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Prologue 

The Good Confession 

While the stock market was making its final run up in preparation for the great crash of 

1929, a boy who was not quite ten was getting his nerve up to face the wrath of his older brothers. 

He didn’t know anything about stock markets and dust bowls; what he did know was that he needed 

to drag his brothers from their fishing hole in the backwoods of east Texas and back to their shack 

before their stepfather got too angry. 

His name was William Cook, but he went by Bill. 

The heavy, hot air carried his words toward the slow-moving creek. “Ralph! Michael! Come 

on, the old man is home!” 

But his big brothers’ prime fishing hole responded with nothing but the sad sound of locusts 

and other bugs cruising the murky banks for their supper. The Texas air closed in, as if to warn Bill 

to get away. But he pressed on. 

“Don’t pull this! We gotta git! Supper’s ready!” 

He thought twice about venturing farther in, because the Holy Land of His Brothers always 

held a trap. Bill would be mercilessly caught up and tortured if he didn’t respect the boundaries of 

the Holy Land. But his stepfather’s wrath could be equally merciless if the boys were late for supper, 

so he continued. 

A breeze picked up, and, along with the usual scent of rotting fish and vegetation, Bill 

smelled death making its way across the earth. 

His hands shook and his feet went cold and numb in the ninety-degree heat, but he pressed 

on. Bill jumped from the shade of the woods and toward the creek bank, where he spied a wooden 

crate in the slow-moving water. The crate was lodged up against a sandbar in the creek, and blood 

seeped out of the cracks between the wooden pieces and flowed downstream with the water. 



Minnows and trout alike followed the trail of blood, which was in transport from the creek to the 

Brazos River of central Texas, but Bill paid no attention to the fish. 

He was certain his brothers were inside that crate, and yet, he refused to accept what he 

knew to be true without witnessing the evidence firsthand. So Bill kicked at the crate with his bare 

feet, over and over until he cracked the wood apart. 

As soon as the crate was weakened, two bodies – his brothers – slid out into the water. 

Michael’s hand seemed to grab onto Bill’s ankle, causing him to jump back with a screech. Then he 

froze with a cool analysis. Both of his brothers were clearly dead, and yet their eyes stared back at 

him, as if they were begging him to not hurt them. 

He’d seen that look before. It was the look they had when their stepfather beat them. 

Bill shivered in the summer heat as he realized his mama must be staring death straight in 

the eye right now. He’d left her alone in the shack to get his brothers, but there was no way his 

stepfather would allow his mama to live after doing something like this. 

Bill ran the two miles to the shack as fast as he could, but as soon he neared his home, he 

sensed death again, so he crouched under the one window to the place and listened to his stepfather 

pace the floor and mutter something about “that damned woman”. Flies swarmed and seemed to 

grow in number by the second. Bill had seen enough large animals slaughtered to know his mother 

was the only thing inside the shack large enough to attract this many flies. 

He knew he was on his own. 

Bill wanted to run without thinking, but he needed to think straight, so instead of running, 

he hid in the woods until dark, and waited. 

And when his stepfather passed out on the porch, Bill slipped the rifle from the old man’s 

arms. He thought about shooting the man dead, and he even went so far as to take aim, right 

between his stepfather’s eyes. The terror could be over in an instant. 



The old man snorted, though, and Bill realized he had a good chance of missing his target. 

Then he’d be dead too. 

So instead of shooting his stepfather like he should, Bill slipped away, found the old half-

starved horse, and took it on a quick trot east, before his stepfather could wake up. 

He suspected he would forever regret being too cowardly to pull the trigger, but he didn’t 

regret keeping his eyes from the shack itself, where he knew that the first batch of maggots would 

soon be emerging from his mama. 

 

In another three days, Bill found himself working the farm of some strangers who paid him 

next to nothing, but he couldn’t complain. The work kept his body and mind too busy to think back 

to that night. And the occasional whooping for stealing a trinket or fighting with some farmhands 

was exhilarating. They – the whoopings – kept him in the present, and, anyway, he would describe 

them as a light brush compared to his mother’s beatings, much less those of his stepfather. 

A lingering sense of shame – or, perhaps, guilt – set in before his tenth birthday, though, and 

Bill told himself no one could ever learn of the first act he had taken as a man. For, in this boy’s 

mind, his first act as a man was to run, rather than fight. 

Instead of fighting, he had chosen to run. Like a dumb little coward.  


