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A GUARD AGAINST THUNDERBOLTS



His wife said, ‘Be sensible, now,’ and Joe Killick ignored her. He took a pistol from the wagon and loaded it. His rifle was in its saddle-scabbard. ‘At least leave me the blessed map,’ she said. ‘You get killed and I’ll never find my way out of this wilderness.’ He rode off and left her with the wagon, four slaves and a dog.


Judith Killick was nineteen, married less than six months, on the trail nearly half that time, except it usually wasn’t trail, it was mostly animal tracks or dried-out streambeds. And rightly speaking the map was hers. She’d given Joe the twenty dollars to buy it.


No point in trying to argue with him when he was angry. She knew he was raging as soon as he saw smoke further up this valley. Back when they found the valley, he had been happy; jubilant. He had said: Now it’s just a matter of picking the best land. Then, up ahead: smoke. Not a wisp from a camp-fire. Big smoke, black.


Killick left her and followed the river for a mile or more, and then he heard the chink of axes. The sound led him another mile, to a clearing. A dozen slaves were felling timber, hauling logs, burning out the stumps. The sight astonished and infuriated him. Nobody knew of this valley except Killick and the old trapper who’d sold him the map. That was why he’d sweated and toiled all the way from Virginia. Now look: he was cheated. Robbed.


Unless these niggers were runaways. Fugitives. Outlaws.


One way to find out. Use the damn gun. See if they keep running.


He fired at a crow. The bang bounced off the hillsides. Everyone stopped work. Nobody ran. ‘God damn you all to hell,’ Killick said. There had to be a white man somewhere. Sure enough, in the shade of a big old oak, getting onto a horse, cantering into the sunlight, waving his hat at the slaves, ordering them back to work.


Killick knew he had to go and meet the man. If he didn’t, if he turned and went back to the wagon, the bastard might follow and kill him. Of course that might happen in any case. This day was rapidly falling to pieces. He walked his horse forward.


They both stopped when there was still forty yards between them. ‘Henry Hudd,’ the man called. ‘This is my land. Was that your shot?’


‘Saw a bear. Scared him off.’


‘We get all sorts of beasts in these woods. Some dangerous. Some not.’


Killick thought about what that might mean. He nudged his horse and it ambled closer. From what he could see, this Hudd fellow carried no weapon. ‘Joe Killick,’ he said. ‘I got a piece of paper here says I got first claim on any land either side of the upper Flint River.’ He took out the old trapper’s map and held it high. Maybe Hudd couldn’t read. Plenty men couldn’t.


‘That so.’


They were close enough to get a good look at each other. Killick saw a big-chested man, relaxed, sure of himself, about his own age, twenty-two. Hudd saw a man tired from too many weeks in the saddle, wearing a permanent frown. ‘Wish I could help you,’ Hudd said. ‘Fact of the matter is, you got the wrong river. This is the Cameron.’


‘Cameron.’ Killick looked at the map. ‘Where am I?’


‘Dundee County, Kentucky. Any further south, you’d be in Tennessee.’


Killick took off his hat and tucked the map inside the lining. His face looked as if he’d just bitten his tongue.


‘I don’t know of any Flint River,’ Hudd said. ‘Upper, lower or middle. Never heard of one.’


Killick took a good look around. Level ground, no rocks, dirt as black as soot. ‘I guess you took the best land here.’


‘Well, Providence was kind. Seemed the right thing to do.’


Killick looked at the toiling slaves, sweat gleaming on black skin. ‘Providence decides to drop a thunderbolt smack on top of you right now, then I guess all these niggers and all this land would be mine.’ Killick had his hand on his pistol. All he wanted was for Hudd to laugh. Smile, even. Just give an excuse. Killick had his gun and his anger but he needed help.


Hudd didn’t help. ‘Providence put my brother up in the branches of that oak tree there, with a rifle,’ he said. ‘Just to guard against thunderbolts.’


Killick went back to his wife and his wagon. He found the second-best stretch of land – sandy in some parts, marshy in others – and set the slaves to clearing it.


That was in 1832. He didn’t speak to Henry Hudd again until 1840, when he needed to borrow a slave. By then he knew that Hudd never had a brother, in or out of an oak. Something else he could never forgive Hudd for.





A HALF-SIZE BULLWHIP



The Cameron valley was so fertile that the second-best stretch of river bottom land should have made a good farm. The river was big and the valley floor was flat. Even in the longest summer the river never failed. When it was in spate it looked like cold beef soup, there was so much rich muck in it.


Joe Killick boasted to visitors that his land would grow anything. Anything. Plant a row of laces, tomorrow you’d get a crop of shoes. ‘See them trees?’ he said. ‘That’s where I fenced a field with green timber. Posts began to sprout in a week. Now look: I got a line of oaks fifty feet high.’ They weren’t oaks. Joe Killick never made much effort to understand the land he farmed or the stuff it grew. He didn’t see himself as a farmer. Landowner, that’s what he was. Leave the work to the slaves, leave the crop to the dirt, which was how God intended, otherwise He wouldn’t have given them both to the Killicks. It was a seductively simple formula. Often it failed. When the visitors had left, Judith Killick said, ‘We got trees for supper tonight. How you want yours? Fried or boiled, with a little sawdust on the side?’ Joe sniggered, but his crops that year were no joke and they both knew it, and his wife made him suffer for it.


When it came to making things grow, Joe had only one, small talent and he worked it hard. Judith bore him seven children, not counting a few that failed the course. For the first half of their married life she was almost permanently pregnant. It wasn’t pleasant, but Judith knew she had to breed if the farm was to survive. Joe could help with the breeding. He couldn’t do much else. Especially, he couldn’t make his land grow slaves.


The Killicks – father and sons – sowed beads of black sweat in plenty, but they never harvested a fresh crop of niggers. The opposite, in fact: year by year they lost slaves through sickness or exhaustion or sudden death, which sent Joe to the auctions down in Tennessee. He begrudged paying top price for a new nigger when he blamed an old one for dying on him, so he always came back with poor stock. There were never more than twelve Killick slaves. Upriver, Henry Hudd never had fewer than twenty. Killick hated that. It was common knowledge in the valley that Hudd got the work of thirty out of his twenty. That deepened Killick’s hatred. He kicked and whipped his slaves as hard as any man, and still Hudd got all the luck. That rubbed Killick sore.


Henry Hudd’s luck was based on sound husbandry. He treated his slaves like animals, and he treated his animals well. Stupid to buy a good cow and feed it bad hay. Foolish to have a fast horse and not tend it if it went lame. Same with slaves. Henry Hudd allowed his stock of slaves enough plain food, and he doctored them, outside and in, whenever an ailment weakened them. He stabled them in dry cabins, clothed them warmly in winter. ‘A nigger can’t shiver and work both at the same time,’ he told his son. ‘Ain’t made that way. You can whip him, of course. That warms him up some, gets him moving. But it don’t stop the damn weather, and soon he gets cold again, thickens his blood, gives him the shivers. Another thing to remember: all that time you spent whippin’ him was lost time, no work got done then, except by you. So you give your nigger a wool coat, pants an’ hat, a good pair of nigger brogans, keeps the wind an’ rain out, pays off handsomely in the long run.’


Food, shelter, doctoring, clothes. That wasn’t good nature, it was good husbandry. Joe Killick was too cheap to understand the difference.
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Geography makes history. About midway between the two farms, the Cameron broadened and yet – by some trick of the ground – the river kept its depth from shore to shore. When the first steamboat explored, in 1842, this was as far as the captain cared to go. From here on up, bluffs and cliffs crowded and cramped the river. A sidewheeler needed space to turn. If a boat couldn’t turn, it had to back downstream until it found space. Awkward, slow, dangerous. This bulge in the Cameron was God’s gift. A place like that deserved a name. They called it Rock Springs.


On its next trip, the steamboat carried a bunch of pioneers, including a man called Flub Phillips. He was a failed pig-farmer from New Jersey, slim and good-looking and glib, and he had drifted through Delaware and Maryland, into Virginia and Tennessee, making a living out of courteous bigamy. He gave each new plain and dumpy wife a memorable honeymoon and then moved on with her savings. He felt it was a fair exchange. But he became like an actor always playing the same suave role in the same play. He needed a change. Newspapers said there was gold in Oregon. Should be good opportunities there.


When the boat slowed and turned and eased into the bank, he was the last man down the gangplank. ‘Which way’s the town?’ he asked a deckhand. All he could see was brush and forest.


‘Any way you like. Ain’t built yet.’


‘I was expectin’ a hotel, or somethin’.’


‘Yeah, sure, hotel, that would be nice.’ They moved aside to make space for stores being unloaded. ‘I guess these folks brought tents to live in while they stake out their farms, if that’s what they’re aimin’ to do. You could sleep in a corner of a tent, maybe.’


‘Good Christ.’


‘Keep your boots on if you do. Snakes everywhere.’


The settlers hauled their stuff away, taking a narrow track through the brush. Nobody showed any interest in Flub, and he was too dismayed to ask for help. The steamboat cast off and churned downriver. He took his bag and sat on a fallen tree and pictured the hotel he would be staying in if this place had a hotel. After a while he realized he was looking at a small white boy, very dirty, wearing torn cotton pants and a tattered straw hat that rested on his ears. Flub was dressed in a seersucker coat and pants to match, French cuffs, a bootlace tie and a curly-brimmed beige hat with a high crown. The way the boy looked at him, he felt like the king of Spain. ‘Hey,’ he said.


The boy said nothing. He was the Killicks’ eldest child, George, nine years old, scrawny body, no expression, never been more than three miles from the farmhouse in his whole life. Flub was the most colourful creature George had ever seen, and that included six Cherokee that went up the valley three years ago. At least, pa said they were Cherokee. George had his doubts about pa. To pa, anything in bright feathers was either Cherokee or kingfisher. Saved a lot of argument.


‘This is Rock Springs, right?’ Flub said. No response. ‘Where’s the rock and where’s the springs?’ Flub asked. George picked his nose while he thought about that. ‘Forget it, kid,’ Flub said. ‘The answer’s not up there. Which way’s Oregon?’ Foolish question. But it made him check the sky. Afternoon was wearing on, sun was going down, making the Cameron glitter. West was beyond the river. He was on the wrong bank. ‘Hey!’ he said. ‘Where’s the damn ferry?’


‘Ain’t none,’ George said. He felt pretty sure about that. He had a voice like a young crow.


‘You got a home?’ Flub asked. George nodded. He was absolutely certain of that.


They went to the farm. Judith Killick said Flub could stay for 50 cents a night, grub included. ‘You share a bed with George,’ she said. Flub agreed. Anything was better than sharing with snakes.


Joe showed him the farm, starting with the house. The chimneys were stone, the rest was wood. Squared-off logs for the walls. Few windows, and they were small. ‘Keeps the weather out,’ Joe said. Began with just one level, then children kept coming, so he put a second level on top of the first. ‘I’m what you’d call potent,’ he said. ‘Go forth an’ multiply, the good book tells us. I must be the most Christian man in Dundee County, Kentucky. You got family?’


‘Possibly.’


There wasn’t much else to see. Additions had been tacked onto the back and sides of the main building. It looked more like a cluster of barns than a home. The slave cabins were downwind, out of sight. ‘Don’t want to see ‘em, an’ I sure don’t want to smell ‘em,’ Joe said. ‘Niggers are a lot of work, don’t let anyone tell you different. They got more ways of goin’ sick than warts on a warthog.’


Flub was surprised. ‘You ever see a warthog?’


‘Saw a picture, once.’


They sat on the porch and sipped home-brew whiskey.


The children watched and scratched, fought and whispered. ‘You met George,’ Joe said. ‘He came first. Then there’s Dan, Stanton, JoBeth – she’ll look better when she gets some teeth – and Jessica’s inside probably, she’s still at the tit. More on the way. I ain’t done yet.’


‘Quite a family.’


‘George is the smartest. Gets that from me. George can whup a nigger just like a grown man. I showed him how. Has to use a half-size bullwhip, y’understand. I made it special.’


‘You have a lot of trouble with your slaves?’


‘Oh … they need remindin’, time to time. That boy’s a great help. I seen him whip a black ass so clean, criss-cross, you could play tic-tac-toe on it.’


‘Remarkable.’


‘Want to see him do it? I could fetch—’


‘Thank you, no. Black flesh…’ Flub touched his stomach and winced.


‘Yeah.’ Joe poured more whiskey. ‘Causes a man to wonder. The Almighty made slaves, He got that right, so why’d He make ‘em so goddamn ugly?’ He raised his drink to heaven. ‘No offence meant, Lord. Oregon, you say.’


‘That’s where the gold is. So I’m told.’


‘Must be the worse part of two thousand miles. And you haven’t crossed the Cameron yet.’


‘Steamboat people said this was a terminus, so I reckoned there must be a stagecoach I could use.’


‘Stage? In Kentucky? Nothin’ but creeks an’ mountains. Come winter, we haul everythin’ by sled.’


‘Well, I certainly don’t reckon on walking to Oregon. There really is no ferry?’


‘Nope.’


They watched the sun go down.


‘Course, you could always build one,’ Joe said.


‘I wouldn’t know where to start.’


That was all. The sun vanished as if swallowed. They went inside and ate.





A GROWL AS DEEP AS A GROAN



The steamboat was back again in five days.


Henry Hudd heard its whistle, so distant that it got lost on the wind and he had to listen twice before he was sure. ‘Saddle up,’ he told his son. ‘I’ll show you what a side-wheeler looks like.’ Charles was twelve, and he never left the farm except with his father. This trip excited him.


There was one job to be done before they could go. They rode into a field and Henry said, ‘Fetch me a nigger. Any nigger.’


Charles stood in his stirrups. Nine or ten slaves were working, chopping weeds. He knew them all, could recognize each one, even far off, just by the back of his head. ‘What’s wrong?’ his father growled. ‘Can’t you count up to one?’ Charles pointed.


‘Adam,’ Henry called. The man straightened up, looked, laid down his hoe, walked towards them, taking care not to tread on the crop. Henry opened his mouth but he was too late; Adam was already taking off his shirt. He reached them, and stood where he knew he must stand, a tall, thin, grey-haired negro, and without dismounting Henry Hudd whipped him across the back, three strokes each way, making the leather crack like a snapped branch. The weight of the lashing forced Adam to this knees.


They rode away. The chink-chink of hoes had never stopped.


‘What was that for, sir?’ Charles asked.


‘Nothin’. I like to discourage idle thoughts in the others while I’m away. Keeps them busy. Now tell me: what is your book at present?’


‘Just started The Last of the Mohicans, sir.’


‘Very sound. Cooper knows about Indians. What else?’


‘Last week I finished the Book of Job, sir.’


His father laughed. ‘That’s more than I ever did. Too much belly-achin’ for me. I admire the style, it’s plain and simple like good furniture, but Job was good for only one thing and that’s failure. Some men make a career of it.’


They talked about books all the way to Rock Springs. Charles Hudd was proud of American writers and he planned to introduce his son to Longfellow and Washington Irving. He kept in touch with British writing too. ‘There’s a man called Dickens who’s making a mark. I’ll get his books. And Sir Walter Scott’s. They’ll teach you about chivalry and honour and suchlike. Remarkable man, Scott. Owned a publishing house but it went bankrupt. Read about that in a newspaper, years ago. Enormous debts, hundreds of thousands of dollars. Scott wrote books until he’d paid off every last cent. Didn’t sit around and bleat about his bad luck, like Job. No, sir. Scott valued his name and reputation. Knew what was right. Sense of decency. True gentleman.’


Henry Hudd spoke of other authors, and his son nodded dutifully, but he was thinking of Sir Walter Scott, a knight in shining armour, going about and defending decency so that people said, ‘Sir Walter Scott is a true gentleman.’


The steamboat was unloading when they reached Rock Springs. Young Charles went to stare at it. Henry looked at the passengers. A scruffy bunch. After a while he noticed another man watching them, a man dressed for the city; so he went and introduced himself.


‘I was hoping there would be a ferry,’ Flub Phillips said. ‘I’m aiming for Oregon.’


‘My advice is get on that boat and go back and start again.’


‘No, I can’t do that.’


Hudd nodded. It was impolite to ask a man his reasons for not returning somewhere. ‘You won’t find much excitement here, Mr Phillips. See these people? Runts of the litter.’


‘What lies beyond your farm, Mr Hudd? Upriver?’


‘Virgin forest.’ He looked at Flub’s polished boots. ‘I could lend you an axe.’


‘I need a regiment of engineers, to build a ferry.’


Henry Hudd lost patience with Flub’s helplessness. ‘I hope you find a way to Oregon, Mr Phillips,’ he said, ‘and I hope these dregs follow you. I know their sort. Atheists and agitators. I don’t need them upsetting my slaves with their blasphemous opinions. My farm is an island of peace and obedience in a wicked world, and I intend to keep it so. Good day to you.’


He found his son. Charles was fascinated by the size and smell and mechanical ingenuity of the boat. They stayed long enough to see it depart in a lather of foam and triumphant whooping from its steam-whistle, a performance that left Charles speechless. This amused his father.


Flub Phillips went back to the Killick farm.


‘I’ve been thinking,’ he said. ‘Now the steamboat’s on a regular run, people on the other side of the Cameron will need a ferry to get them across to here so they can … See what I mean? Trade both ways. Running a ferry would be an honest living for someone.’


‘You need a big strong raft,’ Joe Killick said. ‘You hire two of my slaves, a dollar a day each, they’ll build you the biggest, strongest raft in Dundee County.’


Nine-year-old George chose the slaves and walked them to Rock Springs, slashing at their legs with a switch from time to time. ‘You got to remind them,’ he told Flub. ‘Otherwise they forgets.’ At Rock Springs he gave Flub the switch. ‘Don’t take no lip,’ he said. ‘They give you lip, you lay it on ’em strong. On the legs is best. But don’t bust ’em up. Pa says if you bust a nigger you pay for him. Niggers ain’t cheap.’ Then George went home.


It took a week to build the raft. The two slaves preferred working for Flub. He waved the switch a couple of times; that was all. Years of hog-farming had cured him of any wish to draw blood.


It was as big and strong a raft as Joe had promised. The slaves poled it across the Cameron, and Flub landed. Within ten yards he was knee-deep in swamp. He struggled out and they poled him upstream and he landed again. More swamp. Went downstream. Swamp again. Everywhere he tried to land: swamp.


Joe Killick was not surprised. ‘Always thought that land looked kind of wet. Too green to be true. You see any alligators? Heard tell there’s alligators over there. Better get them pants off and check your legs for leeches. You owe me fourteen bucks.’


‘Now I know why the steamboat lands on this side and not on the other,’ Flub said.


‘I could’ve told you it was all swamp over there,’ Joe said, ‘if you’d asked me.’
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The lack of a ferry made a difference to Rock Springs, good and bad. It meant the place could never become a crossroads town. As much as the Cameron brought travellers, it also stopped them moving on. Swamp to the west, cliffs and gorges to the north, bad trails to the east, Tennessee to the south. They’d just come either from the east or from the south, and they had no stomach for going back that way. So they mostly settled at Rock Springs. Within a year Flub Phillips was teaching school and serving hooch. Sometimes at the same time. Sometimes to the same people.


The first building in town was an inn. When Flub ran out of money to pay Judith Killick he took up teaching. That wasn’t much choice: he couldn’t find anyone worth marrying, and educating children seemed slightly less distasteful than raising hogs, the only other thing he knew to do. He taught in the open air, until winter came and he moved his class of seven into the inn. There was nowhere else to go. The owner, a failed lawyer named Slattery, had no objection, and Flub picked up an occasional extra pupil when a customer wandered over to watch a lesson and stayed to learn the alphabet. Slattery had no objection to that, either, provided the customer kept on drinking. Slattery didn’t enjoy his work. Building the inn had pleased him. Running it bored him, therefore he expected his customers to drink hard, otherwise Slattery was wasting his time by being there. Often he said to hell with it and went hunting in the woods.


When that happened, Flub ran the bar and taught class at the same time. ‘A whiskey, a pickled pig’s knuckle and a plate of grits,’ he told his pupils. ‘How much is that? Write it down, add it up.’ Spelling and sums and bartending, all combined.


Late the next spring, a wolverine was ripping into a deer carcass when Slattery came around a bend and startled them both. Slattery was four times its size but the wolverine had a mouth like a black bear and teeth like a timber wolf and it feared nothing and nobody. Its growl was as deep as a groan and the hair on its back rose in a thousand fine spines. It moved forward. Slattery’s legs were empty. He tried to turn, stumbled, dropped his rifle butt-first and it shot him through the head.


The wolverine waited for a minute and then got on with the deer. Eventually it went and sniffed the other body, but decided it could eat no more; so it turned its back and raised its tail and sprayed Slattery with a liquid so disgusting that now only a wolverine would touch this meat. Then it ambled off to find a place to sleep.


A couple of trappers found the body. The stink persuaded them to bury it where it lay. By general consent, Flub Phillips inherited the inn. Nobody else really wanted it.


That year, Rock Springs began to take shape. It got a general store, a blacksmith’s shop, a place where you could have teeth pulled or boils lanced or horses doctored, and two houses. The steamboat company built a landing. Next year someone opened a laundry and bathhouse. Flub sold the inn to a woman called Maggie, and built a schoolhouse. A corn and seed business arrived. You could buy clothes in Rock Springs. It had a Main Street, which was mud and horseshit, and sidewalks, which were not. Flub missed the warmth and noise of the inn. He gave the schoolroom to his oldest pupil, who was fourteen and ready to shave, and told him he was the teacher now. A rooming-house had just opened. It wasn’t full of drunks, and you could get food that wasn’t pickled pig’s knuckle. Flub became manager. Soon there was a bank, a church, a gunshop. One day, Flub opened the front door and looked out and saw strangers who were obviously at home. It came as a little shock: there were more people living in Rock Springs than he could easily know. Now it was a town.
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The first elected mayor of Rock Springs was Joe Killick. His wasn’t much of an election, but then he wasn’t much of a mayor. The job paid nothing. Nobody else wanted it. Joe gave away a lot of whiskey and a show of hands did the rest.


‘Flim-flam,’ Henry Hudd said when his son told him.


‘He got elected, sir. It was legal.’


‘Votes don’t change a man. It’s like suds and beer. Suds rise to the top, don’t they? But they’re still just suds.’


‘Cream rises to the top, too,’ Charles said. He was fifteen, and an inch taller than his father, and beginning to have opinions of his own.


‘Cream.’ Henry laughed. ‘You don’t know the Killicks, do you? Joe has failed as a farmer. That’s why he wants to be mayor. He’ll fail again, you’ll see.’


‘But …’ Charles was still too young to enjoy cynicism. ‘They reckon he’s best man for the job, sir. He deserves a fair chance.’


‘Deserves? A man deserves what he earns. Killick fails because he’s more comfortable with failure. It doesn’t demand so much. From the day he came through those trees and saw I’d got here first, taken the best land, he decided he’d been cheated. What could he do? Had a choice. Could work twice as hard, got the most out of what God gave him, create a place, not as good as this, but still a place to be proud of. Or he could sit on his ass and bellyache about poor crops, which makes him feel better because it proves he got cheated. So now it’s my fault.’ Henry Hudd turned his head and spat. ‘See? Killicks give me a sour mouth.’


‘Is that why you never ask them to visit us, sir?’ Charles asked. Henry nodded. ‘Seems strange,’ Charles said. ‘Two biggest farms in the valley, not visiting. Not speaking.’


‘Killicks and Hudds don’t talk the same language.’


Charles thought: Father feels good when Joe Killick fails. He likes to be superior. But he was not brave enough to say so. Instead, he said, ‘Would it not be a Christian act to offer the hand of friendship, sir?’ He had been reading the Letters of St Paul. ‘Nobody is so low that he can’t be raised.’


‘So I’ve heard.’ Henry Hudd was tired of talking about the damn Killicks. ‘If you want to do some raising, go ahead. New mayor probably needs a clerk. Go and offer yourself, see if you can improve the man’s manners. But don’t bring him here.’


Charles was away for a week. Henry was lonely without him. His wife was sick and often bedridden. She’d never been strong after the boy was born, certainly not strong enough to bear any more children, whereas the Killicks had bred like rabbits. Henry felt badly let down by his wife.


Charles came back after a week. ‘Mr Killick needs no assistant,’ he told his father, ‘because he does no work. He’s always in Maggie’s tavern. Just drinks whiskey and plays cards.’ He was frowning like a hanging judge.


Henry pretended to be surprised. ‘That’s too bad. What about the hand of friendship? Any luck there?’


‘He accused me of spying on him.’


‘An unkind remark.’


‘He was foul-mouthed. He lied, and he cheated, and he tried to humiliate me. So I left.’


‘Well,’ Henry Hudd said, ‘now you know.’
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The Hudds despised and ignored the Killicks, and the Killicks hated and blamed the Hudds, and they went on doing this for the next fifteen years. This would have been a great test of silent endurance and perseverance, but for the Ridge between them.


It was more than five miles by water between the two farms, less than two if you climbed over the Ridge. The Cameron was that sort of river, curling like a snake. Nobody ever climbed over the Ridge. It was that sort of Ridge.


Even to save four miles, nobody would take on such a climb. It wasn’t just the steepness and the undergrowth – chest-high and stiff with thorns and briars – and the deep, sudden streambeds that slashed across your path and forced a change of direction; it was also the animals. Hudd Ridge belonged to bear and panther and rattlesnake. Always had. It was true wilderness up there.


Everything separated the Hudds from the Killicks – wealth, competence, ambition, taste, education, manners – but the best barrier was the Ridge. It did a fine job of keeping the peace.


But nothing lasts for ever.





A DISH OF FIRE



In the fifteen years that passed after Joe Killick got elected mayor, everyone changed. Everyone always does. Joe got kicked out of the mayor’s job. Rock Springs was growing into a prosperous little town with two bars and a lawyer and a weekly newspaper, run by Flub Phillips. It didn’t need a mayor who was drunk by noon and couldn’t button his fly properly when he was sober. Joe went back to the farm, where he had three boys he could boss about. They were not nearly as respectful as Henry Hudd’s boy had been, and that annoyed Joe. With the years, this problem got worse.


And always, the Hudd farm prospered. It would have required hard work for it not to: rich dirt, slaves to work it, good prices for crops. Henry’s son married when he was twenty-three, the lawyer’s daughter from town, a perfect creature, cheerful and attentive, and within a year she died, nipped in the leg by a rabid dog and gone in a week.


The shock aged Charles. When he turned thirty he looked like his father, except that of course by then his father had changed: he was stout and bald and increasingly angry. The older Henry Hudd got, the more he became convinced that only two things mattered. One was the economic value of sound and regular thrashings: to him, an unmarked nigger was a nigger not working hard enough. The other was the Bible. He developed a huge enthusiasm for certain chunks of the New Testament. These compensated somewhat for his disappointments, which were many. He had given his life to finding and creating the richest, most handsome farm in Dundee County, and what thanks had he got? His wife quit childbearing after one son. Then his son went and picked the wrong wife, and after that failure Charles lost interest in all women. Henry Hudd owned a house that some people said was as fancy as the Governor’s mansion, and all for what? A weak wife and a widower son. A lesser man would have despaired, but Henry had those two great props, those twin pillars of righteousness: the lash and the Bible. Especially the New Testament.


Whenever the family and the slaves assembled for worship he raised the brass-bound Bible, thick as a brick and three times the weight, holding it one-handed to show that his whipping arm hadn’t weakened, and let the pages fall open wherever Providence thought fit. This was always at the same place. Without looking, he read aloud: ‘Servants, be obedient to them that are your masters according to the flesh, with fear and trembling, in singleness of your heart, as unto Christ. Ephesians, six, five.’ Bang, the Bible slammed shut and he searched for a black face foolish enough to be looking at him instead of at the ground. He never saw one. Every day, for years and years, he told his slaves to be obedient with fear and trembling and by God they all bowed their heads and trembled, especially in the winter. Until the day when one didn’t.


Henry Hudd stared down at him. He was a boy aged about twelve, uncommonly tall and well made, strong enough to be a field hand already. His name was Alonzo. Everyone called him Lonzo. His head was tilted and he was taking a good long look at his master. Even when their eyes met, Lonzo did not lower his head. Well, you couldn’t whip a nigger during family prayers, not even a little nigger, so Henry just gave a snort to let Lonzo know what was coming and got back to business. He said a short prayer, something to do with the crops. While they mumbled their amens he glanced at his wife, who had been getting kind of tetchy lately. He opened the book at its marker, and read out: ‘Let the woman learn in silence with all subjection. But I suffer not a woman to teach, nor to usurp authority over the man, but to be in silence. First Timothy, two, eleven and twelve.’ The Bible slammed again. Pick the bones out of that, madam, he thought, and dismissed the lot of them.


Lonzo was an unusual slave.


On a bright May day in 1848, a Virginian farmer named Dr Douglas Fox had mated a female negro with a male Cherokee. It was done on a pile of straw in a corner of a field, during the meal-break: Dr Fox saw no reason why science should interfere with good husbandry.


He had first made a close examination of both sets of sexual parts. When he was sure there was no obstacle to complete and satisfactory copulation, he told the Indian to start. It took two minutes and seven seconds. Dr Fox entered the time and other details in his journal. He had paid the Indian in tobacco and he wondered whether he had perhaps been too generous. ‘If the Union be not Fruitful,’ he wrote, ‘I shall require another Coupling for no charge.’ Business was business. Farmers had developed bigger turnips, taller wheat, fatter sheep. Now Dr Fox was experimenting, trying to breed a stronger slave. It worked. As he grew, the child’s physique combined the best of both worlds: strong as a nigger and hard as a Cherokee. Fox sold Lonzo to Henry Hudd at an auction in Danville, sold him on the stump for five hundred dollars. The boy was seven years old. Hudd didn’t want the mother. Fox sold her south, Mississippi or Alabama or someplace. Sold her cheap, she was all dried-up inside, useless for breeding.


Now, five years later, Henry sat in the rocker on the porch, his feet on the rail, and sent for the boy.


Lonzo was sparkling with sweat when he arrived, and his hands and wrists were red with soil. ‘Stand on that block, boy,’ Henry ordered. It was an oak stump that he like to use for whippings; it added a touch of ceremony. Besides, it had been sawed steeply on the slant, so whoever stood on it was easily knocked off balance. The wood was bleached white except at the top. The top was black, partly from the scuff of feet but mainly from the drip of blood. Lonzo climbed on the block.


‘You were lookin’ at me, boy,’ Henry said.


Lonzo said nothing. It wasn’t a question, and he knew better than to talk back to a white man. He picked bits of dry clay from his fingers and wondered whether or not to clench his teeth when the whip burned his back. Some said Master Henry like to hear a good loud scream, it made him happy. Some said no, screaming made him angry. Lonzo had seen him lay on the lash when he was smiling and when he was frowning. It was hard to know what to do for the best.


‘Why did you look at me, boy?’ Henry Hudd asked.


Lonzo heard whip in that voice. He looked at Henry’s boots, which was safe, and said, ‘You said to.’


That was not what Henry expected, and he laughed. For a big man, Henry had a little laugh. Like a squeak from a barn door. He didn’t care what his laugh sounded like, he wasn’t the one to hear it. ‘I said to look?’


Lonzo nodded. The effect of standing straight on the slanted block made his stomach muscles tense up and ridge like a washboard.


‘I said to look.’ Henry stood. He took a buggy whip and flicked it at Lonzo’s ankles. ‘When did I say to look?’


‘Yesday. You was readin’ prayers for us all. You said … You said we got to look out for the master of the house, an’ stuff.’


‘What stuff?’ The buggy whip stung like horseflies.


‘Like not sleepin’ when we should be workin’.’


‘Ah.’ Henry rested his elbows on the porch rail. He played with the buggy whip as if it were a fishing pole, making the lash coil softly around Lonzo’s neck. ‘That stuff, eh?’ He propped the whip and went into the house.


Lonzo stooped and smeared clay onto his right ankle where it was bleeding. The clay would keep the flies off.


Henry came out with the big old Bible. ‘If you’re playin’ games with me, boy,’ he said mildly, ‘I’ll score your black hide like corduroy.’ Pages flickered under his fingers. Lonzo’s gut grumbled from a mixture of hunger and fear. ‘You don’t say,’ Henry said. The pages stopped and his forefinger began searching. ‘Hot damn!’ he said. ‘Suffer the little children to come unto me … Suffer. That’s what it says. Suffer. Can’t argue with that. Suffer. You ready to suffer, boy?’ His finger moved on. He turned a page. ‘You ain’t wrong, boy. Watch ye therefore: for ye know not when the master of the house cometh, at even, or at midnight, or at the cockcrowing, or in the morning: Lest coming suddenly he find you sleeping. Mark, thirteen, thirty-five and six. That what you mean, boy?’


‘Yessir.’ Lonzo looked him in the eye. ‘Good book say watch for the master, so I watch for the master. Can’t watch without lookin’. Nossir.’


‘Hunh,’ Henry said. It was an odd experience, looking into the eyes of a boy-slave. He had never done it before. Grey, they were. ‘Hunh,’ he said.


‘You the master here,’ Lonzo explained. ‘Yessir.’


‘Get down. Get back to work.’ Henry’s head felt tired; he wasn’t accustomed to holding long discussions with his slaves; he wanted to lie down in a cool room. ‘And don’t do any more watchin’ during prayers. You hear me clear enough. Don’t need to see me as well.’


Later that day, in the cool shade of an oak, Henry thrashed an old slave called Matt, but it did not give him the satisfaction he wanted, nor did it seem to make much difference to Matt, whose back was armoured with old scars.


After a dozen lashes Henry grew bored. ‘Oh, get out of my sight,’ he said. ‘You’re worse than a dead mule.’ Old Matt wiped his eyes and shuffled away. Jesus wept, he thought, Jesus wept, Jesus wept, Jesus wept. He had been whipped many times, and he knew that nothing stopped the pain; but those two words gave his mind a comfort and a distraction. He had tried other words, but nothing worked like Jesus wept.


After supper, Henry told his son about the unusual incident with young Lonzo.


‘Well, I’m not surprised,’ Charles said. ‘Lonzo’s a smart boy.’


‘Don’t be a bigger fool than you can help,’ Henry said.


‘One of these days …’ – Charles was lighting a cigar – ‘… you’re likely to say that and I’m likely to hit you so hard you’ll bounce twice before you feel it.’


It had been a difficult day. First Lonzo, then Matt, and now his own flesh and blood. ‘You raise your hand to me,’ Henry said, ‘and it’s the last thing you’ll do on my farm.’


‘You’re right there, father. If I knock you down you’ll stay down, and then it’ll be my farm.’


Henry Hudd’s eyebrows went up like sash windows. ‘You threatenin’ me, son?’


‘Damn right.’ Charles blew a smoke ring and watched it wobble away. ‘I’m not your boy any more and you haven’t run this place for at least five years. Why? Because you don’t know how.’


Henry’s heart was thudding hard: hammers falling on a hot anvil. ‘When I came here this land was—’


‘When you came here the land was free for the taking and it was so rich that any fool could plant nickels and grow silver dollars.’


‘So I’m a fool too, am I?’


‘You’re a fool if you think the best fertilizer is nigger sweat and nigger blood. That’s a waste of good nigger brains.’


‘Good nigger brains?’ Henry’s voice climbed until it cracked. ‘Good nigger brains! Sweet Jesus, I never thought to hear such horseshit in my house!’ He was talking to himself. His son was halfway upstairs, to bed.


Next morning Charles rode out into the fields and found Lonzo chopping weeds. ‘Leave that and come with me,’ he ordered. ‘You’re going to learn how to read and write.’ Jacob, who was the slave in charge of that field, saw them go and ran to intercept them, striding long because his feet were heavy with dirt. ‘These weeds don’t get chopped, Mister Charles sir,’ he said, ‘somebody gonna get whipped, sir.’ The sirs were unusual. They meant Jacob was really anxious. Matt had been whipped the day before because he broke a spade handle. The spade was twenty years old and the handle had cracked twice and been mended twice, but Matt got whipped just the same.


‘Nothing to worry about,’ Charles said. His horse’s tail slashed at the flies. ‘Nobody’s gonna get whipped. In fact if Mister Henry touches you or anyone because Lonzo’s with me, you come straight and tell me. Straight, you hear?’


‘Aw, Mister Charles,’ Jacob complained. They both knew why he was upset: to make a fuss about one whipping was to invite a second.


‘Mister Henry knows what’s happening. Do as I say. If you don’t, I may come back and whip you myself.’ He trotted off, with Lonzo holding a stirrup. Jacob stood, his arms like jug-handles, and watched them go. Fuck, he thought. Fuck fuck fuck. If he listened hard he could actually hear the goddamn weeds growing.


Henry did nothing. At breakfast Charles had bet him fifty dollars that Lonzo could be taught to read, write and do sums, all in the space of one year, provided of course that Henry did not interfere in any way. Henry had to accept. ‘You educate that little nigger,’ he said, ‘and I’ll guarantee to teach a blue-assed baboon to play polkas on the piano, using the black notes, the white notes, and the cracks in between.’


Charles taught the boy for one hour every day except Sundays, longer if the weather was bad. Henry did not interfere; nor did he punish Jacob or any other field hand if Lonzo’s allotted work was not completed. This did not mean that his whipping arm got any rest. There were plenty of other slaves, male and female, who demanded correction. They were all lazy and slovenly, of course, but in addition some were insolent. This had never been the case when he was younger, but his son had loosened the bonds, and that was a fatal folly. Henry Hudd despised any slave-owner who flinched at cruelty. He knew that slavery and tyranny went hand in hand. Obedience was not natural to a slave. It had to be constantly enforced by a rigid discipline. The older he got, the more convinced Henry became of the value of chastisement. Remove fear from a negro, and in its place came laziness, mischief and impudence. He knew when a nigger was giving him an insolent look, even if he was fifty yards away. He got whipped. He knew when a bunch of niggers was telling an obscene joke about him, even though he couldn’t hear the words. They got whipped. A slave deliberately stumbled and slopped a pail of milk, or took too long to catch Henry’s horse, or failed to say Amen at the end of prayers: he whipped them all. It was exhausting but it had to be done or the whole damn farm would go to hell. Nobody helped. Then his wife died on him. No warning: went to bed and died in the night.


Henry mourned briefly and went straight back to work. He didn’t spare himself. In the hottest hour of the hottest week he found four slaves skulking behind a wagon of logs they should have been unloading. They said one of them had broken a finger and they were attending to it, which was just the sort of thing you expect darkies to say, and he ordered their shirts off their backs instantly.


The first staggered at each bite of the lash but he made no sound. Henry was always surprised by the vivid red of negro blood. The second man did not flinch and at the end of his punishment Henry was running wet with sweat, and gasping for breath. He prayed for strength and did his best by the third man. The lash felt as heavy as an anchor rope and he could not split the skin. Sparks fizzed across Henry’s vision and his chest felt as tight as barrel-hoops. The man looked at him with contempt. Henry was furious: furious at these idle slaves, at his own body, the pounding heat, the whole damn world. His whipping arm hung like a pump-handle and felt ten times heavier. The sparks had turned to soft red and yellow blotches. The fourth man was standing, waiting. The others were watching, insolently. He couldn’t see them but he knew they were insolent. Insolence could not be tolerated. He forced his arm to lift the whip and suddenly the barrel-hoops tightened, grabbed, squeezed. Pain rushed from his chest and flooded his mouth. He had never tasted such pain. It was like a dish of fire.





JUNGLE IN THEIR BLOOD



Henry Hudd was the first man to be buried in the new graveyard at Rock Springs. The town had grown so much that the old church was too small, and a bigger church was built on a mound at the top end of Main Street. Its graveyard was untouched. Henry got a prime slot.


The burial attracted quite a crowd, but mainly for its novelty, for half the mourners had never met Henry. ‘Tragic, truly tragic,’ they said to his son. ‘A great man taken in his prime. We shall not see his like again.’ ‘Uh-huh,’ Charles said. ‘Uh-huh.’ They moved on, touched by his stoicism.


But a distant cousin turned up, and to him Charles said, ‘The old bastard flogged himself to death. Dug his own grave with his whip. God knows best.’ Jake overheard this and disapproved strongly. That was no way to speak about your father. Master Henry had been the Lord’s agent on Earth, said so in the Bible. ‘Let as many servants as are under the yoke count their own masters worthy of all honour, that the name of God and his doctrine not be blasphemed.’ First Timothy, six, one. Jake knew it by heart. Heard it often enough. If God told the niggers to honour Henry, then Charles ought to honour him too. But Jake kept his black mouth shut. Another verse had been pounded into his brain year after year: ‘Servants, be subject to your master with all fear, not only to the good and gentle, but also to the froward.’ First Peter, two, eighteen. And Jake knew for sure there was nothing in the Bible that allowed a nigger to be froward. Whatever that meant.


After the funeral everyone got asked back to the Hudd place for refreshments. It was worth the hot ride. Word had got out that Charles had not spared himself and there was honey-glazed ham, beef cooked three ways, glazed tongue, some kind of fancy turkey dish, chicken with hot biscuit, sweet potatoes and various greeneries, plus seven different sorts of fruit pie, fresh lemonade by the tub and even wine for those who had mourned most strenuously and needed reviving.


The entire Killick family came. Few had ever seen the Hudd house before and they were impressed. It was a fantasticated three-storey affair, hung with balconies and verandahs and topped with ambitious eaves and gables. It made the Killick place look like a jumble of shacks. Mrs Judith Killick, eating hard, complained to her married sister of the injustice: Look here, Charlie Hudd had all this and no family, she said, while the Killick outfit was smaller and poorer and God had sent her all these children.


‘Maybe He wouldn’t have sent ’em if you and Joe hadn’t spent so much time bouncin’ about in bed, prayin’,’ her sister said.


‘The Lord gave me a fertile womb, Sarah.’


Her sister took some fried pepper rings. ‘Oh, sure,’ she said.


‘You can’t argue with Divine Will.’


‘Can’t you? I sure did.’


‘That’s blasphemy, then.’


‘Maybe so. There was one night when Arthur kept on wanting his oats until I put my knee in his nuts. Plenty of blaspheming took place, as I recall, but nobody got knocked-up.’


‘Oh well,’ Judith Killick said. ‘Too late now. What kind of pickles are those? Gimme some anyway.’


‘I don’t believe it. You eatin’ for two already?’


‘It’s a safe bet,’ Judith said complacently.


Charles Hudd moved through the crowd, joking with the men, flattering the women. Nobody mentioned his father. Henry was history now, part of the terrain, like the woods on the hills beyond the Cameron, red maples and cedars that trembled in the slow breeze following the river.


The best place to take your plate was under the shade trees around the house, some of them taller than the roof, and it was at a table beneath a massive old oak that Charles Hudd found Joe Killick with cranberry sauce on his chops. Charles sat beside him. His legs were beginning to ache.


‘I’ll give you this,’ Killick said, turning a turkey leg to find any overlooked meat, ‘you got a bunch of smart niggers.’


‘Indeed?’ Charles Hudd hadn’t noticed; his slaves were part of the setting, like the gates and wells. It was like being complimented on having clever livestock.


‘Yessir. I been watchin’ your niggers and they don’t drag their black asses all the time, they don’t fall asleep and wait to be told. I mean, look at this nigger here now.’ A female slave called Polly was bringing a crystal jug of lemonade and some tumblers to the table. ‘Real smart …’ As she poured the lemonade he said, ‘Tell you what I’ll do. I’ll swap you a sow in litter …’ He picked his back teeth and sucked his forefinger. Charles sipped lemonade. ‘And my best pair of mules.’ Charles shook his head. He was uncomfortable: this was the wrong time to do business, and he wished Killick would wipe the sauce off his chops. ‘Throw in a bottle of whiskey,’ Killick offered, and grinned to show it was all in fun. He was a stocky man, too short in the legs for such a powerful body, and his red hair was fading. The top half of his forehead, always shielded by his hat, was white as a new mushroom. The grin pushed his face out sideways until it looked as wide as it was long. ‘Prime whiskey,’ Killick said. ‘I always give a slug to a nigger that gets snake-bit. Don’t cure ’em but they die smilin’.’


‘You can go, Polly,’ Charles Hudd said. He wanted to move on but it would be ill-mannered to walk away without having finished his lemonade.


‘Smart and handsome,’ Joe Killick said. ‘White blood in there somewhere?’


‘No.’


Killick worked his lower lip in an amused manner. ‘Ain’t no crime for a man to improve his stock.’


‘So you say.’


‘A duty and a pleasure, some might think.’


‘No doubt. But not here.’


‘Still and all … Just look at the nose on that nigger there. Straight as an arrowhead. And the mouth, you can’t tell me that mouth came out of Africa, Mr Hudd.’


‘Cherokee,’ Charles said. ‘I understand some Cherokee blood may be present.’ He finished his lemonade, got to his feet and saw a startlingly pretty young woman coming across the grass, carrying a dish of blancmange with peaches sliced into it. He pretended to have stood up in order to reach for the jug. She was a Killick: flaming hair escaped from a straw bonnet in a froth of curls. But her face was different from the family’s broad muscularity. It was slim, and the eyes were alert. That was what Charles Hudd saw: a lively mind behind a vivid face. Or maybe a vivid mind behind a lively face. He was too surprised to care. He refilled his tumbler, and smiled as she put the dish in front of Joe Killick and gave him a spoon.


‘You’ve not met my JoBeth, Mr Hudd?’ Killick said. ‘Ugly, ain’t she?’ For a moment, pride washed his face clean.


‘As the dawn. As the dewy rose.’ Charles amazed himself by his eloquence. ‘No, I haven’t had the pleasure.’ They shook hands. ‘My loss,’ he said, and shut up before he overdid things.


‘I’ve been livin’ down in Tennessee,’ she said. ‘Near Nashville. Gettin’ myself educated.’


‘Whatever that means,’ her father said.


‘It means learnin’ not to eat soup with your fingers,’ she said. ‘Can I fetch you some dessert, Mr Hudd?’


‘Most kind of you.’


They watched her walk away. Her summerweight skirt moved like a blue shadow of the limbs inside it. ‘Haven’t seen that girl buck-naked since she was thirteen,’ Killick said thoughtfully, ‘but from memory she got legs could break a grown man’s heart and a sweet little butt like two halves a honeydew melon.’


‘Allow me to restore your glass,’ Charles Hudd said. He spilled a little. It could happen to anyone.


‘Brains, too. From her momma’s side, I guess.’ Killick spooned down blancmange. ‘My problem, Mr Hudd, is I am the stupidest member of my entire family.’ He chuckled. Charles Hudd could think of nothing to say, so he smiled. ‘Take young George,’ Killick said. ‘Not so young any more. Just a few years behind you. In a fair world, he’d of gone to college. If God hadn’t meant him for college, why give him the brains? I don’t mean you to answer that. There ain’t no answer.’


‘Puzzling, I agree.’ If he cocked his head, Charles could see JoBeth returning through the crowd.


‘Maybe the good Lord is testin’ me out, see if I can’t help George somehow.’ Killick scraped out the corners of his bowl and licked his spoon clean. ‘This is a big, big place you got here now,’ he said. ‘A lot of land for just one white man to manage. Lot of land. Think you might get lonely?’


Charles Hudd nearly said no and then nearly said yes. Either way seemed wrong. ‘Might do,’ he said. He cranked up a smile for JoBeth.


‘You ever consider takin’ on an overseer,’ Killick said, ‘I’d certainly appreciate it if you’d think on my George first of all.’


‘Uh-huh.’ JoBeth was getting closer. But for the presence of this mob he would have taken her hand and led her into his house, up the staircase and onto his feather bed, this very minute. Or so his loins dreamed. ‘Excellent,’ he said. ‘Admirable.’ She put the dessert in front of him, and dropped a hint of a curtsy, almost mockingly. ‘You are far too considerate,’ he said.


‘Just a passin’ thought,’ Killick said. ‘Still, if it’s any use to you I’m glad to have been of help.’


She picked up his bowl. ‘If Pa’s bein’ helpful, you’d better lock up your spoons,’ she said.


‘Mr Hudd’s thinkin’ of takin’ on George as his overseer.’


‘Only thinking,’ Charles said quickly. ‘Maybe next time I’m over your way I might stop by and talk to him.’ And see his sister again.


‘Stay to supper,’ she said. ‘Make a change to have someone civilized in the house.’


‘I’ll be pleased to.’ For a funeral, he thought, this was turning out a most enjoyable day. He whacked a nosy wasp with his spoon and began to eat.


Next day he rode over to the Killick place, and stayed for supper. The meal was plain but he hardly noticed. And before he left, he had hired George as his overseer.
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If he had lived, Henry Hudd would probably have been fifty dollars richer. Young Lonzo was bright but not brilliant, and he did not take readily to learning. In particular he did not take to reading the Bible, which Charles reckoned would be a good English primer because most of the words were short.


At first they made slow but steady progress. Charles’s method was to tell Lonzo to open the book anywhere, it didn’t matter where, put his finger on the page and start reading. One day his finger landed on Genesis, nineteen, twenty-six.


He studied it in silence for a couple of minutes. ‘Dunno,’ he said gloomily.


‘Try it.’


Lonzo squared his shoulders. ‘But,’ he began, ‘his wife …’ He glanced up. Charles nodded, and said, ‘Wife, right.’


‘But his wife … looked … back … from … From behind him … and she …’ He was defeated.


‘Became,’ Charles said.


‘She became … a … I dunno this word.’


‘Pillar. Sort of thing that holds a house up. Round like a tree. You’ve seen ’em.’


‘Pillar. Became a pillar … of salt.’ He rubbed his nose. ‘That right? Salt?’


‘What it says, Lonzo.’


‘This woman … real woman, flesh an’ blood an’ all … an’ then she’s all salt.’


‘According to the Bible.’


‘Salt all through. Not just salty on the outside.’


‘Solid salt. It was a punishment. She was Lot’s wife. The Lord told Lot and his family to escape from Sodom and Gomorrah and not ever to look back. They escaped, but …’ He shrugged.


‘Mrs Lot done took a look.’


‘Yes.’


‘So the Lord done killed her.’


‘I guess so.’


‘Jus’ for turnin’ her head, she’s made a pillar of salt.’


‘Uh-huh.’


‘You believe that, Mistah Charles?’


‘The good book says so.’


‘Good book says Methuselah lived nine hundred an’ sixty-nine years.’


‘Indeed it does.’


‘Says Samson killed a thousand men with the jaw of an ass.’


‘That too.’


Lonzo closed the big, heavy Bible, taking care not to crease the page. ‘Seems like anything’ the Lord wants,’ he said, ‘the Lord gits.’


‘Time you did some writing.’ Charles was beginning to feel angry and defeated: Lonzo was not the absorbent pupil he had expected. ‘Remember, don’t press too hard.’


‘That Mrs Lot,’ Lonzo said. ‘I guess she musta bin a white lady.’


Charles had to think fast. ‘Seems probable. Why?’


‘Can’t see the Lord makin’ a pillar of black salt. No use to nobody, black salt.’


A week later Lonzo chanced to open the Bible at First Kings, twelve, eleven: My father hath chastised you with whips, but I will chastise you with scorpions; and that was the end of the Bible as a reading primer, for a while, at least. Instead they used newspapers: the Frankfort Yeoman, Bowling Green Bugle, Dundee County News. Lonzo enjoyed the crime reports, the bloodier the better. Soon he was stammering and charging his way through stories of hold-ups, of shoot-outs, of the fearful damage inflicted on honest citizens who tried to resist burglars, and (less often) of the battering given to incompetent burglars by citizens who kept clubs at their bedside. Lonzo enjoyed it all. It came out of a world he had never seen. His world was one of monotonous toil, dull food and niggers who lived and died with one thought in their heads: obedience. Now here was Mister Charles showing him that somewhere out there, over the hill, up or down the river or both, there were people who did bad things to each other, really terrible bad things, like whacking someone on the head and stealing all his money, or sticking him full of holes with a knife because he ran off with your wife (this baffled Lonzo; white folk never ran anywhere; any running needed done, the niggers did it), and the most amazing part about these crimes was the feller didn’t always get caught! Lonzo had been raised to believe that the whip followed the crime as sure as night followed day. Sometimes the whip had come before the crime, if Mister Henry gave you a few licks on account you looked like you might do something bad tomorrow or the next day. Now Lonzo was reading in these newspapers about folk who were free to do exactly what they wanted, such as the blacksmith in Tompkinsville who split his neighbour’s head with an axe because he didn’t like the way the feller combed his hair. Last seen, the blacksmith was rafting down the Cumberland River. ‘He gonna get away?’ Lonzo asked. ‘Nobody chasin’ him too hard. Not so the paper says, anyways.’


Charles Hudd looked at the date. ‘My guess is he’s gone west by now. Missouri, Kansas, Alabama, maybe Nebraska Territory even. Plenty of call for good blacksmithin’ out west. What did the other feller do? The one got hit?’


Lonzo searched the report. ‘Irish.’


‘That’s not a job. That’s a misfortune.’


The remark passed over Lonzo’s head. He read on. ‘Sez he was a waiter in the ho-tel.’


Charles grunted. Lonzo understood that sound. Whatever an Irish waiter was, and Lonzo had not the slightest idea, his end was no loss, not according to Mister Charles’s reckoning. ‘Irish,’ he said. ‘Is Irish same as white folks?’


‘They ain’t niggers,’ Charles said. ‘And that’s about as far as I can go. Now, you got your pencil? Start copyin’ out this seed catalogue. Try and keep your letters all the same size this time.’ Lonzo licked the lead and tried.


While he was trying he was thinking: you didn’t have to be a nigger to get whopped by a whitey. The thought was encouraging. He began to hum as he worked. Charles heard him, came over and seized him by the ears. ‘You enjoyed that terrible killin’, didn’t you? Know what you are? Just a brute an’ a savage! How can you take pleasure in such sufferin’?’


‘As long as that blacksmith’s whackin’ another feller’s head,’ Lonzo said, ‘he ain’t whackin’ mine.’


The logic was irresistible. Next day Charles produced the Farmer’s Almanack and told Lonzo to read the section on Hog Diseases and Their Treatment. It was heavy, sweaty weather. The breeze was fitful; it came and went as if to irritate by reminding what it could do if it wished. Lonzo blinked at the technical terms, and grew drowsy. Charles gave up. ‘To hell with the goddamn hogs,’ he said wearily. ‘Get a newspaper.’ What worked, worked.
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The first gunshot blew a hole in the silence of the morning. Out of that hole emerged the clamour of birds. By the time Charles Hudd reached the front porch the noise was settling, like the birds themselves. He could see them, circling a distant patch of woods on the uphill edge of the farm. Then came the second shot and that was too much for the birds; they fled, screaming – black swirls climbing against the smooth blue bowl.


Wrong time of year for professional hunters, wrong weapon for any kind of hunter. Pistol shots. Charles got his horse and rode over to see.


George Killick was up a shagbark hickory. He saw Charles approaching and climbed down to meet him, finding handholds in the fissured trunk and reaching with his long legs from branch to branch. Standing at the base of the tree was an old slave called John. George’s horse grazed nearby.


‘Trouble?’ Charles called.


‘Couple of rascally-lookin’ types,’ George said. He brushed down his moleskin vest, green with powdery tree-moss. ‘White fellers, not from these parts. Tryin’ to take Old John away.’


‘Abolitionists.’


‘Reckon so.’


‘What did they say?’


‘I was too far off to hear, Mr Hudd. Old John was lookin’ for a strayed sow. This pair was tryin’ to hustle him off, so I fired an’ they left in a hurry.’


‘Which way?’


George pointed to the woods. It was all rocks and ravines up there, no place for a horseman. All wild vines and brambles, too. No place for a man on foot if his feet were in riding boots.


Charles turned to the slave. He was picking bits of dead skin from his fingers. His hands were his tools; they were constantly getting worn away. ‘You all right, John?’ Charles asked and got a nod for an answer. The slave had a cleft palate and he was deaf in one ear. No point in trying to talk to him unless you had twenty minutes to spare.


‘Couldn’t see them from up the tree,’ George said. ‘Guess they hid in the wood.’


‘Abolitionists,’ Charles said. ‘I’ll be damned.’ The word had appeared often enough in newspapers, usually in reports of fanatics in the North who organized protection of runaways, which was contrary to the Fugitive Slave Act and clearly illegal. But this was the first time Abolitionists had actually shown themselves in Dundee County. ‘They’ve got a brass gall, just walkin’ in like that.’


‘Worse’n horse thieves,’ George said. He had the strong, square face of the Killicks. As he looked at Old John his jaw was clenched and his brow was lined.


‘You did well,’ Charles said. ‘Nothin’ like a bullet up his ass to speed a man on his way.’


‘Wish I’d hit ’em. Too far off. Besides, Old John was standin’ right nearby.’


That afternoon JoBeth came over to visit her brother. It was the fourth visit in a week and she didn’t care all that much for George; Charles knew this for a fact because she’d told him so. When she arrived at the house, George was in some remote field, overseeing the endless weed-chopping. Charles invited her to freshen up. She came back looking, he thought, as lovely as a flower. She kissed him on the cheek. ‘Sweet Jesus!’ he said.


‘Heavens,’ she said. ‘That was just being friendly.’


‘I was surprised.’


‘Wait till you get a real kiss on the lips. You’ll be astonished.’


They went into the drawing room, cool and dark with half the shades drawn. ‘How is your family?’ he asked.


‘Dead drunk in a ditch.’ That made him stare. ‘Well,’ she said, ‘you don’t care a tinker’s cuss how my family is, so let’s not waste time on them.’


‘You’re in a very curious mood today.’


‘No, today I’m normal. The times before when I came here I was acting like a proper, well-brung-up young lady, which I am not, and it near to killed me.’ She smiled with a tomboy twist to her mouth that made him suddenly afraid that perhaps all his flies were undone. One of the house slaves came in, a woman called Sarah, bringing cold mint tea. Charles took the opportunity to stroll to a window and secretly check his buttons. They were fastened, but he still felt insecure. For no reason that he could think of, he said, ‘I don’t want to be disturbed for the rest of the afternoon, Sarah. Miss Killick and I have business to discuss.’


Sarah nodded, and closed the door behind her.


‘Well, now you’ve ruined our reputations,’ JoBeth said.


‘Nonsense. How can you say that?’


‘Niggers know better than to leave two white folks together. White folks still got all that jungle in their blood. Dey ain’t dun got noooooh self-control, no suh.’


Charles handed her a glass of tea. ‘What balderdash you do talk,’ he said, and he contrived to touch her fingers.


‘Balderdash?’ She was very amused. ‘That’s a genuine three-dollar word, that is. That’s the kind of word you keep locked away with the best china.’


‘Why are you making fun of me?’ he asked. ‘What have I done?’


‘Nothing. It’s time you did something, Charlie Hudd, before you die like your father.’ He was lost for words. Nobody had ever talked to him like this. He felt the blood come pounding up an artery in the side of his neck. Hell’s teeth, he thought, maybe that’s how father died, and he forced himself to sprawl in an armchair and smile. It felt like an amiable grin. He caught sight of himself in a mirror. His lips were barely curled.


‘How long since your wife passed away?’ she asked.


‘Seven years.’


‘How long since you bought a new suit of clothes?’


‘Seven years.’


‘What I thought. Bet you wore the same clothes to both funerals.’


‘None of your business.’ He was about to get up when she came and sat on the arm of his chair. ‘Suit still fits,’ he said.


‘Sure it does. You still got the same shape body. Nothing wrong with that. Why dress it up in gloomy old clothes?’


He looked down at himself. ‘Plenty of wear left in these. Anyway, I thought grey flannel was fashionable.’


‘Wrong. It went out just before the codpiece came in.’ That startled him. He looked up and realized what a thrusting bust she had. He blinked. There was a gap down the middle big enough to eat strawberry fool out of. ‘Why don’t you get yourself a bottle-green corduroy coat?’ she asked. ‘And white linen pants?’


‘This is a farm. White linen isn’t practical.’


‘You don’t do the laundry. How many house-slaves you got?’


‘None of your damn business.’ He felt like he was being chased around a field, and it was his damn field. ‘Anyway, you don’t know what a codpiece is.’


‘Men’s long johns with half a turnip shoved down the front to make the company believe he’s loaded for bear.’


He made an effort to frown, and found himself laughing. ‘Is that what they taught you in Tennessee?’


‘They didn’t teach me much,’ she said, ‘but what little I learned, there was no make-believe in it. Stand up.’ He stood. She put her hands inside his coat and slid them up and down his ribcage. ‘You have a fine body,’ she said. ‘Far too good to waste on grief.’


‘Um,’ he said.


The action turned into a hug. ‘Also,’ she said, ‘you grow handsome turnips.’ She released him.


‘This is crazy,’ he said. ‘We hardly know each other.’


‘Does that matter?’


‘Perhaps not, but … What will people think?’


‘Does that matter?’


‘No.’


‘What matters?’


‘Being happy.’ The answer came so fast that he had to stop and think again. ‘Yes, being happy,’ he said.


‘Well, we’re agreed on that. Come on, take me to my brute of a brother so I can say I’ve done my duty.’


On their way across the fields he told her about the foiled Abolitionist raid. ‘George saved me five or six hundred dollars right there,’ he said.


‘Down in Rock Springs, lot of talk about secedin’.’


‘They’ll talk and they’ll talk. It’s a handy threat to make the North keep its agitators in line. We don’t need secession. We got the Constitution on our side.’





ALTOGETHER LOVELY



The more Charles Hudd taught Lonzo, the less he liked him. The boy was clever and determined but he lacked humility. He lacked gratitude. Charles didn’t expect great thanks but a little obvious respect, some deference, some acknowledgment that this was rare and privileged treatment, would have pleased him.


As it was, Lonzo treated the lessons like part of his daily toil. He came straight from the fields, seeds in his hair, broken fingernails, dried snot on his nostrils, stinking of sweat. Charles was used to nigger sweat, it was part of the scenery, sweeter than the smell of a lathered horse and a whole lot sweeter than a tomcat’s squirt. He put his feet on the porch rail and listened as Lonzo ploughed through the crime columns. The boy’s thumbs made dirty imprints on the paper when he found an especially bloody murder.


Later they did simple arithmetic. Lonzo followed instructions and sometimes got the right answer. He couldn’t see any point in it. Multiply eight dollars fifteen cents by six, Mister Charles said, and when Lonzo finally got it, forty-eight dollars ninety on the nail, Mister Charles was so bright-eyed you’d think the money just fell out the sky. Lonzo sucked his pencil. He wasn’t ever going to see eight dollars fifteen cents, not this side of heaven, and probably not the other side either, unless God turned out to be a nigger, and if He was a nigger then old man Henry Hudd must’ve died a second time, right there at the Pearly Gates.


‘Not bad,’ Charles said. ‘Now multiply nine dollars ninety-nine by four.’


Lonzo sighed. He began writing the numbers, slowly and heavily, his thumb squashed against the pencil, the nail white with gloom.


‘You can do it in your head,’ Charles told him. ‘Nine ninety-nine is a penny short of ten dollars. Right? What’s four tens?’


‘Forty,’ Lonzo said. He made it sound as if Charles had beaten it out of him.


‘Now take off four cents.’


Lonzo hunched his shoulders and screwed up his eyes. The harder his mind worked, the more figures it had to hold. Too many. He lost some. The rest were useless. Forget them all. Go back, start again. His head hurt and he groaned.


‘You got to think,’ Charles urged. ‘It’s easy.’


Lonzo thought. Through the jumble of numbers clogging his brain, one idea emerged. ‘Give the man the four cents,’ he suggested. ‘Then everyone happy.’


Charles hooked his foot under Lonzo’s chair and tipped it and sent him sprawling. ‘Uppity nigger,’ he said. ‘Get back to your field.’


Lonzo went. He couldn’t figure what he’d done wrong. Four cents didn’t mean a damn thing to Mister Hudd. White folks were peculiar.
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After the invasion of the Abolitionists came the whiskey-bottle fire.


Charles saw smoke as he was riding home from town. It was in a hay-meadow near the river, and the smoke was as rich as grey velvet and just about as motionless, it being a hot and heavy afternoon. He got there in one long gallop and by then the smoke had mostly gone. George Killick was organizing a dozen slaves with rakes and sticks and buckets of water. Half a haystack was broken down and scattered. Here and there small spurts of flame lived and died. ‘Keep that water comin’!’ George bawled. ‘I want all this stuff wetter’n wet!’ Charred bits of hay dotted his hair. His hands and forearms were black.


Charles dismounted. ‘Could have been a lot worse, I suppose.’ Now the fire was out he could afford to seem casual.


‘Awful shame, Mr Hudd.’ George’s chest was heaving. ‘That was real good hay.’


‘Yeah. You got here quick.’


‘Uh-huh. Not quick enough.’


‘I’m not complainin’, George. Half a stack’s better’n no damn hay. What worries me is why. I’ve known a stack take fire before, but never this time of year.’


They walked over to it. The ground was so hot it was steaming. ‘Water here!’ Charles shouted. George stepped on something that clinked. ‘Hey, hey,’ he said. He poked around with his boot and kicked out half a whiskey-bottle.


‘That’s your fire-lighter,’ Charles said. ‘Sun plus glass equals flame.’


‘Someone lookin’ for a soft bed where he could drink hisself to sleep, left us this little keepsake.’


‘Trapper? There’s plenty on the river.’


‘They’re worse’n animals themselves.’ George was thoroughly disgusted. ‘Shouldn’t be allowed on a decent man’s property.’
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Usually she rode over in the afternoon, but for once she arrived in mid-morning and nobody at the house knew where Charles was. An old slave called Martha was washing the windows. She had cataracts in both eyes, so the glass ended up smudged and smeared, but Martha always washed the windows, would be miserable if someone else did it. Sarah went round later and wiped away the smears while Martha was out looking for eggs, which she could find by feel. ‘You want to wait, Mizz Killick?’ Martha asked. ‘Fix you some coffee.’


‘I think I hear him. Ain’t that him? Never heard him sing before.’


The voice led her to a cluster of barns and sheds around a cobbled yard. There was a pump in the middle. The slave Jacob was keeping it gushing, Charles Hudd was grabbing bucket after bucket and flinging the water at Lonzo, who was naked and standing with hands on his hips and delight on his face. ‘Let us gather at the river,’ Charles sang, ‘the glorious,’ –  another couple of gallons crashed against Lonzo’s chest – ‘glorious river!’


She sat on her haunches in the shade, and watched. Naked little niggers were not an unusual sight, she passed them every day, but Lonzo was not little. His chest and arms were big enough to heave a sack of meal. Each time the water hit him, his stomach muscles outlined themselves like an anatomical drawing. His calves and thighs had grown strong through walking and working all day, every day. Bright morning sunlight on sharp water made his skin look not black but dark bronze. He was like a statue of a young athlete. Charles was singing and swinging buckets, but she wasn’t watching Charles.


It was Jacob noticed her and stopped pumping. Charles looked where Jacob was looking. He threw an old flour sack at Lonzo; it had holes cut out for head and arms: nothing comes cheaper than free. He walked over to her.


‘This is no place for you. Why didn’t you wait at the house?’ He tried to speak softly. Embarrassment skewed his face and gave his words a harsh edge. He tried to steer her away but she slipped his grasp.


‘I’ve got eight brothers,’ she said. ‘Nothin’s likely to come as a big surprise to me now.’


‘That’s not the point. This kind of thing’s dangerous. Suppose Lonzo thinks … You know what I mean.’


‘What? That I like his body?’


This time Charles grabbed her arm and hustled her around the corner. ‘You crazy?’


‘No. Just human. The way that boy’s put together is enough to make any natural young woman want to jump out of her clothes and into the long grass.’


‘That’s tar-and-featherin’ talk.’ They were walking back to the house.


‘Because I say it don’t mean I’d do it. Anyway, you should be flattered. I wouldn’t say it anywhere but here. You don’t know what it’s like bein’ a Killick. Heaven for Killicks is ownin’ a plantation where the whiskey comes out of a fountain, and the women slaves lie on top and do all the work and say thank-you nicely. Pa reckons a nigger’s like a mule except he’d rather have a picture of the mule hangin’ on the wall.’


‘Hey, hey, slow down.’ This line of talk made Charles Hudd uncomfortable. If he had to choose, he’d sooner look at a mule too.


‘I’m not goin’ fast. I’m not goin’ anywhere.’


‘Just remember the Bible tells us God put the negro race on Earth to serve as beasts of burden. Bible says that.’


‘Bible says not to eat pork. Don’t see too many people around here payin’ attention to that.’


‘You defying Holy Writ?’


‘You givin’ up bacon?’


They stopped, and took a long look at each other. A small part of him was flickering with anger, for no woman had ever spoken to him like that, but mostly and overwhelmingly he was intrigued and enchanted by someone who not only was so pretty but also had such a smart mind. She looked and saw a man who was worth all the Killicks rolled into one, not saying a whole lot but still a pleasant, even an exciting experience. ‘Not here,’ she said. ‘Too hot.’


They moved under a shade tree, a giant sycamore, and kissed on the lips, first cautiously, then firmly, and finally with a drunken, swaying recklessness that ended in laughter and a slow collapse onto the cool ground.


‘His mouth is most sweet,’ she said cheerfully, ‘yea, he is altogether lovely. This is my beloved, and this is my friend, O daughters of Jerusalem.’ He rested on his elbows and stared. ‘See, the Good Book ain’t all junk,’ she said. ‘Song of Solomon, five, sixteen.’


‘Altogether lovely.’


‘Well, maybe not altogether.’ She reached out and rubbed his chin. ‘Ever think of buyin’ a new razor?’


‘Haven’t got time for fuss an’ feathers.’


‘You got time to wash your boy-slave. You do that every mornin’, or just when it don’t rain?’


He explained. Lonzo had turned up for his lesson stinking of cow manure. The farm kept a small herd of milk cows and Lonzo had been shovelling their muck out of a stall. He was up to the knees in filth and well spattered above that level. The stench hung about him like an evil steam. Around the stench hung a flock of flies. Lonzo was surprised by Charles’s loud displeasure. ‘You want me to go wash my han’s, Mistah Charles?’ he said. Charles ordered him to the pump, collected Jacob on the way, and she knew the rest. ‘Fun,’ he said. ‘And I needed the exercise.’


‘You need a son, is what you need. And believe me, you ain’t never gonna wash that one white.’


Charles was ready to send Lonzo back to work but she protested: she wanted to see him being educated. Charles refused. She would distract the boy, fluster him. No, no, she said. ‘Look,’ he said, suddenly impatient, ‘it’s too damn hot, an’ that dress of yours is too damn loose. I can see your nipples and I’m not even tryin’.’ That silenced her. He was taken aback by his own candour. ‘Well, all right, sit indoors if you like,’ he said. ‘You’ll hear everything through the jalousies just as loud.’


Lonzo was waiting on the porch. He almost groaned when he saw the brass-bound Bible.


‘This is just for once,’ Charles said. He pointed out the place.


‘Behold …’ Lonzo said tentatively. ‘Behold?’ Charles nodded. ‘Speak up,’ he said. ‘Behold is right. Speak up loud.’ Lonzo took a run at it. ‘Behold, thou art fair, my love,’ he said. ‘Behold thou art fair … Hey, this is easy.’


‘Verse five,’ Charles said. ‘And speak up!’


Lonzo found it. ‘Thy two …’ His lips framed the word several times before he attempted it. ‘Breasts,’ he said. Charles nodded. Lonzo shrugged. ‘Thy two breasts are like two young roes …’


‘Kind of deer. Let’s hear it again. Tell it to the whole world.’


‘Thy two breasts are like two young roes!’ Lonzo cried, ‘that are … twins, which feed among the … the lilies.’ He looked up. ‘This kinda stuff always been in the Bible, Mistah Charles?’


Charles took the book from him and read aloud. ‘Thou hast ravished my heart, my sister, my spouse. Thou hast ravished my heart with one of thine eyes, with one chain of thy neck.’ He slammed it shut. ‘Understand?’


‘Nossir.’


‘Me neither. It’s all a mystery. Here, find yourself some original sin.’ He tossed a newspaper at him.


Lonzo knew where to look. ‘Man Shot Three Times In Tavern,’ he announced. This was good. This was better than shovelling cowshit.
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Every week, after the Abolitionist raid and the whiskey-bottle fire, George Killick did something that proved his worth as an overseer.


He shot a bobcat that had been killing the chickens. Charles had never even seen a bobcat before, dead or alive, although he knew they were up in the Ridge, along with a dozen other wild beasts, from black bear to ringneck snakes. Why a bobcat would come down from the Ridge, where there must be rodents and rabbits for the taking, was more than Charles could understand, but George had the evidence with feathers still on its chops, so that was good enough.


In fact, George was vigilant and hard-working and efficient; and soon Charles let him get on with running the farm. The slaves knew what to do, and how, and when: if George didn’t understand anything, they explained it.


His sister visited regularly and often never saw him; it was a big farm and he was off in some far corner, overseeing things. At first Charles suggested they ride out there, take George a jug of lemonade.


‘Is he fit and well?’


‘Was this morning.’


‘Good. He can last until tomorrow. You want to be kissed right here where everyone can watch, or were you plannin’ on waiting till sundown?’


She spoke pleasantly. She always did; it was one of the things that Charles found most delightful. His experience of women was small. His late wife had lived briefly and died swiftly. He had found that discouraging. Why argue with Providence? God always won: Lonzo was right about that. In any case, because he was a widower, women had treated Charles like some kind of emotional cripple: they were kind and gentle and bloody boring. JoBeth wasn’t boring. She had a voice like butter and a mind like a hot knife. She was worth listening to.


They went inside. ‘Everybody knows about us, anyway,’ he said.


‘I do believe you’re right. You know about us, don’t you, Sarah?’ she said to the house slave.


‘I know nuff to keep my big black mouf shut.’ Sarah was sweeping the floor. The broom whisked dust vigorously, left and right, spreading it fairly so there would be some to sweep up tomorrow.


‘Leave that now, Sarah,’ Charles said.


‘You don’t approve of me,’ JoBeth said pleasantly. ‘You don’t think I’m good enough for your master.’


‘Ain’t nobody good enough for Mister Charles.’ Sarah’s feet slapped. The door banged.


They embraced, and his lips enjoyed her mouth as greedily as if he had been a sailor home from a year at sea. Finally both were sated, the kissing stopped, the heads slid apart, and he released a long, shuddering breath, a sound of pure animal gratitude. ‘Keep your feet still,’ she murmured into his ear, ‘Sarah’s downstairs listenin’ to every creak of the floorboards.’ He laughed like a schoolboy, a natural explosion of happiness, and their bodies shook together in his laughter.
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JoBeth flattered herself. The Hudd slaves neither approved nor disapproved. They didn’t care what Charles got up to with her: that was his business, and at the end of the day they were too weary and too hungry to think of anything but food and sleep. You try it: you bend your back for ten, twelve hours in a field under a sun that’s fit to bake you blacker than you are, if it could, and see at the end if you’re much interested in other people’s fun and frolics. You try it. Look out, here comes tomorrow, another day’s toil. Killick woman? What Killick woman? She was not of their world. She was invisible.


Lonzo was another matter.


His getting lessons surprised and puzzled the other Hudd slaves. White people were always acting peculiar, that was what having empty days and full pockets did to a man’s brain, added to which some were filled with strange notions, all delivered by God himself: Mormons, Quakers, Baptists, Shakers, Methodists, Catholics, Lutherans … The Hudd slaves heard rumours of them, how they sometimes fought each other to keep God happy. Or maybe God made them fight, it was His world, He could do what the hell He liked with it. But Charles was not educating Lonzo for God’s sake, and the other niggers couldn’t figure out his reason.


A slave called Josh had an idea. Josh had ideas about everything. He’d lost three fingers when the front wheel of a wagon ran over his hand, and then the back wheel had crushed a few toes, leaving him worth only about sixty cents in the dollar, and he made up for it by trying to impress. ‘I know what’s goin’ on,’ he said. ‘I see right clear through it like it was a glass window.’


‘Smart nigger,’ Nat said. Nat was twice his age. They were sprawling in the shade, a dozen of them, chewing and drinking, taking their midday break, the time when time went by twice as fast. Nat was ready for some foolishness to help lighten the rest of a hard day. ‘Say what.’


‘Why, it’s obvious,’ Josh said. ‘Mistah Charles plannin’ to save himself some money. Lonzo gonna be overseer here one day.’


That got a laugh.


‘Nigger overseer’d be real cheap,’ Josh said. ‘Half what this Killick fellah gets. Less’n half.’


‘Hey, Lonzo!’ called an old woman named Ruthie. ‘You hear that? Josh just cut your wages twice.’


‘Overseer don’t get no wages,’ Lonzo said.


A few hoots and lazy whistles went his way. It was too hot for loud derision. Lonzo grinned.


‘He knows,’ Josh said. ‘The li’l nigger knows.’ Lonzo was as tall as Josh, and a lot stronger.


‘Tell you when you’ll see a black overseer.’ This was Bettsy, resting back-to-back against Ruthie. ‘When hell freezes an’ I get a piece a the ice to suck on. That’s when.’


‘Ain’t a terrible hard job, overseer,’ Josh pointed out. ‘You got to read and write some, an’ figure dollars an’ cents enough so you know when cheatin’s goin’ on. Lonzo’s halfway there now.’


‘He gets to be overseer,’ said Jacob, ‘Killick man’s out of a job. White folks don’t do things that way.’


‘So what’s goin’ on?’ Nat asked. He yawned, and felt the seductive tug of fatigue. ‘Mistah Charles workin’ awful hard on Lonzo.’ He shut his eyes and took pleasure in the free play of colour on his eyeballs.


‘I know why,’ said Buck. He sounded as if he was talking to himself: a whispery voice softening into a lisp. Buck’s teeth didn’t fit his mouth; never had. He didn’t care. People always listened. He was the biggest and strongest man on the farm. Nobody else could lift an anvil. Buck felt he deserved more respect than he got: also more affection. ‘Yeah, reckon I know why,’ he said.


‘Fine,’ Nat mumbled. ‘Rest of us can forget it, then.’ Buck irritated him.


Nobody much cared what Buck thought, nobody except Josh. ‘Aincha gonna tell us?’ he asked.


‘Why, Lonzo’s a pretty boy,’ Buck said. ‘Mistah Charles likes to have a pretty nigger boy to play with.’ The words were split and splintered by his teeth.


‘You’re prettier’n me, Buck,’ Lonzo said. ‘I quit. You be Mistah Charles’s pet nigger. We’re all proud of you, boy.’


That was the funniest yet. Bettsy and Ruthie laughed so much their backs slipped and they fell off each other. Buck did not laugh. He was on his feet and lunging at Lonzo in two strides. Lonzo ran. If he tried to fight Buck he’d get a lot of lumps and no respect from anyone. When you couldn’t win, you ran. He ran just slow enough to let Buck think he could catch him.


Jacob stood up, slowly and painfully, his knees feeling like rust. ‘Work,’ he said. Everyone rose.





THE GNAW OF ACID



Joe Killick was angry all morning. Came noon and his anger made him bolt his dinner. This upset his stomach. In the afternoon the gnaw of acid worked on his anger to make him nervous and unsure. Everyone on the farm was glad to see him saddle up and ride away.


He was angry because mice had got into a corn store and feasted, taking a nibble here and there, tainting the crop with their stinking droppings and leaving some fungus that spread and smelt like death. He brooded over this curse every mile to the Hudd place. The corn was spoiled: he’d been robbed, cheated. He could feed it to the hogs but it might make them sick. He should burn it, probably. Roast the fungus to death. That was like burning money. He tasted bile, and spat until there was blood in his spit.


One slave took his horse, another his hat. A third led him to a big, bare room where Charles Hudd was standing with one foot on a stool and his thumbs hooked inside his belt. He was wearing white linen pants, a bottle-green corduroy jacket and a dark red bow tie that hung to his lapels. Killick was startled to see that Hudd was having his portrait painted. The easy, neighbourly greeting Killick had prepared went clean out of his head. ‘Damn me if you don’t look like you’re runnin’ for President,’ he said.


‘Which party?’


‘Uh …’ Killick couldn’t think of a safe answer. ‘Not the Know-Nothings, anyway,’ he said at last. The Know-Nothings were an anti-Catholic party. At election time they went about beating up recent immigrants who tried to vote. Joe Killick approved of this. A few years ago, when an election in Louisville had ended in gunplay, with twenty dead and a large part of the city in flames, he had thought of starting a branch of the Know-Nothings in Rock Springs. The thought passed. Occasionally he remembered it and wondered if it was worth the effort.


Hudd was silent. He still had not moved his head. I say something wrong? Killick thought. He hates the Pope too.


Hudd was not looking at Killick because the painter had told him to keep absolutely still, but he heard the flat, hard strain in the man’s voice and knew that something troubled him. ‘I’m sorry there is no chair,’ he said.


Killick wandered around the room, reached a window, looked out. Not a weed, not a broken fence. The hot, green shimmer of money everywhere. And all for one man.


‘Have you come to see your daughter, Mr Killick?’ Charles asked. ‘Because she’s not here.’


‘No, no.’ It came to Joe that his answer should have been ‘The winning party’. Smart answer. Too late now. ‘Way things are goin’, I reckon you might be comin’ to see me about her, soon.’ Charles was silent. Joe chuckled as he walked to another window. He trod on a loose board that made the easel shake and the painter glare, but Joe was never going to apologize to a man smaller than he was, particularly a man who wore eye-glasses and oiled his hair. ‘Truth is, I rode over here to give you first bite at the cherry,’ he said.


‘Cherry season’s over.’


‘Figure of speech.’


‘Oh. You want to borrow some money.’ That came out more crudely than Charles intended, but Joe Killick’s swagger offended him. Also Killick hadn’t shaved. Shouldn’t swagger if you haven’t shaved, not in another man’s house.


‘You got two problems, Mr Hudd. First, you jump to conclusions and second, you’re not in touch with the great big world of the United States. Amazin’ things are happenin’ out there, y’know. Amazin’ opportunities.’


‘You want to borrow some money.’


‘See what I mean? Lucky I stopped by, or you could wake up one day an’ find you’re the last man in Dundee County farmin’ without a McCormick’s Patent Virginia Reaper.’


‘Oh,’ Charles said. ‘That thing.’


‘You got another problem too.’ Joe was looking over the painter’s shoulder. ‘Wrong colour eyes. This here is blue, yours is grey.’ The brush halted. Charles’s head jerked. Joe knew he had blundered. ‘Only joshin’,’ he said, fast, and moved away.


‘I don’t grow wheat,’ Charles said. ‘Don’t need anybody’s patent reaper.’


‘You grow some barley. Oats, sometimes. This McCormick contraption can harvest them ten times faster than your fastest nigger with a sickle or scythe.’


‘Till it busts. Leg’s getting stiff.’


‘Five minutes,’ the painter said.


‘Hire a mechanic,’ Joe Killick said. ‘See, the clever part is, you rent it out to your neighbours. Less than a year, they’ve paid for it. You win, comin’ and goin’.’


Charles clenched his feet and stretched his toes. ‘Lucky me,’ he said.


‘Sure.’ It felt like walking on a rope bridge that swayed at each step but you had to keep going. ‘Play your luck,’ he said. ‘Buy two reapers. Buy three. Sit back an’ watch me turn ’em into rollin’ goldmines.’


‘Yes,’ Charles said, ‘you want to borrow some money.’


‘Your funds, my brains. Can’t fail.’


‘So go to the banks.’


‘They’re rich already. Thought I’d share this among friends.’


‘Truth of the matter is, Mr Killick,’ Charles said, ‘you’ve borrowed so much from them—’


‘This is different,’ Joe said. ‘You and me, hell, we’re almost kin.’ He heard himself begging and felt sick to his angry stomach.


‘Listen,’ Charles said, ‘because I’m never going to say this again. You sow cheap seed, and you get poor crops. You neglect your fences, and you lose your animals. You abuse your slaves, and they rejoice in your failure. No machine made by McCormick or any other man will save you from yourself.’ He took his foot off the chair, knowing he had said too much, had let his contempt show, but he was too stubborn and self-righteous to unbend.


They went into another room. Martha brought tea. Killick longed for liquor. Hudd sipped, and thought of JoBeth. He was hard on the father because the daughter kept trying to get into his pants. She was a bewitchingly seductive creature and she often went away leaving him with aching balls. It was difficult, being a man protecting his virtue against a hungry woman. He wanted her, but not outside marriage; and he was not entirely convinced he wanted to marry her. Or not yet.


They were outside, waiting for Sarah to bring Killick’s horse, when Charles Hudd said, ‘How much did you want to borrow?’


‘Thousand dollars.’


‘So why deny it? I knew from the start that’s why you were here.’


Killick said nothing. His face looked as if a mule had trod on his foot.


When he got home nobody was surprised that he was too mad to speak, eyes stained with rage. It had been a bad mistake to try to do business in that state of mind. Typical Killick behaviour. First make it bad, then make it worse.


Hudd went back to the empty room and put his foot on the stool, and the artist got back to work. After five minutes of silence, Hudd said, ‘I want you to make a portrait of the woman who will be my wife, but she’s not to know you’re doing it.’


‘A surprise?’


Hudd wondered about that. ‘Can you do it?’


‘I’ll have to see her, make some sketches. I can do it … discreetly.’


‘She’ll visit here tomorrow.’


The painting of JoBeth was ready a week later. Hudd was startled at the fee. ‘If you don’t want the work,’ the artist said, ‘I’ll happily take it away. I’ve no doubt I can find a buyer for a face like that.’ Hudd paid him. Later he hid the portrait in his bedroom.
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A hot summer month passed, day after day when the Hudd farm seemed to tremble under the heat of creation. JoBeth visited almost every day.


She taught him to dance, and slowly waltzed him around the drawing-room. His left hand was too high, she kept telling him, and their bodies must be closer. How else could she know where he wished her to move? ‘You wish us to move to my bedroom,’ he said.


‘No, my sweet,’ she said, her fingers seizing a handful of shirt. ‘You may take me now, right here, if you wish.’


‘But the floorboards creak.’


‘Tell the servants it was a polka.’


‘You are a wicked, wicked woman.’


‘I know. I have to be wicked for us both. It is very hard work.’ They danced on, Charles dogged and deliberate, JoBeth swift as her own shadow.


When it was impossibly hot they stayed indoors. If there was a breeze they strolled in the orchard. Always they talked. It delighted him that conversation was so easy: she always had something to say, and usually it came as a surprise. Not always a pleasant surprise. Once, she kissed him so generously that he felt a surge of affection. It would have been so easy then to say that he loved her, she was wonderful, splendid, his darling creature. The words were lined up, ready and eager. He sent them packing. ‘I wonder how you will feel,’ he said, lightly, his arms around her, ‘when your daughter is old enough to do that to a man.’ And he smiled.


She looked sad. For a moment she looked hurt. ‘Why should I have a daughter?’ she asked, without emotion. It was a plain question. ‘Or a son?’


‘The usual outcome of marriage. Someone to inherit all this.’


‘If men died in childbirth they would not be so blithe about the whole messy, bloody business.’


That silenced him. They walked on. He felt badly jolted; he wanted her for her fun and liveliness, and now he felt punished by that sudden shaft of suffering. Punished for being a man. It was damned unfair. He searched for an answer to an accusation he didn’t understand, let alone deserve, and found nothing, which depressed him, and it was all a waste of time because in a minute she was chattering cheerfully about something different and frivolous. He did his best to smile but inside himself he was asking: What happened to death? You’re too fast for me!


That night, when he was holding a newspaper and trying to read about this ambitious lawyer Lincoln, who had grown up in Kentucky and now had his hands full, up North, trying to rein in a bunch of Republicans hell-bent on freeing every slave this side of the Rio Grande, Charles saw only the face and figure he was in love with. She would fall into bed with him whenever he said the word. What was he waiting for? A decent span of courtship to end? Or was it just the vanity of being able to say that no young beauty could hustle him into bed? Marriage now might look like the triumph of lust. Was it lust? Jesus, his loins were chuckling with multiplication, he could feel it, damn near hear it … He flung the newspaper aside and stamped out, shouting for his horse. Rode at a gallop nearly all the way to Rock Springs. Turned and let the horse walk back, leaving his mind to think for itself; he was weary of working it. Maybe she was right. Maybe it was a crime to be a man. Well, he was damned if he would be a monk, just to please her.


He almost fell off his horse, he was so tired. Sarah led it away. He yawned and stretched. Being a monk wouldn’t please her, for God’s sake. That was the last thing she wanted. What in hell’s name was he thinking? He stumbled off to bed.





SAYS SO IN BLACK AND WHITE



Came market day, and it rained fit to choke all the fish in the Cameron River. Rock Springs’s market day was first Tuesday in the month. Not a big event, even on a clear day, but a chance to talk to people you never saw otherwise. Now there was a stream running down Main Street big enough to take a ten-man canoe. Market day was a wash-out. Nothing left to do but splash over to Maggie’s tavern and get drunk.


At noon Job Sims, the town blacksmith, gave up waiting for trade and draped an old tarpaulin over his head and walked to the tavern. The rain hammered on him like a mad drummer. He was looking forward to a comfortable chair, a drink and maybe a game of cards. Instead he walked into a large, hot argument. Men twenty feet apart were shouting, stabbing with their fingers, turning away in disdain or disbelief.


‘Politics,’ Maggie said wearily as she gave him his beer. ‘Election year. Everybody hollers, nobody listens.’


‘Well, that’s democracy,’ Job said.


‘Listen, you jackass,’ a farmer named Ryan Kidder was shouting down the bar, ‘I’ll vote for anyone who destroys this damned underground railroad. I’d vote for a goddamn baboon.’
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