
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			[image: ]

			Martin Beaulieu



	




 

			Abel Dean

			Copyright © 2025 by Martin Beaulieu

			 

			All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the author, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other non-commercial uses permitted by copyright law.

			 

			 

			[image: ]

			Tellwell Talent

			www.tellwell.ca

			 

			ISBN

			978-1-83418-452-4 (Hardcover)

			978-1-83418-451-7 (Paperback)

			978-1-83418-453-1 (eBook)



	




 

			Also By Martin Beaulieu

			The Bad Things

			The Mindbenders

			The Lost Tribe

			The Child Fixer

			Harley’s Intergalactic Moveable Restaurant



	




 

			For Charles and Sadie, who take good care of me

			



	

Chapter One

			A thing happened to me.

			Niki warned me not to tell no one on account of my Pappy would get mad, and when Pappy gets his dander up, he takes a paddle to me, not the rowboat kind but the kind that warms your backside. Niki don’t know Pappy from a tree stump, so that warning about a whupping might of been a lucky guess on his part. As for keepin’ secrets, that injun kin keep his trap shut about secrets until the day someone writes a jig about cotton fields, which ain’t likely. If you ever gone and picked cotton like I done, you won’t be in no mood to be singin’ about no cotton fields. Rufus might be the exception to that rule on account of that little nigger got a tune in his head for just about anything, even about catfish jumpin’, which happens from time to time, but ain’t nothin’ to sing about neither.

			But I’m only eleven and I never kept no secret for very long. They just slip out and my lips cain’t catch them ‘fore they’s out and about. I don’t mean for them to, but they do anyway.

			Niki was very strict about me not tellin’ about the thing, even though he never threatened to whup me like my Pappy would of. But it was a strict warning, so I won’t tell nobody ‘ceptin’ maybe Rufus. Rufus is my friend, and if you cain’t tell your friend a secret, what good is it havin’ a friend?

			My Pappy says Rufus ain’t a friend – he’s just a slave boy. I told Pappy Lincoln done freed the slaves, and he did too, but Pappy got a blind spot about ol’ Abe and whupped me for bein’ a Northern Republican loudmouth.

			Elmo stirred the pot by tellin’ Pappy he should of took the three hunnert Union dollars ol’ Abe was passin’ out to buy the niggers he wanted to free, but Pappy never whupped him for it. They was war buddies you see and they surrendered together at the battle of Island Number Ten just south of New Madrid, which they lost, and you don’t take a switch to a war buddy lessen he’s drunk and you kin get away with it. Besides that, Elmo claimed to be a cousin to Stonewall Jackson, which probably ain’t true, on account of ol’ Stonewall fought most of his battles in Virginy, and Elmo ain’t hardly seen the other shore of the Mississippi, so the Jackson family never seemed to be the wanderin’ sort that might run across some near relation to put in a family way.

			Ol’ Stonewall was another sticking point with Pappy on account of he never had no famous relations of his own to brag about.

			“Stonewall wasn’t too bright,” Pappy sniped at Elmo whilst drinking rum from a flatbed boat whilst they fished for catfish. “He got shot in both arms and a hand by his own troops, which was quite a feat since one arm had already been previously shot off in some skirmish or other.”

			Elmo shot back with a bunch of contrary facts about ol’ Stonewall bein’ target practice for them soldier boys from up north on purpose by standin’ with his backside cheek to stone with a rock wall whilst he led his troops to victory at the battle of Bull Run, and him and Pappy fought again four or five battles, most of which they would of lost, whilst they poured rum out of a keg and into their bellies. As for me, I had already learnt a lesson about rum. Drinking rum turns your belly inside out and makes your head sing like a hornet’s nest. That being the case, barging in on their roominations about a war which they had both surrendered from at Ten Mile Island whilst refusing to dig trenches alongside of niggers who was better at diggin’ holes than they was anyway, never tempted me none to join their rehashing of that Ten Mile Island fracas. I should of went fishin’ with Rufus instead.

			But that three hunnert Union dollars to buy a pack of niggers, of which we had a half dozen or so would of been a lot of greenbacks to stick in our breeches on account of Confederate script is worthless. They could of paid us Yankee dollars and we could of throwed Rufus into the sale for free and still would of been rich. If I had knowed there was a stack of three hunnert payable for each darkie livin’ in our shacks, I would of stuck my oar in, whuppin’ or not.

			I think that Pappy stewin’ over them three hunnert dollars is what made him so keen on layin’ the strop on our niggers. In the olden days, we called them nigras, and Lincoln mancipatin’ them is what made them upgrade their names to niggers. Elmo said that properly they was named neegros with only one e, but Pappy was against callin’ them nothing but nigras, although sometimes he slipped up and called them niggers like I do.

			What galled him most about them bein’ freed slaves was that there wasn’t no place for them to go to after they was freed, so here they stayed, underfoot. Pappy kicked them off the farm at gunpoint, but me and him couldn’t do all the work ourselves, no matter how hard he whupped me, so he had to hire them all back to pick the cotton and tend the hogs.

			Ol’ Abe promised the niggers two mules and forty acres to plow, but when he was picked off the balcony of that Ford theater, the mules must of run off, on account of the niggers never saw hide nor hair of them since. There wasn’t no forty acres to be found on no map neither. They must of got plowed under, never to be seen evermore.

			Not havin’ much choice in the matter, Pappy hired them back at half the pay of a poor white relation, and since he was payin’ good money, mostly in shacks and vegetables and the odd pig on account of the Confederate dollar was so worthless that even a nigger wouldn’t take them, he felt he should be allowed the right to whup them if he fell into a fit of spite. And me along with them to show he was fair-minded about whupping everyone in sight and not just niggers, proving they could be beat even if they was white trash like me and not lowly free niggers like they was.

			But Pappy did have his good side. He wanted me to be raised right, so he gave off beatin’ Rufus and allowed me the job of doin’ it, warning me to be very strict about it, that being the best way for Rufus to mend his ways that never needed mending to start with. I took to it real well, on account of I seen it done lots of times, and every six days or so, I thrashed that little nigger’s bare butt until he cried like a baby. Rufus never took no offense though on account of he knowed Pappy would of gave him worse. Anyway, it only took but two strokes to get Rufus’s water works started. I pretended to give him hard whacks, and Rufus howled like a hound dog, all the while pretending like it hurt something awful. Rufus and me was great pretenders. Pappy acted like he never noticed. Like I said, Rufus and me was good friends.

			



	

Chapter Two

			I said I was gonna talk about the thing that happened, but my thinkin’ ain’t the kind to follow a narrow road. It flies off every which way like a frog that hops sideways and back when it wants to lick its tongue around a dragonfly. My thinkin’ has a lot of air to it, you see. Pappy don’t like it, so he thrashes me whenever I wander off the trail too far with my maginations. It’s likely on account of he ain’t no dreamer like me. Elmo argued that there ain’t nothin’ wrong with the odd daydream, but he done it only to annoy Pappy, which he likes to do from time to time.

			“Ain’t nothing wrong with a daydream,” he told Pappy, once when they made me go fishin’ with them, which they sometimes done when they thought they might get too drunk to bait a hook.

			“Now those bad night dreams sometimes throw a nightmare at you, and that’s what’s worrisome. It can cost you some good sleep time.”

			“You normally fall asleep drunk,” Pappy said, “so there ain’t no worry about you losing sleep.”

			“I lost a lot of sleep when the cannonballs were flying at us in the middle of the night at Ten Mile Island. They ought not fight a war after dark.”

			“I’ll agree with that,” Pappy said. “It ain’t civilized.”

			They commenced to drinkin’ again, with catfish floppin’ up out of the river and back into it on every side of the flatboat. But they was both happy now, even if they wasn’t catchin’ the catfish, so I could concentrate on baitin’ the hooks.

			Pappy likes using dough balls soaked in bacon grease for bait. That don’t happen often though on account of it usually takes a Mammy to roll the dough into balls. We ain’t got one of them around our shack, so Pappy’s next choice is chicken livers soaked in blood. But we ain’t got no chickens neither, just like we ain’t got no Mammy, so Pappy has got to beg the livers from the niggers when he wants them, which is hard to do on account of niggers likes to eat every part of a chicken, which means livers is hard to come by. Pappy said catfish kin smell blood and bacon fat in the water same as a bloodhound kin smell a sweaty armpit. I expect that was a lie. I tried smellin’ under water once and nearly swallowed the Mississippi.

			Mostly, I like to thread a worm on a hook, even though that takes some concentratin’. A worm will wiggle a lot to keep me from winding it through a hook.

			So about that thing that happened. I was walkin’ along and spotted a stray donkey. I figured we could use one, so I took it. You cain’t take a horse without gettin’ hung from the rafters like a dead porker, and ridin’ off on a mule is frowned upon too. But a donkey ain’t much good for nothin’ ‘cept haulin’ carts. So I never seen no harm in takin’ the donkey. But that donkey wasn’t in no mood for bein’ took, so when I climbed on board, he bucked me off ‘fore I even got a chance to kick him into gear. It wasn’t much of a fall, but it broke my neck like a wishbone. And that’s all I know about that fall.

			The next thing you know, I was lookin’ up at an injun who was starin’ in my eyes to see what I was lookin’ at, which wasn’t much on account of I couldn’t see past him to see what there was to look at behind him.

			“My name is Niki,” he told me. He backed off enough so I couldn’t smell his breath, which smelt like meat, but not pork, nor chicken, which ain’t rightly meat but just chicken. I never minded the smell, it being an improvement over the rummy smell that most days came from Pappy.

			“You had a bad fall. Do you remember it?”

			“I remember enough. I’m gonna get even with that fool donkey for treatin’ me like a sack of taters. I’m gonna get me the biggest hickory stick I kin find and whale on that donkey’s rump until he brays like a mule instead of a donkey! That stubborn four-legged varmint is gonna be learnt to be respectful!”

			“That’s pretty bold talk for a little boy,” the injun answered. I done already misplaced his name, so I might of been a mite wooly headed still.

			“I ain’t no little boy. I’m eleven years old!”

			“When I was your age, I was more respectful,” he remarked. “But never mind. I’m camped by the river near those alders. You’ll be staying with me until I’m sure you’re okay.”

			“Ain’t nothin’ wrong with me.”

			“You broke your neck.”

			I twisted it right and left. “Ha! I ain’t even got a crick in it!” But when he took my hand and hoisted me to my feets, I followed him like a new born calf wobblin’ after its mother, ‘ceptin’ I was steady on my feets.

			By and by, he scratched up a meal, which was catfish, but tastier than when Pappy cooks them, and between bites on the catfish, he told me all about himself, which was enough to stand my hairs on end. It was lucky for me that I wasn’t that hairy, otherwise, I would of been spiked up like a porky pine. The truth though is that the spiky parts of what he said was told to me on a different day when we knowed each other better.

			I’m gonna tell it best as I can recollect it, but I gotta tell you in case you’re mixed up about it is that the thing that happened wasn’t fallin’ off no bad-tempered donkey. It was meetin’ up with a Mindbender who could raise the dead from their graves with a snap of his fingers. And put them there too if he had a mind to do it. But like I said, them spiky parts came later.

			



	

Chapter Three

			The injun’s name is Niki. I learnt that again when he told me how he got his name. He said his first name was Scarface, but there ain’t no scars on his face that I kin see, only wrinkles, so I suppose it would make sense for him to change it. My own name, which is Abel, is gonna stick with me. Ain’t no reason to change that now, I expect, on account of I’m used to it. Pappy bein’ such a bible lover, could of named me Cane, there bein’ only two names to choose from ‘ceptin’ Adam and Eve, which never counted on account of they wasn’t born babies. I expect that bible had about a million names in it, but Pappy stopped readin’ it when he got to the begats and begots. He said if the bible started to ramble on in the first page or so, there wasn’t no point in keepin’ on with it. So I got Abel and my bum got the cane.

			It relieved me to learn Niki wasn’t the scalpin’ kind of injun. You cain’t tell what a scalpin’ injun will do for fun. That’s why nobody likes them.

			But Niki seemed tame, even though he was nearly naked to his skin like a scalpin’ injun might be on account of the blood flyin’ every which way whilst he done his shavin’ work. An injun don’t have much patience for doing laundry, you see. Even so, I planned to be shut of his company as soon as he got tongue tied, which would likely happen sometime past midnight next week.

			“You shouldn’t blame your burro.” He said after the catfish was safely swimmin’ in my belly.

			“It shied away from the hole. It wasn’t his fault.”

			“I never seen no hole. But I kin see why the donkey reared up. A donkey steppin’ in a hole is a good way to break a leg.”

			“It wouldn’t have stepped into one. The hole is in the air.”

			That was a pure injun lie on account of I never found no hole by lookin’ at the sky. That annoyed me. I hate being tricked by an injun like I was a four-year-old, instead of twice that like I am.

			“If holes was in the air, how could you dig them with a shovel?” I said. “You’d hafta use… I don’t know what… an umbrella or somethin’.”

			I never used no umbrella myself on account of I wear a hat when it rains, and in fact, I never ever seen one, not even in Stubblebine’s, a store which if they ain’t got it, you don’t need it. Stubblebine’s is a worn out lookin’ old wreck of a store that sags like an old sow’s belly and is older than ol’ Abe was ‘fore he got voted out of office by that Booth guy, but it’s piled to the rafters with practically everythin’ in the world but umbrellas. Pappy shops there for leaves which he rolls into smokes.

			“You’re a foolish little boy.”

			Niki said it like it was a fact, which it wasn’t. And of course that got my dander up. An injun ought not to be tellin’ me what kind of boy I am.

			There’s two kinds of injuns. One is the scalpin’ kind, like I mentioned before, which needs to be shot on sight if your aim ain’t bad. The other is the lazy kind, which is good for nothin’ but jabberin’ and ought not to be tolerated. A lazy injun is lazier than a nigger, which as anyone knows, can be pretty lazy if he ain’t switched on occasion.

			“The burro didn’t shy away from a hole that it couldn’t see,” Niki informed me, not havin’ no clue about what makes a donkey jittery.

			“It shied away when it saw me coming out of the hole.”

			“How did you climb in that hole in the first place if it was up in the air?” I asked. I wanted to see if he would pile on another lie on account of an injun cain’t hardly keep from lyin’ once he gets started.

			“I’ll show you the hole tomorrow when it’s daylight,” he promised. “I’d show you now, but they’re hard to see by firelight.”

			I never seen no injun before with such a one track mind about holes.

			But it reminded me that nighttime wasn’t no time to be ridin’ home on a sleepy donkey. Ain’t no tellin’ what trouble I might run into, what with skunks and holes and all. Also it made more sense for me to sneak home in the morning when Pappy was still sleepin’ off his rum from the night before. I wondered if the injun had a spare blanket. A naked injun ought to have one lyin’ around somewhere, I figured.

			But he wasn’t done vexin’ me yet.

			“You’re not a schoolboy, are you?” he asked.

			“My Pappy schools me a lot,” I answered back. Mostly he done it with a hickory stick, but I never mentioned that part, not wantin’ the injun to get any strange ideas about my education.

			“But he didn’t teach you your letters, did he? You’re not book taught, are you?”

			“’course I wasn’t! Pappy would of learnt me but he was off fightin’ the war against that Union from the North.”

			That wasn’t strictly true, but if you cain’t lie to an injun, who kin you fib to? The facts of the matter was that Pappy never strayed very far from New Madrid, his feets bein’ too flat to do much in the way of a march. If them Union boys hadn’t of floated down the Mississippi to shoot up Ten Mile Island, Pappy might of finished up the war ‘thout firin’ a shot.

			“Well then, here’s a tip for you. You cut your words too short.”

			“I don’t! They’s plenty long enough to roll off my tongue when I say them, just like an otter slidin’ down a muddy bank if need be.”

			Niki just smiled at that. “What I mean is you’re clipping off the g sound at the end of your words. You need to pronounce them.”

			I figured he wasn’t talkin’ about real words at all, but about words that was writ in a book, which never made no sounds at all, not even if you rustled the pages. Elmo told Pappy there was two different kinds of words – spoken and writ. They was like peas and carrots, he said. It was what made book learnin’ so hard.

			“Tell you what… while I’ve got you I’m going to at least fix a few flaws in your pronunciation. From now on, you won’t be able to say cain’t. It will either be cannot or can’t.”

			That irked me. “You can’t make me do nothin’ I don’t feel like doin’,” I told him back quite sharp like. “So if you’re done tormentin’ my head for a spell, I’ll be takin’ a nap until daylight. You got a blanket?”

			“We are not ready for sleep yet,” he told me. Then he started saying a bunch of words… about a million of them… tellin’ me how I say them, which I already knowed, and then tellin’ me how I ought to be sayin’ them, which was the exact same way I was already sayin’ them except for that g thing at the end of them all.

			He said so many words that I started to get sleepy and couldn’t hardly keep my eyes open. So I asked him again if he had a blanket I could use.

			It turned out he never. Why a nearly naked injun never carried a blanket is beyond me.

			But it turned out I never needed one. I slept with the fire on one side of me, and him curled up against me, my back to his front. The fire kept my front toasty all night long, and the back of me was cozy enough from being pressed up against his furnace, which sent out a lot of heat too. In the future if anybody asks, I’ll tell them an injun is hot blooded.

			



	

Chapter Four

			I woke up with the sun the next day feeling like I could of used a good breakfast of sausage and maybe some cheese to go along with that, but I couldn’t see nor smell nothing in that direction to give me hope of at least a breakfast of bacon and some cornbread. The catfish I had ate the night before had quit swimming in my belly and was making signs like it wanted to excape by my back door. So I went into the bushes to take care of that chore. On the way, I spied the injun setting on the bank of that ol’ Mississippi and staring out at the water like he was wondering what it would take to get to the other side. I could of told him it would take a flatboat or a raft, but there wasn’t none around, which he probably had already learnt without my help, so I never bothered telling him, but kept on for the bushes. Maybe when I got back his mind would be on the business of eating.

			My chore took longer than normal, and I suspected that old catfish was wedged in sideways, making it hard for it to get shut of me. It took a lot of grunting and squinting to force it along. When that job was finally ended, I scampered back to the camp expecting to see some progress on the breakfast front, but the fire from the night before was still ashes, and the injun was still contemplating the river. I was vexed about that. I could see why an injun wouldn’t of been thinking about food, on account of they’s naturally lazy, and I shouldn’t expect one to keep a few links of sausages in his back pocket in case he ever got hungry.

			But he was an injun. There ain’t no better thief in the world like an injun. He could of wandered over and at least grabbed a few eggs from a nearby chicken coop if he felt he couldn’t throttle a chicken. Then I remembered that Pappy wasn’t much of a breakfast cook his self, so it wasn’t like skipping breakfast was a new treat for me.

			I moseyed over to the riverbank and set beside the injun. I asked him his name again on account of I had misremembered it one more time. It seemed like the word was too slippery a word to stay inside my head, but when he said it was Niki, it never appeared that slippery after all. Better yet, it was short, so there was space enough for it to wedge itself in like that ol’ catfish done in my belly if it felt like staying for a while.

			“You travel pretty light,” I mentioned. I was still thinking about a pocketful of sausages.

			“Yes,” he agreed. “Pretty light.”

			“You could use a good pack to carry supplies in, like food. It would be a handy thing to have if you had food laying about.”

			“Nature provides most of the food I need.”

			“I know what you mean. Many’s the time on my travels I picked bacon slices off of the trees. They was so fresh the bacon fat was dripping to the ground below.”

			He smiled at that. “You do much traveling?”

			“Not much. I traveled yesterday to excape a thrashing from Pappy. Though I expect I’ll get one when I get home.”

			Niki was quiet for a spell, and then he said, “I broke a rule yesterday, and for that I apologize. Your neck was broken because of me, so it was only right that I fix it. No apology needed there. But changing your speech habits the way I did was wrong. I should have done that with teaching, not mind bending.”

			Well, he had lost me. I never knowed what he meant by mind bending. That was a mystery to me unless he was saying did I mind bending. The answer was I never minded it much whilst I was digging for worms but never cared for it at all when Pappy wanted to take a stick to me. I wanted to ask if that was what he meant but I never. Pappy had learnt me about being nosy. He told me it was a good rule to always keep my yap shut about stuff I never knowed so I wouldn’t show my ignorance. So I just shrugged. That might of made me look smart instead of ignorant, but it never solved no mysteries.

			But Niki went ahead and solved that mystery by telling me what mind bending is, which, as it turned out, never solved the mystery at all.

			“Mind bending is an ability,” he said. “It’s a power that I have. It is the most powerful force in the known universe. Also the most dangerous. Recently, after a long abstinence, I began using it for small things, like keeping my clothes clean, and such. Long ago, you see, I made a promise to myself never to use it in the presence of people. I’ve seen the bad things that could happen when that power is misused. Last night I broke that promise. The truth is though, that I’ve had that ability for so long that I sometimes do it without thinking. Mind bending is not only dangerous… it’s also a curse.”

			I gave myself credit for understanding the last part. A curse is like a hex. I never heard about no injun doing hexes, however. That’s more like the job of a Voodoo queen.

			“But I did promise to show you a hole, and I’m going to keep that promise.”

			We was back to holes again, which never vexed me as much as it done last night. Last night he used the excuse about it being dark so I couldn’t prove he was lying about walking through holes. But today was broad daylight and there wasn’t no excuse he could make to keep from getting caught out. Injuns don’t like it when you catch them in a lie, but Pappy said a lie will always come back to bite you, so it would be a good lesson for Niki to get caught.

			“First, let me explain,” Niki said. He picked up two flat rocks. “Now. Imagine these rocks are doors.”

			Them rocks looked like doors same as a cow looks like a cat, but I let him go on.

			“Holes are doorways, you see. When you walk through one you leave the planet and you come out the other side to get to a different planet. Do you understand?”

			I never, but I nodded yes.

			“It seems simple, doesn’t it?”

			I nodded again. I was in a nodding mood, I guess.

			“But sometimes the doors don’t line up properly. Sometimes they slide away from each other, which makes traveling from one planet to another chancy.”

			“Doors don’t move,” I told him. “They’s nailed into place.”

			“Doors on passing trains move.”

			I admit he had a point there. I never rode on no train before, but I seen them go by when I wandered near their tracks.

			“Another problem is that while there may be only one doorway exiting Earth, there may be several of them on the other side, making it nearly impossible to determine where or when you’ll end up. Trial and error is the only thing that can put you on the right track. There are no roadmaps between planets.”

			First off, you can’t step off Earth. Even Rufus knowed that, and he ain’t never had no educating. An ant, for example, is too heavy to just float off the world like dandelion fluff, even on a windy day. And even a ‘skeeter needs wings to get off the ground. Second of all, if you do manage it, which ain’t possible, there ain’t no way to get lost on account of the only place you could go to is the moon.

			“Are you ready to go through the hole?” he asked.

			Well, he never told me he wanted to take me to the moon. He was just ‘splaining things to me, right? So on account of it was an impossible thing, I said yes.

			“Take my hand and whatever you do, don’t let go.”

			“I won’t,” I promised. I gave him my hand, and we walked a few feets before he stopped. There wasn’t no hole to be seen nowhere.

			“Ready?” he asked.

			“Yes. Ready.”

			We took a step and right off we went from light to pitch black. It was so dark I couldn’t even see my eyelids. Then I gasped, for it suddenly got so cold I couldn’t hardly take a breath. But right off, Niki started his furnace going and I was soon feeling toasty. And of course, there wasn’t no moon nor stars to be seen nowhere, which made sense. If I couldn’t see my own eyelids, how could I see something a lot farther away?

			Niki took a step back, and dragged me along with him, and just like that we was back into daylight.

			Once I got my wits back, I said, “I never saw no hole.”

			“Okay,” he smiled. He wasn’t upset in the least that he never kept his word. I would of liked to know how he made it look so dark, which is a pretty good trick, but he never mentioned it. Like as not he was took by surprise, just like me.

			“Best you go back home now,” he said. “If anyone asks, we went to the moon.”

			I nodded okay. The facts was, the hole trip was a disappointment to me, but I never felt much like going home on account of I knowed what was waiting for me there. Pappy would switch me hard for staying out all night. And anyway, I wanted to spend more time with Niki, who seemed like a likeable fool. And why not? He had gave me catfish and kept me warm all night long. And he never stole nothing from me, not that I had nothing to steal, you see, ‘cepting a donkey that wasn’t mine to start with.

			But a look in his eye told me I better do what he said, so I left him and trudged on home, on account of the donkey had wandered off.

			When I got there Elmo Jackson walked me away from our shack and told me that in a drunken fit, Pappy had shot all his niggers to death, including Rufus.

			



	

Chapter Five

			I cried. I’m eleven years old. I ain’t a crybaby but I cried. Rufus was the only friend I ever had.

			Pappy said me and Rufus was friends on account of I was half nigger, but that was his fault for working me like a slave right along with his freed slaves. So me and Rufus picked cotton together, slopped the pigs together and went fishing together. We was made for each other on account of Rufus needed a friend too.

			And now Rufus was gone and I hadn’t no more friends. White folks called us white trash and their boys learnt that lesson from their Pappys and called me white trash too. Regular white folks won’t have nothing to do with white trash if they kin help it. So all I had left for friends was Pappy and Elmo. They was friends to each other, but not to me, so I guess all I had left for a friend now was a mostly naked lazy old injun which I mighten never see again.

			I expected to be worked to death picking cotton from now on. Once the word got out that Pappy was a nigger shooter, there wouldn’t be nary a one that would set foot near our farm. Niggers might be lazy, but they ain’t fools.

			Elmo let me cry for a minute so I could wash the sadness out of my heart. Then he grabbed me and shook me like a dusty rag, which rattled my eyeballs from side to side in my head.

			“Enough of that bawling,” he said. “We’ve got some serious work to do.” I guess he must of thought that Pappy shooting every nigger in sight wasn’t no reason to take the day off.

			“Those corpses have to be taken care of before the sheriff comes sniffing around. Your Pappy has committed six or more murders and we’ve got to cover them up or else.” He never ‘splained to me what the or else might be.

			“We only got one shovel,” I sniffled. “It’s for shoveling pig shit.”

			“A shovel isn’t only for slinging pig shit on a manure pile. Anyway, I don’t dig graves for niggers. And Mord has got flat feet. He can’t be doing any digging neither. As for you, it would take you a week or more to dig half a dozen graves. We don’t have that much time to spare.”

			“I guess they ain’t gonna get buried, then,” I said. I was sad on account of I had thought of a nice spot where I could plant Rufus. It was under an apple tree close enough to the Mississippi so I could look at the water when I visited, but far enough away that a flood wouldn’t rip Rufus out of his grave and send him out to be ate by a catfish or an alligator that will wander into the river from a swamp from time to time for a tasty morsel. I could eat an apple or two and talk about old times with Rufus’s ghost.

			“We’ll burn them until they fry up like bacon,” Elmo said. “That way, there won’t be any bullet holes for the sheriff to poke a finger into. Your Pappy said all niggers go to hell anyway, so a taste of the fire won’t hurt them any.”

			Rufus wasn’t headed in that direction, I was sure, but if he was, the devil would take a dim view of him being burnt to a crisp ‘fore he could stick a pitchfork in him. I told Elmo that, but he cuffed my ears and told me no back talking and shake a leg, which got me moving.

			“You go on up to Stubblebine’s and buy us a gallon of kerosine.” He fished in his pocket and came up with a fistful of Confederate script. “Now quit your bawling. We’ll burn them or toss them into the Mississippi. One or the other before they throw your Pappy in jail for murdering niggers!”

			I done what Elmo told me to do. At first I ran until I was out of sight of the shack we lived in, but then I slowed to a walk. I had walked a couple of miles already on account of the donkey had run off, and Stubblebine’s was more than a mile away, so I had plenty of walking to do ‘fore I could get back and maybe find something to eat. If I never found a bite to put in my belly soon, I’d have to stop and catch a few grasshoppers to fill the hole.

			Being as hungry as I was, I should of trotted to Stubblebine’s, but I was thinking about Rufus getting scorched blacker than he was, or drownded on top of getting shot down like a coyote. I was trying to think of a way to get him buried in that spot I mentioned and I hoped to have it figured out before I got to Stubblebine’s. But I never. I couldn’t think of no plan. All that got into my head was thinking about horseflies crawling up Rufus’s nose.

			Stubblebine himself was standing behind the counter like a king when I walked through the door. Sometimes he set in an office above the counter with windows in it so he could spy on his workers whilst he done his sums, but today he was lording it over them behind the counter.

			Stubblebine wanted everybody to call him Mistah Stubblebine, but I never did. I got away with it by not saying his name at all. I just waited until he asked me what I wanted. Pappy said Stubblebine bragged about coming from a long line of Stubblebines. It might of been true, Pappy said, but if he did, the long line was likely bent in a couple of places on account of Pappy thought he had some nigger blood in him. I never seen no sign of nigger blood in him on account of I never seen him bleed, so I never knowed if it was true or not. But I did see Rufus bleed once when he nicked a finger whilst whittling, and his blood wasn’t no different than mine. I expect it was true though on account of Pappy seen a lot of blood in the war, which was a lot more than I seen when Rufus nicked his finger, so he would know. I never asked Elmo about it. Sometimes Elmo lies like an injun.

			I sidled up to the counter and looked up at Stubblebine like I wanted something, which I did. He was fairly tall and looked down his nose at me like I was a dog that wandered in looking for a bone. He had the longest nose in New Madrid. Pappy thought his nose might be as long as an elephant’s nose, which, he claimed, was long enough to reach the ground without the elephant bending over. I never saw no elephant myself, and Pappy likely never did neither, so I expect it was the rum in him talking.

			Finally, Stubblebine got tired of pointing his nose at me and barked, “You want something boy?”

			“Kerosine,” I said. “A gallon of it.”

			“What are you going to do with a gallon of kerosine?”

			“Start a fire.”

			“Going to be a big one I guess… all that kerosine and all.”

			“Yes.”

			He never liked my short answers, but I figured longer ones would likely land me in trouble sooner or later. Pappy had learnt me that one.

			“What are you intending to burn, boy?”

			“Wood.” And I was too. Niggers burn better over a wood fire, same as a pig or turkey. Of course I never mentioned no niggers, having been schooled by Elmo to keep my trap shut about them murders.

			He finally gave up and decided to give his nosy nose a rest. Likely that’s why it grew so long to start with.

			“You’re Mordecai Dean’s sprout, aren’t you?”

			I nodded.

			“Got any money?”

			I showed him the Confederate script.

			“Humph,” he grunted. “You tell your Pappy that he can have some kerosine when he shows me some hard Yankee greenbacks.”

			I knowed I was gonna have trouble with that script. If our niggers wouldn’t take them even if they was starving, I expect Stubblebine wouldn’t neither.

			“Now get out of my store so I can wait on real customers.”

			Pappy would of sharp-tongued him, and likely Elmo would of too, but a boy like me would of been slapped from here to New Orleans for snapping at a grownup. I never had no other choice but leaving, so I did.

			



	

Chapter Six

			It was a dusty walk back. The dust wasn’t the worst of it though. My feets hurt from so much traipsing and my legs felt like the bones had turned into milkweed stalks. I was hoping they never on account of milkweed kin make you blind as a catfish with a hook through an eye.

			The farther I walked, the slower I went on account of maybe Pappy being still in a rage. That’s why when I got to the side road, I stopped. I never noticed that road on the way to New Madrid on account of mostly I was walking with my head down which happens sometimes whilst I’m thinking. It keeps me from being distracted by nature and such. But I knowed where that road ended up, and so I made up my mind to go there.

			In olden days they used to have farms what they called plantations, where plantation owners kept as many niggers as they could count to pick their cotton. After the war though, all the niggers was made free, so the plantation owners cut up their land into fifty acre lots and rented them out to farmers named sharecroppers. My Pappy was a sharecropper. He growed the cotton and when he sold it off after the harvest in October, he gave over half the money to the plantation owner, who was able to stay rich without doing no work, which they couldn’t of done anyway, that not being their nature.

			George Washington lived at the end of that road. He wasn’t no sharecropper but worked for the sharecropper like most niggers done. The plantation man had the name of George Smith. He liked George Washington so much that he hired him on as overseer on account of his white overseer having been kilt in the war. George Washington wasn’t no sharecropper like Pappy, he was just an overseer, you see. There wasn’t nothing important about him except his job. Elmo had the same job, being overseer for Pappy, except that he done it for free on account of them being war buddies. They was close that way.

			Rufus had took me to George Washington’s place once so I knowed him as good as anyone. If I spotted that road on the way to New Madrid, I could of stopped over and begged some leftover cornbread and pork, but now it was too late for that. Still, niggers liked to eat beans and turnips and taters for lunch, so I hoped to snare some of that for a meal. It also popped into my head that mayhap he would lend me some niggers to dig a grave for Rufus and them others.

			However, they wasn’t setting down eating so I missed that meal too. I was lucky enough to catch George Washington in the yard though, but I never seen no niggers laying about in the barnyard to settle their lunch.

			It was too early for cotton picking, October being the best month for that. October is a busy time for niggers on account of after picking the cotton balls, the stalks have to be yanked out and burnt to kill off the bol weevils so they wouldn’t come back next year to torment us all summer long. Them niggers must of been off doing other work like hoeing or slaughtering pigs maybe, which is mostly year round work.

			George Washington looked scowly, like he wasn’t pleased to see me. I get that a lot. Pappy said I was a trial and turbulation to him and likely everybody else, but I can’t help what I am.

			“What do you want, boy?” I figured he wasn’t one for small talk today, so right off I told him the point of my straying down his road.

			“Please Mista Washington, I was wondering if you could spare a couple of niggers to dig a nigger grave down at our place.”

			“What nigger would that be that needs burying?”

			“The ones my Pappy kilt,” I told him. I never meant to let that slip out, but he would of asked sooner or later anyway, so I figured no harm done.

			George Washington’s face got scowlier. “Kilt your niggers did he? Which ones?”

			“All of them, I expect. Including Rufus.” I shouldn’t of mentioned Rufus on account of my waterworks started up again.

			“Stop that!” George Washington said. “You should have done your crying before your Pappy killed his niggers, not now when it’s too late!”

			He had me confused. How could I cry over kilt niggers that hadn’t been kilt yet? Anyway, I ain’t a crybaby. Not even when I know I’m gonna get whupped for something or other. Usually the whupping has got to be going full steam ‘fore I start up my water pump.

			“You tell your Pappy that a white man killed niggers, so a white man has to bury him. It’s the law!”

			It must of been a new law that ol’ Abe thought up after he freed the slaves, on account of I hadn’t never heard of it before.

			“Yessir,” I said. I decided to keep that news to myself. Knowing how Pappy felt about ol’ Abe Lincoln, he likely would of shot me next.

			But I had another question for George Washington now that there might be a delay in burying the niggers. It wasn’t going to make him happy, but it had to be asked. It was an important question.

			“Please sir, how long does it take ‘fore a kilt nigger gets gamey?” I never meant gamey the way a deer or a rabbit would be, but the other gamey, meaning bad smelling.

			“Get on home now,” George Washington said. “If you’re worried about the smell, I’d do some digging today if I were you.”

			I left before asking for a bite to eat.

			



	

Chapter Seven

			I never stopped at our shack. It was just one room with a loft above for me to sleep in. A crawl space, really. If Pappy tried to use it he likely would of broke his neck climbing down for breakfast, if we had any. I had learnt lately that us Deans was prone to broken necks. I might of stopped if Elmo had been out and about, but he must of been away still looking for a cart for the corpses so I kept going.

			I stepped behind the barn and the pig pens which was located behind our shack. We lived closest to the road, and the pigs next. The niggers lived behind the barn over a hill, which suited them on account of Pappy would have to climb over the hill to lord it over them, and Pappy never much cared for climbing hills on account of his flat feets, which left the niggers in peace to do their working. The exception was yesterday or today… Elmo never said which… when Pappy walked up the hill and shot them all dead.

			The niggers kept three shacks, all of them nicer than ours. I stopped to look in the first one, which had an open door, but there wasn’t nobody there, so I kept on.

			When I found them corpses they was all near each other ‘cept for Rufus who was laying on his back with his legs trapped underneath his Pappy. It looked like his Pappy done told him to stay behind him so Pappy wouldn’t see him, but he must of fell back when Pappy shot him and trapped Rufus when his Pappy fell on him. Rufus should of run at the sound of the first shot on account of he was a good runner and Pappy was a poor shot. Otherwise he might of won the battle of Ten Mile Island. But he never ran, so Pappy laid him low at point blank range.

			I was right about the blue bottle flies getting at Rufus, and I shooed them away. There was a herd of crows too, but there wasn’t many of them and they never started in on Rufus. At least I never saw no peck marks on him.

			I tried to pull him out from under his Pappy but without no luck. His Pappy was too heavy and I couldn’t roll him off. I straddled Rufus, facing his Pappy and tried to shove my hands down his pockets. Rufus had a jackknife that I wanted as a keepsake and also on account of I needed it. It was a good knife, nearly five inches long that George Washington had gave him. It was a sight better than them little three-inch blades that ain’t hardly even good for whittling.

			I finally wormed it out of his pocket. Rufus never noticed. He was staring up at the sky, which proved he went to heaven like I thought he might. I’ll tell Elmo next time I see him.

			I took off my shirt and covered Rufus’s face with it. I never done it to keep him from looking at heaven, but to keep the blue bottles from tormenting him on account of he couldn’t shoo them away. It was the only shirt I had, so later I’d come back with an empty flour sack and claim back my shirt.

			I wandered back to the nigger shacks on the way to their garden patch. Our niggers was good gardeners and kept a lot of vegetables. I snapped off a few beans, but they was a mite dry on account of the season for them was over. I skipped over the turnips. A raw Turnip is too hard to chew. I did, however, dig up a couple of taters. They was starchy, but good to eat. After that, I lost my appetite.

			I went back over to where Rufus was laying and moved my shirt to one side so I could see him. Then I cried for a long time. There wasn’t nobody to tell me to stop, so I kept going. I cried like I had just ate a bushel of onions. I couldn’t help it on account of Rufus was my only friend.

			By and by I heard a ruckus over by our shack. I walked down the hill and saw Sheriff Gibbon with a posse along to arrest Pappy for murder. There was also a few niggers with shovels to tend to the burying, which was smart since we only had our pig shovel.

			“George Washington loaned us some hands to do the burying,” Sheriff Gibbon told me. “How many niggers did you say your Pappy shot?”

			“Six,” I said. “Six and a half counting Rufus.”

			“Hmm… well that’s a lot. But they also brought along a nigger preacher to help with the praying, so your field hands will be well taken care of while they’re being planted.”

			“Yes sir.”

			I looked to where the niggers was clumped together in a bunch and seen George Washington his self in the crowd.

			“I wanted to be sure my boys wouldn’t be shot, so I brought the Sheriff,” he said to me.

			I nodded. I was grateful and happy they had brought a preacher. I might stay and listen to them sing Swing Low whilst they dug. Also they might need me to stand by and cry to show proper respect. I took them over the knoll and cried whilst they sung and dug. George Washington stood beside me and patted my shoulder.

			When they got to the last one, it was Rufus. I told George Washington about the nice spot Rufus might like, where I could set with him and eat apples whilst we chatted about heaven.

			I never expected him to agree with that, but he did. They dug his grave and the preacher preached for about an hour about the purley gates. Rufus got the loudest Swing Lows. I liked the carry me home part.

			I cried again.

			Afterwards George Washington handed me my shirt.

			



	

Chapter Eight

			George Washington told me to follow him to his place, where he expected me to spend the night until he could get white folks to keep me.

			“It will be a closer walk to the jail so you can visit with your Pappy while he waits to be hanged,” he said.

			It was a good idea but next morning I had to go on back to the farm where the pigs needed feeding. A pig will eat practically anything and the only thing we don’t feed them is pork. A pig will forage if it has to, but not Pappy’s on account of we keep them locked up in a pen. So you see, it was my chore to feed and water them, and if I skipped that chore they would wither away to the size of a groundhog.

			“Best you talk with Master Smith before you do that,” George Washington said.

			Without my say so, he grabbed my hand and practically dragged me all the way to the main house where the other George lived. With me having two Georges to deal with, you kin see how practical it was for them to have two names, one Smith and one Washington. If I ever see my injun again I’ll mention that an extra name might come in handy someday. You never know how many injuns with the name of Niki might be roaming the countryside. I don’t know why I was thinking of Niki all of a sudden, but I was. I guess my thinking had a lot of air in it today.

			George Smith never wasted no words.

			“You can’t stay at your farm any more, boy. That place belongs to me.”

			I thought it was Pappy’s but I looked up at George Washington to make sure.

			“Your Pappy’s a sharecropper boy. He doesn’t own the land. He’s just renting.”

			“He ain’t renting the pigs,” I said. “They’s Pappy’s, free an’ clear.”

			“I’ll buy them off you. How much did your Pappy pay?” George Smith asked. It seemed like he was dickering which looked like a good sign. But George Washington was frowning, which was the opposite sign, and I wished Pappy was there instead of me. Pappy knowed how to dicker.

			“They was gave to him as piglets in a trade for lending his niggers to build a fence,” I answered.

			“Well there you go. I’ll give you twenty dollars each. It’s pure profit for you.”

			I never learnt my sums so I asked George Washington. “How much is that for four?” When they was gave to Pappy we had four but we ate two on account of they wasn’t mere piglets like the other two.

			“It’s nearly a hundred,” George Smith answered for the other George. “That’s a tidy sum for a ten-year-old boy.”

			I could of told him he was wrong, but I never bothered. I wasn’t good with sums, but I could figure.

			“Abe Lincoln done paid three hunnert a piece to buy up all the niggers ‘fore he let them loose,” I pointed out to him. “And a pig is worth more than a nigger any day.”

			“And why do you say that, you foolish boy?”

			“On account of you can’t eat no nigger.”

			I had him beat there, so he gave up on the pig transaction. But he wasn’t done yet.

			“Your Pappy owes me payment for half his crop.”

			“Them cotton balls ain’t been picked yet.”

			“And they won’t be now with no niggers to pick them. So I’ll just take the pigs for payment.”

			He shooed us out of his house by flapping his two arms in front of him, and George Washington hauled me out the door.

			I could see that George Smith had put George Washington in a bad mood on account of he still had that frown, which looked like it was stuck on permanent.

			“That man cheated you,” he said. “He sold off that share to Stubblebine. I heard his no-good nephew wanted to work the farm. He got those pigs for free, and he’ll be sending Stubblebine a bill for the cotton. I never expected him to do so poorly by a young boy. And a white one at that.”

			When he put it that way, I felt bad. I felt worse than when Pappy whupped me.

			“Come on up to my place. I’ll keep you there until some white person wants you. Or until George Smith spies you and throws you out on the road.”

			I never wanted nothing more to do with that other George. “No, I expect I’ll go back to Pappy’s shack.”

			“You’ll be having trouble if Stubblebine shows up with you squatting on his land.”

			“Them pigs has got to be fed. And I expect I’ll go visit with Rufus for a spell. I reckon he’ll be getting lonely by now.”

			“Be sure to come back. I won’t have you starving!”

			When I got to Pappy’s shack, I stopped and let the pigs loose. They could find their own food easy enough. And if they took it in their heads to take a walk or maybe even a trip, there was plenty of places they could go.

			Rufus had a cow that I wanted to let loose too, but it must of wandered off somewhere on account of it wasn’t in the pasture where it lived. Maybe it got thirsty and went down to the river for a drink and an alligator caught it. That wasn’t likely but it could of happened. A cow ain’t as smart as a pig.

			Rufus had a lot of cats, but I never paid them no mind on account of if I took them, where would I keep them? I never even had a place of my own to stay in. Anyway, a cat don’t need no boy to take care of it. It can get by well enough without no boy chasing after it day and night to keep it in line.

			So after getting them chores done, I went and set with Rufus for a spell. I never thought to eat no apple. Somebody had put up a wooden cross without no name writ on it for a marker. Nobody passing by would know it was my friend laying there resting in peace, and that he had been kilt by my Pappy. Them was the thoughts that filled my head instead of them apples.

			It made me so sad, I cried again.

			



	

Chapter Nine

			I slept in Rufus’s bed that night. Just like me, he had a loft. They had a tater hole in the floor but it never had no vegetables in it on account of it being too early for storing up vegetables. I learnt that next morning when I woke up.

			I dug around and found some matches, which I would need to start a fire so I could boil a pot of turnips and taters to soften them up for eating. But I never started no fire on account of I turned up some leftover corn bread and ate that instead. Anyway, fires are tricky for me. I never had much luck with them ‘lessen they was live coals I could set the lumber on. Pappy was the one who started our fires on account of I wasn’t good with an axe, which is what you need to make shavings to throw on the coals.

			After eating I walked over to one of the other shacks that had a chicken coop and let the chickens out. I expect a fox would get them sooner or later if Stubblebine never claimed them, which he shouldn’t on account of they wasn’t his.

			Whilst I was in the coop, I pushed a laying hen off of her nest and rooted out a couple of eggs, which I swallowed down raw.

			I never went back to our shack. I was wearing all the clothes I owned and never had no use for empty rum bottles. So I passed by that shack and stopped only long enough to see if the pigs had stuck around. But they never. I had forgot to fill the water trough, so they likely had hoofed over to the Mississippi for a drink. A porker has a good nose for water.

			I turned my own nose toward New Madrid and started hoofing in that direction.

			I took my time on account of there was moderate traffic on the road. When I heard a horse or wagon coming I hid in the bushes on account of I never wanted to hear no questions about Pappy hanging.

			I should of stopped by George Washington’s to beg some cornbread, but I never. George Washington put the fear of George Smith in me and I never wanted to chance him spying me walking past his farmhouse, which wasn’t no shack like ours. So when I got to the jail it was lunchtime and I was having that hollow feeling I get when my belly is empty.

			I never been in no jail house before, so I wondered if I needed to knock on the door first, but I saw that the door was wide open, so I just walked in. Likely Sheriff Gibbon had left it open to let the flies out.

			He was setting at his desk shuffling papers and looking at what was writ on them, and I thought I might like to have a job like that too when I got older. It looked easier than picking cotton, ‘cepting of course I can’t read. That never bothered me much on account of without no more cotton to pick, I could likely spare a week or two learning my letters.

			Sheriff Gibbon looked up and seen me, but at the same time an old lady came in carrying a pot of stew, which she set on Sheriff Gibbon’s desk.

			“Afternoon, Elouise,” he said. Then he leant back behind him where there was a shelf and dragged two tin plates off of it and set them on his desk. Elouise might not of been in a chatty mood, for she just said “humph,” and commenced to ladling stew onto the tin plates. After that, she dropped her ladle in the pot and scooped the pot off of Sheriff Gibbon’s desk. Then she left without saying a word ‘cepting humph, which ain’t a word at all. It’s more like a pig grunt.

			“Don’t mind her,” Sheriff Gibbon said. “It might be her time of the month.”

			“What happens when it’s her time?” I asked.

			“She gets bad tempered.”

			I heard Elmo talk once about wimmen being bad tempered. He said it was on account of them wearing rags. I would of asked more questions about it on account of rags was mostly used for washing, but Pappy told Elmo to shut up about it in front of the boy, meaning me, so I never asked.

			“That stew smells mighty good,” I said. “It’s bringing back in all the flies that you let out.”

			“You here to visit with your Pappy?”

			I was, but it wasn’t Pappy I had on my mind just then. “Are you gonna eat both of them stew plates?”

			“That second plate is for your Pappy. The other one is for me.”

			“So I guess you caught Pappy,” I said.

			“It wasn’t hard. He was passed out and we just loaded him into the buckboard.”

			I nodded and kept my eye on the plate of stew. I might of licked my lips thinking about that grub.

			Sherrif Gibbon saw I was practically drooling and reached behind him again and dragged off another plate from the shelf. He took Pappy’s plate and scraped off half the stew into the new one. Then, after thinking it over for a bit, he done the same with his. Then he rooted in a drawer and came up with a spoon. “Dig in, boy, I expect you’re hungry.”

			I did dig in, but I warned him. “Pappy ain’t gonna be happy you gave away his food.”

			“I only gave away half. He won’t know about the other half unless you spill the beans.”

			I wasn’t about to spill no beans, and I was pleased to learn there was beans somewhere in the stew on account of I hadn’t tasted none yet. I expect Elouise cheated on the beans, though why anyone would try cheating a Sheriff is beyond me.

			“Anyway, he’s going to be hanged tomorrow as soon as the judge gives the order. I’ll make sure he has a good meal before.”

			I never cried that time, but a tear crawled out of my eye ‘fore I could stop it.

			Sheriff Gibbon noticed and put down his spoon. A good Sheriff will notice just about anything I expect.

			“Now boy, don’t be sad about that. Things could always be worse than they are.”

			I couldn’t think of nothing worse than losing your best friend and your Pappy too.

			Sheriff Gibbon must of been worried about my waterworks, on account of he stood up and grabbed Pappy’s plate.

			“Come on boy, I’ll take you to see your Pappy. Now, I’m breaking the rules here so be on your good behavior. Boys aren’t normally allowed in a jail so today is your lucky day. A lot of boys in New Madrid would pay a dollar to come in a jail to see a murderer.”

			I wasn’t impressed. Paying with Confederate script never exactly made them big spenders.

			There was a door on the back wall, and Sheriff Gibbon opened it and went through, leaving it open so I could follow. Sure enough there was a room on the other side. Against the wall that held the door, there was a bench for visitors or maybe a lawyer to set on. Across from the bench, maybe three feets or more away, there was a row of bars, both up and down and crossways. A snake or a cat could of crawled through them bars, but not Pappy. He wasn’t built for it.

			Sheriff Gibbon had a key hanging on a string that was tied to his pants suspenders and stuck it in the lock hole in the bars. “Now Mordecai, step back against the wall or I’ll throw your lunch on the floor and you can eat it with your fingers.”

			Pappy took a good look at the plate Sheriff Gibbon was holding. “I thought you said you were gonna hang me, not starve me,” he said.

			“I’m not doing either. The judge is gonna hang you, and I’ll have a word with the cook about the grub. I brought your boy to visit for a spell.”

			After Pappy leaned back against the back wall, Sheriff Gibbon opened the cell door and put the plate on the floor. Pappy wasn’t long in scooping it up and shoveling in the food. I set on the bench, which was as far away as I could get from Pappy. It ain’t never a good idea to stand too close in case he took a fit, which happened more times than I liked.

			Pappy made short work of the stew and then licked the plate clean, which is a habit of his. He told me once it was on account of afterwards, the plate never needed washing.

			“It’s the practical thing to do,” he said.

			He told me I should do the same, and I did, but Elmo said I should do it only when me and Pappy was alone, and not whilst he was in the room too. He said it was bad manners. Pappy used a cuss word and told Elmo it wasn’t no worse than carving the inside of your nose with a finger. They liked to get on each other’s nerves that way, and so they pecked away at each other whilst they enjoyed watching me lick the plate clean.

			When he was finished, Pappy looked at me like I was covered with warts, so I was just as pleased that there was a row of strong bars between us.

			Finally he got bored of looking at me and said, “Well?”

			“George Smith said I couldn’t stay in the shack,” I said. “And he wouldn’t pay for the pigs neither. He said they was his.”

			Pappy shifted his eyes to Sheriff Gibbon who hadn’t left on account of he was waiting to get back his plate. “You let Smith toss my boy out on the road?” he snarled at Sheriff Gibbon.

			“I get paid to put people who break the law in jail. Nothing more, nothing less. What George Smith did was legal.”

			“That was wrong and you know it,” Pappy shouted at him.

			“I didn’t say it wasn’t wrong. I said it was legal. Pass me the plate. And don’t growl at your boy. He’s having a hard day, same as you.”

			Pappy turned the plate on its edge and handed it over. “That stew needed more pork,” he said.

			“I’ll mention it to the cook.” Then he left so Pappy could scold me in peace if he felt like it.

			After another spell of being quiet, Pappy said, “What else?”

			“I turned the pigs loose. They ran away and they ain’t come back yet. I expect they’s free niggers now.”

			Pappy let out with the haw haws and scared me so bad I almost jumped out of my breeches. When he got done laughing Pappy said, “Why you’re a regular Abe Lincoln, ain’t you?”

			That scared me even worse on account of Pappy being such an Abe Lincoln hater and all.

			Pappy noticed and said, “Don’t fret son, don’t fret. You done well.”

			I never knowed Pappy to say a kind word to me before, and it almost started up my waterworks, but Sheriff Gibbon saved the day when he walked in with Stubblebine on his heels.

			“Stubblebine wants a word,” he said. “I’ll leave you to it.”

			When he was gone, Stubblebine started up. “I plan on buying your fifty acres from George Smith, but before I do, I want an accounting of your partnership with him.”

			“What for?”

			I stayed quiet like a mouse in a corner on account of I never wanted to miss Pappy giving Stubblebine the sharp tongue. All the people I don’t like are grownups and Stubblebine was the one I never liked the worst. He never had no kind word for no boy.

			“Two reasons. It’s good financial practice, and I don’t trust George Smith.”

			“You say you don’t trust George Smith but you trust me?”

			“Why not? You’re going to be hanged tomorrow. And you probably hold the same opinion of Smith as I do. So why would you lie?”

			“We never had a partnership. I rented from him.”

			“I know that. I meant, of course, your transactions with him.”

			“Then why didn’t you say so? My boy sitting on the bench behind you there is more plain-spoken than you are. His tongue doesn’t slip all around his mouth getting words out.”

			I could tell that Pappy was annoyed, but his tongue wasn’t sharp like a good knife would of been. It was more like a dull knife. I would of liked it better if he called Stubblebine a red polecat.

			“Because I’m not accustomed to dealing with riffraff,” Stubblebine sneered.

			“I ain’t riffraff, I’m a Confederate veteran that fought at Ten Mile Island.”

			Stubblebine just said ‘hmph’, which meant he wasn’t impressed. After all, Pappy surrendered.

			“As it happens,” Pappy said, “I don’t keep ciphers in a book. They are all in my head. They’re kind of jumbled up in there right now because this hanging situation is hanging over me. But I’ll sort it out sooner or later. Later meaning not today.”

			“By tomorrow morning then.”

			“More like day after tomorrow.”

			“That won’t work for me. I need it before you hang, not after!”

			“Well,” Pappy drawled, “tomorrow will be a disappointment for both of us then, won’t it?”

			“I’ll be back tomorrow. You haven’t heard the last of this.”

			He turned to leave just as Sheriff Gibbon stepped through the doorway, stopping Stubblebine in his tracks.

			Stubblebine made to pass but Sheriff Gibbon blocked him like that catfish blocked me the other day. Stubblebine would of had to grunt and squint to get by the Sheriff.

			Sheriff Gibbon put a hand on Stubblebine’s shoulder like he was gonna arrest him, but he merely said, “I got a message for your wife Elouise.”
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