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I dedicated this one to my sweet little cousin, Tootie! Thank you for saying my books are the TEA!
You and your beautiful mom have been such a blessing in my life. I love you both very much!
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Prologue
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I once dreamed I journeyed to the depths of the ocean and walked across it's floor. A friend I'd never met had called to me in my dreams. She wanted to see me. I found myself standing at the bottom of the ocean, taking in wondrous sights: dramatically colored fish, gold and jewels, pieces of ships, and airplanes that had disappeared in different spaces of time. 
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None of it prepared me for what I was about to see. A young African girl of about eighteen swam toward me. I could see every detail of her: the gap in her front teeth, the richness of her flawless brown skin, and her elaborately fashioned hair. She wore beads around her neck and a white and blue cloth was draped around her body. 
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The blue in the threads was darker than the water surrounding us. I never questioned how she and I could breathe in it. In fact, we both were at ease in a place where I was aware that what was happening bent the laws of science—no human could survive underwater without oxygen. As she swam toward me, I could see she led an endless row of Africans, moving fluidly in a single line, and shackled in ancient, rusty chains. 
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I saw the coarseness of the men's hair, their deep, dark skin balanced against iridescent hues thousands of feet below land. They weren't afraid of me—I felt welcomed. Nor was I afraid of them. I stared in awe of their majestic presence. Feeling their souls connect with mine as the distance closed between us isn't something I'm able to explain in depth. 
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Numerous rows of warm flesh under freezing water that we didn't feel, beating hearts, and determined spirits. Determined to be free instead of shackled forever under the torment of the whip and cruel masters. I was honored I'd been chosen to witness such a miraculous sight. In the blink of an eye, I was standing on the side of them and realized my ancestral brothers and sisters stretched across the length of the ocean. 
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Suddenly, a White man was standing in my place—in front of the girl. When she bared her teeth and raised her arms, her hands were three times larger than normal. She spanned her hands wide until they were on both sides of the man and crushed him until he was dead. Then I woke up. 
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That was many years ago. Yet, I'm no closer to discovering the mystery behind what I witnessed than I was the night I dreamt it. Countless untold stories are hidden within the subconscious of unsuspecting dreamers. I've penned four of them in this book. 
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I hope that they bring you, the reader, enlightenment and encourage you to explore what you experience beyond your senses. There's so much more to life than that. Much more. 

––––––––
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~D.L. Hannah 

The past doesn't stay buried. Grab a shovel. ~Elisha, Narrator
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I Know Who Killed Mr. Wilson
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1927. Jackson, Mississippi. Three friends work as sharecroppers on a sprawling compound of fifteen hundred acres. 
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The Conley family had owned the old antebellum mansion since the end of the Revolutionary War. Over three hundred slaves once walked its grounds. 
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It was purchased by Mr. Simon Weathers in 1917. A secret is spreading among the workers. One that could set a fiery blaze across the cane fields...burning everything in its path...
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Charles Wilson was found bleeding in the grass like a stuck pig. He was a plucky, overly anxious man who had gained the trust of the rich White folks in town. But that all changed when word got out about what he was doing...and whom he was doing it with. 

Wilson had traveled to Jackson with a dollar and a dream and made lots of promises to the White folks. But things slowly began to sour. Just as sour as the smell of his corpse rotting away under the hot Mississippi sun.  

Iris and James headed for the sugarcane fields on a trail they’d made through the high corn. They’d been hired to pick cucumbers, melons, snap peas, and anything else Mr. Weathers needed. He paid sharecroppers ten cents a day and twenty-five cents for work on Sundays. 

The minuscule wages weren’t enough to feed and clothe their children, but since work was scarce for Colored folks, they had no choice. Leo, one of their neighbors, lagged behind to pick dandelions so he could tear off the silky petals and blow them into the air. That was his way of spreading good luck. It thoroughly irritated Iris. She hated being late. 

She turned around for the third time to scold him. “Leo! If you make us late, I’m gonna whomp you upside yo’ head! Mr. Weathers hates when we’re late! If he cuts our pay down to five cents, I’m taking it out of yo’ hide!”

Leo was a large boy of eighteen with the mind of a small child. He looked at her and grinned. He’d been born prematurely and, according to gossip, hadn’t received enough oxygen at birth. 

Since no White doctor would assist Colored women, his mama had pushed him out on the kitchen floor, cut the cord, and cleaned up the blood herself. 

No one knew something didn’t add up until he was around two. By then, it was too late to do anything for him. No one would ever call him a genius, but he had the heart of a king. 

Iris, James, and the rest of their small, Colored community tried to keep him safe, but sometimes he got into trouble. It wasn’t his fault. Being big and slow-moving made him an easy target. Iris stopped abruptly again. 

“Leo, put down those damn flowers and look at me!”

“I’m just havin’ some fun, Aunt Iris. I don’t mean no harm!”

“I said put them down!” 

She snatched them out of his hand and threw them to the ground. 

“Now you listen and listen good! Don’t you go telling nobody what you saw! If you do, they gone take you away from here. Away from your mama. You don’t want to leave her, do you?”

The grin faded from his lips. “Nah, Aunt Iris. I can’t leave Mama. I’ll be quiet. I promise!”

A furtive glance passed between Iris and James. All the Colored folks on the other side of the tracks knew what had happened to Wilson. They were messy and welcomed idle gossip as much as a dying strawberry bush welcomed water. They also knew that if they said anything, their lives would be forfeit. 

“Good. Just keep your mouth shut and work hard. That’s all you need to do!”

They made their way past the swamp and strutted deep into the sugarcane fields. Without another word, they took out their blades and began chopping at the hard, fibrous stalks. 

They’d have to harvest enough before they could move on to picking cucumbers, tomatoes, onions, and other vegetables they could stash away until the work day had ended. 

No one ever knew what ‘enough’ meant. It depended on Sam O’Brien, the overseer’s mood. With a little smile, Leo focused on his task. Pretty soon, his harvest tripled more than his companions. 

“That’s why we keep you on, boy.” O’Brien had once told him. “You got the muscle of four men and no brain. “Keep your eyes on that cane and off White women, and you won’t swing from the nearest limb. Don’t test me cause I’m itching to kill one of you real soon.”

“Yessuh, Boss man O’Brian! I’s gone work hard, Suh!” 

O’Brien’s cold blue eyes raked over him in disgust. “You do that.” 

After a few hours, the bell sounded for a break. James wiped sweat from his brow and squinted at the glaring sun high above their heads. 

“It’s hot as hell today. I ain’t in the mood for no hot food! What you put in the lunch bag, Iris?”

Iris swiped again at a particularly difficult stalk. “Got some cold fried catfish sandwiches, cucumber pickles, and tea. Ma Velva found a few lemons along the side of the road and scooped them up. They fell off a cart on its way to Pearl. I squeezed them in the tea and mixed it up with some sugar.”

James grinned. “Now that’s what I’m talking about. We ‘bout to have something good!”

Iris threw the stalk on top of the tall pile. “We deserve it. The cops been crawling all over the fields like ants. They’re making everybody’s nerves bad. I’ll be glad when it’s over.”

James approached her and took the blade from her. “He got what he deserved. No sense in talking about it. They gone be here until they find the killer or pin it on some innocent soul.” Gently turning her hands over, he surveyed her palms. “Let Mama put some cocoa butter on your hands tonight. There’s fresh cuts all over them.”

He looked over to where Leo was working. “Ey, Leo! That’s enough for now. We’ve got ten minutes to get a bite before we start working again. Come on and wash your hands in the stream.”

Iris and Leo followed him the short distance to the stream and washed their hands before sitting down on the grass. She opened the large paper bag and handed out the sandwiches, pickles, and mason jars of sweet tea with lemon. James groaned with pleasure after taking a bite of the sandwich. 

“Ooh wee! There ain’t nothing better than hot pepper sauce on fish!”

Iris nodded. “Your mama fried them up this morning so we could bring them with us. Oh look! She gave us a few slabs of cornbread, too.”

James took a long swig of tea and wiped his mouth. “I don’t know what we’d do without that woman.” After taking a bite of a cucumber pickle, he said, “We’ve harvested more sugarcane today than yesterday. O’Brien should let us go on to the other fields with what we bring him. I want to get back to the cucumbers. Our stash is getting low.”

“It’s a good thing there’s so many of them, he doesn’t know when we swipe a few. The more we pick, the more there are to pick. There’s plenty for everybody.”

James’s eyes narrowed. “Well, he don’t see it that way. It’s nothing to him if Negroes starve.” His light brown eyes scanned the fields before focusing on her. “Just how many lemons did Mama find anyway?”

“Almost enough to fill a whole barrel. They’ll last a long while. As long as we have sugar, we can make lemonade or mix them with tea. Ma Velva has been making pomade and medicine with them, too. She’s gone sell it at the fair next week. That should bring in a few more coins.”

“Nothing beats citrus. I’ll find a way to get us into the orchards, too. We used to go into them at night and pick up what fell on the ground, but they got wise to that and brought them dogs to guard them.” 

He pushed his cap back on his head. “Can’t feed them nothing to keep ‘em quiet cause that’ll give them something else to come messing with us about.”

The bell signaled for work to begin again, and the trio dusted their hands on their trousers, collected their trash, and headed back to the fields. The sun was lowering by the time the bell rang again. Iris, James, and Leo loaded the sugarcane onto the trucks and took it to the scale house for it to be weighed. 

Everyone stood around and waited for their bundles to be recorded in the ledgers. James nodded at a few of their neighbors in greeting. Harvesting sugarcane was backbreaking work, but they didn’t complain. 

They knew they were fortunate to have a way to earn money. Even if their wages didn’t supply everything they needed, they were better off than some. 

“Well now, James and Iris,” said O’Brien. “Y’all did pretty good out there today.” He tossed a lewd glance at Iris. “Do you see how merciful God is when you niggers stay in your place?”

Iris and James kept their eyes on the ground, refusing to take the bait. They had already said they didn’t know what had happened to Mr. Wilson. No amount of pressure would force them to say otherwise. 

They were shocked when he gave them five dollars each. They’d never earned that much in a day before. O’Brien’s sly smile told them he didn’t feel they deserved it. 

“Mrs. Weathers has been in a generous mood lately,” he told them. 

“I’ll just bet she is,” thought Iris. 

“She said if y’all keep bringing in the bounty, this might happen again. Maybe.” His smile vanished. “I would be gracious about her kindness and not make her sorry for it, you hear?”

“Yassuh,” they said. 

The overseer’s mouth worked as if there was something more he wanted to say, but he changed his mind. 

“Report to the cucumber fields tomorrow. Ya’ll be picking them and tomatoes this week.”

“Thank you, Suh,” said James. 

Leo waited until they climbed into their wagon and were out of earshot of O’Brien before he whispered, “We gone take them tomatoes and stew them down to eat with fried chicken?”

“Yeah, but that ain’t nobody’s business but ours,” said James. “Make sure you don’t repeat what you just said. We can’t stay eating good if you go telling it.”

“Nah, Mr. James. I ain’t gone say nothing!”

“That’s the plan, Leo,” said Iris. “We ain’t saying nothing about nothing!”
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Simon Weathers’s sullen green eyes briefly brushed over his wife. 

“I had Anderson change a few things in my will,” he said quietly. “I think it’s about time it should be done, don’t you?”

Alice Weathers focused on the curtains she was sewing. Out of spite, she kept her face placid so he wouldn’t know how deeply his words had angered her. 

He waited. She continued sewing. 

“Well, aren’t you going to say something?”

“What would you like me to say, Simon? Or better yet, what would you like me to do? Beg to know if I’m still in the will? Pigs will fly before that happens.”

“We wouldn’t be having this conversation had you not been sneaking around my back with Wilson.”

She changed the thread on the sewing machine and flexed her fingers. “We’re not having a conversation. You want to have one. I don’t. What’s done is done. If you think I’m going to cry like a little child, then you never knew me.”

He stood up and poured himself a drink. “Now that’s one thing we agree on. I don’t believe I’ve ever known you. After all, who would’ve thought I’d come home to find my wife in bed with a man I once considered my friend?” 

He turned to face her. “And what about what he did to the rest of the town? Did you ever think of our neighbors’ feelings? Even now, I’m sparing your reputation. If they find out you knew he was cheating them out of their money, they’d spit on you.”

She looked up at him with a smug smile on her face. “Cut the bull, Simon. You know as well as I the moment you do, I’ll start singing like a canary. Then the alleged good people of this town will spit on both of us. Your hands are no cleaner than mine.” 

She removed the newly stitched curtain and spread it on the bed, inspecting it for errors. When she was satisfied there weren’t any, she carefully folded it and placed it in a drawer. 

“I’d even say they’re dirtier than mine. No, no, that’s not quite right. Bloodier is the word I’m looking for.”

“I didn’t kill him
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