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“Yairs,” said Dennis, as he sat in the sun outside his hut, shining his elastic side boots, “It were the winter of 1870.”

“What was?” I asked. I was only ten at the time and very curious; especially as ‘Old Dennis’ as my parents called him had such a fund of stories. He lived in the hut behind the shearing shed and did odd jobs around the place, but always had time for a chat.

“It was that year they got Thunderbolt,” said Dennis, rubbing away vigorously with the piece of old saddlecloth he used to polish his boots.

I’d heard about Thunderbolt, of course, and everyone knew where he was buried – in the Uralla Cemetery, “just short of hallowed ground,” my father had observed when one day he’d taken us to look at the grave.

It had seemed to me at the time to be a good pozzie – Thunderbolt had a much nicer fence than anyone else, and there were fresh flowers there too.

I wondered if Dennis was going to tell me more. But it didn’t do to be too curious.

“I’ve seen his grave,” I informed Dennis, thinking it might keep his mind on the story that I knew was lurking somewhere in his memory.

“Yairs, I s’pose you’ll be tellin’ me next you know where Cameron’s Crick is,” said Dennis, giving me a sharp look.

“Well,” I said, wondering what this had to do with it, “I know it’s out near Bundarra somewhere.” Hopefully this would pass muster and keep the story going. It did.

“That’s where it happened,” said Dennis, pausing his saddlecloth for long enough to give me another sharp look.

I decided to try. “What happened, Dennis?” I asked “What happened at Cameron’s Creek?” 

“That,” said Dennis, resuming his work with the saddlecloth rag, “was where me Grand-da and Grand-ma had a bit of a selection. Cameron’s Crick,” he repeated, rubbing away.

I knew then that the story was underway. When Dennis mentioned his grandparents, he eventually got round to finishing the story. I kept quiet and waited.

First the left boot was polished to satisfaction, then the right. Dennis stood them together in the doorway of his hut and looked at them.

“It was me Grand-da’s boots he were after,” he said reflectively. “New, they were, and just the right size fer ‘im.”

The right size for whom, I wondered. But it was as though Dennis had heard my thought.

“Yairs, just the same size, they were,” Dennis reflected – “Thunderbolt and me Grand-da. Same sized feet.”

Now it was getting exciting. “Did Thunderbolt steal your Grand-da’s boots, Dennis?” I asked.

“Ha!” said Dennis, triumphantly. “That’s just it. Guess what. He never.”

“But he wanted to,” I said excitedly. I was part of the story now – Dennis had let me in, and I knew that soon the full story would come flooding out to me.

“It were like this,” he commenced. “Here,” he motioned, “you might as well sit down.” He moved along his bench to give me room.

“It were when ol’ Thunderbolt were back from the plains,” Dennis continued. By ‘the plains’ I knew he meant the Liverpool Plains. “’E’d bin on the run, an’ he fetched up at the Grand-da’s place just on sundown – probably hungry, like,” Dennis said.

“Grand-da seen him comin’,” he continued, “An’ he says to the Grand-ma, here, put the money in the pig bucket ‘an take it up ter the pig-sty, Thunderbolt’s nigh at the top er the hill.”

Dennis chuckled. “Grand-ma, she wuz no fool. She got hold of the three golden guineas they had hid in the chimney, but she also took orf ‘er weddin’ ring an’ dropped that in ter the bucket too! “

“And gave it to the pigs?” I asked, breathless by this time.

“Don’t be stoopid!” said Dennis, kindly. “A’ course she never! She left it up there, ‘an came back ter the hut and put on a real good dinner.”

“I know! I said, “she wanted to give him a meal, so’s he wouldn’t steal your Grand-da’s boots!”

Dennis looked at me under his bushy eyebrows. “More to it than that,” he said.

What more could there be? I waited in mute excitement.

“It’s a long story,”said Dennis eventually, “An’ it starts way back in Ireland. Me Grand-da was , y’know, one o’ them Insurrectionists.” 

“Oh. I thought he would have been a Catholic, like you,” I said.

“Don’t interrupt,” said Dennis with mock severity. ‘It were a convict he wuz – transported for seven year, an’ then on a ticket ‘e met me Grand-ma and they got married, see, an’ took up that bit o’ land out there near Cameron’s Crick.”

A convict! This was something I’d never heard before, and I was fascinated. 

“Thunderbolt was a convict, too,” I said. “But he escaped, didn’t he, and then they shot him.”

“Yairs,” said Dennis, nodding, “an’ that’s why the Grand-ma put on the dinner.”

Now it made sense. 

“Thunderbolt came there because he thought your Grand-da and Grand-ma would be friends,” I said, “and wouldn’t ring up the police.”

Dennis didn’t often laugh, but this seemed to really tickle him. He threw back his head and gave out a huge guffaw. I took the opportunity to look at the line of teeth along his top jaw, with the gap in the front where he said a horse had kicked him. “I know,” I said contritely, “they didn’t have the telephone on, did they.”

Dennis laughed some more. “No, he said, nor the train line,” he guffawed, “nor the wireless, nor the electric,” he wiped his eyes with the back of his hand. 

I tried to reclaim my dignity. “They had a horse, though, I bet, “ I said.

Dennis calmed down. “Yairs,” he said, “they had a horse, and not much else. But,” he added, “Grand-da had sold some corn, and bought ‘imself some new boots, and a few other things. An’ when Thunderbolt came, an’ walked inter the place, by then, the Grand-ma had got holt o’ the new boots an’ hidden ‘em in one ‘o the corn sacks in the lean-to.”

“So he never found them!” I exclaimed.

“No – he never,” Dennis replied. “Had a good feed, though,” he said, “and guess what. The Grand-da had put his old boots on.” He nodded judiciously, as though approving of this wise decision.

“So,” I said, “Thunderbolt never knew he had new ones!” 

“Just so,” said Dennis. “But,” he added, “that didn’t stop ‘im.”

“From what?” I was really curious now, and pictured the scene – Thunderbolt, in his beard, sitting up at Dennis’s grandparents’ table, eating a good dinner and looking at their new purchases, whatever they were. He would be deciding whether or not to rob his hosts, and what he would be taking with him when he left. What a rascal.

“Did they have new spoons?” I wanted to know.

Dennis looked at me. “Spoons?” he said. “Spoons?” What for would they want new spoons?”

“Well,” I said, “you said he took something – didn’t you?”

“Spoons!” said Dennis contemptuously. He shook his head. “It were me Grand-da’s boots he took,” he said.

“But –“ I commenced. Then, as they say, the penny dropped. “You mean – he took your grandfather’s old boots!” I said.

“Just so,” said Dennis. “Sittin’ there, at the table, ‘I have a need of a pair of boots,’ he says, ‘me old one’s bein’ as you might say wore through. So,’ he says, ‘in memory of this fine meal what I’ve been havin’, I’d like yours.’”

“And your Grand-da had to take his boots off at the table,” I said, relishing the picture of something happening that my mother would certainly not have allowed. 

“He did,” said Dennis. “Next thing, he were gone. Thunderbolt were gone, out the door, an’ they heard ‘im ride off, and never saw ‘im again. Alive, that is.”

I looked at Dennis’s shiny elastic-sides, sitting side by side in the doorway. “Just as well he’s not about today,” I said, “or yours’d be a goner, probably.”

Dennis laughed again, and I could tell that the story wasn’t finished.

“It were two year later that my Grand-da died,” he said. “The Grand-ma carried on with the selection, with a bit o’ help from my Da who was in the carryin’ business at that stage. Funny thing, no-one in the family had the same size feet as me Grand-da, so those boots never went to anybody, just stayed in the hut.”

Dennis paused in his story. “I were a lad about your age,” he said, “when I were sent to stay with the Grand-ma, me own mother bein’ ill at the time.”

I knew from other stories that Dennis’s mother had died young. I maintained a respectful silence.

“One night,” he continued, “we wuz sittin’ in front of the fire – winter time it were – and she told me the story of the boots.”

“Like you’ve just told me,” I said.

Dennis looked into the distance. “There’s more to it,” he said.

I let the silence drag on. But it was too much – I had to know. “What happened?” I asked.

Dennis turned a very serious face me. “Do you believe in ghosts?” he asked.

Well – yes, of course I did!

“When they shot ‘im,” he said, it were Constable Walker did it. But, some say, it weren’t Thunderbolt ‘e shot. Somebody else they said was ‘im, and Thunderbolt, ‘e got clean away.”

I’d heard that story too, but my father had told me not to believe it.

“Well,” said Dennis, after the Grand-da died, like I said, Grand-ma stayed on at Cameron’s Crick an’ made a go of it, but one night, she’s there alone, see, an’ she thinks she hears a horse ridin’up. She goes to the door an’ looks out – it’s winter time – but there’s no sign. She goes back to the fire, and maybe she dozes off, but she wakes up real sudden, cold all over. She looks over at the door and she sees ‘im – Thunderbolt – standin’ there, blood runnin’ down ‘is chest. She’s too frightened to say anythin’ – but he does.”

My mouth is open and I can’t speak either. Finally I gasp “What did he say?”

Dennis’s voice sounds so ghostly that shivers run down my spine.

“He says, ‘the boots – the boots—the boots,’” says Dennis.

“The ones in the corn sack! The new boots!” I exclaim.

“Just so,” says Dennis.

“What did she do? I cry. “What did your Grandma do?”

“She gets the boots,” he says, ‘and throws ‘em at ‘im. One after the other. Like this,” Dennis hurls the imaginary boots at the imaginary doorway. “ ‘Take them, ye spalpeen,’ she says.”

“What happened then?”

“That’s it,” says Dennis. “Thunderbolt’s ghost, ‘e just faded away. Grand-ma took a wee dram an’ went to bed.”

“So he got the boots after all!” I said.

Dennis looks at me sympathetically. “’E were only a ghost,” he said. 

“Oh.” 

The story had really taken me in. I sat there thinking about it, while Dennis got up, took his elastic-sides away and stowed them in his cupboard in the hut.

“Did she go out and get the boots the next morning?” I called out eventually.

By this time, Dennis had come back to the bench and sat down again.

“She searched for ‘em,” he said. He turned and looked at me.

“Funny thing about those boots,” he said, “she couldn’t find those boots. Looked everywhere. Never saw’em again.”

It was time to do my chores, and I had to go. I left Dennis sitting on his bench.

That happened over twenty years ago and he’s been dead for over half that time.

I really miss his stories.

