
Chapter 4 
 
He crept up the sweeping staircase, careful not to bang the sledgehammer against the 

balustrade. The sconce light outside of Laura’s bedroom allowed him to see that her snifter was in 
place. He then opened the door to the study, closed it. He quickly turned on a paraffin lamp that 
was on a stand. He was one step closer to claiming his prize. 

Intrusive thoughts invaded his head. He sat in the corner of the study thinking about his 
saintly mother – thoughts about her were never far removed from his mind. He wondered how 
many times he would need to strike the hasp with the sledgehammer. What would he do if Laura 
awoke from the violent noise? If necessary, he wondered if he could kill Madame Billingsly if she 
tried to impede him from stealing the flasks. He hoped it would never come to that. His mind 
continued to be racked with doubt, which expanded as he got closer to his theft operation. Then he 
wondered if the flasks were not there his operation would be for naught, he’d be captured and hung 
from one of the Billingsly’s trees.   

He stood up, took a deep breath and walked to the cabinet. He took one practice swing. 
The next swing hit its mark. He crushed the hasp, knocking it to the floor. He opened the oak 
cabinet door, then grabbed the only box on the bottom shelf in plain sight. 

As bile percolated in his esophagus, he opened the pine box and saw the flasks with 
engravings on them. He swallowed hard to tamp down the percolation. He covered the box, then 
kissed it with that same feeling of satisfaction that he felt when wrapped in his mother’s arms as a 
young boy. He scurried to the open window, leaned over the ledge, wincing when the small wound 
pressed up against the ledge, and tossed the box to the ground below, hoping the soft Kentucky 
bluegrass would soften the blow and protect the coveted prize he had worked so hard to obtain. 

John placed his left leg over the ledge. 
 “Stop right there, coon.”  
He turned around and saw her pointing a rifle at him. 
“Don’t you think my husband would be disappointed in you?” 
John didn’t answer. 
She moved the rifle to her right, motioning John to move away from the window. He 

complied. 
John didn’t know what to say at first. He thought of his mother. “Madame Billingsly, me 

and mama been good to your family,” he said, hoping to avoid execution. 
“That gives you no right to steal from my house”  
John watched her tapping the trigger with her finger. “Sorry, Madame Billingsly,” he 

mumbled.  
She ordered John to move to the hallway, where she retrieved her long, dark cloak from 

the hall closet and put it on slowly, careful to keep her aim on the mass of John’s chest, an easy 
target. John thought her putting that on was a bad omen, perhaps her disguise. He wondered 
whether she was going to keep him alive so her husband could her see quarry, like a proud 
pointer with a game bird in his mouth whipping his tail feverishly as the owner petted his head. 

 
 

 
 
 
 



Chapter 4  
 
Laura decided to strike when her husband was away. She started drinking early to work up 

her nerve to do something so taboo. After the cognac had dissolved her inhibitions, she found John 
cleaning the pantry. She instructed him to dig a hole in the backyard to plant a rosebush. As John 
dug the hole, Laura stumbled outside wearing a silk robe on top of a gauzy chemise. She took a 
swill of cognac and tossed the snifter to the ground. She sat under an elm tree and called John, 
snapping, “Get over here!” 

Her robe was partially open and only the gauzy nightgown covered her breasts. 
He looked at her with gobsmacked eyes. While averting her glassy eyes, he reached down 

to help her stand to her feet, but she grabbed him and forced him down. 
“Madame Billingsly, please, don’t…” 
“You love your mama, don’t you?” she asked, slurring her words. 
John nodded and understood the implication. 
“Then do what you slaves do best.” 
Although she was intoxicated, he couldn’t challenge her; that’d make matters worse. His 

eyes welled with tears as she fondled him to erection. 
After listening to John’s account of the assault, the raging fire in her eyes resumed. She 

said, “You are a filthy liar and a bastard. I hate you. You’ve just signed your death warrant.” 
The condemnations no longer hurt John at this point. He figured she was lashing out at him 

to deny the truth. 
“After I kill you, I’m going after your mama. I’m going to burn down that rat hole she lives 

in.” 
She motioned with the rifle for John to walk down the stairs. She poked him in the back 

with the rifle as he went down, letting him know she was fully in charge. 
Halfway down the staircase, she caught her right foot in the hem of her floor-length 

chemise, and she jabbed the barrel of the rifle into John’s upper back, then the two tumbled down 
the stairs, ricocheting off the wall and balustrade. Both lay motionless about a foot apart on the 
white marble floor in the foyer. 

John came to after a few minutes, staring at the leg of the Victorian chaise lounge chair. 
He raised himself off the floor with his elbows and turned and looked at Madame Billingsly. With 
his mouth agape, He shook his head at seeing her lie motionless on the floor. He snapped up from 
the floor and debated whether to flee. 

A dram of guilt overcame him. Madame Billingsly, are you all right?” He repeated it. No 
response. He shook her. No response. 

Fearing the worst, he grabbed the rifle, and darted out of the front door. Just as fast, he 
pivoted and returned to the house, knelt down beside her, closed her eyes, straightened and pulled 
her chemise to her feet, and said he was sorry for what happened. His teacher and tormentor, the 
woman who had a heart as hostile and inhospitable as the desert, was dead. And he had a part in 
it. 

He darted out of the house and made his way to the side, where he saw the barn owl’s 
penetrating eyes again, watching his every move. The bile resurfaced. He swallowed hard, squinted 
hard, then looked at the owl again, which “who’d” a few times as though he were decrying John’s 
deed. 

John ignored the owl, picked up the flasks and ran home under a quiet moonlit night. 
 



Chapter 5  
 
 She wanted him to remember her history because it was his, too. “I told you a lot about of 
family, the life I had before you came along. Don’t you ever forget these things. Carry them with 
you. They make you a better man. To remember where you came from is a part of where you 
going, son. You hear me?” 
 

 

 

Chapter 8  

He removed his ragged cotton shirt, exposing ribs that poked like ladder rungs through 
drum-taut skin. While sitting up against a tree, his strength left his bod and he slumped sideways. 
Madame Billingsly was dead because of him. His actions were sure to devastate Monsieur 
Billingsly once he learned about his wife. And he had left his precious mother back in Richmond 
under a false pretense. He had killed one person and knocked the heart and souls out of two.  

 
To join the carnage he left behind, he struggled to cover his torso with his shirt as though 

it were a shroud. He moved his hands across patches of dirt and grass as though he was touching 
his final resting spot. Douglas had failed him by leaving him to fend for himself. He had no 
strength to look for him. Each hunger pang increased with intensity and his mind loosened such 
that he dreamt of ding to get away from the hell on earth he created. If he was lucky, he’d die in 
that spot, and someone would find him and dig up dirt and throw his guilt-laden body in a 
hellhole he felt he deserved.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 19  
 
The story soon grew beyond Birmingham and was reported nationwide and many Northern 

newspapers took up the cause for allowing Douglas and John to testify against Hawes. 
Trowbridge made up his mind. Hawes had to pay for his crimes. He was going to order 

Douglas and John to testify, but he knew he’d have to provide them protection when he did. 
Father Murphy convinced John and Douglas at Ahern’s behest that they would be safe in 

a cell in the same jail where Hawes was locked up. “The gardai will keep ya safe. I promise,” he 
said. “It’ll be for a few days. They’ll feed ya. I’ll come to visit every day. I’ll keep ya things here 
locked up.” 

Douglas and John had been in their cell for a few days before they were scheduled to testify 
before a grand jury that had been convened quickly. They had felt safe from the white men in 
particular that hated them as much as they hated Hawes.  

But this day was different. The first of an eventual mob began to trickle in at eight o’clock 
in the morning despite a steady rain. Within an hour, the rain abated and the mob swelled to 
hundreds more people. Many in the crowed swayed rhythmically, stimulated by alcohol and 
revenge, ready to break into the jail, despite the heavy presence of police surrounding it. 

Referring to Hawes, Jeffrey Reynolds led the shouts of “Kill the dirty bastard!” Reynolds 
had secured a position atop a large boulder and ever the lout, had a penchant for finding trouble 
and always willing to walk through trouble’s door. 

Douglas and John felt the frenzied racket from inside their cell. The mob’s screams pierced 
the jail walls and bounced around their heads. Father Murphy had told them that Ahern told him 
that their presence in the jail would be kept confidential, but they no longer believed it.  

A white police officer let it leak that John and Douglas were at the jailhouse.  
The crowd’s emotions grew to a fever pitch. Sheriff Joseph Smith had given his men orders 

to defend the jail at all costs. A deputy sheriff on the roof of the jail fired his Lee rifle into the 
crowd, felling a young man. The riotous crowd lost all semblance of control, and broke through 
the door in seconds. More shots were fired into the crowd, killing more people. 

John held Douglas’ hand as Douglas said the rosary as taught to him by Father Murphy. 
Reynolds was the first inside. Someone inside the jail had leaked to Reynolds where 

Hawes’ cell was. “This way,” Reynolds said, pointing the way to Hawes’ cell. 
Reynolds demanded that the deputy sheriff sitting at the small oak desk give him the key 

to the cell. The corpulent deputy sheriff put down his sandwich and rose from his chair, walked 
away from his desk, and pointed with a nod of his head to the key in the right drawer of the desk. 

Reynolds unlocked Hawes’ cell door. Hawes saw the end coming. Two men held Hawes’ 
arms as Reynolds used his pocket knife to extract Hawes heart. Soon other men were able to tear 
off Hawes’ limbs. As men went outside holding Hawes’ limbs, the crowd erupted with cheers. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 20  
 
John’s mind was a mess of wounds and panic. He pulled up his pants and prayed that 

someone would walk his way to save him from the same kind of hell he experienced when he’d 
stared down Laura’s 22-caliber rifle five years ago in Richmond. 

After putting his clothes on, John stood facing Billingsly. Even though his mind was 
turning to mush, he managed to string together a bold question: “Monsieur Billingsly, sir, do you 
want to hire me, or did you call me here to find out what happened to Madame Billingsly?” 

Billingsly’s eyes turned darker yet, a monition of some sort for sure. 
He removed a tattered flannel shirt from a bag he was holding. He was about to rip off 

another scab. “Do you know what this is?” 
A trap, John thought. He shook his head. 
“I got this from Ann’s cabin the day I talked to Ann about my wife’s death.” 
John’s heart sank to his stomach. His face creased with bafflement. 
“It’s your shirt.” 
John’s heart sank deeper. He wondered how Billingsly got the shirt and what his mother 

had told him. He knew Ann was loyal to Billingsly, but believed that she wouldn’t do anything to 
betray her flesh and blood. The only way to get information from Ann about him, he thought, had 
been for Billingsly to deceive her. 

Billingsly stepped up the pressure. “If you want to see your mother alive again, you must 
tell me all you know. All I need to do is send a telegram to some folks in Richmond.…” He couldn’t 
bring himself to finish the sentence because of his conflicting emotions about Ann, the slave who 
nursed his children, prayed for Laura and stayed by her side until she recovered. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 26  
 
It had been six years since his mother had sent him in search of Cousin Riley. It was a stab 

in the dark, but he needed to know whether he was close to finding his mother’s dream. “My mama 
told me that if I ever made it to Mount Hope, Alabama, to look for her Cousin Riley,” John said 
as he looked up at the pictures of Jesus with olive skin and frizzy hair. He added: “I don’t know a 
last name.” 

“Riley was a member of this church for many years. He and his boy used to come. Not so 
much after Riley’s vision and health began to fail.” 

“What about a wife?” John asked. “Does he have one?” 
“She died a few years ago.” 
“Can you tell me what he did, where he worked?” 
 “I heard things; not really sure what he did.” 
“Wonder if there is more than one Riley around here?” 
“Probably. Seems to be a common name.” 
Suddenly John thought of the scar Ann said Riley had on his face. “Mama said he had big 

scar on his face; came from a fish hook.” 
“Come to think of it, he did have some kind of scar like that.” 
John’s eyes widened and his heart beat faster. 
“You may want to talk to Junior. Maybe he can be of help.” 
“Who’s Junior?” 
“Riley’s son. He’s named after Riley 
“He has a son,” John muttered. “What do you know about him?” 
“Well, let’s see; he called on me when he father’s time was near, and I visited Riley, 

praying with him and for him. He had asked forgiveness for his sins; told him to talk God about 
that one. A lot of it was difficult to hear – his voice was weak – but as far as I could make out his 
dying wish was that I’d pray for safe passage for Junior to make it to see a lady named Ann.” 

John nearly burst with excitement as he thought of his mother. Tears welled in his eyes. 
Reverend Owen handed John his white handkerchief that he removed from the breast 

pocket of his brown, light-tweed frock coat. “What’s wrong, John?” 
John wiped his tears with the handkerchief. “Ann is my mama. I haven’t seen her in years.” 
“Good Lord,” Reverend Owen said. “I don’t know if Junior left yet. You may want to go 

to his father’s house to see if he’s still there.” Reverend Owen told John that he too had a 
connection to Richmond. He had traveled there several years ago to meet with Reverend John 
Jasper of the Sixth Mount Zion Baptist Church. Large numbers of colored were drawn to Jasper's 
charismatic ministry. “I was blessed to hear his sermon ‘De Sun Do Move.’ But enough of this. Go 
find Junior.” Reverend Owen told John how to get to Riley’s house. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



Chapter 31  

 John was facing a bully, and looked into the bully’s eyes that now were flush with rage. 
But John was determined at this moment to stand by what he had learned and believed. To see a 
man get beat by someone is one thing, but to get beat by himself would be a tragedy. “Mr. 
White, sir, I can’t retract a story that traces its foundation to the Declaration of Independence.”  
 
 White’s blinkered views didn’t surprise John, especially where people like White claimed 
ownership of the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution but didn’t care to read it. But 
his sublime stupidity couldn’t be ignored; it was built on intimidation with a powerbase.  
 

 

 

 

Chapter 32  

 She was draped in a green empire waist dress. Even with three children, Tilla maintained 
her hourglass shape, the same one that continued to enthrall John and male passersby. Whether it 
was envy or admiration, women in church and elsewhere talked about how well she managed her 
children, her house, and her husband. She was polite to everyone and spoke in a disarming voice. 
She had learned from her husband to be strong but not rude, kind but not weak, humble but not 
shy, and proud but not arrogant.  
 

 
 


