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To Luis E. Castro, without you, this book would not exist. Thank you for your encouragement, for answering all my endless questions, and for being there.
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Preface
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Luis E. Castro inspired me to write this book. The idea of the book has been in my head for many years, and with Luis’ encouragement, I took those ideas and put them on paper. I have a thirst for knowledge and am intrigued by history, especially local history, and incorporate it into my writing. I do not want to sound preachy in my writing, but to entertain and educate along the way.

This book is based loosely on an incident that occurred in Newberry, Florida, in 1916.

Society fills history with atrocities against fellow human beings that are often swept under the rug and forgotten. While this is a work of fiction, it brings to light crimes of our past that we would rather not remember. A famous quote by the novelist George Santayana says “Those who forget the past are condemned to repeat it.”

I am also a proponent of rescuing slaughter-bound horses to save them from ending up on someone’s dinner plate. Through the years, I have rescued several dozen horses. Currently, there are four rescued horses living on my farm. Several of the rescues have lived out their lives here, with their final resting place under the spreading oak trees gracing the farm.

In the United States, over twenty thousand Thoroughbreds are born every year. At least twelve thousand are born on farms in Ocala, Florida, the horse capital of the world. Not all the foals are winners on the track, and if they are lucky, they become show horses or riding horses. Those unlucky ones end up on the auction feedlot, where, unless someone rescues them, the end is not a pleasant one.

I have included references in my book to enlighten, but also to educate. I love a good murder mystery, especially one which includes a ghost and historical information. I hope you enjoy reading as much as I enjoyed writing it.

Enjoy
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Introduction
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What would you do if you were executed for a crime you did not commit? Would you come back as a ghost, seeking justice? Or would you just roll over in your grave while maggots fed on your rotting flesh and worms crawled through your bones?

Revenge!

Sweet revenge is when you feel satisfaction from harming someone who has harmed you. It was best said by Khan Noonien Singh: “Revenge is a dish best served cold” in Star Trek II: The Wrath of Khan.

This tale begins in 1870. The Civil War is but an unpleasant memory for the South. Slaves are free men. The story ends one hundred and fifty years later with acts of violence caused by the vengeful spirit of Willie James, a man executed for a crime he did not commit. The release of Willie James’ tortured soul stops the violence. 

In 1870, society does not consider a Black person a human being. Residents unjustly accused Willie James, a young Black man, of a heinous crime. When facing imminent death, alone and terrified, Willie James vowed to take revenge on his killer, Silas Means. Now, sweet revenge takes time and patience, and Willie James’ spirit had plenty of that. Time and space mean nothing to a restless spirit whose only desire is to make those who killed him pay for what they did. And pay they will. Silas Means and his descendants will forever suffer from the atrocity imposed on an innocent man.
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Chapter 1
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Rough hands yanked the young Black man from his sleep. Angry voices pierced the night. The rotten smell of sulfur assaulted his senses.

His hands were bound by a rope. They dragged him from the comfort of his dirt-floored home.

“I’m going to show you what happens to uppity niggers who lay their hands on innocent white women,” a white man said, his face contorted with rage.

The young Black man blinked and sputtered as he stared at the angry faces all around him, shrouded in the ghastly light of the torches. “No, no, master, I never touch no white woman!” he exclaimed and raised his hands, struggling against the coarse rope.

“Don’t talk back to me, nigger,” the white man yelled through a clenched jaw, his brows furrowed, his face reddened. With one swift movement, he lashed the young man’s face with a whip. An angry red bolt of blood trailed down his face.

They dragged the young Black man up a hill to an ancient oak tree. The flickering of the light from the torches gave the impression of hell, with lakes of fire burning with eternal brimstone.

They thrust him upon the back of a dark horse, a thick noose placed around his neck. The horse jigged and pranced.

“Confess, nigger, and I might show you mercy,” the white man uttered as he threw the other end of the noose over a thick branch.

Terrified, the young Black man knew he was a dead man. And for what? What had he done? He worked for this man, trusted him like family. He cared for his horses, played with his children. The young man panicked, choking on the thick rope as it tightened around his neck. Tears ran down his face.

The man raised the whip in the air. The horse reared.

With the courage of a condemned man, he stared directly into the eyes of his executioner and uttered his last words: “I am an innocent man. I condemn you and your family for all eternity. I will have my sweet revenge.”

The white man grimaced and brought down the whip. “Prepare to meet your maker, nigger.” The horse reared and whinnied as it ran out from beneath the tree. With a sickening thud, the rope tightened, his body jerked, then hung still in the dark silence.

❖❖
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DIANA WOKE WITH A JERK, a thin sheen of sweat on her forehead as she looked around her in the early morning light of her bedroom. It was her same old bedroom, tidy and decorated in cheerful colors. But for a reason Diana didn’t understand, her chest was heavy, and her heart was racing. Her gut twisted, first with what seemed like the deepest sadness she ever remembered experiencing. But then it quickly morphed into an intense rage that had her cheeks burning, her teeth clenched, and her hands balling up the sheets into her fist. She took a breath and forced herself to wake fully. What was happening? Had some horrible dream filled her with all those strange emotions? As quickly as that, the sensations fell away, and it was a regular morning again. She shook the cobwebs out of her head as she crawled from bed and turned on the lights.

She looked around in the soft glow of the overhead lights and rubbed her hands up and down her arms. An odd sensation of déjà vu came over her, and she walked into the bathroom to take a shower.

Diana took a shower and got dressed. She then stepped outside onto the veranda of her cozy one-bedroom cottage. In the farm’s heyday, it had been the caretaker’s residence, a squat, dirt-filled room. They had remodeled and modernized it over the years. The inside kept its original farmhouse charm.

Diana held a cup of hot jasmine tea, admiring the view of green grass, four-board fencing, and horses.

In the early morning light, the mist was evaporating before the heat of the day took over and made it too hot to work comfortably outside. After all, this was Florida, and the heat and humidity of summer would be here with a vengeance.

Each morning, before the daily grind, Diana made tea and took it outside to the veranda. There she would sit and gaze at the idyllic view of the horse farm. She lived in the former caretaker’s cottage between the main house, an antebellum plantation, and the horse barns. They used the larger house for administration offices and a small bed-and-breakfast. Parts of the plantation house were being restored for historical accuracy.
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THE FARM WAS ONE OF the original homesteads settled in Marion County, Florida after the Seminole Wars. Diana had been planning to research the history of the magnificent property. She wanted to use part of the main house as a museum to showcase the farm’s rich history. The board had yet to be convinced of her plan.

Diana took a sip of the steaming aromatic tea and gazed through the early morning mist. She ran her fingers through her short, curly brown hair as she looked past the paddocks filled with grazing horses to the huge ancient oak tree at the top of the hill. Contrary to popular belief, Florida is not entirely flat, and Ocala, Florida has many rolling hills.

Her gaze stopped, and she blinked her eyes, lowering the cup of tea.

Getting out of her chair and walking to the edge of the veranda, Diana adjusted her glasses as she stared toward the oak tree. Was she really seeing a man on a horse? The mist was swirling up from the ground around the tree like a gossamer blanket, making it difficult to see clearly.

“Mom, are you ready for the board meeting?”

Diana almost dropped her teacup at the sound of her daughter’s voice.

“Mom? What are you staring at?”

Diana lowered her gaze and turned to see her daughter standing at the open French doors. She was wearing breeches, boots, and a lightweight riding shirt. Her long, wavy, dark hair was up in a ponytail. The expression in her dark brown eyes was one of concern.

Diana looked back at the hill and was about to ask her daughter if she saw the man and horse, but they were gone.

“Mom?”

“Charlotte, you scared me,” Diana said. “I didn’t hear you come in.” She glanced back up the hill where the mist was dissipating as the bright yellow sun rose higher in the sky. The area beneath the oak tree was empty.

“Mom, we have a meeting in five minutes with the board. Are you ready?” she demanded.

Diana had raised her only daughter with a sound business sense. Sometimes it was irritating, and she wished Charlotte had a bit more empathy.

Diana glanced one more time up the hill before she turned toward her daughter standing in the doorway.

“Don’t worry, I’ll be there.” Diana smiled softly, brushing back a stray lock of her curly hair. Placating her daughter was not always easy. Like mother, like daughter—they both had dark wavy hair and a passion for horses. The years had softened Diana, as they would eventually soften her daughter—or so she hoped.

Charlotte turned away from the doors and went back into the cottage. Diana followed behind, closing the French doors but not before glancing back up the hill one last time.
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Chapter 2
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Diana sat down at her computer, and once it had booted up, began composing an email to her best friend from high school, who she still corresponded with regularly. 

Dear Julia,

How is everything with you? I wish I could convince you to move down here to Florida. The weather is perfect. Well, at least most of the time. You would love it down here, away from all the cold up north. I have a perfect job for you, taking pictures of the farm and all the horses. You could work with our marketing team. You would love it.

The strangest thing happened this morning as I was drinking my tea on the veranda. It was a picture-perfect morning. You would have loved it. The mist, the horses, a little piece of heaven. Well, as I was sitting on the porch, I looked up past the pastures, up the hill, at the old oak tree. You know, the one I told you about? It’s supposed to date back to the 1800s. The sun was just peeking over the treetops and the mist was swirling like cotton candy; it looked like a fairyland. Anyway, I could have sworn I saw a man on a horse up by the oak tree.

Charlotte came to the door to remind me of the board meeting. I looked away to talk to Charlotte and when I looked back; they were gone. I suppose I was imagining it. It seemed so real, but not if you know what I mean.

Let me go. I have fresh horses coming in and I have to check on some of the other horses. I’ll keep you posted.

Let me know when you are coming down for a visit. 

Your friend,

Diana

Diana looked up from her laptop right after hitting the send button. The board of directors was talking about land usage and how it benefited the latest group of rescued Thoroughbred horses.
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DR. VÍCTOR MARTÍNEZ of the Ocala Equine Center was on the board of directors for the one-thousand-plus acre rescue. He sat to her right. Next to him was the legal counsel and newest member of the board, Ava Kirk. She was formal, with her brown hair pinned up in a tight bun on the back of her head. But she was a lawyer and had to deal with the unpleasant side of the business. Sitting next to Ava was the marketing director, Olivia Winter, a cheery blonde with bright blue eyes. The last member of the board was her own daughter, Charlotte.
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DIANA AND CHARLOTTE guided the board to ensure the horse rescue operated legally and ethically.

Diana had dreamed of Ocala Thoroughbred Rescue and Rehab since college, when horse friends took her to the New Holland Auction in Pennsylvania. The image of those horses going to slaughter had never left her mind. Through the years, she had worked to save as many horses as possible. Now that she had the resources, her dream had become a reality.

The nonprofit rescued abandoned, injured, and slaughter-bound Thoroughbreds. It gave them a purpose and a new lease on life. It had been a coincidence when her daughter Charlotte learned of the farm going into foreclosure. The timing had been perfect. With creative financing and a lot of luck, Diana, her daughter Charlotte, and her son-in-law, Blake, purchased the farm for a pittance five years earlier. Currently, it was a matter of maintaining the property, the rescued horses, and the showgrounds they had built to support the horses.

They had created The Ocala Thoroughbred Rescue and Rehab. It was a nonprofit 501 (c) (3) organization with a board of directors who made sure the rescue was strong, viable, and an asset to the community.

Diana and her family bought the large farm. They transformed it from an abandoned farm to a topnotch horse facility. Diana’s vision of saving horses had become a reality.

Though they were a Thoroughbred rescue, they turned no horse away. Currently, the farm had one hundred and fifty horses in various conditions.

To cover the costs of horse care, the board created a first-class horse show facility on the east side of the farm. It included covered arenas, hunter and jump courses, and dressage arenas. As a benefit to the community, they rented the facilities to local horse clubs at a reasonable price.

Once rehabilitated, the rescue horses became available for sale or lease with one stipulation: they were never to be sold again. This required that the current owner return the horse if they could no longer care for it. Diana, aided by working students and volunteers, followed up on the contracts to ensure no one was selling the rescue horse. Ocala, being the horse capital of the world, they never lacked for help.

Diana looked up from her musing as Dr. Martínez cleared his throat.

“The twenty horses that were abandoned at Gulfstream Park are due to arrive tomorrow,” he said and looked at Charlotte, gesturing for her to continue.

Charlotte’s entire demeanor perked up as she leaned forward, and her eyes brightened. “Yes, I will take a trailer to Gulfstream Park tomorrow. We notified the track, and all the paperwork was complete. I have also notified the track police and local police in case there are any problems which we do not expect.”

Charlotte looked at Ava, who concurred with a nod of her head that everything was in order, legal-wise.

Diana looked from one to the other, then to Dr. Martínez. “Are you sending a vet tech in case there is a need?”

Dr. Martínez lifted his chin. “Yes, of course. I’ll send Isabella Rosario. She’s one of our best techs.”

Diana turned to Olivia. “This should be a great marketing opportunity. Do you have any plans for a fundraiser?”
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OLIVIA LOOKED UP FROM her laptop and couldn’t help but smile as excitement bubbled up inside her. “I have a fantastic
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