The Tale of Jules and Burke – Developed from Ros’ exercise on occupation and setting

[bookmark: _GoBack]The two men watched quietly as a path formed down the middle of the reeds. One leaned forward to get a better look at the scene unfolding before him but was yanked back by his taller, obscured friend. “You’re gone frighten ‘em away, Burke. And you know what happens when you do that?”
“We don’t get paid?” He rubbed the back of his neck like an anxious schoolboy.
“Exactly. Now keep back and keep quiet. Then we can keep food on your momma’s table.” Burke nodded in resigned agreement and moved behind, holding a burlap sack open by his side.
The men moved towards the reeds and into the water, an often-raging stream that stopped abruptly at their feet. The way in front had been blocked off by an untidy pile of sticks and mud and clay, and the men knew instantly what that meant. 
Out the corner of his eye, Burke glimpsed a shadow moving along the ground. It sent up the dirt behind it and to the side.
“Jules. Jules. I see it, I see the beaver!” Burke whispered, nudging his friend excitedly with the butt of his knife.
Jules, the taller man, turned around fast and stepped back in shock, almost falling over the beaver’s dam. “Damn it man, put that knife down before you hurt someone. You know the only thing you can do with that is clean your boots!”
“I’m sorry boss, I didn’t mean to hurt you or nothing. I was just telling you I seen it.”
Jules was about to punch him, but he saw the innocent look on his face. He took a deep breath and straightened himself out. “Where did ya see it, then?”
Burke smiled and pointed just beyond the dam, where the beaver was now scratching at the bottom of a tree.
Pulling a length of rope from his belt, Jules nodded and pointed towards the right side of the beaver, then tilted his head to the left.
While Burke had only been trapping with Jules for a few weeks, he’d come to learn the codes and signals the Métis man used. Men around the trading post said they were learned from “them native spirits that Jules believes in” but he didn’t know anything about that. He just knew they were useful for hunting beavers and coons.
By the time Burke had moved to the left of the beaver with his sack ready to nab it, Jules had circled around the right with the rope tied between his fists. The two men locked eyes and the Métis nodded a countdown.
Jules pounced down on the beaver and rounded the harsh rope around the beaver’s neck. He pulled it tight until the cracking began, and the squealing stopped. Once the only noises in the air were the stream trickling through the dam’s cracks and Burke breathing heavily in all his excitement, the beaver was thrown in the sack.
“You did good, boy, your momma’d be proud.” Jules patted his younger friend on the shoulder and walked over to the now-unoccupied dam. “What say you come over here and give me a hand with this?”
Burke walked over to where his friend was poking at the sticks and mud and clay in the stream. “Shouldn’t we probably be leaving this? I mean, wrecking it sure does sound fun and all but it ain’t done no harm to us so I don’t see why we should be doing harm t’it?”
Jules ignored him and gave the dam a swift kick. “You really wanna be leaving this, for people to see that we been here? I don’t know about you, but I ain’t getting caught by some sheriff and his negro boys for trap-n-trespass.”
Burke thought for a moment. He’d had a few run-ins with the sheriff before over brawling and horse theft, meaning he knew how bad the punishment would be.
Within a few minutes, the men had thrown all the sticks and mud into the woods and began to walk downstream. It was back to its normal strength and speed, flowing towards the small ranch at the floor of the valley.
Jules dragged his length of rope in the water as they walked, washing off any sign that it had strangled a beaver. There was blood dried into it, stained a murky red like the clay riverbed next to them, but they were from past… encounters.
The younger man stood at the back of their group, not entirely sure where they were going. He swung the sack gleefully next to him, careful not to let it fly out of his hand and hit Jules. It had happened before.
Much to Jules’ delight, they were at the ranch in less than twenty minutes: Burke had begun mumbling a song to himself after about five minutes, but he didn’t have the heart to tell him to stop.
The ranch was made up of a house and a few small buildings: barns and sheds that seemed to move gently in the wind, and what looked like a busy slave hut. The house itself was quite spacious, big enough to fit seven or eight people comfortably. There was a faint light glowing from one of the upstairs windows.
Burke spotted a pair of horses tied up to the porch out front and knew that’s what they were there for. But Jules, being the opportunist that he was, carried on past the horses and up the stairs to the door.
“Boss? Where you going?” Burke was running his hand along one of the horse’s gentle hair.
Jules motioned at him to come inside, but the younger man refused and stayed with the horses.
Being a rather experienced and opportunistic man, Jules had broken into many places in his lifetime. Ranches were the easiest, far away from any busy roads and prying eyes. Banks were the most difficult: often the tellers had guns, and there’d be at least two old boys standing around getting in the way. But still, he hadn’t been caught yet.
This specific ranch was one he had broken into before. Obviously not enough years had passed, however, because the door and the lock had not changed. He remembered the way his long-dead hunting partner had rammed the door open, kicking the bottom whilst pushing the top with his fist.
It still worked.
Jules smirked at his young and anxious friend, before lighting a match and entering the house.
It was quiet inside, save for a clock slowly clicking away the hours with its cow-bone fingers. The occupants didn’t seem to be that wealthy, but they weren’t poor either. The table in the corner of the entry room was adorned with flowers and cups and decorations of all types and styles. Jules saw what he was looking for. 
At the back of the table, hidden behind some crimson petunias was a jewellery box. The box itself wasn’t anything special but inside of it was a prospector’s cave worth of treasures. He was about to inspect an old pocket watch when someone whispered from behind him.
Jules swung around fast. He knocked a flower vase of the table. It smashed on the floor.
“God-fucking-dammit boy! Make your mind up where you’re being.” He grabbed whatever he could from the jewellery box and shoved it deep into his pockets.
Burke flustered at the door. “Boss, I think they’re coming. I saw one of them negroes moving about and I think it saw me too.”
“Well don’t just stand there then, grab some shit and get out of here.” Jules said, taking a hat from the stand by the table and placing it on his head.
The less-experienced man nodded frantically and ran into one of the house’s side rooms. He glanced around looking for something he could take, with Jules luckily barging in and instructing him to tear down a painting. It seemed to show an elderly woman next to a drab writing desk: it wasn’t to either of their tastes, but it would sell for enough to the right buyer.
Burke cut the artwork from its frame with his knife, stuffing it into the sack with the dead beaver. 
By the time he was done, Jules had already untied the horses from the porch and was lifting himself onto one. But between Burke and his escape route stood an elderly man, candle in hand. He looked confused, almost as if he was trying to decide if he knew the boy in front of him or not.
Burke hid the knife behind his back and smiled. “Good evening, sir.” He managed to muster. “It’s a lovely night out, ain’t it?”
The old man frowned and hollered out the door. “Boys? You better your asses in here right now.”
Now, there are three matters to consider. 
The first is that Burke was not that smart. He’d never been to school. He’d never been taught how to write, and it was quite frankly a miracle that he knew how to count money as well as he did.
The second is that he had only been hunting for a month or two. The worst he had come up against was a buck, which Jules had luckily shot before its antlers could do him any serious damage.
The third matter, and possibly the most important one, is that the only light in the room was now the candle in the old man’s hand. So, when Burke made to push past him and leave the house, he knocked the burning candle onto the floor. The old man tussled with the boy in his anger and they pushed their arms against each other. 
Neither could really see what they were doing, they were going purely by touch. The old man pulled back, but Burke carried on going hard. The pure heat and madness of the situation overcame him.
The knife clattered to the floor. The old man slumped into a pile by the table, the candle still burning at his feet.
Burke ran outside and clambered onto a horse. Jules looked at him suspiciously, knowing what had probably gone on. 
They rode in silence towards the trading post. Eventually they stopped to let the horses drink from the stream they’d walked down earlier that night.
“You know, I’m sure it’s not that bad.” Jules placed a cold hand on his friend’s shoulder. “If anyone asks, we’ll just say them niggers did it.”
After a few minutes, they got back on the horses and rode towards the post. Burke did not speak.
