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      Pear juice dribbled from the boy’s chin. The butterfly he was following landed on a branch, perched as still as a leaf; black-striped orange wings given away by the empty sky. The boy inched forward on his knees and twisted a plum from a low branch. Not carefully enough. The butterfly returned to flight.

      Biting into the plum, the boy followed the butterfly out of the orchard, towards a high hedge. He stopped. There was a woman’s voice, somewhere singing. The boy put his hand on the gate and peered over it. Looking around, seeing no one, he lifted the latch.

      The song drew him along a path parallel to the lawn; with each step, a crunch of gravel beneath his bare feet. He stayed close to the hedge, running his hand along its trimmed edge, as if he might vanish into its depth if he were seen. Ahead, the house stood over the garden. Like a magpie drawn to a pie cooling on a window ledge, the voice called him closer.

      His foot touched the bottom of the steps leading to the house. He crept to the top, faced by an open door. Without stopping to think, the boy stepped into the dark hallway.

      It was much cooler inside. Drops of sweat chilled on his forehead. He slid past a sideboard, his hand on its surface leaving a sticky trail. It flopped from the end of the sideboard, gently against his thigh. A grandfather clock ticked above him, loud, to the rhythm of his beating heart. He caught his wide eyes looking into a long mirror on the opposite wall. His reflection didn’t seem excited to be so close to the beautiful voice.

      A heavy door was before him. He placed his hand against the grain. The sound battered at the wood. The boy took hold of the handle. He looked along the dark corridor towards the depths of the house, and then over his shoulder to the whispering light of day. And the beautiful voice continued to call him. Gripping with both hands, the handle started to turn.
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      Everything in the room was golden. Golden candlesticks with golden candles. Golden lamp stands beneath golden shades. The frame of the mirror and the wallpaper. Beside a built but unlit fire, even the coal scuttle and utensils were golden.

      Gold flickered in the boy’s eyes.

      Inside the golden picture frames were paintings: horses rearing on their hind legs, fearsome men upon them pointing swords to the sky; men in battle with terror on their faces, others with deadly intent in their frozen cries. Above the fireplace hung a portrait of a man with a neat line of moustache above his thin top lip. Another portrait showed a round-faced woman staring out from above her high collar. Standing on a low bookcase were animals carved from wood, their mouths full of teeth wide in a silent roar. In every otherwise-empty space were carvings and statues, all captured in a moment of horror or of calm.

      And the golden voice continued to sing.

      It was a surprise that there were not a dozen people gathered there, playing horns and trumpets and drums. Stranger still, there was no lady, only empty chairs and sofas, and the objects that glowed like the sun.

      The boy noticed an upturned horn by the window, as golden as anything in the room. With his palms pressed flat against the wall behind him, he began to side-step towards it.

      The golden horn was so huge, it was a wonder that it didn’t topple forward, taking with it the polished box beneath it. The noise was deafening, thudding deep inside the boy’s head and chest. He placed his fingers on the rim of the table and eased onto the tips of his toes. A flat disc was rotating on top of the box. He watched it spin, a needle skimming over its surface. The arm was shaped at the end like a claw and the needle sticking out of it was golden.

      In a blare of every instrument that had ever been blown, strummed, plucked or bashed, the sound suddenly stopped. The only noise left was the gentle whirr of the disc moving, the claw-needle running, and a faint, crackly noise beneath it.

      A new sound startled the boy; papers being shuffled and shaken. Hidden behind a desk and a newspaper, a man was in the room with him. The boy could not move to hide. He could not let loose his one-handed grip on the table. He could not move at all, as frozen as the statues.

      The man folded the paper and placed it on the desk. He began to lift himself from the seat. The breath stopped in his nostrils.

      He was looking directly at the boy.

      The line of moustache rose and his thin lips parted.

      ‘Young master, good morning. I was not aware that I had company.’

      The man stepped from behind the desk and clasped his hands behind his back. Silence filled the space between them, and the gentle scratch of the needle.

      ‘I find myself lost to the world when listening to opera, I’m afraid. I forget how loud it must be to everyone else. Ha! A racket, my wife calls it. Drives her potty. Not that she isn’t as charmed by opera as I am, but she prefers for it to be played at a more . . . moderate volume. More piano.’

      The man positioned himself on the edge of the desk and he cupped his hands.

      The boy’s fingers slipped from the polished tabletop and he dropped to his feet.

      ‘Whoopsie.’

      The man’s gaze stayed on the boy, with nothing more than a blink shared.

      ‘It was Puccini’s Tosca that I was shamelessly blasting out. The first ever recording of it, in fact, with Valentina Bartolomasi as Floria. I have to say, it isn’t my most preferred opera. Ghastly story, too. A story that contains it all: jealousy, vanity, deceit . . . Frankly, young master, not a story for young ears.’

      The man crossed his legs and reset his hands.

      The boy had still not moved.

      ‘I knew Ms. Bartolomasi. In fact, that is a dreadful exaggeration. I did not know her so much as I made her acquaintance. I only met her twice. One time was in Covent Garden – which is back home in London, as you know – and the other when my wife and I were fortunate enough to visit La Scala, the opera house in Milan, perhaps the finest in the world, by way of an invitation from an erstwhile client of mine––’

      The man clapped his hands together and the boy flinched.

      ‘I’m rambling. I doubt any of this is of interest to you. But if it is . . .’

      Standing, the man began to move across the room.

      ‘The cabinet beside you, with the gramophone perched on top, is full of recorded music.’

      The boy’s unblinking eyes grew as the man approached. He stepped back, bumped against the wall, and he continued trying to step back further.

      ‘You needn't be afraid, young master. I’m inviting you to look. See?’

      The man opened the doors of the cabinet. Inside, it was packed with black discs in thick card sleeves.

      ‘Opera, mostly. Gifts, more than not. Not the collection I would have necessarily chosen for myself, but one mustn’t turn down good fortune.’

      The man ran his finger along the sleeves. Curiosity peeled the boy from the wall.

      ‘I know what might interest you!’

      The man caught the boy off guard. Startled like an animal to thunder, he bumped back against the wall.

      ‘Since being in your country, I’ve come to fancy one of the local musical fashions. The country blues, they call it. It has a marvellously energetic rhythm. Have you heard the country blues?’

      The man allowed a moment for the boy to answer. He was answered with only a momentary twitch of a frown.

      ‘No? Well, it’s played roundabouts. But there is something quite special in hearing it played through the gramophone.’

      With a half-step towards the open cabinet, the boy leaned forward, trying to see what the man was looking for.

      ‘I know it was here somewhere . . . No. Not that one. I was sure . . . Not that either, blasted thing – I must palm that off on someone I’m not so fond of, ha-ha, cruel and ungrateful man that I am–– Ah! Here you are, you devil.’

      Waving the disc in its sleeve, the movement shocked the boy back to the wall. Consumed by triumph, the man didn’t notice. He lifted the paw with its needle-claw, stood Tosca against the cabinet, and placed the disc on the gramophone.

      The man watched it whirr. The boy watched the man.

      ‘Please, young master’ – the man wagged a hand behind him – ‘please do take a seat. One must be completely–– Here it comes. The country blues! I didn’t tell you the name of the performer. He’s called Blind Lemon Jeff––’

      A tap on the door.

      ‘Mister Henry?’

      A lady eased open the door and entered.

      ‘Is everything fine? I saw the door was––’

      The lady’s mouth opened wide and wider. She covered it with a hand.

      The boy pressed his palms out to each side, as if he might be swallowed by the golden wallpaper.

      ‘Calvin Carthy, what do you think you’re doing in Mister Henry’s room?’ The lady faced the man. ‘Mister Henry, I’m so sorry. I can’t understand this behaviour.’

      She snapped her fingers and pointed to the floor at her feet. ‘You get here now, Calvin Carthy. Have you lost your mind? What do you think you’re doing?’

      Mister Henry arched his eyebrows. And the country blues continued to play.

      ‘You owe me an answer, Calvin Carthy.’

      ‘I heard the music he was playing,’ the boy said, pointing at Mister Henry. ‘I wanted to see.’

      ‘You call Mister Henry Mister Henry, not he.’ She turned to Mister Henry. ‘I’m so sorry for my son. I don’t know what’s gotten into him. But he won’t be doing it again, I can assure you that,’ she said, smiling at the man and scowling at the boy.

      ‘My dear Adeline, it is of no ail to me. It was my error, if anyone’s, playing my music so loud. I did rather invite young Calvin in. There’s no need to be hard on the boy. He’s been incredibly polite. Rather, he’s a credit to you.’

      ‘Well . . . you’re kind to say that, Mister Henry.’

      ‘Not at all,’ said Mister Henry, moving towards his desk. ‘I rather hope that young Calvin would indulge me by allowing me to share more of my collection with him sometime. After all, there’s no point in owning anything if not to share it with others.’

      ‘What’s he doing in here?’

      Next to Adeline, having silently entered, had appeared a blond-haired boy. He was pointing at Calvin – who was yet to unstick himself from the wall.

      ‘George. You aren’t to speak like that.’

      ‘But, daddy,’ George said, stamping his foot, ‘he shouldn’t be in here. He’s not allowed.’

      ‘Don’t you yell back at me, young man. It’s my house and I decide who comes and goes. Young Calvin is my guest.’

      ‘He won’t bother you no more,’ said Adeline. ‘Come with me, Cal. You see the trouble you caused?’

      Calvin looked up at Mister Henry, who nodded.

      ‘I was taught to always do as my mother says. It’s a fine virtue, and you’ll do well to abide by it always.’

      Calvin moved towards Adeline. Her scowl had softened, even if that of the blond boy beside her had not.

      Heading into the dark hallway, with his mother’s hand on his shoulder guiding him, beneath the sound of George being reprimanded, Calvin could still hear the sound of the country blues.
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      In a far corner on the grounds of the Wilmington mansion, Calvin Carthy rose with the sun. He pulled on his shirt and pants – the shirt too tight and the pants too short. The day was battering at the door to be let in. Calvin rushed outside to meet it.

      On the breeze was the scent of bacon and sausage. Most days Mamou came with a plate, or he went to the kitchen in the big house. Mamou had told him many times he wasn’t to help himself to Mister Henry’s fruit straight from the branch, without asking first or being invited. That’s what she said. But Calvin couldn’t see how anyone would notice if pieces of fruit were missing, or why Mister Henry might miss a few from so many. If the dragonflies were counting, let them tell.

      Taking his first bite of an apple, Calvin was still thinking about Mister Henry’s music. The country blues. It wasn’t loud like the opera – as Mister Henry called it – but sounded like it was trapped inside the golden horn. Not trying to escape but accepting; singing of what it was like in there, all echoey.

      The horses were trotting around the paddock. Their heads lifted and waved as they brushed flies aside. Sometimes, if he had a bite of apple or pear left over – and if there was no one else around – Calvin would call a horse over and feed it the core.

      He leaned on the fence and a horse went to him then. She allowed Calvin to stroke her snout; a gentle nod of thanks for the last bite of apple.

      ‘I love you, Lady,’ he said, running his hand over the thick hair. ‘Your place on Earth is as important as you believe in your heart.’

      Lady slowly closed and opened her long eyelashes.

      ‘We all breathe air the same, you know.’

      ‘That horse doesn’t understand what you’re saying, silly,’ said George, standing on the grass behind Calvin. ‘They’re stupid and dumb, like you. And I saw you feed it that piece of fruit. If they need to be fed then I shall feed them. Or get your father to do so.’

      The two boys were facing each other. The same age and same height, but equally as different as two boys could be.

      George tilted his head, his eyes narrow. ‘You don’t speak much, do you?’

      ‘I only say things after I’ve thought about what to say and whether it can do any good to say it.’

      ‘Good. Anyway, I’ve not come all the way out here to talk about horses.’

      Turning his back on Calvin, George began to walk away.

      He stopped, clicked his fingers and pointed at the ground beside him. ‘Come on then, step to heel. Father wants me to show something to you.’

      ‘Mister Henry?’

      ‘Such impertinence,’ George muttered, his nose pointing to the sky. His hands were linked behind his back. Still facing away, he glanced to the side, half of his profile in view. ‘My father has instructed me to come out here and show you something. Something that, for some reason, he thinks might be of interest to you. So, if you will . . .’

      ‘What is it, George?’

      ‘For goodness’ sake,’ George said, his hands flailing, now turning. ‘I have been instructed to show you, Calvin. To show you. I’m a busy man, so I’ll thank you not to loiter.’

      Running to catch up, Calvin followed George towards a secluded part of Mister Henry’s land, further away from the paddocks and the house.
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      ‘What is it, George?’

      The boys were looking at a shed. Nailed vertically to the back of the shed was a stretch of baling wire, wound tight. At the bottom, a piece of wood with a tin can attached had been wedged beneath the wire, tautening it. The completed piece looked no more than a stretch of baling of wire nailed to a shed.

      ‘Please, George,’ Calvin repeated, ‘what is it?’

      ‘It’s a diddly-bow,’ George replied, hands on hips. ‘That’s what father said. It’s a kind of instrument. For some reason he thought it might interest you.’

      George shrugged his shoulders and mumbled something. After a moment, he went to the diddly-bow and ran his finger down the wire.

      ‘Did you know that Africans used to make instruments out of human bones?’

      Calvin shook his head.

      ‘They did, you know, the Africans. They would use bones to beat on skulls, like drums’ – he slammed his hand against the side of the shed – ‘They made rattles out of rib cages, and they’d tie strings, like this’ – he plucked the wire – ‘along the spine, and play it like a guitar.

      ‘Mostly it was explorers they used to make instruments from. They cut them open while they were still alive, ripped out their guts and showed them their beating heart.’ George demonstrated each slice and surgery as he spoke, his teeth peeled back to the gums. ‘And then they put the explorer, his heart still beating, in a big cauldron of boiling water until the meat fell off the bone. And after that, they would eat the meat and make instruments out of the bones.’

      George checked to see if Calvin was paying attention.

      With his nose wrinkling and his neck shrinking, he was.

      ‘But it wasn’t only the explorers and people who got lost in the jungle that ended up in the pot . . . No, they sometimes ate each other, and rivals from other tribes.’

      ‘They ate their own people?’

      ‘That’s right. Cannibalism, it’s called. They ate every last bit. Even their eyeballs.’

      George stopped running his finger along the wire. He was staring at Calvin: fingers half-curled, struggling to swallow down his revulsion.

      ‘You don’t suppose that you’re African, do you?’

      ‘No, George,’ Calvin replied, shaking his head. ‘I’m from here. You know I am.’

      ‘You look the same as African people.’

      ‘Paw said that we’re, uh, ascendants from African. But not real African.’

      ‘Well, have you ever eaten a person before? That’s the way to tell.’

      ‘No, George, no,’ Calvin said through cupped fingers. He lowered his chin to his chest and faced away. ‘I don’t want to play anymore. I––’

      Tuh-dwwaaang

      Calvin released his face from his hands.

      George laughed. He twanged the wire again. Again and again, more rapidly, stamping his foot each time.

      Tuh-dwwaaang; dwwaaang; dwwaaang

      Calvin’s head nodded with each twang. He was helpless not to anticipate the next one. So George beat a more irregular pattern.

      Dwwaaaaang . . . Tuh-dwwaaa-dwwaaa-dwwaaang

      Calvin’s head was ready to nod, his hands poised like a conductor. But George stopped. Calvin watched him, waiting for a signal that he was about to pull the wire again.

      ‘Do you like the toy that my father gave me?’

      Calvin nodded. ‘I do, George.’

      ‘You’ll like this then.’

      George fumbled in the long grass growing up the back of the shed.

      ‘George?’

      ‘What is it now?’ George replied, rummaging in the grass.

      ‘Have you ever heard your daddy’s music?’

      ‘Of course I have. I hear it all the time. I do live in the same house, remember.’

      ‘Have you ever heard Blind Lemon Jeff?’

      ‘Who? Oh, probably.’

      George pulled himself upright. ‘Here it is.’

      In his hand was a glass bottle with clods of mud and strands of dead grass attached to it.

      ‘This is how you really play with the diddly-bow.’

      George wiped the bottle on the grass, removing as much of the mud as he could manage. He plugged the bottle with one of his fingers and reached as high up the wire as he could.

      ‘Are you ready?’

      Calvin nodded.

      ‘Then here we go.’

      Calvin chuckled beneath his breath, his cheeks tingling.

      George twanged the wire, and was answered by the now familiar sound. He held the bottle against the wire and the sound deadened.

      ‘Wait,’ he said. ‘Just wait.’

      With his hands readied by his side, Calvin waited.

      George twanged the wire and Calvin chuckled.

      ‘Stop that noise. You’re putting me off.’

      Calvin swallowed his chuckle and his excitement went to his eyes. They might have popped, looking from George to the diddly-bow.

      George twanged the wire. After wiping the bottle on his shorts, he held it against the wire and hurriedly slid the bottle up and down, the dull tone slurring before dying away.

      ‘It’s clearly broken,’ George said, pulling the bottle from his finger and dropping it to the floor. ‘Stupid thing.’

      Calvin drummed his fingers on his thighs. ‘Uhm. George?’

      ‘What?’ George said, glaring at him.

      ‘Can I play?’

      ‘If you wish. But don’t say I didn’t tell you.’

      Calvin picked up the bottle. It was loose on his finger – unlike George, who had filled the hole; the bottle coming off with a glug when he removed it. Calvin glanced at George. His arms were folded across his chest, a podgy second chin where his head was sunken into his neck, glaring at Calvin with the same sulky expression as before, a damp blanket over his fury.

      ‘Go on, then. I haven’t got all day.’

      Calvin twanged the wire, making that wonderful sound. Now that he was closer, he could feel it vibrating through the wooden panel. Resonance poured out of the tin can. The shed swallowed the sound and chewed on it. Even the feel of the wire, fragile as a twig, but with a resistance similar to pulling fruit from a branch.

      After twanging the wire a few times – delighted with each tuh-dwwaaang – the bottle weighed heavily on his finger. He twanged the wire and held the bottle against it. The sound muffled, just as before. He quickly slid the bottle along the wire and was answered by a quiet change in tone.

      ‘See?’ said George. ‘I told you it was broken, stupid thing that it is.’

      Calvin barely heard him. He twanged the wire and wiped the bottle on his pants, just as George had done.

      Dwwaaang

      He twanged again.

      Dwwaaaaang

      As the wire vibrated, this time he held the bottle a wire-width away. Rather than pressing the bottle into the wire, he barely touched it, just allowing the bottle to rest against it, gently, like picking up a bug. The sound of the bottle as it slid along the wire travelled through Calvin’s hand, up his arm, coursing through his body and back down into his hand. The shed swallowed the sound and spat it out of the can.

      Calvin’s body was electrified by the vibrations. He kept playing, and soon found that he could even keep twanging as he slid the bottle, not having to wait and start over. He moved the bottle slowly, imagining what sound would come next, and the diddly-bow purred to his touch.

      ‘Look, George! It ain’t broke. It––’

      But George had already gone.
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      The moment the door began to open, Calvin was off Adeline’s knee and halfway across the floor before it moved an inch.

      ‘Paw!’

      Cleveland Carthy peered around the door. ‘My big Boo.’

      He scooped up the boy, their heads nearly touching the ceiling of the little room.

      ‘Have you been waiting up for your old man?’

      ‘Yeah, Paw.’ Calvin curled his fingers in Cleveland’s hair. ‘I’ve got something to tell you. Something good.’

      ‘It must be important, keeping you from sleep,’ Cleveland said, touching a finger to Calvin’s nose.

      ‘It is. You ever heard of a diddly-bow?’

      Twisting his lips, Cleveland feigned thought.

      ‘Hmm, a diddly-bow? Let me see, now.’ He looked across the room, as if the answer was on the bare brick walls. ‘Nope, I don’t believe I do know what that is. You don’t happen to know, do you?’

      ‘Yeah, Paw! It’s an instrument. I played one today. I played it good.’

      ‘You ain’t pulling on your old Paw’s leg now, are you?’

      Loosening the tie of his three-piece household suit, Cleveland winked at Adeline, sitting in an armchair, knitting.

      ‘I see you smiling, Paw, but I’m serious. It’s an instrument on Mister Henry’s shed. It sounds like the music I heard in––’

      A smile played around Cleveland’s eyes. ‘In where, Boo?’

      ‘Mister Henry said I was allowed there,’ Calvin quickly said. ‘He played me Blind Lemon Jeff. You ever meet him?’

      Cleveland shook his head. ‘I don’t think I have made his acquaintance. Who’s he?’

      ‘Uhm . . .’ Calvin strummed his bottom lip. ‘He makes the country blues that comes out of the golden horn in . . .’ He looked to Adeline, smiling and knitting. ‘Uhm . . .’

      ‘Go on, Boo,’ Cleveland said. ‘I’m listening.’

      ‘I think Blind Lemon Jeff plays a diddly-bow. Just like me,’ Calvin said, pointing to his chest.

      ‘Sounds like this Blind Lemon fella’s got himself a rival.’

      ‘We can go down there now, Paw. I’ll show you the biddly-dow. Diddly-dow. Uh!’ Calvin put a hand on either side of his head. ‘Diddly . . . bow,’ he said, nodding with each word.

      ‘It’s a bit dark to be going out in Mister Henry’s garden now, little man. What if he thinks we’re baddies and he turns one of his big guns on us?’

      ‘He ain’t gonna do that, Paw. Mister Henry knows us.’

      ‘Not in the dark, he don’t.’

      ‘Aw, Paw.’ Calvin stroked the light bristles on Cleveland’s face. ‘He probably won’t even know we’re there. We’ll be real quiet.’

      ‘I don’t think it’s a good idea right now, Boo–– hey, don’t get grumpy. You can show me another time the . . . what’s it again?’

      ‘Diddly-bow,’ Calvin said into his chest.

      ‘That’s it. The diddly-bow. And by the time you show me, you’re gonna be even better at playing, too. I’m sure you’re already better than any Blind Lemon fella.’

      ‘Blind Lemon Jeff,’ Calvin said, staring at the floor.

      ‘Well, Blind Lemon Jeff better watch out. There’s a new diddly-bow man in town. Ain’t that right, Mamou?’

      ‘That’s right,’ Adeline said. ‘My sweet boy’s gonna be the best diddly-bow man there ever was.’

      ‘Hear that, Boo?’ Cleveland bounced Calvin and his head wobbled. ‘Who’s gonna be the best?’

      ‘Me,’ Calvin said, failing to hide a smirk in his sulk.

      ‘That’s right. Mister Booya Carthy, the diddly-bow man. Ain’t no one born who’s gonna be able to touch you. But’ – Cleveland put his forehead against Calvin’s – ‘even the best diddly-bow man has to get his sleep.’

      ‘Will you tell me a story, Paw? You ain’t told me a story in a long time.’

      ‘Sure, I’ll tell you a story. Come on, Mister Diddly-bow. I know just the story to tell.’

      Wrapping his arms around Cleveland’s neck, stopping by Adeline on their way, Calvin was carried through to his bed, and Cleveland began a story about a little boy who one day found an old stretch of baling wire nailed to the wall of a shed.

      
        
        6

      

      

      Holding a half-eaten apple and slowly chewing, Calvin didn’t recognise the feeling that was swelling inside him – sorrow, mixed with furious disappointment.

      He took a step closer.

      The top nail was hanging from the shed, the weight of the bottom nail trying to pull the wire free. The piece of wood with the tin can attached was nowhere to be seen, only nail holes where it had been. If the diddly-bow had disappeared overnight would be one thing. But to leave it looking so helpless, so pitiful, a final act of humiliation before death, that’s what was stirring Calvin’s feelings. The sweetness of the fruit was turning bitter.

      Something glinted in the high grass; something green and shiny. Pieces of glass. The bottle. Broken, just like the diddly-bow.

      Calvin couldn’t reach the top nail to push it in. Finding a fallen branch, he managed to hammer the nails back in place, but the wire was still miserably slack.

      If the diddly-bow had been destroyed by an animal, it was unlikely that it would have pulled the wood and tin can away from the shed. Even if it had, it would be sitting, disregarded, somewhere by the base, like the broken glass.

      Calvin snapped the branch over his knee and wedged half of it behind the wire. It didn’t look as good as the tin can, but the wire was taut, at least. He ran his finger down the wire, just as George had done. He plucked the wire and it fell slack. The branch dropped into the long grass. The top nail again pulled away.

      Searching in the grass for the missing pieces, being careful not to cut himself on the glass, a voice bolder than the day startled Calvin:

      ‘Young master! I have come to see how . . . Oh–– Oh,’ Mister Henry repeated in a deeper tone. ‘What has happened here? I’m sure this doesn’t look like it should.’

      With half a broken branch in each hand, Calvin looked up at Mister Henry. A pipe was dangling from the corner of his mouth, smoke drizzling from it.

      He was holding George by the hand.

      Mister Henry removed the pipe, licked his lips and looked down at George. ‘This wouldn’t, by chance, be why you were so reluctant to come down here with me to see how young master Calvin was getting on, would it, George?’

      ‘No, father,’ George spoke into his shirt.

      ‘Speak up, boy,’ Mister Henry said, pulling George’s arm.

      ‘No, sir.’

      ‘No what, sir?’

      ‘No, I wasn’t reluctant to come with you, sir.’

      Still kneeling, clutching bits of branch, Calvin hadn’t once blinked. Even so, George seemed to be a good deal more terrified than him.

      Mister Henry waggled his pipe at George.

      ‘I think you’re lying to me, boy. In fact, I know you are. It’s written all over your face. What do you have to say for yourself? Eh?’ He jerked George’s arm. ‘Come on. Speak up for yourself.’

      The words drumming around inside Calvin were making him quiver. His tongue was beginning to hurt, a numb pain from biting it too hard.

      ‘I will not tolerate this insubordination, boy,’ Mister Henry said. ‘Even if I have to beat it––’

      ‘I pulled it too hard,’ Calvin said, a canary tweet to Mister Henry’s lion roar.

      He was standing, holding a useless piece of branch in each hand, facing Mister Henry. A pair of leaves fallen from the willow fluttered between them.

      ‘I’m sorry, my dear boy?’ Mister Henry said.

      ‘I . . . I pulled it too hard. The diddly . . . sir.’

      ‘Ah,’ said Mister Henry. ‘Right. I see. Well. We’ll see if we can’t do something about that for you. Did you find pleasure playing it?’

      Calvin quickly nodded, before his head sunk back to his chest.

      ‘Good. That’s interesting. Yes, very . . . interesting.’ Mister Henry gave George’s arm a yank. ‘Isn’t it, George?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Has the cat got your tongue, boy? Yes, what?’

      ‘Yes, sir.’

      Mister Henry returned the pipe to his mouth. It waggled with his words:

      ‘Now, young master Calvin, if you will excuse me. I had only a spare minute to come and see how you were getting on. But it has been a minute well spent, I feel.

      ‘And as for you, my boy,’ Mister Henry said to George, ‘you are coming back to the house with me. I doubt that the sun is for you today.’

      As George was pulled away through the long grass, he kept looking back over his shoulder, while Calvin stood there tapping the useless bits of branch against his legs.
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      Trudging homeward, the trees had baling wires nailed to their sides; the horses’ tails made strumming sounds.

      Every day before the diddly-bow had been fine, so why did Calvin feel so bad now that it was lost to him?

      The sound of singing distracted him from his thoughts. It was muffled. It wasn’t like the lady in the horn; more like Blind Lemon Jeff. It sounded like it was coming from beyond the woodland.

      Calvin stared into the dark depth of the trees. He never came this far out on the grounds. While they were busy in the big house, Mamou and Paw had both said that he could go where he liked on Mister Henry’s land. “But you never go on your own into them woods, especially not when dusk is coming. You ain’t got no business in there. All sorts of things going on in there that a young boy doesn’t need to see.”

      Calvin knew that Paw sometimes went into the woods – Mamou warned him of the trouble, too – and when he came home he smelled of the Moonshine and would talk funny. Well, if Calvin saw the Moonshine he’d just run back out again.

      Even though he didn’t know what the Moonshine looked like – and he was pretty certain it only came out at night – he guessed that he’d know it if he saw it. From the late night angel’s kisses Paw gave him when he was sleeping, he knew its smell well enough.

      Calvin decided that he would go quietly, and he would go carefully, but he would go.
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      It was cool in the woods, hidden from the sun. The smell was rich, of earth and pine. A squirrel ran across Calvin’s path and sped up a tree. Within a blink, it was on a branch high above him, staring at him. Daring him to continue.

      The sound of singing seemed to move between the trees, getting no closer, encircling Calvin on all sides. The woodland dampened the sound, to die when it reached him. Treading in Paw’s footsteps, he had to find where it was coming from.

      Beneath his bare feet, the fallen pine needles tickled and pricked. With each dozen steps, he stopped to rub the soles of his feet to scrape away the sticking needles. Leaning against a broad trunk, Calvin looked up through the trees. The pale brightness of the day was cut apart by the spiky silhouettes of the canopy, leaking through to the ground only where the branches allowed it; fluorescent-yellow shapes on the black ground, like sticks of flaming fire.

      Having adjusted to the gloom, Calvin glanced back at the way he had come, now closed to darkness.

      He faced toward the singing voices. The sound was louder now. It was coming from up ahead, where the brightness of the day resumed its command.
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      Beyond an ancient split-rail fence, the field shimmered with life. Bushy plants with dark green leaves, scattered with fluffy white puffs, gently moving on a hidden breeze. A huge man stepped up to a nearby bush. He was wearing denim dungarees, the straps fastened over his bare chest. Slung over his wide shoulders was a bulging sack, so full that it trailed on the ground behind him. Singing as he worked, his massive hands routed through the bush, stripping handfuls of the white fluff and stuffing it into the sack. His was just one voice isolated from a sound as broad as the sky, his hands stopping for not a second as they tore at the bush.

      From within the fringe of the forest, Calvin couldn’t make out most of the words being sung; what could entertain this big man one moment and then turn his expression to anger the next, his booming voice that could shred sticks to splinters. He heard another nearby voice. The voice was raspy, as if it was being dragged out of someone’s throat.

      Behind the spindly shin of a pine, Calvin could see only a thin slice of the field. Just as he was about to step out around the tree, another worker appeared. His face was sickly-thin, his skin marked with puffy pink lines of scratches and scars. His eyes bulged from their sockets. Sagging skin hung over his bones like dirty sheets on a line. When he sang he showed the shadows of missing teeth. It was the man with the rasping voice – a man whose attention Calvin did not want.

      He continued exploring from within the cool shade of the tree-line, watching workers strip the plants and stuffing their pickings into the long, trailing sacks. Further along, he could hear their words:

      ‘With my sweet Lord by my side

      I will sink beneath the water

      Down in the river in Galilee’

      This field. Those words . . .

      Memories of sitting on Paw’s shoulders, hands flat against the thick hair, holding on for his life. Or strapped onto Paw, jangling with his movements. The smell of the Moonshine.

      There was a break in the woodland coming up, the lines of pines dissected by a furrowed road. Splitting the fence, there was a gateway into the field. The gate was open. Calvin could have slipped between the rails of the fence at any time, into the field in a second. But seeing the open gate was like being invited inside.

      The road ran directly through the field, splitting it like a river. It rode up and rolled down, plants and pickers everywhere. In the far distance were matchbox barns and houses. Beyond that was more dark woodland, as if this busy part of the world was designed to be hidden. The mystery stripped the last of his caution and Calvin withdrew from his cover of safety.

      ‘Hey!’ someone yelled. ‘Lenut, lookout!’

      Startled back into the day, Calvin turned to face the drumming of hooves. A chestnut stallion was heading directly for him, the white line running along the snout sighting him like a target. The horse’s head dropped, and in that brief instant Calvin saw the rider. The head reared back into the air and twisted to the side, baring its teeth to the gums, eyes straining at the sockets, hooves stamping on the hard, dry earth. Its flailing hooves pawed the air inches from his face. Spray from the horse’s nostrils spattered over his forehead.

      A hoof stamped down a step away, and the contorted face veered around Calvin. The horse circled him, the sun hidden and then glaring.

      The rider glared down, scarlet redness high on his cheeks, a deeper red than his sunburnt face, hidden in the shadow of his hat. He spat on the ground and the earth swallowed.

      ‘You trying to get yourself killed?’ the hidden face asked. ‘I should’ve run you down.’

      ‘Lenut. Behave yourself.’

      ‘Didn’t you see that, Deputy Helland?’

      A man wearing a uniform the colour of the dusty road was heading toward them from the other side of the open gate. Like the cracked earth, deep pockmarks pitted his face. A scar ran diagonally across his forehead, beneath his combed hair.

      ‘What are you doing away from the field, boy?’ the deputy said, ignoring the man on the horse.

      Calvin could barely move his head to look from one man to the other. Each way, an unfriendly face glaring at him.

      The horse shifted its feet.

      A toothpick appeared from behind the deputy’s tongue. The scar didn’t move when frown-lines appeared.

      ‘I asked what you’re doing away from the field, son. You too dumb to talk or something?’

      Peering up through his long lashes, Calvin’s chin found his chest; biting his tongue between his teeth.

      ‘Ain’t got much to say for yourself, do you, boy?’

      Calvin shook his head.

      ‘He moves! Thought you might’ve been frightened right to death, standing there like a post. Hah!’

      Putting his hands on his thighs, Deputy Helland crouched down to Calvin’s height, as near as he could.

      ‘What’s your name?’ he asked, narrowing his eyes.

      Calvin’s lips trembled as he tried to open them. His eyes scanned the pitted skin.

      ‘Come on, now. You can tell me. Just tell me. What’s your name?’

      ‘Boo,’ Calvin whispered.

      Deputy Helland frowned. His lips drew into thin lines.

      ‘You think I’m a goose, boy?’

      Calvin shook his head.

      Upon the horse, Lenut laughed.

      The stallion shifted its weight, hooves clicking on stones.

      ‘Trying to prove you’re brave, then?’ Deputy Helland said, raising an eyebrow. ‘Is that it?’

      Calvin’s lips started to bulge and his cheeks filled out. The spring of standing tears, he managed to shake his head.

      ‘Well then, I’ll ask you again. What’s your name? Don’t be messing with me, boy.’

      ‘Booya,’ Calvin said. Even to his own ears, it didn’t sound much like his voice. ‘Booya Carthy.’

      ‘What kind of name is that? Boo-yar.’

      ‘A ______ kind,’ Lenut said from up on his horse. ‘Boo-yar. Sounds like one to me.’

      ‘Hmm.’ Deputy Helland straightened upward and put his hands on his hips. ‘Well, Boo-yar, I suggest that you get out of here. And don’t be coming out of the field again. I ain’t your overseer.’

      ‘Next time I will stomp you down,’ Lenut added.

      ‘He will, too,’ said Deputy Helland. ‘You don’t cross Lenut Colden’s path twice. Damn, you’re lucky I was here this time. Boo-yar.’

      Staring up at the man on the stallion, Calvin didn’t want to look at all, but found he couldn’t look away.

      ‘Get out of here, boy. I ain’t gonna be able to hold Colden back for much longer. Go on, git!’ The deputy lunged towards him. ‘Get outta here. Back to work. Chop-chop.’

      ‘Boo!’ Lenut said, his sunburnt face glowing red beneath his hat.

      The deputy laughed. His white teeth glittered in the sun. The craters in his face became holes.

      ‘Boo!’ the deputy said.

      ‘Boo!’ Lenut said louder.

      The stallion shifted its feet. The horse stamped and whinnied. Calvin felt the air from the swish of its tail. He stepped backwards, towards the trees.

      ‘Not that way,’ the deputy said, laughing like the horse. ‘Into the field. Go!’

      Calvin ran into the field so fast that he couldn’t feel the ground under him. He tripped and rolled.

      ‘Y’alright, boy?’ a voice asked.

      Obscured by bushes, Calvin couldn’t see anyone.

      ‘Was they talking bad to you?’

      A figure stepped out of the plants. A wrinkled face. Skin-covered bones reaching out.

      Calvin ran further into the plantation.

      He wanted to hide, from men on horses, from the strange faces – scarred, wrinkled, or red as hell. He burst through a row of plants, branches scratching his skin, and bumped into a pair of legs the size of tree trunks. Changing direction, he ran up and down the rows of plants, running from the faces.

      He was too frightened to cry; too terrified to stop.

      He wanted to be in the orchard.

      He wanted to be back home.

      Mamou and Paw had warned him not to come here. They were right, it was no place for a boy. And now he would have to spend the rest of his life lost in a place where he had no business being.

      The singing that led him here was in the air above him, all around him. It followed him through the plantation.

      ‘Where did we tell you not to go?

      Told you so. Told you so

      Now you’re never gonna make it home

      Told you so. Told you so’

      Calvin pushed through a pair of plants and bounced off a bulging sack. A big man leaned over him. It was the first man he’d seen from his hiding place in the trees. Reaching down, the man picked Calvin up as if he were as light as cotton.

      ‘You alright, son?’ His voice was like Paw’s. ‘You lost your daddy?’

      Calvin nodded. He shook his head.

      ‘Let me help you look.’

      Calvin ran from the hand reaching for him.

      Heading for the trees, he looked left and right, certain he would see the half-face man galloping towards him, trying to find him, to stomp him back into the ground.

      He ducked through the fence and he ran. Even as the pine needles pricked his feet, he ran.
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      The air was heavy, uncomfortable. Calvin couldn’t stay still. Under the thin sheet, he was sweating. Beneath him, the bed was wet, with no dry patch left to roll onto. The day was dim, a cover of pale-grey cloud compressing the stifling humidity.

      He’d dreamed bad dreams all night. Snarling horses with faceless men. Tall men on stick-like legs. Plants with skeletal branches, beckoning him into their spiky embrace. Standing lost beneath the rising spines, closing in, singing in rasping, leafy voices . . .

      He sat up, his skin slippery. He rubbed his feet together and dried earth flaked from them. Looking around the room, his breathing gradually began to slow. There were no hideous half-hidden faces glaring at him. No plants ready to grab him. But there was something different.

      He looked again and there it was, leaning against the wall. Maybe he really was still dreaming. He rubbed his eyes and it was still there. An uncertain half-smile tried to rise onto his lips. There definitely hadn’t been a guitar leaning against the wall when he went into bed last night.

      Keeping his eyes on the guitar, Calvin peeled off the damp sheet. He reached out to touch it. The wooden neck was cold and smooth. He ran a finger over the smoky-brown lettering. Marquette. Picking it up, Calvin carried the guitar out of his bedroom to the sitting room.

      As a fisherman will hold their catch by the gills, Calvin inspected the guitar at arm’s length. He plucked a string. The noise seemed to hang in the air longer than it should, as clear as a bell and louder than he expected. He leaned the guitar next to the chair. It clanged quietly as the body touched the floor.

      It was quiet and still. Calvin glanced to every corner of the room, everywhere a shadow might be. Except for the mystery of the guitar, everything was as it should be.

      His hand hovered near the strings. He touched a finger to one string, ran the finger down it––

      The door crashed open, smashing into the wall.

      ‘Boo!’

      Calvin jumped. The guitar slipped, clattering to the floor.

      Filling the doorway, Paw was smiling as widely as he ever had.

      ‘Oh hey, what’s wrong?’ He moved across the room and crouched in front of Calvin. ‘Was is it me busting through the door like a crazy horse?’

      Calvin nodded.

      ‘Oh man, I’m sorry, Boo. I was just excited to see if you found your guitar yet. Too excited.’ Paw rubbed his hand on Calvin’s knee. ‘What’s gotten at you? It ain’t broke, is it?’ Paw picked it up the guitar and inspected it. ‘It don’t look broke.’

      Resting the guitar against the chair, he leaned forward on his knee. ‘What’s gotten at you, son? You ain’t got a fever, do you?’ he said, putting his hand on Calvin’s forehead.

      Calvin’s bottom lip slid over his top lip. His chin began to wrinkle.

      Paw picked him up. ‘I’m sorry I scared you, busting in like that. I didn’t think. Didn’t think at all.’

      Calvin wrapped his arms around Paw’s neck. ‘Is it really mine?’ he mumbled into Paw’s shoulder.

      ‘Uh-huh. Mister Henry gave it to you. Or rather, he gave it to me last night and I left it for you to find. I wanted it to be the first thing you saw when you woke up,’ Paw said, jiggling him. ‘That’s why I came busting in like I did, to come get you. We’ve got to go thank Mister Henry.’
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      The smell of freshly cut grass was the only reminder that something brighter existed above the shaded sheet of cloud. There was nowhere to hide from the oppressive humidity.

      ‘The change is gonna come soon, Boo.’

      ‘Like Mamou sings?’

      ‘I sure hope they’re right about that.’ Paw said, peering down. ‘But I was meaning we’re in for a storm. A big one.’

      Calvin usually entered through the kitchen door, when he went to eat or study. Beyond the heavy front door was a tiled lobby that opened into a vast entrance hall. The wooden floor was polished to a shine as reflective as water. A wooden staircase – so wide that a stallion could walk up it without its swishing tail touching the sides – wound up to the balconied first-floor landing, where there hung a chandelier, bigger even than the one in Mister Henry’s office. There were paintings framed in ancient wood, the oil so deep and rich that it was like looking at living things through windows.

      Their footfall stopped echoing. Calvin looked down at the rug, bigger than Mamou’s vegetable garden, stretching almost from one wall to the other.

      Panelled by dark wood, it was cool in there and the light was dim. Something began to claw at Calvin’s insides. The corners in shadow. The smell of pine woodland.

      They stepped through a doorway leading off the entrance hall. Calvin saw the garden door – the one he had ventured through – framing the damp colours of the garden. And the lonesome tick of the grandfather clock––

      A shouting voice interrupted. Calvin grabbed Paw’s hand. Paw drew him close. They stopped where they were, yards from Mister Henry’s office.

      There was no doubt who the shout had come from.

      ‘You can threaten me until you’ve run out of air,’ Mister Henry yelled, the bass of his voice beating at the door. ‘I was brought to this country for my experience routing railroads; highly trained in the greatest institution by the most educated and cultured minds. Can you make such a claim?

      ‘No. You can’t. I will not bow to demands from the likes of you. Never have I witnessed such an insufferable lack of dignity. And coming from a man of your position. You should be ashamed. I don’t mince my words, sir. I never have.’

      There were further words but spoken, forever concealed by the thick door. Whatever was said caused Mister Henry to erupt once more.

      ‘Well, I’ve already told you that intimidation won’t work on me, you fraudulent fool. I wonder if the sheriff would be interested to know of what you’ve said here today.’

      There was a deep thud in the room, something slammed against a surface.

      ‘It would be impossible to alter the plans now, even if I did care to. They are set in stone. This issue was settled with the necessary persons – those charged with making the decisions – well over a year ago. The commencement of labour will go ahead on my say so, and with my conscience clear. Mark my words, sir: work will go ahead.

      ‘I’ve nothing more to say to such a . . . a menacing, nickel-and-dime subordinate such as you. Good day to you.’

      ‘Paw?’

      ‘It’s alright, Boo. It’s alright, son.’

      A small creak, as the door of Mister Henry’s room opened.

      Calvin gripped Paw’s thigh with both hands. Paw put his hand on Calvin’s back.

      ‘So,’ came a drawling voice, ‘I can confirm one final time that you ain’t going to re-route the railroad, even since I asked so nice?’

      ‘Get out of my house,’ Mister Henry yelled.

      The man stepped into the hallway.

      Even as Calvin tried to hide deeper into Paw’s leg, a part of him wanted to see the face of the man who dared to make Mister Henry raise his voice. A gasp stuck in his throat.

      The grinning, gleaming white teeth; a toothpick flicking from the side of his mouth. Deep pockmarks, craters in his cheeks. The dusty-beige uniform, tight against his long legs.

      The deputy looked down to see Calvin looking up at him. Their eyes locked. The scar on his forehead didn’t move when he frowned. Finding his grin, he mouthed one word:

      Boo
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      ‘Come on, Boo. He’s gone now. You can let loose,’ Paw said, shaking his leg. He tapped on Mister Henry’s part-open door and began to ease it open.

      ‘What?’

      Biting the side of his finger, Mister Henry was staring into the fireplace, a soft flush high on each cheek of his pale face.

      ‘Mister Henry, sir? I’ve, uh . . . I’ve got my boy here. He’s got something he wants to say. If now ain’t an inconvenient time?’

      ‘Cleveland. No-no, my good man. I apologise for bellowing. Please, do come in. Ah, and good morning to you, young master.’ Except for his forced smile, none of the rest of Mister Henry’s face moved.

      ‘Come on now, Boo. You’ve got something to say to Mister Henry, don’t you?’ Paw squeezed the nape of Calvin’s neck. ‘Sorry, Mister Henry, he’s just gone a bit shy.’ Paw hitched his pants and crouched. ‘There ain’t no point us disturbing Mister Henry and saying nothing now, is there?’

      Staring at Mister Henry’s shiny shoes, Calvin dared to lift his gaze. Mister Henry’s face had mostly returned to its usual tone; his smile less strained.

      ‘Well?’

      ‘Thank you, Mister Henry.’

      ‘Thank you for . . .’

      ‘Thank you for my diddly . . . my, um, guitar.’

      ‘My young friend, you’re most welcome. It is my pleasure. I would encourage anyone to pick up an instrument. Or sit down at one. Perhaps standing before me now is the next star of the country blues. Wouldn’t you say so, Cleveland?’

      ‘I sure do hope so.’

      ‘I must say that I’m glad to have this opportunity to speak with you, my dear boy. Because there is a condition attached with my gift.’

      Clasping his hands behind his back, Mister Henry stood in front of Calvin. He rocked forward on the toes of his pointed shoes.

      ‘One must practice an instrument for at least half-an-hour a day to attain anything close to competence. This is the sole caveat; that is all I ask of you. To play. It’s not much to ask – and I’ve already seen that I shan’t be disappointed. However!’

      Mister Henry stabbed a finger in the air – Calvin jumped.

      ‘If one practices for an hour a day, they will soon become quite accomplished. But if one allows as much time as they can spare to play an instrument – whenever they find even one free minute – then anything can be achieved. The level of virtuoso, even.’

      Crouching, Mister Henry picked up Calvin’s hands.

      ‘Yes. I can see it in you, young master. You can be as good as you want to be. Don’t you agree, Cleveland?’ Mister Henry said, lowering Calvin’s hands and standing.

      ‘I do, Mister Henry. Ain’t you gonna promise that you’re gonna practice, Booya?’

      ‘I promise, Mister Henry,’ Calvin said. ‘To practice.’

      ‘My young friend, I do not doubt that.’

      Mister Henry walked to his desk and took a pipe and box of matches from a drawer. He lifted a velvet smoking jacket from the back of his chair and in one sweep slid it on. Puffing from the corner of his mouth, he shook out the flame. He sat in his chair and crossed his legs.

      ‘I must admit that curiosity has rather got the better of me. I’m interested to know where that name comes from? Booya. Is it a kind of pet name, or . . .?’ He gestured with a circular motion of his pipe.

      ‘You tell, Paw,’ Calvin said, almost surprised at the sound of his own voice.

      ‘Sure I will, Boo.’ Behind his hand, Paw cleared his throat. ‘You won’t believe me when I tell you, Mister Henry, that this quiet young boy you see before you now didn’t come out crying when he was born, he came out screaming. You ain’t heard nothing like it before, if you don’t mind me saying, I swear.  So, me and his Mamou, we was discussing what name to call him by, trying to decide on one, but we couldn’t hardly hear ourselves think, with our new baby boy screaming like he was.’

      Paw looked down at Calvin and smiled. He put a hand on his back.

      ‘Your Mamou wanted to call you Calvin after her daddy. I wanted to call you Skip, like my Paw. But Mamou, she didn’t much like the name Skip, to tell the truth, Mister Henry. She didn’t much like my Paw and his old ways, neither – It wasn’t his fault. He had to live through some tough old times – But she wasn’t having no son of hers named after a man like my Paw. Not even if she had to run off with our boy in the night.

      ‘Just as I was coming round to her way of thinking, about to agree that Calvin ain’t such a bad name, this boy, not yet two hours old, shouts out “Booya”. And then he laughed. A newborn baby laughing. You ain’t never heard such a thing. But we both heard it, Adeline and I, loud and clear. Heh-heh. Booya!

      ‘Well, I wanted that to be the baby boy’s name. I said, right there and then, that it’s a fine and original name, but Mamou wasn’t having none of it. Said that Booya ain’t a name. So we named our baby boy Calvin after all. But, for me, it kind of stuck – same as Boo calling me Paw instead of Pa since he was just little. Same as Adeline’s family always calling their ma Mamou – And I’ve called him Booya most of the time ever since. Ain’t that right, Boo?’

      Calvin nodded.

      ‘Yep. Mister Booya Carthy,’ Paw said, his hand on Calvin’s shoulder.

      ‘I agree with you,’ Mister Henry said, puffing on his pipe. ‘I think it is a fine and original name. In this world of ours, something that might seem insignificant – like a name – can make a man stand out from a crowd of people with average names. Take our George, for example: a name shared with the King of England.’

      ‘I just wish that his Mamou saw it the same way,’ Paw said, both hands now on Calvin’s shoulders. ‘But he likes it, though. Don’t you, Boo?’

      ‘I do, Paw,’ Calvin said, peering up at Paw.

      ‘Then that is what I shall also call you,’ said Mister Henry, ‘if that is the name you like to be known by. From this day forth. My young friend Booya.’

      ‘Anyways,’ said Paw, drumming on Booya’s shoulder. ‘I’m sure you’re busy. Thank you again for your gift. I’m sure Boo will practice just like you said.’

      ‘Thank you,’ Booya said. ‘For my gift, Mister Henry.’

      ‘Again, the pleasure is all mine, Booya. I’ll tell you what’ – Mister Henry pointed the sucking end of his pipe – ‘Let’s say that in a year from now you can play a recital in the hallway, show us how you have come on. Agreed?’

      ‘I do,’ Booya said. And he planned to head straight out to the shed to practice, before reminding himself that he didn’t need to.
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      The swirling mass of cloud had thickened. Warning canons of thunderclaps rolled over the land. Menacing eyes glowered through the underbelly of the clouds, backlit by a full moon. A storm to signal the end of summer had arrived.

      Geoffrey, the Wilmington family’s butler, knocked on the door of Mister Henry’s office. Sweat pricked his forehead. With his gloved hand, he wiped a drop forming at the tip of his nose, removed the handkerchief from the breast pocket of his jacket and patted it against his skin. He returned the handkerchief to the pocket and neatened its corners.

      ‘What is it, Geoffrey?’

      ‘I am not quite sure how to address this to you, sir . . .’ Through his gloves, Geoffrey pinched the webs of his fingers. ‘There is, uh . . . a mob outside, sir. They wish to speak with you.’

      Mister Henry put down the map he was studying.

      ‘What did you say? A mob?’

      ‘Yes. Yes, sir. A mob.’

      ‘What do they think this is, the crusades? Bloody fools. How many are we talking, Geoffrey? This mob. A dozen?’

      Geoffrey shifted the weight from one foot to the other. He straightened his back.

      ‘Come, Geoffrey, pull yourself together. What would your closest guess be? Two dozen?’

      ‘Many more, sir. I think . . .’ Glove to mouth, Geoffrey coughed. ‘I think there may be hundreds out there.’

      ‘Hundreds?’ Mister Henry sighed. ‘The effrontery of these people. The’ – he swatted the air – ‘bloody-minded lunacy. I’ll handle the bastardly miserable rabble, once and for all.’

      Standing, Mister Henry slid out of his smoking jacket.

      ‘Geoffrey, be a good chap, go and fetch me a shotgun,’ he said, buttoning his blazer.

      Geoffrey turned to leave.

      ‘Oh, Geoffrey? Make sure to fetch the Winchester.’

      Geoffrey nodded, and he travelled down the hallway at a greater pace than usual.

      ‘Yes,’ Henry muttered to himself, brushing the lapels of his blazer, straightening the cuffs. ‘The Winchester. Best bloody weapon the Yanks ever made.’

      He flared the bowl of his pipe and placed it in the ashtray. Staring at his portrait above the fireplace, he slowly exhaled.

      ‘Sir.’

      ‘Ah. Thank you, Geoffrey. I’m sure you had the sagacity to ensure she’s loaded?’

      Geoffrey nodded, and he handed over a thick card box.

      ‘Good. Wouldn’t want to go into battle with a blunt sabre, now, would we?’ Henry said, pocketing the spare rounds.

      Standing back, Geoffrey allowed Mister Henry to pass.

      Mister Henry stopped alongside him.

      ‘Go and see that Elizabeth and the children aren’t upset by this debacle, Geoffrey. Assure them that their father is going to see to it right this moment.’

      ‘I will,’ said Geoffrey, and he watched Mister Henry stride along the hallway, pull open the large front door and close it behind him.
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      Geoffrey wasn’t exaggerating. Mister Henry looked out at the faces, lanterns held aloft. He could see features on only the first few rows, the rest shrouded by night. They were holding shotguns, rifles. Seeing a number of pitchforks among them, Henry Wilmington closed his eyes.

      ‘A hundred and fifty years of independence,’ he muttered.

      The gathered horde were strangely quiet, as if waiting for Mister Henry to preach to them rather than for them to make demands of him. Holding the shotgun tilted, facing the thunderous sky, he placed his foot on a flowerpot.

      ‘I want you to clear off my land. I want you to leave immediately.’

      The crowd seemed not to know how to respond.

      ‘Go on,’ said Henry, gesturing the way with the barrel of the Winchester. ‘Shift.’

      Except for an occasional cough, a whispered word and the shuffling of feet, there was no sound or movement. Mostly it was farmers and field workers looking back at him.

      ‘I want you to get off my land this instant.’

      ‘I told you to divert the railroad,’ drawled a man at the front. ‘I warned you this’d happen.’

      ‘You. I should have expected you to be here,’ Mister Henry said to Deputy Helland. ‘The Law takes the law into its own hands, is that right?’

      Helland grinned. The toothpick clicked between his teeth. His deer rifle was facing the ground.

      ‘Something like that.’

      ‘I don’t suppose the sheriff is out there with you?’

      Mister Henry scanned the faces, the expressions of misery. A man in coveralls with a child on his shoulders. A woman in a thin dress, unable to meet his gaze. Next to her a boy of no more than fourteen, holding a rifle as old as the war they still spoke of in these parts, his tanned face of wispy growth.

      ‘We want you off this land,’ said the man standing next to the deputy, his sunburnt face half-hidden beneath his hat. ‘You tell us to leave ours; we tell you to leave yours.’

      ‘I’m afraid it isn’t as simple as that.’

      Henry lowered his foot from the plant pot and positioned himself centrally at the top of the steps. He held the shotgun across his chest, his finger resting on the trigger guard.

      ‘Now hear this,’ he called out. ‘I am under the employment of the federal government. They own and control this land, not you. You say that you have come to run me from my land: someone else will move in. You think that threatening mob-handed will terrorise me into changing the plans for the railroad: they will excuse me and make room for the next man to plough the path. However cruelly treated you feel, threats cannot change the minds of those in power.

      ‘You must believe me when I say that I empathise with your plight. I do, truly. No man throughout the history of the civilised world has ever left his land without sadness in his heart, without fight in his belly. It was once the same for the natives of this very land.

      ‘I know how much it must hurt, but we have done all we can to ensure your comfort throughout any disturbances that may be caused, and to make the transition as easy as possible for every one of you.’

      ‘These are all lies,’ the deputy said, turning to address the crowd. ‘Do not believe a word that this snake has to say. This English snake. He ain’t even from this country he’s putting to ruin. This is our land.’

      Most cheered in response, rippling from the front, back.

      ‘No. I speak the truth. I may be a foreigner, but I have your best interests at heart. We are grafting to see that this project brings you future prosperity. Yes, it will take time. Yes, it will not be easy to start with. But, in time, you will see for yourselves how you shall profit. It will create employment: jobs for you and your people.’

      ‘You want us to help flatten our own homes?’ the boy at the front said. ‘Pro’ly for no more’n a nickel a day? Working to stuff the pockets of some gov’nor who don’t give two spits ‘bout us country folk down here?’

      ‘No, you understand wrong,’ Mister Henry said to the boy. ‘You will all be resettled. Your voices will be heard. This is the right action, and the right time for action. With patience and forbearing, you will see. This is for your future.’

      Henry Wilmington regarded the crowd, looking for reactions. He hadn’t expected applause, but he had spoken from his heart.

      ‘You done?’ the deputy drawled, eyebrow raised and the line of scar not caring. ‘You think we’re going to feed on your lies? We’re a proud people. We’ve always been on our own together, however we’ve had to suffer. But we ain’t going to suffer no more. This is our land, and we’re going to do whatever it takes to keep it that way. Do you understand? Only we get to decide what’s going to happen to our land, not some fat-belly governor in a city we ain’t never heard of, like the boy says. We ain’t. And most definitely of all not to an English snake who ain’t got no right to be here in the first place. We ain’t gonna live like that no more.’ Deputy Helland raised his rifle in the air, one-handed, and punched it skyward. ‘No more!’

      The crowd cheered. Some joined in, chanting the deputy’s call. Some were looking up at the house, at the faces peeking from behind curtains, looking down from darkened upstairs windows.

      ‘Then you will achieve nothing,’ Henry said directly to the deputy. ‘Not like this. Not with gangs bearing arms. History has taught you what happens when you threaten violence to get your own way. For goodness’ sake, you have seen it for yourselves! Have you not learned? Take your arguments and objections to those in charge. Take them well-written and clearly presented, and you will be heard.’

      ‘We’ve done it that way,’ said Lenut Colden, ‘and it got us nowhere. It’s time for us to take action.’

      ‘I urge you to maintain your dignity. If you can’t do that, then you truly have nothing left to stand for’ – Henry took a step forward – ‘But there is nothing that you can achieve here tonight. Now, I’ll ask you again, politely: please remove yourselves from my land.’

      ‘Nuh-uh.’ Deputy Helland spat out his toothpick. ‘We ain’t going nowhere. This is our land a hundred . . . no, a thousand times more than it is yours. You can remove yourself from our land.’

      The crowd cheered, gradually growing more ferocious.

      ‘I shall stand for this no longer,’ Henry Wilmington yelled above the noise of the jeering masses. ‘Leave! Now! Get off my land!’

      He aimed the Winchester high above the crowd, and fired.
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      The driver drew the reign and the carriage came to a halt. He stepped down into a puddle, opened the door and leaned into the carriage. The passengers were huddled together, clutching each other.

      ‘I won’t be long.’ He hesitated. And he closed the door.

      One of the passengers started to wail. The driver looked at the sodden ground. He lifted his head and strode through the rain to the house, opened the door and stepped inside.

      In a room lit by candlelight, his wife looked half-asleep.

      ‘Pack whatever you and the boy need,’ he said. ‘We’ve got to leave.’

      She began to sit up. ‘Why right now? Why in the middle of the night?’

      ‘Please.’ He opened another door, dripping rainwater on the floor. ‘Just do as I say. Do it now.’

      He walked into the adjoining room. Candlelight from the sitting room lit upon his son’s sleeping face. He scooped up the boy, sheet and all. The boy stirred.

      ‘Don’t worry, Boo,’ Cleveland whispered. ‘We’re just going away for a little time. Stay sleeping now.’

      Booya groaned and made a pillow with his hands, palms pressed together. Cleveland lifted him higher into his arms.

      Adeline was in the doorway, a shawl over her shoulders.

      ‘Cleveland, I don’t know what to bring. Please tell me––’

      ‘Adie, look at me.’

      She glanced at Booya.

      ‘I don’t know the answer. I can’t tell you because I don’t know. All I know is we’ve got to get out of here. Now.’

      ‘But why? What’s happening? Why in the––’

      ‘Mister Henry’s dead,’ Cleveland said, water running down his face. ‘They shot him over that railroad business.’

      Adeline put a hand to her mouth. ‘You’re sure? I mean . . .’ She gasped. ‘You’re sure?’

      Cleveland nodded.

      ‘I was watching from an upper window. Saw it all. It was the deputy fired first. Then . . .’ He shook his head, scattering drops onto the sheet. ‘They was all firing. That’s all I saw.’

      ‘That’s what that noise was?’

      Cleveland nodded.

      ‘I thought that was thunder, or something . . . maybe the fields––’

      ‘Please.’ Cleveland shifted Booya’s weight. ‘We’ve got to leave, now you understand. They’ve gone crazy and I can’t be sure they won’t come down here. I ain’t willing to take that chance. We’ve need to leave now. Before now.’

      ‘Mister Henry’s dead?’ Adeline said into her hand.

      ‘Have you got everything we need?’

      Adeline opened her mouth. She looked around the room. She looked at Booya sleeping. ‘I ain’t got nothing.’

      ‘I might try and come back in a few days. Come. There’s a carriage outside with Mister Henry’s family in. I can’t leave them no longer. They’re scared as anything.’

      ‘What am I going to say?’

      ‘Just say nothing. They ain’t talking right now nohow. I’ll come back and blow the candles. Let’s get gone.’

      Manoeuvring Booya past the jamb, they left the house.

      An escaped horse was stooped, drinking from a puddle at the side of the road before lifting its head and galloping back towards the house. The sound of flustered chickens shaken from the roost could be heard between the shocks of thunder.

      Wet leaves were falling around the carriage, falling with the ambush of rain. The entire pitch-dark world seemed to be closing in on the remote patch of land.

      Cleveland hunched over Booya, trying to keep him dry. Beyond the hedge, the paddock and orchard, it looked like the sun had smashed through the clouds and crashed into the earth. Maybe it would not rise tomorrow.

      He nodded to Adeline, with her hand on the carriage door handle, and she turned it. A flash of lightning struck beyond the trees, illuminating the shock on the pale faces inside the carriage. Adeline met eyes with Missus Elizabeth, her arms around the children, and she managed a weak smile. The children’s nanny reached out a hand and took Adeline’s bag into the carriage.

      Once Adeline was inside, Cleveland handed Booya to her. He peered down the track that led to the Wilmington House, squinting, trying to discern if anything was skulking through the dark and the rain.

      Thunder gurgled. Another of the escaped horses galloped towards the house, towards the gold falling in flames.

      ‘We’ve got to go,’ Adeline hissed. ‘Cleveland, we’ve got to get out of here.’

      Cleveland shut the carriage door and ran to the house. He closed doors, blowing out candles as he passed. He was out of time. Everything else would have to be left to chance.

      Lightning flashed as he turned to leave, shocking the room in stark bright light. It reflected on the face of Booya’s guitar.

      Carrying the guitar by the neck, Cleveland left the house.
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