
        
            
                
            
        

    
	They loved each other before the world could accept it. Now their daughter must fight to bring her parents murderer to justice, all because a white man and black woman fell in love.

	 

	 

	Attracted to a woman he shouldn’t be, all because of the color of her skin, Sheriff Christopher Weatherby is conflicted, unsure of what to do with the passion that is building inside him. It is his job to help Lillian Pearl Porter solve her parents murder, but as the truth starts unraveling, it seems secrets are around every corner, all involving the woman he finds himself drawn to.

	When Lilly returns to her parents’ hometown after their deaths, she is met with the racism, discrimination and secrets that surround the small town of Kittrell, North Carolina. Determination flows through Lilly as she ventures on, fighting against the walls of segregation. She finds herself falling for a man who is forbidden. A love so strong that it pushes against the laws.

	Will Lilly and Christopher be able to control their love or will their attraction end, just like Lilly’s parents—in death?
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	Dedication

	 

	 

	To my daughter, Emma Marie, who has taught me so much about love. To my unborn son, Grayson Ty, may you never question how much you are loved.

	 


Chapter One: Iris

	 

	 

	1937

	 

	“You think just because you shacked up with a white man, I won’t whip your ass?”

	I glanced up. His grin spread across his face as though he’d won the lottery. I suppose I was his winnings. Me, Iris Porter. The woman who loved the wealthiest man in Kittrell, North Carolina. Normally no one would bat an eye, but I’m black and I used to be a servant in the house of the father of my partner, Charles.

	My skin isn’t too dark, like coffee when you add a little cream, so I’d been lucky to be a house servant. I hadn’t made a lot of money, but I had been treated decently. Charles and I fell in love the moment I stepped foot in his house. We didn’t see differences—skin color, social class, or anything else. There was just us and we were in love.

	But that was decades ago. That time had been even more challenging than it was now. More hate, more violence.

	As I clung onto the tree, parts of my body exposed, the hate and fear I’d experienced all those years ago resurfaced. I’d never experienced violence, but my mother had told stories of her father, her brothers, all suffering physical and emotional torment through times that I was thankful not to have witnessed. The stories were enough to bring me to tears and to question how humanity could be so cruel. I had thought times were different now. The violence not as rampant, whipping a thing of the past. It was meant to be, but now, as I was being lashed, I imagined how my ancestors felt—my father who I had never got to know, taken from this world too soon, all because of the color of his skin.

	The whip struck me, and a trickle of blood wept down my back. The pain was unbearable, and I forced myself not to cry with each strike. I bit my lips so hard they cracked and bled under the pressure, but I didn’t make a sound. I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction.

	“Please stop this. We’re leaving. We won’t come back. I just wanted to bury my father.” I turned my head and saw Charles, my soulmate, the man I was forbidden to love. Tears streamed down his face. He was tied, there we no marks marring his skin, but I knew his torture was watching me as each strike hit my body. I gave him a strained smile as a tear escaped my eyes.

	The years had been kind to us. Those years had blessed us with a daughter, Lillian Pearl Porter. She was twenty-three, beautiful, kind, and determined. I was proud of those traits, but also scared. Scared of her determination and how she would react when she found out what had happened to her father and me. She wouldn’t let it go, and I feared more for her than I did for the pain I knew I had yet to endure.

	“You made the mistake of coming back here. Flaunting your sinful relationship.” He laughed. “At least you didn’t bring that daughter of yours, Lilly.”

	I fought against the chains that bound me, and Charles wrestled with his at the sound of our daughter’s name. The man who held us captive had hit a nerve, and by the sly smile that formed on his face, he knew it too.

	“Ahh.” He swung the whip in his hand. “Lilly is her name isn’t it?” He moved closer to me, his breath sour from all the alcohol he’d drunk. “If she’s half as beautiful as you, I can’t wait to get a taste.” He lashed my open wounds with the leather, each strike more painful than the last. I still didn’t make any noise, though, even at the mention of Lilly. I had learned from my mother, and that lesson had forever stuck with me.

	Don’t make a sound. Never let them know your pain.

	“You think you’re tough?”

	Another crack of the whip sent me further into my mind. I thought of Lilly, when she was younger. Her pudgy face, her carefree childhood. She had grown up in a place where she’d been loved and respected regardless of the color of her skin. Things weren’t perfect. We had dealt with racism, but it wasn’t as bad as it was in the South.

	More cracks of the whip eventually sent my body into a numb state. I was thankful when that came because I didn’t have to hide. I didn’t have to pretend.

	“Please just let her go.” Charles fought against his chains, the rattling bringing me out of my daydream. “Why are you doing this?”

	“Because. This shouldn’t be. You two shouldn’t be. It’s a disgrace, and your damn father should have taught you a lesson when he had the chance.”

	“My father didn’t agree with my choices when it came to Iris, but he let me go. Because although we disagreed, violence, lynching, killing, it was never an option,” Charles replied. “So, let her go! Take it out on me. Whip me.”

	He smiled, and the breeze returned and bent the trees. They swayed sympathetically, creaking under the pressure of the wind. They were like my body, molding, threatening to break at any moment with each crack of that whip.

	“Charles, It’s okay honey. It’s going to be okay.” Our eyes met. The kindness, the love I had seen the first day I laid eyes on him, still there, just more of it. More profound, more sincere.

	“Don’t leave me, Iris, not yet,” Charles whispered.

	I wanted to stay with Charles. Nothing would have made me happier than to live out the rest of our days together. We were playing with borrowed time. Time that we had snuck away and stole. I wish I could say our love story had been perfect, but our love was built on heartache and broken laws.

	My mind held on to a memory as the pain ravaged my already broken body.

	 

	“Come away with me.” Charles kissed my temple and held my hand in his. What I felt every time he was with me was unlike anything else. It was like a warm blanket on a cool day. Charles brought me security and comfort. He gave me love.

	We were down by the lake where we often snuck away to be together. He was on break from college, and I relished the time I had when he was back.

	“What about your father?” I gave him a questioning glance. “And my mom. I can’t leave her.” I took my hand out of his. “What about Fredrick. Your best friend?”

	I fought back the emotions that battered me. Excitement. Hope. Fear. I wanted to go away with him. So badly that it hurt. But I didn’t want him to regret his life. Things would be much simpler if he chose someone else to spend his life with. Someone where he could stay in North Carolina and inherit his family’s estate and money. Because loving me meant he’d have to give up those things.

	“Stop,” Charles said with a laugh.

	“Stop what?” I put my arms across my chest.

	“Over thinking everything.” He kissed my forehead. “What if I told you I already talked with your mother?”

	My heart rate quickened as I looked around making sure no one could hear his words. “No,” I said shaking my head.

	“Yes,” he whispered against my hair. “Plus, Fredrick, he’s changed. He’s too busy getting in with the wrong crowd. He’s so invested in trying to fit in somewhere that I’m not sure who he is anymore.”

	I nodded. We had all been friends once. Until Fredrick had tried to kiss me and I slapped him. I didn’t tell him about Charles and me, but he didn’t take kindly to my rejection. Things had been strained between us all ever since. Charles and I fought to keep our light, but something about Fredrick changed, and suddenly Charles and I meant nothing to him.

	“And your mother. Well, she gave me her blessing if I finished this last semester at law school. She said over her dead body would she let me take you away without a good profession to take care of you.”

	The world was spinning. I loved Charles. He was it for me and always would be, but it was hard for us to be together. Especially here in North Carolina. We’d always have to hide our love. The places where we could be together more openly were far away from here. Far away from the hate, the pain, the years my family had spent being servants. I could be free to love the man who saw me as a woman. No color. Just someone worthy of being loved.

	“How? When?” I jumped up.

	Charles laughed again, pulling me down into his lap. “Is that a yes?” he asked, raising his eyebrow.

	I grinned. “Yes!”

	He stood, pulling me with him. He twirled me around, and this time his kiss was planted firmly on my lips. My breath hitched in my throat, my body taking on a mind of its own as Charles kissed me.

	“Philadelphia, Iris. Me and you. I’ll start my own practice, and we can be happy and have tons of babies.”

	I let out a contented sigh against his chest.

	“Nothing can get in our way,” Charles said while he rubbed my back.

	I looked up at the man I loved, hoping his words were true and nothing would get in our way. I buried the sinking feeling deep in my chest and enjoyed the moment with him because our future was bright. We didn’t care about normalcy or what society declared. We loved each other, and love was enough for us to risk it all.

	 

	I smiled, the tears I had allowed to escape making their way into my mouth. The whipping continued, my focus shifting back to Lilly, to Charles, and finally, never returning from the memories that I escaped into. It was peaceful. There was no more pain. No more heartache, and for that I was thankful. Before I heard no more, there was a gun shot, once, then twice. Then Charles was there, reaching his hand to me. I took it and together, in silence, we slipped away.

	I left everything that had happened in the woods, left my earthly body chained to that tree where I had been whipped to death. Charles and I might have been free from pain, but Lillian, she’d find that tree, she’d find that pain, and I almost felt sorry for that man—the one who had tortured us, killed us. All because we had loved fiercely, so deeply that we had seen no race. I knew she’d make him pay.

	 


Chapter Two: Christopher

	 

	 

	1937

	 

	I stepped out into the heat of the afternoon sun. It was only eight a.m., and I was already sweating. There was nothing quite like July in North Carolina.

	I followed the sounds of the voices that were set back in the woods. I was used to attending the consequences of all sorts of brainless activities carried out by locals with little better to do with their time. This call, however, wasn’t idiotic. This was murder.

	I’d never been called to a murder case before. There was no violent crime other than a few drunken brawls in my hometown. There might have been some accidental deaths due to stupidity or too much drink, but this case—apparently there was no denying foul play.

	“Sheriff.” Branson, one of my deputies, was as white as a ghost. “This is the stuff of nightmares.” He gulped.

	“What do we have?” I headed to the tree, then stumbled back. I didn’t care what training I’d had—nothing prepared a person for the brutality that was in front of me.

	“Jesus Christ,” I mumbled.

	Branson was long gone and heaving his breakfast nearby. A woman was tied to the tree. She wore a beautiful white dress that was now stained with her blood. Gashes were torn through the fabric of her dress, deep wounds covering her back. I tried to glance at anything other than the body in front of me. Branson was back by my side and having trouble staying focused, but I couldn’t blame him. We’d been told about things like this, we’d just never encountered them. I brushed her hair away that was hanging and matted in front of her eyes. She had stunning features, skin like mocha.

	That was what had gotten her into this situation, the color of her skin, the person that she’d loved. I shook my head at the craziness of my thoughts. No one should be murdered, but being murdered because of who you loved? I’d never understood it. Hate was a powerful thing, and it made people do crazy things. No one deserved this torture and abuse.

	I made notes as I inspected around the body. I saw a boot print, a little smaller than my size twelve, but there wasn’t anything else of value. I moved on to Charles. His death seemed less gruesome. Although he looked as though he’d experienced less torture than Iris, I knew he’d no doubt suffered watching and listening to his wife’s beating. Other than the single gunshot wound to the head, and one on his leg, there was no blood covering his body nor wounds on his back. However, Charles was leaned closer to Iris, and his hand was open towards her.

	Even in death, he longs to be near her.

	“Sheriff, I have the guy who found the bodies sitting in the car.” Branson gagged then refocused. “Whenever you want to question him.”

	I patted him on the shoulder. “Thanks. The medical examiner just showed up to take away the bodies. I want to talk to him. Can you interview the witness for me?”

	Branson’s face regained some color. Branson was equipped to handle the M.E. but he was struggling. Hell, I was struggling, but I hadn’t thrown up, yet.

	“Yes, sir. No problem.” He nodded.

	“Sheriff.” Dr. Hicks, the M.E., bent over Iris and started poking at her body. Unlike Branson and I, Dr. Hicks appeared unfazed by what he saw.

	Maybe he didn’t care? Maybe like so many other people he didn’t see Iris as a person. Didn’t see her as worthy of an investigation. Damn. I’d have to contend with judgement because of who she was and what she and Charles stood for. Equality. Love.

	“What caused her death, Doc? Any ideas?” I had my pen ready to go. I needed something, a break that I could take back to my father to express how important this case was.

	It was going to be difficult to convince him to pool our scarce resources, both financially and for manpower. Normally, I wouldn’t try to persuade my father to do anything. I’d brush things aside as he wanted. Standing here, looking at Iris’ body and how Charles was reaching out for his wife one last time, even as his life was being threatened, it didn’t matter to me what color their skin was. They deserved justice.

	“Woman probably died of her wounds. I don’t see any other issues at first glance.” He chuckled. “This guy”—he made a fake gun with his hand—”boom. Gunshot wound to the head. And one sympathizer dead.”

	I’d grown up around racism, but hearing a man who held such an educated position within our community joke and mock these people made my skin crawl and royally pissed me off. I fought back the urge to shove him up against the tree by his throat, make him eat my fist, and take back his words.

	“Dr. Hicks, these people were murdered. Show them some respect, please.” I tried to keep my voice calm and even-keeled but my annoyance seeped through in the tone.

	“Son, don’t tell me you’re going soft?” He put his arm around me. “Ahhh.” He let me go. “First time seeing this gruesome of a scene, huh?” He shook his head. “This”—he pointed to Iris’ back—”is nothing compared to some of the beatings I saw when I was a boy.” He shrugged. “They aren’t people. Well I guess they are now, but they used to not be. Property is what they were, and we used to be able to do what we wanted with our property.”

	I stared at him in disbelief. Branson cleared his throat, and Dr. Hicks scurried away with mumbles of getting his equipment to transport the bodies. I didn’t know what the fuck had just happened. I was beginning to realize that people I had known my entire life, respected, idolized in some respects, were bigoted in their beliefs, and it infuriated me.

	How had I not realized it before?

	“Sheriff, are you okay?” Branson looked at me curiously.

	I nodded and listened to what Branson told me about his interview with the witness. All I heard was a whole lot of no leads and a desire to find the daughter to inform her that her parents had been murdered.

	When I was done processing what I could of the crime scene, I drove away with a fire burning in my belly. A fire for justice and to do what was right. I knew it was going to be easier said than done, but I wouldn’t back down, not even from my own father, the Mayor.

	 


Chapter Three: Lilly

	 

	 

	1937

	 

	“Lillian!” Mr. Harrington, my boss, called out.

	I inwardly groaned as I shuffled through the mounds of paperwork that were stacked in front of me. I stood, adjusting my stiff dress and smoothing back my hair. I walked past the multiple desks, filled with women all doing the same job that I did—a glorified secretary. Many of them didn’t care what they were doing. It was an excuse to dress up, put on makeup, and flaunt around the office all day long with hopes of finding a husband. I wanted something more, to be something greater than what I was now. I had a degree in law. I could fight any one of these cases and win. But instead, I was forced to sit behind a desk looking through paperwork, smiling and batting my eyelashes when people came in. I hated it.

	Mr. Harrington used my mind, though. Used my ideas and legal expertise whenever he could. I couldn’t have the job title, or the credit, or anything that showed I was worthy of doing more than looking pretty.

	“Yes, Mr. Harrington?” I poked my head into his office.

	His round belly protruded through his overpriced suit jacket. “Please, have a seat.” He stood, breathing heavily, then pulled out a chair for me. He wasn’t a mean man, but he usually wasn’t an overt gentleman.

	I gulped loudly as I sat down, worried that I was about to be let go. I didn’t need this job. My father, Charles, and mother, Iris, made sure that I never wanted for anything, but this job was my only hope of someday becoming a lawyer. I didn’t want to work for my dad. I wanted to do things on my own. Times were changing, and I intended to be at the forefront of those changes.

	Mr. Harrington sat on the edge of the desk, which brought him much closer to me than I would have liked.

	“What’s going on, Mr. Harrington? You’re acting, strange.” I sat straighter in the chair as he sighed.

	“I just received a phone call from a Sheriff Weatherby at the Kittrell police department.” He leaned in, resting his hand quickly on my shoulder before tearing it away. “It’s about your parents...”

	My heart rate quickened, and suddenly the stiff dress became a noose around my body. I couldn’t breathe, I couldn’t think straight, as Mr. Harrington continued to explain what had happened.

	My mother tied to a tree and whipped to death. I couldn’t make sense of the words he was saying. My parents, the people who loved me, sheltered me from the hate that they had been forced to endure their entire lives, now victims of something they had run from all those years ago. It shouldn’t be. It couldn’t be. I’d never see their faces again. I’d never watch their love, their hope, despite many people telling them that their love was wrong.

	“Lilly,” Mr. Harrington rested his hand on my shoulder again, lingering a bit longer than before.

	I knew it was meant to bring me comfort, but it didn’t. I jumped.

	“Are you okay? I’m sorry.”

	“Yes.” I managed to croak out, pushing back the emotions that swirled within me. “Who did it? Who killed them?”

	“Well, there are no suspects, so—”

	Rage filled me and replaced the sadness as I gripped the ends of the chair, my nails digging into the fabric. No suspects, no investigation. Case closed.

	“Meaning, my parents’ killer will go free.” I shook my head.

	Mr. Harrington stood then started pacing the floor. “Lilly.” His tone was condescending, and it further ignited my rage.

	“Don’t Lilly me. I respect you, Mr. Harrington, so I won’t say to you what I really want to right now. The Kittrell Police department will not investigate their deaths because my mother was black,” I said, matter-of-factly.

	“That isn’t the case. Apparently, there isn’t enough evidence.” He adjusted his shirt, seemingly trying to mask his discomfort at his blatant lie.

	“Evidence!” I sprang up from the chair and stared at him. “The whip marks that I’m sure covered my mother’s back aren’t evidence enough?” Tears streamed down my face. I wanted to fall to the ground and curl into a ball. My parents were everything to me. The love they shared always made me believe that love conquered all. That it was freeing and worth everything.

	But now? What did their love get them? I brushed away my tears before continuing. “And the gunshot wound to my father’s head, while he was tied, wasn’t self-inflicted. What more evidence do they need?” My voice was loud. Faces peered in the office window, and women gathered around.

	“These things are tricky now.”

	I laughed, a fully-fledged belly laugh, at Mr. Harrington’s audacity. Maybe in whatever world he lived—where he hired women, even black women, to look pretty and shuffle paperwork—times were changing. I still couldn’t sit at the front of the bus. I still couldn’t go to the same diners as some of the ladies from work because of the color of my skin.

	Had I ever been hit? Subjected to the abuse that my mother had been subjected to in North Carolina? No. But times were not changing, and certainly not for the better. They were being disguised as something else. We were being thrown a bone in order to feel equal.

	“A thing of the past? I have a stack of cases on my desk that are hate crimes. Do you not watch the news? Our nation is still divided. Hate is still rampant, and my parents died at its hands.” I wouldn’t back down. Not this time. I wouldn’t be the good girl who sat behind my desk and smiled. I wouldn’t let my parents die in vain. After all, hate had a face, we just didn’t know who yet, but I intended to find out what had happened.

	“I can only imagine what you’re going through. Take a few days off for the funeral arrangements.” Mr. Harrington sat in his chair—the weight of the situation written on his face. His frown accentuated the lines under his eyes, his age all too apparent.

	I softened a little, letting my shoulders relax from the tension that had built up there. Delivering the news to me could not have been easy, but it didn’t excuse his dismissal of what was in front of him. Two murders. I had always told my mother I’d make a difference in the world. No matter how small the solving of my parent’s murder would be in the grand scheme of things, I had to start sometime and somewhere. That time was now.

	“No,” I replied, folding my hands calmly.

	“No?”

	“I’m going to need more than a few days. I’m going to Kittrell.”

	“For what, Lilly? You will get hurt. They aren’t as accepting there as we are here,” he warned.

	“I know. That’s what I’m counting on. That the bastard who murdered my parents will be stupid enough to try and stop me.” I leaned over the desk. “Because I won’t rest until he is behind bars and paying for what he did. Because I”—I choked back the tears—”I believe that regardless of the color of your skin, you can love who you want. Be with who you want. My parents believed in that. They had a love that was before their time and they died for that love. And I’m their daughter and I will die to prove that this hate must end. Now!”

	Mr. Harrington couldn’t argue with that. He sat there in silence, while I grabbed my belongings and tried my best to avoid the stares and whispers of the other women as I walked out of the office. I held my head high, but the tears streamed down my face. I vowed I would be my parents’ voice, whatever the cost.

	 


Chapter Four: Lilly

	 

	 

	1937

	 

	“Afternoon, Lilly. You’re home early!” Our neighbor, Mrs. Prescott, sat on her front porch and waved to me. She frowned when I turned to look at her.

	I’m sure my face was stained with tears. They had dried, and each time I moved my face it was as if I were cracking. I didn’t care, though. All I cared about was getting to my parents. Putting all my energy into getting answers.

	“What’s wrong, child? It looks like you’ve seen a ghost.”

	I moved to the fence that separated our properties then leaned on it. It didn’t take away the weight of my parents’ loss, but it was good to be resting against something after my walk home.

	“I did see a ghost. My parents’ ghosts,” I whispered.

	Mrs. Prescott was an old woman. She might have had one foot in the grave, but she made it her civic duty to know everything that was going on in our neighborhood, at all times. She still had a keen sense of hearing.

	“What happened?” She slowly came down the porch steps.

	I don’t remember what else I said. I know I told her what had happened. My mind, though, went to another place. It hummed with all that I had to get done, giving me something to focus on other than the grief that clawed like a beast at my chest.

	Grief took on a different face for everyone. Some held it close and cried in silence. Others shed tears whenever and wherever they wanted. Me? I was in between. The tears fell, but I was silent, stuck in my own head and trying to make sense of a situation that could have been prevented if only our world were different. But that was wishful thinking and wishing wouldn’t bring my parents back.

	Mrs. Prescott took me into my home, guiding me with a concern that I appreciated. I wasn’t fragile by any means, but it was nice to have someone look after me. I walked into the house that my parents and I had lived in since I was a baby. This time, everything around me buzzed with an unfamiliar energy. It was like the house knew of the loss I had suffered. Doors and floorboards creaked more than normal. Or maybe they always had, and I hadn’t noticed before. The silence, though, was aching to be filled. The wind from an incoming storm shook the windows, and the sun that had been present that morning was gone. Everything had shifted, all energy now focused on loss and heartache.

	I’d never see my mother’s smiling face or hear my father’s jokes, which he told from the morning paper, again. There were many memories in this house, and the thought of them swirled emotions inside me. My head started spinning and my vision blurred.

	My parents are gone.

	Part of me didn’t know what I was going to do without them. Another part of me churned with hate for the person who had taken them away from me too soon.

	I pushed those emotions aside. I had a lot to take care of if I intended to leave first thing tomorrow morning for North Carolina. Letting myself crumble and fall wasn’t an option right now.

	Mrs. Prescott and I contacted my father’s clients and let them know that he would be unavailable indefinitely. That was the only explanation I gave. I didn’t want to hear words of sympathy, or, worse, words of, “I told you so”.

	Once that was settled, Mrs. Prescott insisted on making me some dinner. I headed to my room to pack. My room was bright, splashes of color on every surface. I loved being surrounded by vibrant colors.

	The painted pictures taunted me with their swirls of yellows and greens, hints of hope and love. It was all a lie. A lie that I had forced myself to believe. I should have been angry more often. I should have felt with my parents, the pain of their youth, and I should have understood what they had been through. Because now I was stepping into territory that I had only ever heard stories about, only half-listening—saying that nothing like that would never happen to me. But here I was, living it. Running full steam ahead into the hate that my parents had tried to bury, the hate my parents had
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