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Deep SOUTH










The brown cotton robe that sheltered her slightly overweight frame was shoddy at best. Her dirty brown slippers looked like they had been passed down through many generations.




Before the moon completely gave way to the sun, Margaret Henderson found herself standing on her back porch, scanning their one and a half acres of property.




The refreshing early morning country air invigorated her lungs, mind and spirit. Each time she drew in, and then slowly exhaled the tranquility of a brand-new day, she’d whisper, “Thank you, Jesus.”




This day was special—for this was to be her son’s day; his turn to be acclimated into family traditions. Her preparation would initiate the beginning of his rite of passage.




A knowing sigh chased her from her relaxing state.




There was a lot to do, and she had less than an hour to get things done. She had to finish breakfast, iron clothes, and bathe the little boy who was taking his first step into manhood; at least, according to the Henderson doctrine. But first, fresh eggs needed to be gathered, so she descended the wooden stairs and headed toward the chicken coop, some twenty yards away.






Breakfast was on the stove, the ironing board was placed in the kitchen, and she had already awakened the young man for whom the day was dedicated.




Margaret rarely had to physically wake anyone in the house, as the crackling bacon, boiling grits and freshly cooked biscuits, more often than not, worked as their alarm clock. The aroma sent signals to her family members’ stomachs, which instantaneously ignited their urge to eat. On most mornings, the kitchen would fill as fast as a truck stop diner. However, due to her earlier than usual start, this particular morning was the exception. Not even her highly regarded blueberry pancakes would break her family’s slumber.




Several minutes into her chores, Margaret noticed a shadowy, elongated figure making its way along the side of her home. A bit uneasy, she stood in silence. The mother of five watched the silhouette slowly reduce in size. Margaret wasn’t expecting anyone so early in the morning. It wasn’t until she realized that it was her nephew who had entered the backyard that she was able to relax enough to continue with her chores.




Terrell didn’t appear to see his aunt tending the fowl. His attention was clearly on the open screen door. The teen inhaled; the allure baited him. He rushed up the porch and into the house.




He was enticed by the familiar aroma emanating from several pots and a skillet, sitting on top of the stove’s burning eyes. He walked over to the range and began rummaging through the cookware.




The screen door opened, causing Terrell to promptly pull his nose from the pot. He snapped to attention, picked up a spoon, and began stirring the grits.




“Boy, what you doin’ wit yo’ nose in my pot?” Margaret announced as she placed several eggs atop the kitchen counter.




“I didn’t see you outside, Aunt Margaret,” Terrell said as he calmly peered over his shoulder.




“How you doin’, boy?”




“I’m doin’ good. How ’bout you?”




She glanced at her favorite nephew before turning the corners of her lips upward; her Southern drawl as delightful as her cheerful expression. “’Bout the same as the last time I saw you. What was it…five, six hours ago?” Margaret continued as she removed the spoon from her nephew’s hand. “If you really wanna help me, go make sure yo’ little cousin is up. I woke him a while back.”




 




Larry’s mother had awakened him before the sun had a chance to dry the dew that covered the ground between nightfall and morning. With a childlike innocence, he gently rubbed the sides of both index fingers to the corners of his dark brown eyes in an attempt to remove the cockcrow crust. The baby boy then slid out of bed, stood in the middle of his room, and reached to the heavens. The five-year-old’s contorted body and wide yawn were his way of introducing his tiny frame to a brand-new day.




Losing his footing, he began to wobble. “Woo…”




The child was startled when his cousin’s gentle hand steadied him. Larry jumped in fear. “WHO…!” He quickly turned. “Oh…you scared me. Good mornin’, Terrell.”




“Mornin’, little man…yo’ momma told me to come in. You okay? Can you stand without fallin’?”




“I’m okay.”






Terrell began to tickle his pudgy cousin to ensure that he was wide-awake. Little Larry broke free, and then dove back into bed. He grabbed the youngest male in the family before he could cover himself. Terrell hugged Larry and planted several kisses all over his face.




“Well, let’s get you ready. Today’s yo’ big day!”




The first-year junior college student’s special kinship with his little cousin was established at birth. Terrell had no siblings, and his relationship with Larry’s two older brothers was strained at best. Both seemed destined for troubled lives. The two were discreet with their shenanigans around adults, but Terrell was very much aware of their deceptions, and he wanted to ensure that Larry chose a different path.




The little boy giggled and squirmed as his big cousin held him snug in his arms. “I’m goin’ fishin’…I love you, cousin Terrell. You’re the best.”




Terrell smiled. His embrace was firmer. “If I had a little brother, I’d want him to be exactly like you. Come on, I gotta get you to yo’ momma; she wants to wash you up.”




“Can you do it? Can you wash me?” The boy’s smile was infectious.




Terrell lifted his cousin over his head. “Sure, little man…” He kissed Larry’s cheek once again.




“I’m goin’ fishin’…I’m goin’ fishin’…” he sang in delight at the thought.




The five-year-old was finally going to get his opportunity to stand at the edge of Morris Creek with his very own pole, and cast his line into the cool, shimmering waters.




For over forty years, the Henderson men would assemble every other Saturday at the bank, before the birds could catch a glimpse of the beauty that the horizon inherited each morning. Pulling bass from the narrow inlet, which gave way to the Mississippi, was their way of bonding.




Terrell lowered his little cousin into the tub. He used the rag that was draped over his shoulder to wash the eager little boy.




“Larry…yo’ mom and dad didn’t think you was ready to go fishin’ yet, but I convinced them otherwise. I told them that I won’t let nothin’ happen to you—ever! I’ll always be there for you…always!”




He continued with a smile as he scrubbed his cousin’s back. “Everyone thinks that I didn’t go away to school because of my momma bein’ sick…but it was really because I would miss you too much.”




“Terrell, you really stayed for me? And you always gon’ be there fo’ me? What about when you get a girlfriend, you still gon’ find time for me?” His wide eyes and tilted head exposed the child’s curiosity.




“What do you know ’bout havin’ girlfriends?” Terrell gazed lovingly at his cousin’s cute expression before saying; “Yeah, I’ll always be there for you. I mean that, little man. I’ve been lookin’ out for you since the day you was born. That’s never gon’ change. Never, I swear!”




“You not suppose ta swear.”




“I’m sorry, but I promise.”




“Promise what?” Larry questioned, before splashing water.




Terrell used his sleeve to dry the bathwater from his face. “I promise that I’ll always be there for you. You believe me?”




“I believe you.”




Every time Terrell dried himself, Larry would splash more water. Terrell laughed and then turned the tables on his mischievous little prankster.




Although young Larry didn’t know what to expect, new experiences weren’t unique to him. After all, he was only five. Every time he rose to a brand-new day he was assured of experiencing something different.




Fishing for the first time was not what excited him.




Standing in cold water, and not being able to say a word, in fear of scaring the day’s catch, really didn’t sound like that much fun. Nevertheless, the whole idea of spending the better part of the morning hanging out with his dad and cousin is what brought about his enthusiasm.




The rambunctious little boy was dressed in similar attire as his father—orange boot-type galoshes, blue jeans, and a combination red and blue flannel shirt. Larry would take the imitation of his hero a little further. He, like the man that led the way, carried his fishing pole over his right shoulder.




With a tackle in one hand, and his rod in the other, mindful of the steps he had taken over so many years, Terrell brought up the rear as the three trudged the narrow path that led toward the creek.




“Uncle Perry…the family tradition is destined for extinction. Ain’t nobody interested in fishin’ with us nomo since Grandpa died.”




“My two older boys think that fishin’ is lame. Don’t worry ’bout them; we don’t need ’em,” Perry replied as he led the two boys through the clearing and into what seemed like paradise.




The line for which the sky and river met was adorned with a beautiful rust color that reflected brilliantly off the waterway. The cool air hung heavy as several mayflies skipped along the surface in an effort to avoid falling prey to winged predators. The pure exquisiteness and splendor of this picturesque setting could not fully be appreciated, if it were replicated on canvas.






Perry immediately walked to the edge of the creek. His eyes were wrapped up in the stately splendor of the sunrise; and his mind was inundated with fond memories of previous Henderson outings.




Perry, his father, and two brothers, Sammy and Arthur, were very competitive in those days. They exhausted most of those mornings arguing over who would stand where. If they hadn’t used up so much time battling over positioning, the men might have been able to catch more fish. However, the mêlées were part of their fun.




Perry’s memories brought about a smile.




What he saw as a place of peace and solitude, a place of escape from the racial discord that ravished his community, others took as a racial divide. The side of the stream in which he stood was known as the Bottoms. Although white folk ran businesses in that area of Morris County, others felt that it was taboo to wander across the creek.




Every now and then, the Klan would use the cover of darkness to make their presence felt. On those occasions, the residences of the Bottoms were reminded by the white supremacists that nothing had changed.




Most Blacks that worked outside of the Bottoms did so on dairy and cattle farms, which aligned unpaved Junction Three’s route toward downtown Jacob. Perry was one of the exceptions from his area that made the commute up Junction Three, across the bridge, which extended over Morris Creek, and into the center of the metropolis. The six-foot, thirty-six-year-old father of five held a position in the heart of the city that gave the citizens of the Bottoms hope, and a feeling of pride.




Terrell and Larry made themselves comfortable on the ground before Terrell opened his tackle box and began rummaging through it.




“I remember when your father first brought me out here. I was a little older than you. You’re gonna need to learn how to do this, so pay close attention. Now, if you want, you can use one of these.” Terrell pointed to his array of dry flies.




Larry marveled for several seconds before he reached for a beautifully crafted dark-winged lure. “What’s this?”




“Be careful; you’ll stick yourself if you don’t handle it right. That’s called a black gnat. That one seems to work best for catching trout. The best thing for bass, which we’re gonna be tryin’ to catch…is this.”




Terrell pulled a wiggling worm from a jar, and dangled it in front of him. “A dark-colored senko finesse worm. If we were really tryin’ to catch a bunch of fish, we would have to get on the boat and go into the middle of the creek. Thing is, when we come here, it’s really to talk and hang out. We have more fun tryin’ to catch as many as we can without gettin’ out there. Every now and then, standin’ on the edge of the creek, we might get a half-dozen or so.”




Enamored with the serenity produced by the chirping birds as they glided in the foreground of the rising sun, Perry heaved a tranquil sigh before his brown eyes briefly veered in the direction of his son and nephew.




His Southern inflection was as calm as the creek. “Terrell, I still think that you should’ve gone to Michigan. Track and field at Michigan State University could afford you some very good opportunities.”




Terrell hooked the worm to Larry’s line. “I know, but I can still go next year. I’ll still get the track scholarship. I’m gon’ hang ’round and help my momma. I don’t wanna go away to school and be thinkin’ ’bout her bein’ sick and all,” he said as he and his little cousin got to their feet.




Terrell immediately brushed the dirt off of his brown corduroys, then removed a rag from his trousers and began to wipe his hands neurotically; he had a compulsive nature. Terrell noticed a speck of dirt that had fallen off of the worm and onto his blue cotton shirt. He wiped at it before he stuffed the rag into his back pocket.




“Yo’ mother is okay…she had walkin’ pneumonia…me and yo’ daddy are more than capable of lookin’ after my sister,” Perry replied.




“Daddy, why did we get up so early?” the inquisitive offspring interrupted as he approached his father with pole in hand.




Perry handed his rod and reel to Terrell before he glanced down at his baby boy. “You remind me so much of Terrell, always with the questions. The fish go to school early in the mornin’. We want to try and catch them when they’re on their way to class,” Perry said with a smile.




Returning his father’s smile, Larry offered, “I wanna be like you, Daddy. I wanna be a policeman.”




Terrell watched on as his uncle began to instruct little Larry on how to cast his line. “He ain’t the only one. Uncle Perry, I wanna be like you, too.”




Honor, gratification and pride overwhelmed the senior member of the fishing expedition. He could tell that both boys were very proud of what he had accomplished.




Being a pioneer always brings about struggle; it’s nothing to take likely. However, to be the first person of color to tread in uncharted waters, at a time when discrimination was blatant, and considered the norm, that took more than guts; it took a divine hand. For two years, Perry Henderson, Jr. held the distinction of being the only Black law enforcement officer employed by the Jacob Police Department. In fact, Perry was the first Black officer in the history of Morris County.




The policeman carried on his slender shoulders the hopes and dreams of nearly fifteen thousand residents, which made up the county’s population of Blacks. Perry not only had to deal with the jealousy and ridicule of his own community, he had to deal with the arrogance of a people who felt that his position meant absolutely nothing. To arrest a white person would bring on more problems—not necessarily from the individual in handcuffs—but from the very people that he worked with, and reported to.




Perry reached over his son’s shoulders and placed his hands on the boy’s pole. “Larry, you have to bring yo’ pole back like this and then fling it forward.”




“Wow…look at it go…” Larry’s joy was obvious as he watched the worm fly through the air and come to rest on the creek’s surface.




 




The trees that aligned both sides of Junction Three obstructed the view to the worn shack-like trailers in a rural area less than a mile from the Bottoms. This was a region in which the white lower class of Jacob took refuge.




The activity of several children that played in front of these neglected dwellings was interrupted. They stopped in order to catch a glimpse of a vehicle as it tore recklessly through their neighborhood.






A gray 1967 Lincoln Continental kicked up the dust in its wake as it traveled the two-lane dirt road at an ungodly speed.




Miran Thompson barely maintained control of his car; it periodically fishtailed on the unpaved thoroughfare. He was obviously determined to reach his destination, so he continued to press on the gas.




 




Lee Thompson was attempting to make repairs underneath one of several wrecks that sat in front of his residence when his stepbrother’s luxury vehicle barreled onto his property.




Lee jumped, nearly hitting his head against the oil pan after hearing the car door slam. “Damn…that son-of-a-bitch is mad,” he whispered to himself.




Miran yelled as he angrily yanked his little brother by the legs, and pulled him from under the car. “Damn it, Lee…you one stupid son-of-a-bitch. I told you how I wanted this thing handled.”




Lee squirmed as he was being dragged. “What the hell you doin’, Miran…let me go.”




“You was suppose’ta take care of that nigga…nah my boss thinks that I can’t do my damn job,” Miran ranted as he threw his little brother’s legs to the ground.




Lee quickly got to his feet. He took a rag from the pocket of his overalls and attempted to wipe the grease from his face. “I told the boys that we gon’ take care of that on Monday. You gon’ be there…right?”




“You damn right I’m gon’ be there. You just make sure that this don’t happen again…do the jobs when you’re told.”




Lee angrily threw his rag in Miran’s face before he attempted to walk away. “I’m tired of you always tellin’ me what to do. While you workin’ with him and livin’ in some fancy house on the hill, I’m stuck here doin’ yo’ dirty work.”




“You ungrateful redneck…I been carryin’ you ever since Daddy died. I gave you his house, and I give you an allowance.” Miran grabbed Lee by the shoulder and spun him around. “You look at me when I’m talkin’ to you, boy! I even brought you into the Knights when Daddy said that you were too damn stupid to understand our mission. Is it true that you told Jasper and Red to handle this?”




“Yeah…so?”




“You know that I don’t trust Jasper. He too soft! You better keep your eye on him,” Miran insisted.




Monday NIGHT




Local and national meteorologists’ forecast of a hurricane could barely be heard over a transistor radio due to the roar of thunder that played like a bass drum.




Lightning introduced a buildup of dirty gray clouds that were forced in from the gulf. The predicted fifty-five-mile-an-hour winds were scheduled to touch down within hours. A steady breeze began to flirt with leaves that danced a circular tango above foliage that carpeted the ground; a sure sign that a severe storm was brewing.




The deejay’s deep Southern enunciation was barely audible against the static that was produced by the bad radio reception.




“Take every precaution necessary. This storm has intensified and will undoubtedly cause massive damage. This here, it be a hurricane fo sho…Now, for the local news, we have a hurricane of a different sort brewin’ in these parts. From the moment that The Montgomery Bus Boycott, the sit-ins…The Freedom Rides, Birmingham, The March on Washington, Selma, Medgar Evers and Martin Luther King have attempted to initiate a change in our way of life. This reporter has come to the conclusion that most white-folk feel the same. We’re all against, and will never accept segregation. I’m with Wallace. Everyone should know their place.”




The individuals gathered in an isolated wooded area some thirty miles from the nearest hint of civilization strongly objected to any suggested modifications in their way of life. Their attitudes were engraved from childhood. They were taught to hold true to their idealistic beliefs of superiority.




The demonstrative group began to move with a sense of urgency upon hearing the broadcast. Nothing, not even the expected heavy winds and rain—in any way—would interfere with the abhorrence about to be unleashed. Those that had assembled were hell bent on dealing with the detestation they felt toward their guest of honor.




His eyelids encased his worst nightmare, but knowing that he would have to open them in order to authenticate his demented thoughts (his belief that he was about to become an unwilling participant at the end of a Klansman’s noose), frightened him more.




The throbbing and stinging sensation that electrified his tattered body persuaded him that he had to feign unconsciousness, so he continued to lay dormant in the bed of the pickup truck after awakening to the sound of laughter around him.




He’d already been kicked, stumped and bashed in the head several times with a baseball bat; so the young boy wouldn’t dare make the slightest movement in fear that he would receive more of the brutality previously inflicted.




The child was able to distinguish with certainty that only one of his assailants was in the truck with him. He quickly realized that another stood outside the bed when the horrid aroma of manure, liquor, fish and tobacco tortured his nostrils after that individual leaned in and blew cigarette smoke into his face.




As hard as he tried, the youngster couldn’t make out what was being said—blows to the head had damaged his eardrums. It was like someone held their hands over his ears while they whispered.




“We gotta get this little porch monkey over to Miran—and change into our uniform like the rest of them before we get this lynchin’ under way.”




He didn’t have to be able to understand what was being said because the aroma of death was in the air. It was really eerie to him. At such a young age he’d already experienced being on the brink—so he was very much aware of death’s odor; its aura.




Suddenly, the Black youth felt the weight of the truck shift as Lee Thompson hopped onto the bed.




Jasper began to have second thoughts when he looked down at the little boy that frequented his store. Before him was a kid that he had grown to like—a child that would occasionally help him out around his place of business.




Jasper did business with the kid’s family. He looked at them as being good people, God-fearing people. A grocer during the day, and a wannabe racist by night, Jasper wasn’t sure whether he would be able to live with what was about to take place. He wouldn’t be able to live with the boy’s death on his conscience.




“Looky here, Lee, I can’t do this.”




The frail racist directed his attention back to his captive before removing his baseball cap. He used his free hand to wipe the perspiration from atop his half-bald head.






Lee snarled as he then glared at his partner. “Miran told me that you was too soft.” He insisted, “Get that boy’s feet.”




Jasper refused to move. He lowered his head in shame.




Lee shouted, “JASPER…YOU BETTER GET THAT BOY’S FEET!”




The boy kept his body limp as the two Night Hawks lifted, and then tossed him from the bed of the ’59 Ford. His body bounced as it made contact with the ground. The air that escaped from his lungs forced him to heave a sigh.




With a cigarette dangling from the corner of his lips, Lee smiled. “Damn! If that boy wasn’t out…he is now.”




Jasper stood petrified.




For the first time since he’d become a member of the Knights—a group dedicated to the preservation of their race—he had a feeling of regret.




Both members of the Klavern security team stood on the back of the pickup and glared at the activity taking place around them for several seconds before they leapt to the ground.




The two rednecks immediately hooked their arms under his armpits and lifted Terrell Johnson’s lanky, lifeless body from the earth’s surface. Blood was visible on his exposed torso. The crimson fluid also trickled from his ears and the corner of his mouth.




The lean, cratered-face leader of the security team took a long toke of his cigarette before he attempted to extinguish it on Terrell’s mutilated chest. Lee filled the night with demonic laughter as he listened to the sizzle of burning flesh.




It took every ounce of fortitude that the eighteen-year-old could muster for him not to flinch as the heat generated from the Pall Mall scorched his skin. Terrell courageously continued to dangle his battered cranium as lifeless as a worn rag doll.




Lee was extremely disappointed that his attempt at torture didn’t seem to wake the Black youth from his stupor.




“This son-of-a-bitch must be dead,” Lee mumbled as he flicked his cigarette. He attempted to wake Terrell by slapping his face several times. The heartless racist wanted Terrell to feel the anticipation of death; he wanted him to be aware of his fate.




Snot and saliva dribbled from his nose and mouth. Terrell faintly whispered as he continued to dangle his head. “Mr. Jasper, I told Larry that I would always be there for’em…I promised him.”




“What did he say?” Lee asked.




Jasper’s hunched shoulders and lost expression prompted Lee to put his ear closer to the boy’s mouth.




“What did you say, nigga?”




Terrell didn’t respond. He attempted to once again feign unconsciousness. Lee immediately slapped him several more times while yelling in anger, “Wake up, boy! Wake yo’ black ass up! I want you to see this.”




Unable to bring the Black youth around, the two rednecks began to drag the youngster through the dark of night. Terrell could feel the bony men weaken with every step as they yanked and tugged at his battered frame.




Barely able to open his eyes due to the swelling, Terrell’s trepidation was exaggerated as he raised his head enough to see a portion of the densely wooded area suddenly light up.




The intensity of the flames, which consumed several makeshift wooden crosses, seemed to ignite the ire of Lee. The men stopped and released Terrell. His body once again hit the ground with force.






Filled with a rage that he didn’t fully understand, Lee cowardly began to kick Terrell. “Goddamn nigga…!” he grunted.




Terrell was about to give in—he couldn’t take it.




He was ready to cry out but Lee suddenly stopped his attack.




Lee nonchalantly reached into his shirt pocket and pulled from it a pack of cigarettes and a lighter. He lit a cancer stick as both men marveled at the inferno’s battle with the slight drizzle. For that moment, their symbol of superiority seemed a cut above Mother Nature. The frightened youngster’s mind immediately registered the bizarre images.




His parents spent many tireless hours trying to explain what was before him. He finally realized what was being preached. The world was not yet ready to accept him as a person, let alone an equal. At that moment, his optimistic outlook of the world, which had caused many debates within his household, changed. It didn’t matter that the courts had abolished segregation, and it certainly didn’t matter that he was allowed to attend the city’s community college. It mattered only that he had crossed the line—and crossing that line meant that he had to pay the ultimate price.




The combustion provided enough light for the youth to see dozens of individuals cloaked in Klan attire. Terrell shifted his eyes to his right. The man that stood next to him wore blue jeans and a red flannel shirt. The youth saw this man every day. This individual had always been nice to him. Terrell quickly realized that he couldn’t allow his mind to get caught up in trying to understand why a man that his family did business with on a daily basis was readying himself to commit murder. He had to find a way to escape. The reality before him sparked his survival instincts.






One hundred yards or so from where he lay were several other wraithlike shadows. He quickly shifted his attention to his left; the man who’d tried to burn him with cigarettes donned similar attire as the other.




Terrell could see several dogs tied to a tree some sixty yards away.




Suddenly, he caught the two men responsible for carting him to the bonfire completely off guard when he got to his feet and broke into a full sprint.




“What the…catch his ass, Jasper! The truck…I left the keys in the truck—that NIGGA, he…he…he’s gettin’ away,” Lee shouted as both watched Terrell run in the direction in which they’d come.




Jasper was relieved. His hope was that Terrell could actually avoid capture. The grocer knew that his life would be over if Terrell escaped, but he didn’t care. If he could have, without drawing suspicion, the storeowner would have assisted the frightened youth in his flight.




The terrified youngster made his way to the pickup. He jumped into the driver’s side and frantically tried to start the old Ford. Three, four, five turns of the key—he had to be careful not to flood the engine. On his panic-stricken sixth attempt, the truck finally roared to life. Terrell quickly shifted the pickup into reverse—he shifted into drive and stepped on the gas.




Lee fired his revolvers at the vehicle as its spinning tires kicked up mud.




The redneck couldn’t believe what had happened. He knew that his stepbrother wouldn’t hesitate to make him the evening’s activity if the kid he was firing upon were to disappear into the night.






The sound of hot lead piercing metal caused Terrell to panic. He briefly removed his hands from the steering wheel—the errant pickup immediately grazed several parked vehicles, but he never let up off the gas. He promptly grabbed the wheel, but the truck continued to swerve recklessly as he attempted to gain control. Terrell ducked as the smoldering projectiles began to strike the vehicle.




Suddenly, the driver’s side window exploded. Several pieces of glass embedded itself into Terrell’s high cheekbones.




The commotion didn’t spark an immediate reaction from the other members. Preoccupied with drinking, smoking, and all out rebel rousing, they felt that the gunfire was a part of their festivities. It wasn’t until someone was heard yelling, “HE’S GETTING AWAY!” that they grabbed their weapons and rushed toward the uproar.




Exalted Cyclops, Miran Thompson yelled as he made his way toward the mayhem. “Don’t kill ’em…don’t kill ’em…I wanna hang his black ass…Goddamnit, Lee, you can’t do nothin’ right!”




A bullet ripped through the front tire, sending the vehicle on a reckless out-of-control journey down the very narrow trail, which was completely surrounded by a sea of thick redwood. Terrell fought as courageously with the wheel as a sailor would trying to maintain control of his vessel through turbulent twenty-foot-high waves.




“Oh no…” Terrell yelled, as he inadvertently smashed the truck into a tree and his head against the steering wheel. “Huh! Oh—shss!”




Confused and dazed, the young man desperately tried to exit the smoking wreckage but the driver’s side door was wedged against a tree.






“My God! Help me! I gotta get out of here,” he shrieked as he frantically smashed his shoulder against the door in hope of forcing it open.




Although his focus wasn’t clear, he was well aware that the platoon of ghostly silhouettes that approached would gain some sort of morbid pleasure watching him die. He wanted to prevent that—he had to. So, Terrell quickly slid to the passenger side, and out the door.




Fear fueled every stride as he attempted to maneuver his way through the dense forest. If Terrell stood any chance of survival, he had to convince his mind that the excruciating pain was a non-factor.




He lost the light of a once full moon as it took refuge behind the overcast night sky, so visibility definitely added to the list of obstacles that he had to overcome. His eyes veered unknowingly into unfathomable darkness, which caused his stomach to tie up in knots. He hadn’t experienced anxiety on the level that had overtaken him since his mother had fallen victim to pneumonia.




Strained cries of hounds approaching reminded him to run, and run fast.




 




“You think they’ll still let us hang that black son-of-a-bitch?” one of the rednecks asked, as he was being led through the woods by an aggressive hound.




“Of course they will…he was tryin’ to kiss a white girl. We gotta teach them niggas a lesson!” Jasper replied in an effort to keep up appearances.






The redneck that held the dog pointed. “Billy said that the little nigga ran off in this direction.”




With a shotgun in his right hand, Lee knelt beside the very spot where Terrell had fallen. He picked up some leaves and twigs that were covered with blood. “Hey, ya’ll…he was here.”




Lee tossed the foliage to the ground before he got to his feet. He stared intently through the drizzle. Using his left hand, he pulled the collar to his shirt up; he then yanked on the bill of his baseball cap, pulling it snug to his head in an effort to protect himself from the rain.




Barely able to maintain his grip on two hostile hounds, one of the hunters cried out, “You want us to let the dogs go…?”




“Yeah,” Lee replied as he lifted his shotgun.




He knew that his brother was going to blame him for the Black teen’s escape; and Lee also realized that if they didn’t catch Terrell, Perry Henderson would come after him and his brother with a vengeance. If Terrell got away, a house of cards would come tumbling down.




Four hounds were released; they immediately ran in Terrell’s direction.




Lee and five other men—three carrying shotguns—attempted to keep pace. Their robes flowed freely in the wind, which gave the impression that Terrell was being hunted down by angry spirits. When the clouds opened, the heavy rains further disrupted Terrell’s visibility. He was soaked, confused, tired and very scared. He felt like all that was taking place was his fault. How could he believe that being best friends with a white woman would render absolutely no consequence? After all, it was 1967; he lived in the Deep South—Blacks and Whites lived separate lives. He had been taught to keep his distance, but Sara kissed him. Although he wanted her to, he would never have initiated it.




He made it to the clearance and spotted a cargo train.




Terrell abandoned every technique that he’d ever been taught as the city’s top sprinter by using his left arm to clutch his aching stomach. Terrell stumbled several times. Without the use of his arms as leverage, it became increasingly difficult for him to maintain his balance. The constant gulps of air began to take its toll; Terrell’s lungs felt like they were about to burst. His arms felt like bricks and his legs tightened, which caused his pace to shorten even more.




He glanced over his shoulder but was unable to see the hounds whose unrelenting cries were becoming louder.




TOOT…TOOT…the train’s horn blasted.




“Damn…It’s movin’ kinda fast,” he managed to say in between desperate attempts to relieve his lungs.




Now was the time. He had to deal with the pain if he were to have any chance at escape. Terrell’s determination was evident. He took a deep breath, tightened his fist, pumped his arms and lifted his legs. His stride was back. He puffed and blew as he pumped and lifted. His legs began to cramp, but he ignored it. He’d never lost a race in high school, and if he lost this one, it would be his last.




As he ran alongside the cargo transporter, he once again peered over his shoulder. Terrell could see four hounds dash from the wooded area like they had a bet which would catch him first.




His hand slipped as he tried to jump into an open car. The dogs were gaining fast and he was extremely tired. As his pace began to shorten, the hand of a hobo appeared from the darkened railroad car. Terrell was barely able to grab it.






The white man pulled. “Hold on, son…I got you,” he said as he attempted to lift Terrell into the empty shipment container. The severe downpour and heavy winds, combined with the freight traveling at a twenty-mile-an-hour pace, made it extremely difficult for the hobo to hold on. Terrell’s body swayed wildly; the Samaritan struggled to pull the youngster’s one hundred and sixty-eight-pound frame to safety.




“Help me…please,” Terrell begged.


























Thirteen YEARS LATER










Several officers from the Jacob police department patiently walked the perimeter around Harry’s Liquor Store. A search was underway for evidence, and or witnesses, that could lead them to the person responsible for a reported homicide.




Curious spectators began to gather; they were all a bit on edge.




Morris County residents had a right to be concerned because a number of white males had been mysteriously murdered over several months and law enforcement wasn’t even close to identifying a suspect. A sense of panic could be felt from those that had congregated at the site of the most recent slaying.




The victim’s face was unrecognizable due to the blood and swelling caused by a single gunshot wound to the temple; his body lay sprawled on the cool pavement of the parking lot. Pieces of a broken whisky bottle escaped from a brown paper bag, which lay next to the corpse. One officer carefully stepped over a trail of liquor.




A second officer sat with his legs dangling from his open patrol car. Twenty-three-year-old rookie patrolman Nolan had a two-way radio to his lips, his Southern infliction deep. “I was the first to respond. It seems like a robbery gone bad. The victim looks to be ’bout five-nine or ten; white male…he’s wearin’ a black suit, minus a tie, black loafers; neatly trimmed gray hair. The fatal wound was a single gunshot, up close and personal on the left side of his head.”




The patrolman went on to say, “His face is covered with so much blood, and is seriously swollen, so I’m unable to give an accurate description at this time. I didn’t touch any of his personal effects because I didn’t want to disturb the crime scene…over!”




There was static, which accompanied the pause. The dispatcher interrupted the silence. “Four-sixteen…four-sixteen, secure the scene and don’t let anyone touch anything…Jake is on his way…over!”




“Ten-four…” the officer replied.




“Four-sixteen…have you got any other details? Over!”




“I was told by the clerk that the victim’s name is Miran Thompson…over.” The officer listened to the static created by his two-way radio as he awaited a reply.




 




Confederate flags covered the dirty brown paint peeled walls behind the well-stocked, L-shaped bar. Johnny Cash’s down-home country lyrics blared from a jukebox that sat in the corner of Nobles, a high-energy, dimly lit, smoke-filled, watering hole.




Several inebriated regulars jeered and cheered as they watched a female patron hold on for dear life in the midst of being tossed around by a mechanical bull. A dispute over the female’s ability to ride the mechanized creature caused three customers to push and taunt one another.




A drunken ruckus erupted.






Everyone in the establishment, apart from the diligent bartender, seemed captivated by the intoxicated gladiators. Working around fisticuffs was a part of the barkeep’s nightly ritual; in fact, several times a night, the rowdy patrons of Nobles would butt heads for one reason or another. The saloon owner was used to the altercations. What he wasn’t used to was seeing one of the biggest instigators in the entire town not attempt to get in the middle of a dispute. This was the case when dogmatic extremist Earl “Red” Peters burst into his establishment. The bartender continued to pour drinks but wondered why the known rowdy racist ignored the barbaric display of manhood. He kept his eyes on the frail man as he marched directly to, and then pulled the plug of, the automatic slot machine that played records. Everyone froze in their tracks when the needle created an annoying scratching sound as it slid across the recording.




Red’s unsettled Southern drawl exploded, “HEY YA’LL! SOMEBODY KILLED MIRAN!




Several of the patrons aimlessly hurled their drinks in response to Red’s announcement.




Everyone respected Miran Thompson, and they quickly surrounded Red before bombarding him with questions.




“Where…?” one of the men involved with the pandemonium that had taken place asked, holding a bottle of beer to his swollen eye.




A man in his forties, who had had his lip busted, shouted, “Who did it?”




Out of nowhere, Miran’s infuriated little brother pushed his way through the crowd that had congregated around Red. Lee Thompson grabbed the flimsy messenger by the arm with firm determination. “What happened?”






“He was shot outside Harry’s Liquor Store.” Frantic, the wiry hillbilly motioned for everyone to follow. The liquored up mob scurried to the door.




 




Bright flashes of red and blue lit up the area.




A plume of white exhaust swirled from the tailpipe and around the array of antennas; it was obvious that the black unmarked vehicle was official as it pulled up to the crime scene. A uniformed officer lifted the tape used to cordon the area and allowed the automobile access to the parking lot of Harry’s Liquor Store.




Patrolman Nolan immediately recognized the veteran cop’s squad car. “Here comes Jake…he’s really gonna be pissed,” Officer Nolan said, tapping his partner on the shoulder.




Detective Jake Aaron pulled directly in front of the entrance to the store and cut his engine.




Both rookie policemen stood at the side of the building where the body lay. They stopped their search for evidence and glared at the veteran detective’s car.




“Why would he be mad?” Nolan’s partner asked.




He responded, “I was told that the murder victim was Aaron’s best friend.”




Jake Aaron’s grasp of investigative tactics was legendary in law enforcement circles. The twenty-year veteran was wearing a long black trench coat as he stepped from his vehicle. A cigarette hung from the tip of his lips.




The rookie cops on the scene stood in awe as the wind seemed to pick up just enough to force Aaron’s coat to flutter like Superman’s cape, which in their view, only added to the homicide detective’s mystique. Jake’s strong chin and mountain man rogue appearance was the look of a man who was not easy to talk to.




As he closed his car door, Jake immediately spotted six pickup trucks approaching—their headlights nearly blinded him. The detective flicked his cigarette, and then squinted. He used his right hand in an attempt to shield his eyes from the gleam of headlights while trying to identify the angry citizens he heard shouting vulgarities from the bed of the vehicles that recklessly sped toward his crime scene.




The trucks abruptly stopped right behind the yellow crime scene tape. Lee quickly hopped out of his red ’74 Hi-Lux pickup truck and attempted to lead a group of irate citizens toward the detective.




He wanted answers. Someone was going to pay for Miran’s death.




Jake made his way toward the fuming posse.




Lee’s monotone was filled with a tremendous amount of stress. “Jake…




What the hell happened to Miran?”




“I just got here myself. But, from what I was told, yo’ brother was gunned down in what looks to be an attempted robbery.”




Doubt saturated Lee’s response. “Robbery…no one in their right mind would try to rob him.”




He tried to force his way past the detective. Jake immediately grabbed him by the arm. “You can’t go over there…we’ll handle it.”




While the detective attempted to calm the victim’s brother, several of Lee’s friends noticed a Black man kneeling beside the corpse.






Red pushed his way through the tense mob and headed toward Lee and Jake. He tapped Lee on the shoulder—then pointed in the direction of the Black man who was wearing blue jeans and a light-blue cotton shirt, “Hey, Lee…look over there.”




His anger once again flared. Lee’s antagonist was stooped over his brother’s body, and he was not at all comfortable with the Black officer being involved with the investigation into his death. “What the hell is that nigga doin’?” Attempting to pull away from Jake’s grip, he blasted, “Let me go! He’s the one that did it! I’d bet anythin’…Get him away from my brotha…He said that he was gonna get Miran. Let me go! I’m gon’ kill his black ass…”




Jake motioned for the uniformed officers. “Nolan…you guys…get these people out of here.”




The Black man completely ignored the commotion that was taking place at the front of the store. He used a pencil to open a wallet that sat in a pool of blood next to the body. Several seconds later, he used his pencil to open the victim’s blazer; after which, he carefully observed the body. He wasn’t going to lose any sleep over this homicide. Miran Thompson was the leader of a group Perry believed was responsible for the murder of his nephew thirteen years prior.




The police lieutenant was delighted that the bigot had a bullet in his skull. As he gazed at the bloody gash, the cop wished that the entry wound was bigger. In fact, he wished that the burly corpse that lay before him was missing his entire head.




Images of his favorite nephew’s million-dollar smile played about Perry’s thoughts as he continued his investigative search for evidence. Memories of their last fishing trip the weekend before Terrell’s murder seemed to light a fuse.






Perry reached and then clutched the handle of his weapon.




The officer’s intent was clear. If he hadn’t been interrupted, the fifteen-year veteran would have emptied the chamber of his .38-caliber revolver into the extremist’s lifeless body.




Jake mouthed as he approached Perry from the rear, “Hey, Perry…what the hell are you doin’ here? You need to get away from that body before you compromise my crime scene.”




“I was in the neighborhood…I responded to the call,” Perry replied. He removed his hand from his weapon and stood up. He tried to sound sympathetic. “I’m sorry…I know how close you two were.” Perry stepped away from the body in order to give the lead detective a clear view of the victim.




Jake’s eyes watered. He discreetly wiped at them.




The veteran cop had been to many crime scenes but none was as personal, so he could barely stomach the gash in his friend’s head, nor the blood, which formed a puddle around Miran’s nearly unrecognizable face. Jake lowered his head before using the tips of his index and ring fingers to once again wipe the mist from his eyes.




“Damn…I can’t believe this.”




For a brief second, it seemed that the lifeless corpse of his childhood friend was too much for him to bear. They’d known each other for over forty years. Although an unsolved lynching had threatened their friendship—a murder that Jake suspected Miran had taken part in—they had endured. The two had gotten back on good terms when Miran asked Jake to be the best man in his wedding two years after the murder.




The two shared a special kinship. No matter what, they always found a way to be there for one another. Miran had been the first to provide support for Jake after the detective buried himself in the bottle during his wife’s lengthy battles with ovarian cancer. Unfortunately, she eventually passed from the disease.




Jake knelt beside the body before asking, “You got anythin’?”




“I spoke with the store clerk…Miran ordered several cases of liquor and beer. He asked that they be delivered to his house by Wednesday. The clerk said that he paid for that order by credit card.” Perry pointed toward the broken bottle before he continued. “He paid cash fo’ that bottle. The clerk said he heard a shot about three minutes after Miran left the store. He ran out, that’s when he saw someone runnin’.”




The detective slowly shook his head in disgust before asking, “Was he able to give you a description?”




Several DAYS LATER




The silence was a welcome departure from the ruckus that took place during the day when the students of Fitzgerald High would gather for American History. Two nights a week, several individuals who had missed out on their daytime education assembled to prepare for a chance at obtaining their high school diplomas.




Tick tock, tick.




Each second was clearly heard as the second hand of the clock that was mounted on the wall of Room 212 made its sixty-second revolutions.




Mr. Jerry Careri, the assigned educator, sat at his desk grading papers. The night instructor was the best in the city at preparing high school dropouts for General Educational Development testing. Before him sat fourteen students, each was completely immersed in a pretest.




Careri attempted to concentrate on the papers before him, but his eyes kept swaying back to the clock. The test that was being administered was on time restraints and the instructor didn’t believe in allowing the students one second more than the forty-five minutes permitted.




It took the college professor nearly the entire allotted testing period before he was finally able to complete his task. He gathered the papers, checked the clock, and then directed his attention toward his students.




“Okay…everyone…put your pencils down and pass your test up to the front,” the volunteer ordered as he got to his feet.




While collecting the test papers, he said with joy, “I’d like to say that I’m really proud of all of you; especially Scott.” The teacher sat on the end of his desk with papers in hand.




Scott Billings was a twenty-seven-year-old Caucasian who had been heavily involved in drugs and alcohol when he was in high school. Of course, his addiction became a hindrance; he dropped out at sixteen and spent much of his youth in and out of juvenile.




“Scott…ever since Larry has taken the time to work with you, your chances of obtaining your GED have improved substantially.”




Careri directed his attention toward seventeen-year-old Larry Henderson, who was seated to his left. “Mr. Henderson…I really appreciate you giving of your time to help a fellow student.”




The teen acknowledged his instructor’s sentiments with a nod.




Larry was proud that he was able to help. He’d always loved school, but circumstances had made it impossible for him to graduate with his class. Valedictorian was not out of the realm of possibility, if he had been able to finish school with his peers. Larry was ranked third, only percentage points behind. He would have had plenty enough time to surpass his competition, if he wasn’t forced to leave his hometown.






The instructor addressed the entire classroom. “I feel that every one of you will have absolutely no problem passing the test…you guys can leave early…go home, get some rest…I’ll call you after I finish setting up your testing with the board.”




The murmuring students got to their feet and began to gather their things.




Careri stood.




He looked younger than his fifty-three years. His salt-and-pepper hair, black slacks and white turtleneck sweater, made him look like a GQ magazine model. The popular educator opened his briefcase and began to stuff papers inside.




As Larry passed, the professor of art history summoned, “Larry…I’d like to speak with you…can you hang around for a few?”




Larry nodded.




He immediately took a seat and watched as everyone headed for the exit. Careri was delighted with the conversation of several of his students as they talked amongst themselves while passing him.




He heard a young woman say, “I think that we’re all going to pass. Jerry is a wonderful teacher.”




“Yeah…I thought I was stupid before I met him,” said another.




An elderly student said, “He makes things so simple. If he were my teacher thirty years ago, I wouldn’t have dropped out.”




The corners of Careri’s mouth turned up as he watched his eager students exit his classroom. The professor had a moment of self-gratification—it was a feeling for which all dedicated educators strive for. To unleash a student’s desire to seek and obtain knowledge is a glorious feeling, but to do so with someone that had once given up on education is the crowning jewel.






Careri felt like everything that he ever wanted to accomplish as a teacher had been engraved in the hearts and minds of the individuals that had walked past him.




After the classroom emptied, Jerry turned his attention toward Larry. However, before he could speak, Scott peeked his head back in the open door.




“Excuse me, you guys…Larry…you want me to wait? I’ll drop you off at work, if you still want me to.”




“I’ll take him…” Careri interceded.




 




The professor’s black Cadillac motored northwest up Route 515. He rolled his window down before he lit a cigarette.




Larry’s eyes wandered around the vehicle. He was impressed with the car—a brand-new Cadillac with all the extras. The butter-soft black interior was so comfortable that he couldn’t stop the slight wiggle of his bottom as the leather literally engulfed his entire body. The more he moved, the better the feel. While he nodded his approval, his hands glided lightly across the door panel.




“Like I said, your potential is unlimited. I’m very impressed with how intelligent you are. I’m more than willing to help you get into college,” Professor Careri said.




Larry caught part of Careri’s conversation, but for the most part, what his instructor was saying went in one ear and out the other. He was totally enamored with the vehicle he was riding in.




The professor exhaled; a stream of cigarette smoke was yanked from the car by the midday’s air. Careri’s eyes briefly swung from the road and toward his passenger. “So, would you be interested? I’ll help you with finding scholarships…and I’ll also help you prepare for your entrance exams. If we aren’t able to find enough scholarships, I’ll make up the difference.”




“Sure…I wanna go to college…and I would appreciate any help you can give me. I’d like to be able to go without having to involve my parents. I really wanna surprise them,” Larry responded with a smile. “But…why are you willin’ to do all of this for me?”




“I find that learning comes easy for you. Plus, I see how you go out of your way to help others in the class. I feel that you’ll make a hell of a professor one day.”




Larry redirected his attention to the dashboard. He placed his hand on top, and gently ran it over the leather before continuing, “If being a professor means that I could buy a car like this…where do I sign up?”




Several minutes later, the black sedan pulled to the curb in front of the Vegas Hilton.




Larry reached into the backseat and grabbed his gym bag. He opened the door before he extended his hand to his professor. “Thank you for everythin’, Jerry…”




Jerry Careri firmly shook his favorite student’s hand while saying, “You take care…I’ll see you later this week. We’ll go over everything then.”




 




Larry changed from the blue jeans and yellow cotton shirt that he wore to class into the white wool pants and shirt that made up his work attire. He grabbed his apron and made his way over to the large sink positioned in the back of the kitchen. The silver bake and cookware, cutlery, gadgets, utensils, thermometers, timers and other necessities that hung from racks and or were scattered about was a welcome sight.




His life seemed to be headed in the right direction. He had a good job. He was about to get his GED, and he was away from the madness that surrounded his hometown. However, for some reason, Larry felt it wouldn’t be advantageous to get excited about the direction his life was headed. He wasn’t a pessimist by any means; he just strongly believed that every time he had relaxed in the past, something went wrong.




Larry decided that he wasn’t going to allow the troubles of his past to follow him the eight hundred or so miles that he had traveled in order to live with his aunt. His mind had found a peaceful place, a place that he felt he would eventually one day be a place which would afford him endless possibilities; his place called “there.”




“This is cool,” Larry said. “Yeah…” He nodded his head up and down while tying his apron around his waist. He whispered again, “Yeah…this is it…finally.”




As he was piling dishes into the double sink, someone tapped him on his shoulder.




“Larry…what the hell are you doing here this early? You weren’t supposed to be here until ten o’clock tonight,” said the executive chef.




“I got out of class early…thought I’d come in and help out.” He turned on the faucet, picked up a bottle of Joy liquid soap, added some to the water, and began scrubbing a pot.




The chef smiled and then said, “You’ve only been here for a couple weeks but I wouldn’t trade you for anybody. You’ve reported to work at least an hour before your scheduled time every day since you’ve worked here…and, you’re usually one of the last to leave from your shift. I like that. Keep up the good work.” The chef patted Larry on the shoulder before whispering, “Look, don’t tell anybody that I told you that…they might think that I’ve gotten soft.”




A Latino coworker was mopping the floor, but his attention was clearly split between his chore and the conversation taking place with the chef and Larry.




After the boss left, the coworker mopped his way toward the whistling dishwasher.




“Hey, Larry, do me a favor, would you?”




“What’cha need…?” he asked, tending to his dishes.




The young Dominican leaned closer. “I know that you’re off tomorrow…but can you work for me? My wife’s labor is gonna be induced in the morning.”




“No problem…” Larry replied before he would wipe his hands off on his apron and extend it to his coworker. “Congratulations!”




Forty-five minutes had gone by and the tension was thick. The executive chef’s anger was evident. The culinary genius attempted to direct traffic in what had, in a matter of an hour, become a very chaotic working environment. The staff of the Las Vegas Hilton frantically hustled about. They were behind in their efforts to meet the dinner rush.




“I really don’t think that you people understand how important it is that you live up to my name. Now, get it right…every one of you can be replaced, but my reputation can’t survive the mess that you’re trying to pass off as Italian cuisine.” The chef yelled, “The base of the fennel bulbs haven’t been cut, the core isn’t whiter than the surrounding green.” He tossed the dish of baked fennel with parmesan into the trash. “I have a standard, people…those that can’t live up to that standard should get the hell out of my kitchen.”






Most everyone’s attention was suddenly drawn toward the kitchen’s entrance when two men in wrinkled suits entered. The two official-looking gentlemen were not authorized to step foot into the chef’s domain; it was totally against policy. The employees braced themselves for the hurricane that would be their boss. The diligent staff was sure that shit would hit the fan once the chef noticed the unauthorized individuals who were scanning his kitchen during the peak dinner rush. The intruders immediately took note of the ranting manic responsible for preparing the exotic cuisine that the establishment was best known for.




“The very next time someone attempts to serve a substandard dish, I’ll serve them up for unemployment.” The chef realized that his entire staff’s attention had been diverted away from him. He allowed his eyes to follow that of his employees.




The men were nearly upon the chef when he turned and noticed them removing wallets from the breast pockets of their off-the-rack attire.




“Excuse me…is there a Larry Henderson working here?” one of the men inquired.




Before the chef could go into a rage, the two men flashed their badges.




“What the hell is going on…why are the police in my kitchen?”




One of the officers countered, “It’s police business…”




The chef pointed to the sink in the far corner. “He’s over there…but he’s very busy right now.”




“This won’t take long,” the officer stated before the men made their way through the commotion.




The chef was close behind the two law enforcement officers as they approached the teenaged dishwasher.




“Are you Larry Henderson?” one detective asked.






Larry looked about in confusion. His eyes landed on his supervisor.




“Are you Larry Henderson?” the officer questioned again. He flashed his badge; Larry’s dark brown eyes widened.




With dish in hand, Larry replied, “Yes, sir…what’s this about?”




The second officer removed the plate from his hand while his partner spun him. “You’re under arrest.”




Larry was stunned. “What…For what…?”




“Murder!” replied the officer who was cuffing him.
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