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Chapter 1





I know that I’m with God.


He’s with me in the darkness. He’s close to me.


Not real close.


But close enough I know He’s there.


Somewhere.


I can feel Him – so I know He must be.




*





It was Him that brought me here.


At least, I think He did. Only it ain’t what I was expecting.


I never thought it’d be dark here – but it is. It’s real dark. Pitch-dark. And it can’t be night-time cos there’s birds singing. There’s a blackbird and a sparrow. There’s all sorts. And them birds don’t sing at night.


’Cept maybe they do in heaven. Maybe they sing here all the time.




*





If I shift my head, it hurts me inside and out. So I don’t try to move. I stay as still as I can.


It’s kinda damp here in the darkness. I got it up inside my nose. A musky smell. Like fur. Like rabbit. Yeah, maybe it’s like a rabbit.


And there’s another smell, a whiff of old shoes, like when you wear ’em for too long after they get wet. But I ain’t wearing shoes. I left ’em in the Sunday box and they ain’t no good to me there. Not any more.


I can feel the dust beneath my toes.


And there’s a bag on my head. The cloth’s against my cheek. That’s the reason I can’t see my feet. I got a bag on my head that’s been used to carry rabbits.




*





I still don’t move a muscle. But in my skin, in my head and my heart, I panic. I feel like a cornered rat, scrambling up against the wall of a deep, dark cellar, breathing fast enough I could’ve run a mile.


So I say to slow down, Samuel.


Slow down now and calm yourself. Take one step at a time. Give yourself the time to think this thing through.




*





I know I’m lying down. I got a sense of me stretched out upon the ground and it feels like I’m lying on twigs and stuff. Yeah, I’m sure I am. I got one sticking in my side and my hands are forced around behind my back and my wrists are sore cos of the rope that’s tying ’em close together. My arms ache too, all up around the shoulders.


I try to move an arm – start to wriggle and twist.


And that’s when I hear the footsteps, coming over to me on the hard ground, making me freeze like a rabbit in a trap, cos all I can think is that God’s coming, that it’s the foot of God upon the ground and He’s coming for me. He’s coming. And He’s wearing big boots.


Well, He lifts me up. My Lord, He lifts me up. He’s got big hands. He’s got strong arms. He flips me on my back and then flips me again, laying me over a mule like I’m some big ol’ bag of potatoes. I know it’s a mule cos it snorts when He lays me down upon its back, like it’s tired of me already. That’s mules for you. Always complaining. Even in heaven.


When He walks away, He don’t go far. I hear Him moseying about in the bushes, shuffling around like He’s collecting things together, putting pots inside of other pots, that sort of thing. There’s the creak of a leather strap being tightened on a saddlebag.


I’m finding it difficult to breathe now I’m slung over a mule with my hands behind my back. My chest begins to hurt and I have to take tiny little breaths that don’t fill me up with enough good air.


Why’s God want to put me on a mule? And why’d He need to tie me up? We made a deal, Him and me, but this ain’t what I expected.


I can’t ask Him. That’s the last thing I can do. It’d show a lack of faith, and I can’t show any weakness. Not now. I won’t show any doubt in my darkest hour. And so I don’t say a thing. I just lie where I am, listening to him walk about in the bushes, the twigs all snapping under His big clomping boots. One time He stops, stands still a while and relieves Himself upon the ground.


I try to wriggle a bit, try to slide down one side of the mule to get myself more comfortable, and I hope God’s not watching me cos I must look like a worm that’s just been unearthed, what with my ass in the air and wriggling for all I’m worth. He sees me though. Comes and stands nearby. And I stop wriggling.


God sucks His teeth. He slaps the saddlebag over the back of the mule, close enough that the thick leather edge pushes up into the top of my arm, and then He leads the mule on and the bones in its back begin to shift as it walks and that makes me even more uncomfortable. In fact, it’s just about the most uncomfortable thing I can remember – that mule’s bones on my bones, the both of us grinding each other up the wrong way and getting on each other’s nerves. If the mules here in heaven are as stubborn as the mules back at home, then this one’ll spit in my eye if he ever gets a chance. My Lord he will. He’ll try and kick me to kingdom come.


We walk like that for a long time. I don’t know where we’re going.


I’d always assumed that when you got to heaven you’d turn up right where you’re supposed to be. I hadn’t figured on having to travel nowhere and I’m wondering how long it’ll be before we stop. But we don’t ever stop. We just keep on walking till I’m hurting so much that I lift myself up to ease the aching in my bones.


And that’s when I fall off the back of the mule.


I hit the ground hard and that mule sees his chance and he kicks out, catching me in the stomach so that all the air rushes out of me.


‘Damn you, mule,’ I curse him. ‘Damn you to kingdom come.’


Straightaway I hear them boots. They walk right up to me and I sit up quickly, turning my head first one way then the other, trying to get a sense of where God is, cos I’m afraid of Him more than ever on account of having just cussed His mule.


God sucks at his teeth again. I can sense He’s real close, probably crouching right down beside me with His face up close to mine. and He lays His hands upon my head and takes hold of the sack, intending to lift it up, I’m sure, and I quickly shut my eyes because I’m afraid to look upon the face of God, and we’re about to be right up close, my eyes looking into His eyes, and that don’t seem right to me. That don’t seem right at all.


I hold my breath. I squeeze my face so tight it’s as small as I can get it.


Two pink discs appear on the lids of my eyes. I feel the warmth of the sun on my face and I have the breath of the Lord in my nostrils, all smelling of bacon like he’s just had breakfast.


‘Open your eyes,’ He tells me.


He ain’t got the kind of voice you might imagine. He’s all high-pitched and squeaky. A bit like a girl only not a girl.


I shake my head.


I know it doesn’t do to disagree with the Lord, but I’m full of the fear of Him, full of the fear it’s not Him, and I try to look away.


He don’t sound pleased. ‘I said, open your eyes.’


My eyelids are like two heavy doors that I pull up on a chain, all creaking and stubborn. I lift my head to look at Him.


God is smiling at me.


Only not in a loving way.


He has a tooth missing. A half-chewed stick of liquorice sits in the gap between His teeth, and His mouth has got a wicked smile, kinda lopsided, like He’s gonna laugh in my face at any moment.


Truth be told, He looks more like the Devil himself.


And I’m asking myself, How could this be? How could it have come to this?


But I know it only too well.


And it wasn’t my fault. Not none of it.

















Chapter 2





When I was first delivered into the hands of God I brought my brother with me. I was just seven years old, and when Mama died giving birth to him, there weren’t anyone left to look out for either of us. Not knowing she was dead, I’d wrapped him in our blanket, folded Mama’s arms against her chest and rested him there, thinking he’d be the first thing she’d see when she opened her eyes.


Once Old Betty arrived like she said she would – bustling in with a bag under her arm and the linen in her other hand – she took one look at Mama, put down her things and crossed herself before the Lord. She said she wished she’d got there sooner, but then forgave herself immediately, confessing that in all probability there was nothing she could have done that might have saved our mama’s life. ‘When God decides it’s time to go,’ she told me, ‘there ain’t nothing to be done about it.’


I learned the truth in that – felt it shake its way right through me till the snot ran from my nose.


‘Come on now.’ Old Betty put a hand upon my head to ease my pain. ‘Least the baby’s good.’ She took him out of Mama’s arms and lifted him high in the air, so his little legs were waving about like he just couldn’t get away from her fast enough. ‘Did you smack him?’


I shook my head.


‘You shoulda smacked him. Always smack a baby soon as it’s born. Gets it out the way.’ She hit him harder than she needed, just once on his behind, to see if he would cry. He didn’t let her down. ‘You got a fine baby brother, Samuel. You see how strong he is? This one’s a fighter for sure.’


She gave him to me, saying he was mine to look after, but I held him at arm’s length like she’d just given me a lizard or some such thing hatched straight from its egg.


Yes. From the very beginning my brother was both strange and wonderful and I didn’t know what to make of him.


‘What you gonna call him, Samuel?’ Old Betty had put some water on a cloth and she wiped away the smears that had dried on his screwed-up little face. ‘You’re the only one left who’s got the right to name him.’


‘Joshua!’ I said, immediately. ‘His name’ll be Joshua. The same as my daddy.’


I couldn’t remember any more of my daddy than his name – it had been that long since I saw him – but it still felt right to me.


At the time we lived in a little shack of a house on the edge of a town called Haven. It weren’t so big and had only recently got itself a railway. There was a man there who gave me a fair price for everything we owned. That’s what Betty told me. She arranged everything. She took us on the steam train to meet a priest by the name of Father Mosely at another little town called Middle Creek, where he was starting up an orphanage for coloured boys in similar circumstances to our own.


Old Betty took safe keeping of our money, giving what remained of it to the Father by way of a fee for our upkeep, though I doubted it could ever have been enough, cos in the six years that I lived at that orphanage, Father Mosely never missed an opportunity to tell us boys about the cost of our living there.


We were given food twice a day – once in the morning before lessons and once in the evening after we’d been to the chapel. We had a new set of clothes if we needed ’em, given to us at Christmas, with a spare shirt for Sunday. We had shoes too – a pair of hand-me-downs that we were allowed to wear across the yard when we walked to Mass – though we had to put ’em back in the box by the door once we came back in. I marked the inside of mine both times I got a new pair. That way Joshua could tell which ones to take by the time they came his way, and he walked in my shoes for a full six years.


By then I was the oldest and the best of the boys who lived under Father Mosely’s roof. He told me so himself while he was busy punishing Joshua with the end of his cane. Sister Miriam had caught my brother and Abel Whitley stealing apples from the kitchen, and Joshua had called her a sour old maid.


Father Mosely shook his head while he delivered the punishment. ‘Samuel, why did the good Lord have your mother deliver two boys so very different?’ He took a good strong swing and I saw my brother wince. ‘One of you is a thief who won’t even learn to spell his own name.’ Thwack. ‘And the other one’s a saint, the very brightest and the best I’ve ever had the pleasure to teach …’ Thwack.


It was one of the Father’s favourite speeches, how the both of us were two sides of the same coin – one good, one bad, but always inseparable.


Father Mosely had his hand on Joshua’s neck as he pressed him down into the table to deliver his fifth and final blow.


‘Sir?’


‘Don’t interrupt me, Samuel. I will not spare the rod. In case you hadn’t noticed, there’s a war on and I won’t tolerate the stealing of food. Not ever.’ I held my tongue while he struck the last blow, then set my brother free. ‘Teach him, Samuel.’ He pointed us towards the door. ‘Teach him to work hard and obey the rules, I beg you, cos he’ll be the death of me if he can’t find it in himself to behave and get on with his work.’


Joshua was crying so hard with the rage and hurt of being hit that he couldn’t keep his mouth shut. ‘It was only an apple!’ he shouted, and I quickly took hold of his ear and turned him around before the priest got hold of him again. ‘I’m sorry, sir,’ I called out as I led him away. ‘I’ll try and teach him, sir, I will. Only he ain’t a bad boy. Really he ain’t. You know he’s got a good heart. He surely has, sir.’


But we both knew that weren’t true. Joshua had been bad since the day he was born, and I think Old Betty must have known it when she slapped him.


I did the best I could with him. I’d take him aside and read to him from books, sometimes getting him to copy down the words, though he never had the willingness to learn. He was always looking out the window, always had something else on his mind, and besides it weren’t only Joshua that I had to look after. Being the oldest meant I had to look out for all the kids cos Sister Miriam used to blame me when they did wrong. She’d tell me I shoulda stopped ’em, though I never knew how. Sometimes I didn’t even know right from wrong myself.


Anyway, everything changed when we got a new teacher at the school. Miss Priestly was her name and she was different to the others who we’d had before. She told me I might become a teacher, the same as her, on account of how I was good with words and how I liked to help the others in the class. She didn’t use those exact words to me, preferring to put it in the form of a question.


‘Samuel,’ she asked me one morning when we were all in class, ‘are you supposed to be the teacher here?’


‘No, ma’am.’ I answered her correctly.


‘Then why are you helping your brother with the work I set?’


I thought that would have been obvious but I didn’t say it – not wanting to make her look a fool – but the fact was that Joshua couldn’t do this particular task. He don’t have a love of words the way that I do. He don’t see the shape of ’em, and anyway, being that much younger than me, he’s got less of ’em to choose from.


She had read out the following example: ‘The old man had never been known to change his mind. No. Not ever. The whole town knew him to be as stubborn as a mule.’


She asked us to think of something that was more stubborn than a mule and we were all having difficulty. I was sitting next to Joshua. ‘This is stupid,’ he whispered. ‘Everyone knows there ain’t nothing more stubborn than a mule.’


‘You don’t have to tell me,’ I whispered back, but Miss Priestly heard me. That’s when she asked me about whether I was the teacher or not and I said that I thought it was good to help others less fortunate than yourself. To my surprise she smiled at me, all gracious and golden and she agreed. ‘Yes, it is.’ Then she asked, ‘What word would you use instead of a mule, Samuel? I mean, if you wanted to illustrate stubbornness.’


I had to think fast, but I got one and I told it to her in the full sentence, as it would be used if I were writing it down. ‘The whole town knew him to be as stubborn as a screw that weren’t for turning.’


‘That’s perfect, Samuel,’ she said. ‘I think it does the job very well, but next time, please wait until you’re a teacher yourself before you interrupt my lessons.’


I knew she meant that one day I might be good enough to teach the class myself, though it wasn’t long before any hope I had of teaching at the orphanage disappeared for good.




*





Sister Miriam had asked that I sweep out the floors and polish ’em to a shine so good she could see her face in it. That’s why I was late for class. I had finished up and was walking across the dry red clay between the old school building and the main house. It was a Wednesday. That meant mathematics all morning and I could hear them children singing their nine times table out loud, their little voices drifting out across the air in the old yard. We were good at our tables and there weren’t a child in that room who didn’t know ’em, ’cept for maybe little Jessie, on account of his only being five years old and never having gone to school till he came to us only a few weeks before.


I was walking across to the classroom when I heard the chapel door fly open with a bang and I turned to see Father Mosely come running outside, his hands in the air and his cheeks all red with the rage that was in his heart.


He comes out howling. He’s taking big staggering strides towards the centre of the dusty yard and his black gown is open at the front and billowing in the breeze, so he looks twice the size he really is.


When he drops his gaze from the heavens, I must be the first thing he sees because he points his finger at me, a finger so straight and deadly it could have been a gun, and he shouts out to me, ‘Samuel Jenkins, you come here to me now.’


His finger turns a full circle in the air till it points straight down at his black polished shoes, and he reels me in so tight I might as well be a fish on the end of his line, cos before I know it I’m standing there toe to toe, the top of my head nearly touching the bottom of his chin, close enough that I have to put my head back to get a look at his face.


He takes a deep breath. I can see the sweat glistening in the lines across his forehead as he takes hold of my ear and twists it tight till I’m up on my toes. He walks me swiftly into the chapel and I’m taking quick little steps like a pigeon, maybe five of mine to every one of his and I’m doing my best not to squeal out loud because my ear is sharp with the pain of being turned right around and inside out, though to be honest it hurts me more to be treated like my brother.


The air is cooler indoors than out. The chapel is dark and there’s the usual smell of polished wood coming from the pews that we pass on our way to the altar. Father Mosely lets go of my ear and points his finger at the table. ‘Look!’


And I do look. I don’t have no choice.


‘There is a turd upon the table of the Lord!’ he tells me, and I can see it clearly in the light from the candles, a solid log, all big and brown. I find myself sniffing the air but there’s no smell to it, at least not that I can tell. But still, there’s no mistaking what it is, and the fear grips my heart because there’ll be hell to pay for this. I know there will. I’ve seen it before. There’ll be someone made to sit in the chair of judgement, same as there was when the golden cup of Christ was stolen and they found it in Billy Fielding’s box of things and he was taken down by the Devil himself.


There’s one of us here will pay the price.


Father Mosely squints up his eyes and his mouth goes all small and puckered. ‘Do you know anything of this?’


I shake my head.


He walks behind my back and stands the other side of me. ‘Is this some sort of joke?’


‘Who would do such a thing?’ I ask him.


‘Who indeed?’ Father Mosely speaks with some satisfaction, like at last we’re getting somewhere. His voice is hard and unafraid. He’s gonna find the boy who did this – I know he will cos he has before. ‘Is there anything you want to tell me, Samuel? I mean, before we ask the others. Now that it’s just you and me alone.’


I shake my head again. ‘I don’t know why these things keep happening, Father. Honest. I don’t know why people have to do bad things.’


Father Mosely walks behind the table and stands leaning over the turd. He’s looking down on it with his hands clasped together in front of him. ‘Another good question, Samuel. Why do people do bad things?’ He nods his head as though he has the answer. ‘It seems to me that we only have to be weak. Weak enough that when the Devil comes calling, we let him in. We let him put ideas into our heads. We let him put his poison in our hearts.’ He fixes me with one of his looks, the one he does where his eyes get bigger and he can see right through you. ‘Do you let the Devil in, Samuel? Do you? Is the Devil in your head?’


I immediately shake my head.


‘Are you sure, Samuel? Are you sure you don’t let the Devil in? Because I know you hear him – I know he calls to you to do bad things, same as he calls to all of us.’


I close my eyes, just in case Father Mosely can see the Devil in me, cos I know he’s in there somewhere. I can hear him whisper to me: You do let me in, Samuel. I come in with your dirty thoughts.


Father Mosely puts a hand on my head. ‘Pray to the Lord, Samuel. Pray that He protects you from the words of Satan.’


And I pray to Him. I pray to Him. I pray to Him.


When I next look up, the bright blue eyes of Jesus Christ are staring down at me from the crucifix above the altar. Father Mosely is holding a white handkerchief and a cardboard box, a little smaller than a shoe box. It’s got the words, Mrs Harbury’s Delicious Candy on the side and there’s a drawing of a pink rosebud. He scoops up the turd with a handkerchiefed hand and places it inside the box. He puts the lid in place and then sweeps past me, making for the open doors, the cardboard box held up in front of him as he calls for me to follow. ‘Come, Samuel. Let us find out who is weak before the Lord.’


We go out into the yard, and the classroom is quiet as we climb the steps of the school porch. I run ahead and open the door for Father Mosely so that he don’t even have to break his stride before going through into the classroom.


Miss Priestly is sitting at her desk with an open book. There’s an easy equation on the blackboard behind her and the children are sitting in silence, their chalkboards all in front of ’em. The classroom stirs to life as Father Mosely walks up the aisle and I see Joshua sit up straighter in his chair. I sit down too, cos it don’t do to stand out in a room where people are going to start pointing fingers.


‘How nice,’ Miss Priestly says as the Father places the box, very deliberately, on her desk.


But the Father shakes his head. ‘No, Miss Priestly. There is nothing nice about this box.’ He taps a finger on the lid. ‘Despite what it says on the side, there is nothing pleasant in the contents of this box.’ He scans the room, from the back row to the front where the little ones sit. ‘Who would like to tell me what is in the box?’


Little Jessie’s hand shoots up in the air. ‘Is it insects?’


Father Mosely takes two steps to Jessie’s desk and slams his hand down so hard it frightens the child. ‘This is not a game of guesses, Jessie! If you do not know then you would do well to keep your opinions to yourself.’


Even from behind I can see that Jessie looks scared – I can see it in the way he hangs his shoulders. And he ain’t the only one. All of us are scared.


Father Mosely pauses for effect. ‘One of you doesn’t need to guess. One of you knows what I have in the box because you left it in the chapel as a present for the Lord.’ He straightens a finger and stabs the air. ‘A foul and stinking gift that reeks of the Devil himself!’


I take a look at Abel Whitley. He’s always saying smutty things so he’s the face I go to first, but Abel looks as shocked as the rest of us.


Father Mosely walks slowly across the front of the classroom. ‘Perhaps whoever left this thinks it’s funny. You might be laughing because you think you’ll get away with it, or you might be quaking in your boots with the fear of what you have done.’ His eyes are all wide in his face. ‘Either way, I say to whoever has done this – own up. Confess your sin so that the Lord may be merciful upon your soul, although why he should want to be, I do not know.’


When he walks between the rows of desks, every boy in that classroom lowers his eyes and looks away for fear of being blamed. I keep my eyes on Miss Priestly. She’s sitting still as can be, looking about as scared as everyone else. The Father walks in a slow circle, going all around the room, and when he comes back to her desk he stops and takes a look at the watch which he carries in the front pocket of his waistcoat. ‘Will no one tell us what I have in the box?’


Nobody says a thing.


His manner changes. He puts his hands together, becomes all bright and brisk, trying a different kind of game to trap us. ‘Very well then. I shall show you. Miss Priestly, would you find me a sharp pair of scissors, please?’


Miss Priestly nods quickly, stands up from her chair and goes into the store cupboard next to the blackboard. She brings back a pair of scissors, then watches as he removes the lid of the box and cuts the cardboard down each end until the edge makes a flap which he folds out, turning the box into a stage. When he stands aside, we all gasp at the sight of the turd, even me, and I already know it’s there.


Father Mosely smiles with satisfaction at our shock. ‘It’s hard to believe, isn’t it? Hard to believe that a boy from this class would go into the chapel and climb upon the table of the Lord to leave him such a gift. But I will give that boy one last chance to confess his sin and ask for mercy.’ He gestures to the open box. ‘Will the boy responsible now put up his hand?’


No one moves. We sit and wait. I don’t know for how long, but it seems like a lifetime. At one point a pigeon lands on the roof. He sits there cooing and tiptoeing about. You can hear his claws scratching on the old tin, but still not one of us moves a muscle. We hang our heads and close our eyes, each one of us praying to the Lord that it won’t be us that gets the blame, all of us doubting our own minds because although we know one way or the other whether we’re guilty, it feels like whatever we know could just as easily be wrong. That’s how I feel anyway. At any moment the finger might point in my direction and I’ll believe it must have been me. It’s all I can do not to admit it right away, and it would be easier for all of us if I did, cos it’d put an end to this awful silence that’s gonna last until Father Mosely points at one of us and asks for him to stand.


Because he will point at one of us.


Like he has before.


We all of us realize – ’cept maybe little Jessie – that Father Mosely knows who has done the deed. He always does. He knew that it was Billy Fielding stole the cup. He knew that Doddie drew the rude picture on the privy door and wrote underneath that it was Joseph and the Virgin Mary. He knew because God had told him, and I have a pretty good idea that right now God has stopped doing all the other things He has to do and is looking down at our little schoolroom, concentrating just on us and telling Father Mosely who it was that shat upon His table.


‘So be it.’ He breaks the silence with three quiet words, unfolds his hands and lifts his head. ‘Close your eyes,’ he tells us. ‘Close your eyes and let us wait for the judgement of our Lord.’


I’m already there, I’m already praying, muttering, ‘Let it not be me, let it not be me,’ as we close our eyes, but I open ’em quickly to see which desk Father Mosely goes to, and I’m only just in time as I watch him stop right in front of Joshua’s desk – he really does – and my heart drops through my ass, may the Lord forgive me for saying so, but I can’t even breathe.


I watch the Father’s hands come apart. I see his finger with the gold ring lift high into the air above Joshua’s head and it twitches into life. He’s about to point the finger at my brother.


I stand up, my chair legs scraping on the wooden floor. ‘It was me!’


All the boys open up their eyes as Father Mosely looks across at me. I can see he wasn’t expecting it and he’s in a dilemma now, because God’s told him one thing and I’m telling him another, so I have to be convincing and I have to be quick.


‘It was me who shat upon the table. I did it this morning when I should have been cleaning floors. I went into the chapel and climbed upon the table of the Lord. Then I dropped my pants and did it. I did. I did it right there on the white cloth before the holy eyes of Jesus Christ upon the cross, so help me Lord.’


Father Mosely becomes impatient and annoyed. I think he’s going to tell me to sit down and be quiet, to stop being so stupid, only he hasn’t moved from in front of Joshua’s desk and I know I’ve got to do more, I’ve got to get him to walk away from my brother.


I start shaking from the fear of what I’ve done so I exaggerate it, biting my lip till I can taste the blood and rolling my eyes back into my head, the way I do when we speak in tongues. I stagger to the desk in front of mine and lay on it, scattering the boys like a flock of birds. I screw up my face and stick my tongue out at ’em, all red with blood, as I roll my head from side to side saying, ‘I got the Devil in me. I got the Devil in me and he made me empty my bowels upon the table of the Lord. It was the Devil made me do it.’


I can feel Father Mosely step away from Joshua. I see him pass back through the middle of the class, coming towards me, half crouched and moving slow, like I’m some animal he’s afraid of.


Then he tries to trick me. ‘What does the Devil look like, Samuel?’ He stands over me as I twist upon the desk, rolling from my front to my back, making spit rise up around my lips. ‘How did the Devil appear to you, Samuel? Tell me exactly what you saw.’


‘I saw … I saw …’ Suddenly I rise up on the desk and come right up close, to his face. ‘Why, he looks just like you, Father.’


He takes a step back.


‘At first I thought it was you, come to visit me in the night, come to lean across me and whisper in my ear, but when you opened your mouth I could see the snake inside and I could smell the liquorice on your breath, and when I looked down I could see you had ninnies, just like Miss Priestly, and they were bare underneath your gown and you said to me, “Samuel, you shall defile the table of the Lord and bring all manner of wickedness upon this place,” and so I did it; I did it like you told me to. I did it just like you said.’


And suddenly it’s like the Devil’s really there inside me, like I ain’t myself any more, and I climb up on my desk, making the room of boys all gasp, and I turn my back on Joshua, cos I don’t want to see his face as I drop my breeches and squat, straining for all I’m worth.


Father Mosely must have found his strength from somewhere. Suddenly he grabs my arm and pulls me off the desk in one quick movement, throwing me to the floor with my breeches still around my knees, all bruised and with my elbow hurting.


He puts his hand between my eyes and pins me down. I could struggle, I could make more of a show of it, but I know that it’s over. Father Mosely’s got no choice.


‘Pray for the soul of the sinner here before us,’ he calls out loudly, beginning the intonation of the words we know so well. And the boys begin to chant with him, surrounding the two of us as we crouch together on the floor.


‘Let us pray that God has mercy on his soul.’

















Chapter 3





Father Mosely’s got me grovelling in the dirt of the privy, my head and feet against the wooden walls with the chair of judgement hard up against my back. It ain’t much to look at – just a small wooden chair, same as the ones we sit at for supper – but I knew that already cos the day Billy got taken by the Devil we sneaked around the back and looked through a hole in the wood expecting to see a burnished throne and a hot pit of ashes.


Father Mosely brought me out here. He put me inside and locked the door. He’s taken the other boys back to the house where they will go without supper as they pray for my soul, and in the morning he’ll bring ’em back, so they can see what judgement has befallen me.


I been here a long time now, long enough for the last rays of the sun to squeeze through the gaps of the wall in thin bright golden lines. A short while ago I heard the footsteps of Father Mosely trudging through the gloom. I know the noise of his walk – the long stride and the heavy step, firm upon the ground like there ain’t no uncertainty in him at all. He must have gone over to the chapel and he must still be there cos he ain’t come back this way.


He’ll be praying. I expect he will. Probably discussing with the good Lord what to do with me.


Perhaps God’ll be angry with him. He’ll say, Look what you did! You chose the wrong boy!


Father Mosely will have to apologize: I’m sorry. He confused me. But we can’t let the Devil take him. We can’t let an innocent boy burn in the fire pits of hell for the rest of eternity.


God’ll shake his head. I don’t see how I’ve got much choice.


Well, there’s some truth in that. We ain’t never opened the door on the chair of judgement the next morning and found a boy still sitting there. He’s always been judged good and proper and there ain’t nothing left of him to see.


I know Father Mosely will stick up for me. But we can’t let the Devil take him.


He lied didn’t he? He spoke with the tongue of the serpent?


And I did lie. I did. I got the tongue of the serpent in my mouth and I got wicked thoughts in my head about Miss Priestly.


I slap my face. Slap it hard and put dirt in my mouth, cos I am undone. The Devil’s coming for me with red-hot pincers. He’ll pick me up and drop me in a pot of boiling oil. Maybe he’ll string me up by my wrists and never let me go. Maybe he’ll whip me till I’m red raw.


Father Mosely will plead for me. I know he will: But, Lord, Samuel done a noble thing. He sacrificed himself to save another. Surely he shouldn’t be damned for that?


He’ll argue it well. Cos he likes me.


But God will look down on him with those big blue eyes. Well, someone has to pay, and I told you who it was. It was Joshua that did it. I made that very clear.


Yes. It was Joshua. Same as it always is. He’s been getting into trouble since he learned to crawl. Never stays in one place. Doesn’t matter whether I hit him or speak to him nicely, he won’t take any notice of me. Never has. As a baby I had to stop him crawling through the legs of horses. I had to stop him pulling the plates off shelves. If it weren’t one thing, it was another. One time he tried to pick up a glowing coal and throw it on the rug, nearly set the whole place on fire, and he can’t have been more than two years old. I got the blame for that too.


No. There’s no escaping it. Joshua’s got the Devil in him for sure. I reckon that’s why Mama died giving birth to him. But he’s done for us this time. He really has.


Outside the privy the light has faded. I hear footsteps in the darkness, some quick little steps that patter across the dirt in the yard, and when I put my eye to the hole in the wood he’s suddenly there – my brother Joshua – but I don’t want to see him and I shuffle away from the door, putting my spine against the far wall.


‘Samuel,’ he whispers loudly, his mouth up close to the privy wall. ‘Samuel, you in there?’


When I don’t answer, he says it again louder and I have to stop him or we’ll both be caught. ‘Quiet yourself!’ I whisper sharply. ‘You’ll have the Father or Sister Miriam out here. My Lord you will.’


‘I can’t find the key to get you out.’


‘Go back inside, Joshua. Go back inside and pray to the Lord. You ask Him for forgiveness. Do you hear me?’


‘I been praying for hours, Samuel. We all been praying for the Lord to let you out, but I don’t think it’s gonna work so I’m looking for the key, only it ain’t in Father’s jacket pocket like it usually is. Do you know where he might have hidden it?’


‘What you doing going through Father Mosely’s pockets? And how do you know that’s where his keys are? Have you been thieving as well, Joshua? Have you been stealing from a priest?’ I hear his little body slump against the door of the privy and he won’t answer me, so I know it must be true. ‘Go back to the house, Joshua, before you get caught.’


‘Why’d you do it, Samuel?’


I ain’t exactly sure how he means, but he asks me in such a way that it melts the very heart of me. He’s only a little fella, and that’s easy to forget when I get angry with him.


‘I did it cos someone has to pay for what you did wrong. The good Lord holds us to account, Joshua, and someone always has to pay. That’s the way it works. You gotta remember that while I’m gone. You gotta try to be good, cos every time you do something bad there’s someone has to pay the reparations on your soul. Can you remember that? Can you try a little harder to be good?’ He puts a finger through the notch in the door and I touch the tip of it where he still has the scar from that burning coal. ‘It’s gonna be all right, Joshua. Everything’s gonna be all right. Now go on back to the house.’


I got a fistful of dread lodged in my throat at the thought of losing him, and he must know cos he won’t leave me, even though I told him to. ‘I don’t want to be left here on my own.’


‘I know, Joshua. But you gotta be good. You gotta stay out of trouble and you gotta wait for me. Do you understand? Cos I’m coming back for you. Wherever it is I go – I don’t care whether it’s heaven or hell – I’m coming back. Do you hear me?’


I swallow hard, pushing his finger back out through the hole. Joshua puts his lips to the gap. ‘You’re the best brother a boy could have, Samuel. I ain’t gonna forget you and I’ll try to be good, I will, cos you’re the best. Always will be.’


There! He breaks the very heart of me, same as always.


‘Stay away from that Abel Whitley,’ I tell him, as he makes his way back to the house, but my voice cracks and he don’t hear me before he disappears into the dark.


Just then, the chapel door opens and the Father’s footsteps come past. He don’t stop to talk to me. He just goes on into the house.


So it has been decided. Whatever God wants to do with me, there’s no way I can change it. All I can do is wait. I get myself up off the ground and sit in the chair, cos I reckon if I’m sitting straight it’ll make a better impression on whoever it is comes to take me away.


Perhaps God and Father Mosely have made a compromise. Maybe they struck a deal. Yes. That’ll be it. I know they have.


From somewhere high above me, God is laughing gently. I can hear Him. He’s saying it’s all gonna be all right. He’s saying He was never gonna leave me for the Devil. He was only kidding, and He’s gonna come for me himself. He’s gonna have me sitting up in heaven on His right-hand side.


But later, when the night is fully dark, I’m still there waiting.


I need some sleep, so I push the chair of judgement to the edge of the privy and curl up on the floor. I close my eyes. Try to clear my mind and calm my beating heart.


God ain’t gonna hurt me, I can be sure of that, cos I’ve always been a good boy.


But it still ain’t easy to sleep. If I can remember something happy, then that might help. So I think of the trips we make into the village, on the first Saturday of every month, when Father Mosely gives us a nickel each for sweets from the store and we get to see the girls in their pretty dresses. Those Saturdays sure are nice. Those days are lovely and warm.


And I fall asleep with the smell of the marzipan all up inside my nostrils.

















Chapter 4





On no account will I speak to this man first.


If it’s the Devil himself kneeling before me, then I have nothing to say to him. And if he is God? Well, there’s more chance of me being Moses than there is of this fella being God. That much is for certain. He don’t have the stature. Not by a long way.


Oh, he looks smart enough. I get a good look at him as he kneels over a tiny silver pot, pouring water from a kettle that he takes from the fire to make tea. He dresses like a gentleman, but his eyes are far too busy in his head. And they’re little. He keeps ’em wide open and they dart about like he can’t decide on any one thing to look at. Makes me think he’s the kind of man who ain’t got full control of his nerves.


He wears a brown suit that would fit a slimmer man, and though he has no waistcoat he wears a plain shirt with an old silk necktie. The lining of his brown bowler hat has come away at the back and hangs a full inch below the rim.


And then there is his smell. He smells of … well … he smells of many things and none of ’em are fresh, ’cept maybe the sweetness of the liquorice stick he has in his mouth. It’s a relief when he straightens up and walks back over to the mule that still stands a few steps to the side of us, giving me the evil eye.


I lower my head, not wanting to appear confrontational to either of ’em.


‘Go on over to the shade of that tree.’


There’s that voice again. High-pitched. Like a girl, only not a girl. Not ladylike in any way. I see an arc of four trees, only littl’uns, hunched up against the wind that must blow through here most times. They’ve got enough leaves to give me some shelter from the sun, but it ain’t easy to stand with my hands tied behind my back, so I scramble across on my knees till I’m sitting at the foot of a trunk. I can see we are somewhere on a plain, in the lee of a low hill. A brook trickles through the ground behind us, so it’s not exactly desert, though it sure ain’t no hospitable place.


He takes a good long look at me. ‘You ain’t the fella I was expecting. I was told you’d be younger.’


‘That’d be my brother.’


The man crouches down. ‘That’s right, that’s right. That’s what the priest said.’


He puts his face up close to mine and sniffs. He takes hold of the lid under my eye and pulls it down so I can feel the air on my eyeball where it shouldn’t be. I’m holding my breath, but he opens my mouth to look at my teeth, and when I breathe in his face he grimaces. He runs a finger along my gums, then stands, leaving me open-mouthed. ‘How old are you, boy?’ He chews on the liquorice stick and it moves from one side of his mouth to the other. When I hesitate, he slaps my face. ‘I asked you a question.’


‘I’m twelve, sir,’ I say quickly. ‘Close to turning thirteen, I think.’


‘Don’t look it.’ He sniffs. ‘Expect you haven’t been fed much. Expect you haven’t been made to work too hard neither.’


He walks back to his teapot and produces a china cup and saucer from a hinged wooden box that he has on the ground. He pours himself a cup, then sits down in the dirt, lifts it to his lips and drinks, his little finger all cock-a-hoop and dainty. He don’t sip quietly.


I watch him, wondering whether he really could be the Devil. I got a bump on the back of my head, all bruised and tender, which tells me that whatever my fate is, it ain’t gonna be good. But maybe there’s still hope. Maybe this place is some sort of purgatory, the sort of place where I might still be able to influence how things turn out and if it is, I gotta have faith.


I start to pray, out loud, speaking the words of the 27th Psalm, which I know by heart. ‘‘‘The Lord is my light and my salvation. Whom shall I fear? The Lord is the stronghold of my life. Of whom shall I be afraid?”’


The man looks up at me but I ignore him.


‘“When evildoers assail me, uttering slanders against me, my adversaries and foes, they shall stumble and fall.”’


He puts his saucer down in the dirt and I bow my head so as not to meet his eye, but I carry on paying testament to the Lord in my darkest hour. ‘“One thing I have asked of the Lord, that I shall seek after”’ – I hear them big boots again – ‘“That I may dwell in the House of the Lord, and to inquire in his temple.”’


A hand yanks my collar hard, pulling me upright to my knees before the sack comes back over my head. He ties it around my neck with a piece of cord and everything is dark and muffled like it was before and I’m on my knees when he kicks me in the stomach, just like the mule did, kicks me hard when I don’t see it coming. And it hurts like hell.


He jerks the sack close to his mouth. ‘I won’t have your kind preaching at me. Do you hear me, boy? Did you hear what I said?’


But I ain’t saying nothing at all. Not any more. I ain’t saying nothing to no one.
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In the evening when he takes me from the mule, he lays me down in the dirt and lifts the sacking from my head. I don’t take much interest in where we are. It seems much like it was before, though there ain’t no trees for shelter.


He doesn’t speak to me but crouches close and stares, pleased that I’m miserable, like he’s satisfied if he don’t see the life in my eyes. He gives me water from a tin can. Unscrews the lid and tips it up so that I have to move my mouth to the side to stop the steady stream from falling and being wasted in the dirt. It tastes dirty, like he’s got it from a stream and not from a well. I notice he drinks from a different can to me.


I watch him eat his supper. Mostly I try not to look, but I think he wants me to, cos he makes noises when he eats and if I lift my head he’s always watching me, waiting for me, like he knows what I’m thinking.


‘Expect you’re hungry,’ he says eventually. He comes across and crouches down, lifting the last chunk of bread to my mouth, feeding me as though I’m a horse and he’s scared I’ll nip his fingers. I have to hold the bread in my teeth and chew it at the same time, knowing if I drop it he won’t pick it up.


He stays crouching close. The sun is setting and behind his head the light is fading fast, all tinged at the edges with blues and reds. ‘Where’d you learn your scriptures? Is that from the priest back there?’ I nod. ‘You know a lot of that stuff?’ I nod again. ‘Well, I suggest you forget it. Where you’re going, if you want to pray, you better do it in your head.’


He smiles coldly. ‘You learn to read?’ I nod. ‘Bet you can write too.’ He’s smiling like he knows everything about me. ‘Well, you better forget that too. When we get to town tomorrow, if I hear a word out of you about knowing how to read, I’ll whip you till you’re dead and then I’ll get back on my mule and have Father Mosely give me your brother by way of a refund.’


He walks to the mule and returns with a length of rope and a blanket, ties my feet together and then fastens the loose end of the rope around his own ankle so the two of us are twinned, one to the other. ‘That’s so you don’t get any ideas about running away.’ He unfolds the blanket, lies down upon the ground and pulls it across him, keeping his hat on to sleep.


If he means for me to sleep as well then he’s mistaken, cos I want to kill him for what he just said about Joshua. I want to find a rock and smash his skull in. I want to hold a gun to his head till he cries like a baby, and I never had such wicked thoughts before.


I’m so angry I start slinging questions like they’re stones. ‘Who are you anyway?’ I don’t even care when he lifts his head. ‘Are you meant to be some sort of devil? Is that it? Well, are you?’


Oh, how he laughs at me. That man damn near splits his sides, rolling onto his back and kicking his legs so the rope that joins us tugs at my ankles. ‘Oh my Lord! You as well! I thought you were too clever to believe it, but it seems like I was wrong.’ He sits up in the dust. ‘That other one, the last boy I took, do you know, he thought I was going to eat him for breakfast? He really did.’ He puts a finger to the rim of his bowler. ‘He actually asked if I had horns under this here hat. Can you believe that? Hah!’ He shakes his head in disbelief.


‘Do you mean Billy Fielding? Did you take Billy Fielding, same as you took me?’


He lowers his voice as though the place is full of listening ears. ‘Now it don’t do to name names. That would be unprofessional.’ He points a finger at my eyes to threaten me, but then he smiles sweet as you like. ‘I’m no devil, Samuel. You can rest assured of that. I’m an honest-to-God businessman, a man of some means, and you …’ He takes off his bowler, placing it on the ground beside him, and I spot a folded ten-dollar bill tucked up inside the lining. He slaps a hand across the top of his head to smooth his hair. Finally he points a finger at me. ‘You’re gonna be my payday.’


He lies back down and gathers the blanket across his shoulders, but then he sits up again and leans towards me. ‘I nearly forgot to tell you. Tomorrow is Friday. Now you better remember that day real good, cos from now on that’s gonna be your name.’ He smiles, expecting me to be pleased. ‘Friday. I like the sound of that.’ Then he calls out to me, like we’re standing across from one another in a busy street. ‘I say there, what’s your name, boy?’


I won’t say it. I won’t even open my mouth.


‘I said, what’s your name, boy?’ He cocks his head to one side, waiting to hear me speak. ‘If I have to untie this rope and come to you, you will be sorely sorry. Now, you tell me your name.’


It don’t do to pick fights you can’t win. I learned that at the orphanage. So I lower my eyes and say it. ‘Friday.’


‘What did you say? I couldn’t hear you. I said, “What did you say?”’


A little piece of me dies right then. I can feel it leave me as I raise my voice. ‘Friday. That’s my name.’


There, I said it for him, clear as day – and I ain’t never felt so ashamed.




*





In the morning the man gives me different clothes. He says, ‘Here’s your Woolseys, put ’em on now.’


The trousers and shirt are loose fitting, neither of ’em new except to me. They’re made from a cream-coloured cloth that is rougher than I’m used to.


He hitches my rope to the saddle and lets me walk behind the mule, my hands tied out in front of me. People pass us on the road in wagons and the drivers take a look at us as the town comes into view. I don’t know what it’s called and I don’t ask. It wouldn’t mean much to me anyway. But this town’s bigger than any I’ve been in, and it’s busy. I can feel the life and soul of it as we reach the main thoroughfare where the shopkeepers sweep out the front of their shops and pull awnings over their windows with a rattle of the ironwork.


There are groups of ladies wearing hooped skirts, who stand and chat on the sidewalk with clutch bags on their arms and fancy hats pinned to their heads. I catch snatches of their talk as we walk past, but they don’t notice me at all. They don’t even see me.


We walk on along the main street. A marching band strikes up a tune and processes out from a side road to fall in behind us. We go past a building that has a banner up saying: ‘Enlist Here Today’. My man pulls the donkey to the side of the road to let the band pass, and I go where the donkey goes, I ain’t got a choice, and we stand by the sidewalk, watching the spectacle.


The parade has old men in uniform, blowing on trombones. They’ve got boys on tin drums with grey caps on their heads, some with muskets pushed into their belts, and all the boys have wooden toy rifles slung from their shoulders.


In the next few moments it seems like the whole town empties out onto the sidewalk to watch. People come out of the buildings and stand in the doorways or they open up their windows and lean across the sill to get a better look at what is going on. Some of ’em know the tune the band are playing and they sing along and clap their hands, shouting out the words about a bonnie blue flag with a single star. I don’t know that tune. Anyway, this ain’t got nothing to do with me. I’m only standing here watching it cos I have to.


The band is followed by a regiment of soldiers, about thirty or so, marching in ranks of three, and they’re young men, proper soldiers, I’d guess, though they sure look untidy with their uniforms all different. They each got a rifle though. And there’s a cannon that they pull on ropes. The metal rims of the wheels make a scrunching sound as they roll across the dirt, and everyone seems mighty proud of that cannon and I think they must’ve polished it up.


A posse of women with bright blue sashes runs right past us, shouting at the men who are watching from the sidewalk, telling ’em to join up, saying all the ladies love a man in uniform. They’re giving out leaflets to anyone who’ll take one and they’re shouting to the fine-looking women on the sidewalk, telling ’em to come and join ’em, saying there’s a cartload of shabby just been delivered that needs stitching into uniforms.


The whole parade goes on up the street and after they’ve passed, the man moves the mule forward and we walk out into the empty road, him in front of us, the mule in the middle and me trailing along behind as before. We turn into a quieter street, away from the main drag, where the sides of the buildings don’t have too many windows. About halfway down we stop at a wooden door and he knocks loudly, giving it two raps with his knuckle. The door opens quickly.


‘Tell Mr Wickham that Gloucester is here. Go on, boy. Go get him. Tell him it’s a matter of some urgency.’


The door closes and a bolt slides back into place. So now I know. My devil has a name and he calls himself Gloucester.


Gloucester turns me around by the wrists and begins to pull and tease the rope, then, once I’m loose, he takes hold of the collar of my shirt in a clenched fist, walks me a few steps to the door and tells me not to move.


By and by a man comes to the door – a gentleman of forty years or so and dressed very smart, his top hat in his hand. He steps outside and takes a good look at both of us, but his eyes stay longer on me.


‘Mr Wickham!’ I can tell from Gloucester’s voice that he doesn’t consider himself the equal of this man. He sounds like he’d be happier on his knees. ‘Good day to you, Mr Wickham. I have someone here for your catalogue, an unexpected arrival on my books. Now, I know that it’s late …’


The man frowns. ‘You’ve missed the viewing.’ He sounds bullish in comparison to Gloucester. ‘Most of the stock has been here for the past two days and the buyers have already assessed their options.’ He looks at me again, shrinking me by a couple of inches. ‘You know I don’t like to sell off the catalogue.’


‘I know that, sir. I do know that. I realize my situation ain’t ideal, but if you could put him on the list I’d be ever so grateful. It would be a favour that I owed you – I understand that – only I do need to realize my assets and there ain’t another sale around here for a while now.’


Mr Wickham takes hold of my upper arm and squeezes hard on the muscle till I tense. ‘He from out east?’


‘That’s right, sir. His name is Friday. I got papers for him.’


Mr Wickham don’t look impressed. ‘He’s not a good age for a nigger.’


‘No, sir. He isn’t. But he’ll grow up fine. He’s from good stock and he’s been well looked after. I can vouch for that. He ain’t no trouble, I can assure you. I got his papers right here.’ Gloucester shakes ’em out so Wickham can see the details.


The marching band passes by the end of the street and the sudden music makes me glance behind.


‘Is he educated?’


‘Not so you’d know it, sir, no, although he speaks well enough and he’s bright. I’d say he has a noble temperament. He won’t be no embarrassment to a lady or a gentleman if they decide to keep him in the house.’


‘You’ll have to be satisfied with what you get for him.’ Wickham waves me inside without taking his eyes from Gloucester. ‘You’re familiar with my terms?’


Gloucester touches the rim of his hat. ‘You’re very kind, sir.’


I take a step inside the door, then stop. Ahead of me is a long shed with wooden boxes for cattle and bales of hay that have been lined up along the edges of the open walkway. It’s gloomy, the only light coming from beams of sunlight that make their way down through the roof. By the door there’s a single dusty window with bars across it. Wickham steps inside and sweeps past me with my papers in his hand. ‘I’ll be in my office,’ he announces to the doorman, who slides the bolt back into place. And then he is gone and I’m left where I stand, unsure of where I am or what I should do.


I take a few more steps inside the shed. I can’t see anyone else hereabout and yet the place don’t feel empty. I sense a movement, maybe hear a breath, and I figure I must be in with livestock, maybe cows or something, but there’s a voice, a low murmur, and it’s answered by a whisper. I take another step into the gloom, my hand out ahead of me, ready to take hold of the first stall I come to, and it’s their eyes that I see first, the eyes of men and women, sitting on bales of hay with their children lying on the floor at their feet. There’s eight of ’em. A family, I reckon. And in the next stall there’s another six and after that there’s more, a whole lot more, all of ’em sitting quietly.


I can’t find a place to sit down, and no one wants to talk with me as I creep by them in the half-light. None of ’em is here alone. Not that I can see. Everyone but me has got someone – there’s whole families together, or men who might be friends leaning towards each other and talking quietly. They keep themselves to themselves and I don’t bother ’em. I find a free bale and sit down, tucking my legs under me, making sure I won’t be in the way if someone were to walk past, making myself so small they could probably tread on me and not notice.


I got a hollow feeling in my chest. I’m all empty. And I know for sure this ain’t no limbo like I thought it might be. No. This is hell right here on earth.
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I am not alone when they bring me to the auction hall – there’s a girl a few years older than me and a man in his twenties. They lead us out into the bright light of a real big hall made with proper brick walls and pillars of stone set every ten paces around its edge. It has tall windows with bright clear glass that let in a fair bit of sunlight, and it’s full to bursting of people, both men and women, all standing and chatting.


The three of us are stood at the edge of the hall, close to some stairs that lead up to a platform. I watch the crowd. The air in the hall smells of tobacco from all the pipes and cigars. These people look rich to me. They keep their hats on their heads and there’s some fine-looking jackets hanging from their shoulders. And they’re all white folks. There’s only one black man here who don’t look like a slave, and he’s stood at the back by the door, dressed neatly in a brown jacket and a matching bowler hat. I can’t take my eyes off him cos he’s a proud-looking man, tall and strong with a short beard that don’t disguise the fact he’s got a good chin.


Wickham catches my attention as he mounts the steps of the auction block and calls for some hush. The hall quiets down. ‘Lot 38 is a young man of twenty-three by the name of Cedric.’ Wickham flicks his head, his eyes darting in our direction. ‘Come on up here, Cedric, and let the folks see what’s for sale.’


The man beside me walks out across the floor. He don’t hurry himself and he don’t lift his head any more than he needs to keep himself from stumbling. He drags a leg as he walks and looks to be in some discomfort as he mounts the steps to stand beside Wickham. ‘As you can see, the man claims to be lame, but my understanding is that this is a recent injury.’


‘He ain’t lame!’ A man with a pointed grey beard waves a hand in the air when he shouts out. He stands at the front of a group of men who have drawn close to the platform, intending to bid. ‘He only started limping when I said I was going to sell him. He’s fit and young. He’s a good worker. Pick you two fifty pounds a day and he’s handy as a carpenter too.’


A man from the back shouts out, ‘Why you tryin’ to sell him then?’


The owner shakes his head. ‘Why I’m selling him is my own business, but I tell you he ain’t lame. He’s putting it on. I tell you that for nothing. Trying to keep his price low. That’s what it is. Probably reckons he’s got a chance of buying his freedom with a lower price.’


The man at the back shouts out again. ‘Either way, I don’t want no uppity nigger.’


‘Gentleman, please.’ Wickham holds up his hands. ‘This ain’t a debating society.’ He turns to the man beside him. ‘Take off your trousers, Cedric.’


The slave don’t even seem surprised to be asked and he unbuckles his black leather belt, lets his trousers fall to the platform and steps out of ’em, his hand cupped in front of him to cover his shame. ‘Now walk the length of the block and back.’ Cedric steps along the platform in front of the men, his left foot dragging out to the side of him.


His owner prods his cane at the man as he passes. ‘See? Look at his leg. Everything looks just fine. He ain’t lame. There’s no injury there that I can see.’


A murmur of voices rises up around the hall but Wickham calls ’em to order. ‘Gentleman, please. You’ve seen the man and you have formed your own opinion. Can we get this started? Do I hear five hundred dollars? Can I start the bidding at five hundred?’


It sure goes quick. They bid with a nod, sometimes with a raised finger, and the price goes up twenty dollars at a time, sometimes fifty. It’s Wickham’s voice that calls the shots, keeping a finger pointed at the highest bidder till another man comes in. Cedric follows the bids, flicking his eyes from one man to the next until Wickham finally calls out, ‘Going … going … gone!’ and Cedric is sold for eight hundred and fifty dollars. I don’t know whether that’s a good price or not. It’s just what it is. Cedric buckles up his belt. I can’t tell whether he’s pleased with who he got because his face shows no expression as he limps from the platform and walks away with the man who bought him.


Wickham looks our way again and shuffles a sheet of paper to the top of his hand. He calls the girl up next, and it’s only when she’s stood on the stage that I take a good long look at her. She’s pretty. She sure is pretty indeed. I ain’t seen many girls who are around about my own age, but I know that she’s the prettiest I’ve ever laid my eyes on. That’s a fact. She don’t have the same cream-coloured Woolsey as the rest of us either, but wears a clean white pinafore dress, made of cotton, with a little blue bow on the front at the neck.


The crowd of men draws closer to the auction platform. It seems like everybody wants a piece of this girl, whether they get to buy her or not. They’re doing more looking than talking and I can taste the anticipation hanging in the air. Wickham takes his top hat off and holds it in his hand. ‘Gentleman, this next lot is a rare opportunity to make a fine addition to your stock of slaves, but I have to remind you there is a condition of sale upon her that means she must be sold to a purchaser who resides outside of this state.’ A murmur of disapproval rises up around the hall. ‘I know, gentlemen. You’re bound to be disappointed, but there are plenty of you here that can still retain an interest. She’s a fine young woman, fifteen years of age, with experience working in the house as well as in the fields. I know her owner personally and I can testify that she has a personality as sweet as her looks.’


A commotion starts up from somewhere in the middle of the crowd. I can hear a woman’s voice rise up above the noise: ‘I got a right to be there at the front. Come on and let me through. Make way. I’ll answer any questions you may have directly.’


The tall black man I saw earlier is moving from the back of the hall to the front, his fine hat a good head and shoulders above the other heads in the crowd, but it ain’t his voice I’m hearing, that’s for sure. The people part to let him through and I look to the front in time to see a little lady with bright golden hair bunched up at the back. She’s about half the size of the black man who follows her, and she’s one of the women from the procession, wearing one of them blue sashes. She pushes on to the front of the platform and brings a boy with her, holding him by the hand, a little boy soldier with a grey cap and a wooden rifle slung over his shoulder. The black man comes through last and the lady turns back to him. ‘Help Gerald onto the stage would you, Hubbard?’


The black man moves towards the boy, who turns away, saying he can do it himself, and reaches up and pulls himself onto the platform. Once he’s standing there, I can see he’s not as young as he looks and he’s got the confidence of a boy about my age or older.


Cedric’s previous owner, the man with the grey beard, is still there at the front. He shouts out, ‘You gonna sell us your stepson, Mrs Allen?’ There’s some laughter in the hall. Someone else calls out, ‘This ain’t no place for a boy or a woman. I don’t know what the world is coming to.’


There are a few guffaws of agreement, but the lady turns quickly to face her accusers. ‘The girl for sale is the property of my stepson. He’s got a right to be where he can see what’s happening, and he’ll do well to learn the business, seeing as his father won’t be back anytime soon.’


‘Damn right too.’ Wickham walks across and slaps the boy’s shoulder with a big hand. ‘Make a real man of him.’


Mrs Allen shakes her head of yellow hair. ‘Oh, there’s not a real man left in this town; I can assure you of that, Mr Wickham.’ She stares directly at the man who had the nerve to make a joke of her. ‘Any man worth his weight in salt has already gone to war.’


‘And the sooner your husband whips those Yankees and gets back home the better.’ The man turns and pushes his way out through the crowd, shouting over his shoulder as he goes, ‘I remember a time when the women of this town knew their place.’


But Mrs Allen won’t let him have the last word and she takes two steps up the stairs of the platform, pointing a finger at his back as he departs. ‘You can pick up a form to enlist at the door, Mr Peighton.’ She sweeps the room with a frosty glare. ‘That goes for any man here who still possesses the wits to fire straight.’


Mr Wickham holds his hands up for peace. ‘Please, please, Mrs Allen. This here’s an auction room. Can we continue with the business at hand?’ He pauses till the room becomes quiet and all our eyes return to the girl. ‘What say we begin the bidding at one thousand dollars?’


Mrs Allen nods her approval.


Someone calls out from the middle of the crowd. ‘Mrs Allen? Say, Mrs Allen? Can you please tell your nigger to move to the side? I can’t see over him and I can’t see around him.’


Mrs Allen looks over to the big black man who still stands at the very front of the stage. ‘Go on, Hubbard. Wait for me over there.’ He leaves the front of the platform and comes to stand next to me.


‘Thank you, thank you.’ Mr Wickham raises his voice again. ‘I believe we were about to start at a thousand dollars.’


Now, that sure seems like a lot of money to me, but a man puts his hand in the air straight away and the price goes up fifty dollars. Another man bids against him. There are only a few men bidding, but they don’t give up and the pace of the auction is fast and furious, though the girl herself won’t even look at who is bidding for her. She stands with her chin bowed so low she won’t see no one, ’cept for maybe Mrs Allen’s stepson, stood there at the edge of the stage. He keeps his eyes firmly on the girl and it seems to me he looks sad.


At the final bid her price is just under two thousand dollars. Wickham appears to be pleased with the result. I don’t understand how a young girl could be worth so much more than a fully grown man, even if his foot ain’t so good, but there it is, that’s the price she sells for, and she’s been bought by a man in a green waistcoat whose accent ain’t the same as the rest of ’em here. He leads her away to the back of the hall where there is a desk with an open ledger and a man who will make out her new papers.


I’m watching how they do things when Wickham calls the hall to order again. ‘The next lot is off-catalogue, but don’t let that dissuade you because he’s a fine young man.’ Wickham looks my way and suddenly all thoughts of the girl leave my head. ‘Come up here, Friday. Come on and let everyone have a good look at you.’


The people in the hall turn their heads towards me and I feel as though a hand has wrapped around my heart and started to squeeze. I’ve got to go up there on my own and no one’s gonna help me.


Wickham holds his hand out, expecting me to join him, and for a moment I think that I could run for it. Maybe I could make it out of the door and away before they grab me. But my legs don’t dare to run. Instead they take me up the steps of the auction block and stand me next to Wickham and I don’t know why they did that. It’s like they belong to someone else already.


Wickham sees me shaking and he places a hand upon my shoulder. ‘This boy’s been brought from Tennessee where he’s worked in a house, and he’s twelve now, so I reckon he could work the field if you had some lighter duties to mix into his day.’ He takes my chin and lifts up my head. ‘Keep your head high, boy. Let ’em see your face. He does have a pleasant face, don’t you think, ladies and gentleman? He’s got a gentle nature in those pretty eyes. I can see why the lady of his former house didn’t want to give him up.’


I can see Gloucester here inside the hall. He’s come up close to the stage and is watching me like a bird of prey might watch a mouse from the air. I clench my hands together and remind myself to trust in the Lord and the goodness of His ways. I even say a prayer for my deliverance, and that’s when I hear His voice; I hear the voice of God telling me to look at the boy who’s still there on the stage, look him straight in the eye. Do it, Samuel. That’s what the good Lord tells me. Do it now.


I raise my eyes and the boy holds my gaze. He’s got white knuckles where he holds the strap on his wooden rifle.


‘Shall I start at three hundred dollars?’ Wickham calls out over the crowd. ‘That seems to be a fair price. Anyone want to start us off at three hundred?’


The boy puts his hand in the air immediately and it seems like everyone pauses. Wickham looks over at Mrs Allen. ‘Did you intend him to bid, madam?’
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