes each side, and should be golden brown. Turn ‘em carefully with a spatula,and take ‘em out carefully too, as they’ll be very fragile. They firm up as they cool.

Eat warm, or store in a tin for up to a month — they stay fresh if you can keep the ants out of ‘em.

If you don’t have any currants and the ants have got into the sugar, make plain cakes, and spread ‘em with jam before you eat ‘em.



Treacle dumplings


¾ cup plain flour with a tablespoon of saleratus (Jackie uses self-raising flour)

2 tablespoons butter or dripping

1 egg

2 tablespoons milk or water (slightly sour milk makes the dumplings lighter; you can ‘sour’ milk with white vinegar — 1 teaspoon vinegar to 1 cup milk)

Syrup

2 tablespoons butter or dripping (smell it ain’t gone off)

1 cup sugar (no ants)

4 tablespoons treacle or golden syrup (Jackie says modern readers will probably prefer golden syrup, which isn’t as strong-tasting as treacle)

juice of a lemon, or ½ cup of water



Sift the weevils out of the flour. You don’t notice weevils in a stew or gingerbread but they make dumplings lumpy.

Mix flour and butter or dripping with the tips of your clean fingers till it’s like breadcrumbs. Mix in the egg and milk or water. Roll out lumps the size of walnuts.

Now boil all the syrup ingredients together for a minute. Add the dumplings and simmer on a very low heat for fifteen minutes or time for ten choruses of ‘Botany Bay'. Add more water and stir gently if it looks like it’ll burn or the dumplings stick. Serve hot with cream or custard, or eat ‘em cold. Store in a clean pillowslip hung up from a branch to stop the ants getting to ‘em.



Damper


If you add sugar and fruit and spices you turn your damper into ‘brownie'. If you fry rounds of damper in dripping in your frying pan you’ve got ‘Johnnie cakes'.



a good fire, burned down to lots of coals

a spade

a camp oven, billy or a large tin can

3 cups plain flour with 2 tablespoons saleratus (Jackie uses self-raising flour)

1 tablespoon butter or mutton dripping (Jackie uses olive oil)

1 cup water or buttermilk or sour milk (sour milk makes your damper lighter, but don’t use milk that smells bad or has green lumps)

If you’ve got ‘em ½ cup currants, or ½ cup chopped dates, or 1 teaspoon ground cinnamon, or 1 teaspoon mixed spice, or ¼ cup mixed peel or ½ cup of sugar. You can add the blinkin’ lot if you’re in funds.



Mix it all with a knife. This is the secret to a light, fluffy damper — knead as little as you can. Don’t you be telling all and sundry, neither.

Grease the bottom of the camp oven, or the sides and base of the billy or tin can. Make sure the damper don’t take up more than a third of the space as it’ll get bigger as it cooks.

Put the lid on the oven or find a rock to cover the billy.

Scrape the coals from the fire. Put the oven, billy or can where the coals were. Scrape the coals back over the billy or camp oven — all around and on top as well. (If you tries to cook damper on top of the fire you gets a hard burned bottom and raw insides.) Leave to cook for forty-five minutes or the time it takes to peel two hundred spuds, then use a spade to haul it out of the ashes.

Get your gob round that straightaway — they ain’t good keepers — with butter or just a bit o’ golden syrup or treacle. Damper is good with jam and cream (even old doormats is good with jam and cream).

In the oven: a note from Jackie

If you’re cooking damper in the oven, preheat to 275°C and place the dough on a greased tray. Make two deep crisscross cuts in the top (this helps the dough to expand) and bake till the crust is pale brown and it sounds hollow when you tap it. This should take about thirty minutes.



Sinkers


You need to be a good cook to make light damper, but even a new chum can make sinkers.

Make some damper dough. Now find some clean green sticks.

Press bits o’ dough into small, thickish pancakes. Roll ‘em around sticks and press the edges together.

Hold your stick out over the fire. Turn it every now and then till the sinker is brown. Don’t hold the dough too close to the fire or the outside will burn and so will your fingers, and the inside will be raw and doughy.



Gingerbread


¾ cup milk

7 tablespoons butter or dripping (doesn’t matter if it’s a bit pongy: the spices will cover the taste)

1 egg

½ cup brown sugar

1 dessertspoon treacle

⅓ cup plain flour and 1 teaspoon saleratus (Jackie uses half plain, half self-raising flour)

1 dessertspoon ground ginger

1 teaspoon ground cinnamon

½ teaspoon ground cloves

½ teaspoon ground cardamom

chopped glacé ginger or almonds (if you’ve got ‘em)

Melt the butter, treacle and milk in a pan, stir in the sugar and egg and whisk well. Mix the rest. Pour into a greased and floured tin, scatter on the ginger and almonds if the dog ain’t ate ‘em while your back was turned.

Bake in the camp oven under hot coals for about forty-five minutes, or until a skewer comes out clean when you poke it in the middle. (Jackie cooks it in an oven at 150°C.)

Gingerbread is even grander a day or two after baking, if you can keep the ants out of it.



Corn in the ashes


Soak corn on the cob, still in its green leaves, in a bucket of water. Throw it in the hot coals. It’ll be ready in about half an hour, or time enough to mix the dampers.

The Lemonade Man’s Lemonade

6 cups white sugar

4 teaspoons citric acid

2 teaspoons tartaric acid

a bit o’ lemon juice

6 cups water

Jackie uses 1 cup of lemon juice. The Lemonade Man would have used more citric acid and less juice — lemons were expensive.

Boil for five minutes, or long enough to wash the bottles. Pour into clean bottles.

Add 1 tablespoon of ‘lemonade’ to every glass of cold water. Serve with drums and revolution.



Crystallised violets


Crystallised violets on top of a cake make it fit to serve to a queen.

Dip each dry violet in stiffly beaten egg white, then in caster sugar. Leave in a breeze till dry. Don’t store. Don’t let the bees on ‘em neither.



Sauce eglantine


This were one of Queen Victoria’s favourites.

Boil 6 cups rosehips in 6 cups water. Press through a sieve. Throw out the seeds and prickly bits. Add 1 cup white sugar and the juice o’ three lemons. Simmer till thick, stirring all the time so it don’t burn. Serve with roast mutton or any fried food.



How to render mutton fat


Pull out all the lumps of fat from between the meat and the skin o’ the sheep. Place ‘em in a pot and cover with water. Put it at the edge of the fire so it cooks slowly for four hours. The fat’ll melt and float to the top. Take the pan off the heat and let cool overnight. The tough bits an’ blood will sink to the bottom of the pot and the layer of fat will turn firm on the top. Lift it off in the morning and store in a tin where the flies can’t get it. Keep the tin cool in the creek on hot days or it’ll melt and go pong out the tent.

If you ain’t got time to render the fat, keep the lumps fresh in the middle of the flour bag, where they’ll stay cool and the flies can’t get to them.



How to keep ants out of the sugar tin


Pour water into your washbasin and put the tin in too. Ants ain’t swimmers. Or put each leg of your table into a tobacco tin filled with water. The ants won’t be able to climb the table and your sugar, treacle or currants will be safe on top.



How to find a rock frying pan


A smooth flat rock cooks flat bread or eggs a treat. Don’t use rocks straight from a creek, though — they’ll be full of water, and might explode. I saw a cove blinded when a rock exploded once.

Dust off leaves or wombat droppings. Put it near a hot fire or, if you’re in a hurry, pile hot coals on it and count yer blessings ten times over, then brush the coals off with a green branch. Don’t worry if the rock has soot on it — it won’t do you any harm. You can always scrape it off.

Drip a couple of drops o’ water onto the rock. If the water splutters and dances everywhere, or if it explodes in a cloud of steam, yer rock is hot enough. Break your egg onto the hot rock or lay your damper on it, squashed as thin as you can between yer hands. Keep lifting up the edge of the damper with a stick an’ when it’s brown turn it over.

Cooking rocks can be used over and over. They get so hot that leftovers shrivel away — no washing-up. Sometimes they split and then you have two cooking rocks.



Cooking with green sticks


Stick a bit of meat like bacon or salt beef on a green stick and hold it over the fire till it cooks, if you’ve got a strong wrist and lots of patience. Otherwise prop up your stick against a log or a rock.

Make sure you use green sticks, or your cooking sticks’ll turn into firewood and your tucker will land in the flames.



How to roast ducks on a spit


First catch your ducks. If Badger Joe caught ‘em pick out the bits of lead shot. Dip ducks in hot water with a bit of wood ash added. This’ll get into the oily coating on the duck’s feathers and make ‘em easier to pull out. Leave for as long as it takes to sing to three verses of Old Joe’s a Blowin'. Take out, and pluck off feathers. (If you want to use the feathers to make a pillow or quilt though, it’s best to pull out the feathers without washing ‘em, so they stays fluffy.)

Take a sharp knife and cut through between the hip bones, just above you-know-where. Now put your hand in and pull out the guts. Make sure you don’t break the guts or you’ll taint the meat — just wriggle your hand between the guts and the meat.

Wash the guts well. You can wash out the long wriggly bits to make sausage skins. Other bits makes good soup.

Put a long green stick in through the you-know-what and out through the mouth. Rest the stick on two other sticks above a fire what’s been left to burn down to glowing coals. Turn lots so one side don’t burn. Watch out as the fat drips — it can flare up and set your apron alight.

If you have old damper and some savoury and onions you can mix up a good stuffin'. Serve with stewed cherries if they’re in season, or redcurrant jelly.



How to cook in a pumpkin


A pumpkin makes a grand oven if you ain’t got a camp oven. You cuts off the top and scoops out the seeds, thenfills the pumpkin with chopped meat or fish and vegetables or slices of bread and cheese and lots of cream. Put the lid back and leave it by the fire for three or four hours. The food will slowly cook inside the pumpkin. Make sure you gives each cove a good serve of the pumpkin too. It’s cheaper than what meat is.



How to cook an egg without a pan


Prick a pinhole in one end o’ the egg. Lay it in the hot ashes of the fire. Cover with hot ash or coals. Leave for five minutes or as long as it takes to dash into the bush and do you-know-what afore breakfast. It should be nicely soft boiled.



How to keep food cool


Keep food cool by placin’ it in the creek, or wrappin’ it in a wet cloth and hangin’ it from a tree.

Keep meat and lumps of fat fresh even in a tent by stuffin’ ‘em into the middle o’ the flour bag — the flour keeps the heat an’ flies away.

A billy full of butter or milk stays cool under a tree in a camp oven filled with water. Make sure you keep the lid on the billy to keep out flies and beetles.



How to tell the time from the moon and sun


The sun is at its highest up in the sky at midday even if it ain’t overhead. You can push a stick into the ground and the shortest shadow is at midday.

Most times it don’t matter what time it is — ye just need to know how long it is till sunset ‘cause that’s when the coves stop work and need a feed.

Badger Joe showed me this trick: late in the afternoon, fill the gap between the sun and the horizon with your fingers with your arm outstretched. Each ‘finger gap’ is about fifteen minutes — so when you can only fit one finger between the sun and the horizon, you’ve only got fifteen minutes till the sun drops out o’ sight and the stew’s got to be hot.

This works even when you’re near a high mountain, though then you’ve got longer till it gets really dark.



How to cure maggoty meat


Wash the meat in the creek till the maggots float downstream. Then rub the meat gently with your hands till all the slime washes away too. Soak the meat in 1 cup of vinegar in a bucket of water to take away the bad-meat taste. If the meat won’t fit into a bucket, paint it all over with a paste of 1 cup of brown sugar, 1 cup of salt and ¼ cup of vinegar. Let it dry then add some more afore you cook the meal.



How to make a slush lamp


A slush lamp is a tin o’ fat with a wick in it. The wick and fat burn an’ give off light. A slush lamp’ll burn for hours.

Take an old tin (don’t use glass or it’ll break; Jackie says don’t use plastic neither) and cut off the top part — if the can is too high the light’ll be trapped inside. Small cans won’t need cutting back.

Fill with dripping. A wick is a piece of string dipped in vinegar to make it tough, or in saltpetre to help it burn, then dried. If you wants a thicker wick plait the string afore you dips it in the vinegar.

Find a small twig, no longer than your can is wide, and tie one end o’ the wick onto it. This’ll stop it sinking into the fat. Slide the wick into the fat, with the twig stickin’ out.

When your wick has burned away put in another. When your fat starts to stink, get some more.

A slush lamp is smoky, but it keeps bugs away.



How to make bush soap and saleratus


Warning. Jackie says: use gloves to make this, as water that has been washed through ashes can irritate or even badly burn your hands.

Half fill a billy with wood ash, then fill it up with water. Stir it with a stick, then pour into another billy, straining the ash out through an old petticoat.

Now you’ve got good strong ash water that’ll bubble if you add it to buttermilk or soured milk or lemon juice. The bubbles will help make your scones and damper light. It’ll clean plates or clothes too, but be careful as it will be very strong and ‘cause it’ll burn your hands. Use about half a billy can of ‘bush soap’ to a barrel of water.

Jackie says: the ‘ash water’ is very alkaline. That’s why it bubbles when added to acids (sour milk or lemon juice). It’s too dangerous for me to use. I stick to self-raising flour and soap.



How to make a Gentleman’s pomade for the hair to keep it glossy


1 cup beeswax

2 cups stewed apple

2 cups coconut oil or mutton dripping

Place all in a pan an’ boil. Pour into tins to set. Keep tins in the creek on hot days.



How to cure chapped hands

Rub well with dripping.

How to cure dry hair

Rub well with dripping.

How to waterproof boots

Rub well with dripping.

How to keep rain out of the tent

Rub well with dripping.

How to cure sore b**s after the trots

Rub well with dripping.
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