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BENEATH EVERY TROUBLIN’ STONE.

 



PROLOGUE

 


At daybreak the skies cleared and introduced
a colorful, sunlit October day, but despite all her praying for the
nightmare to end, her mother remained dead. Madam Tulley was age
eight when her mother, the person she loved most in the world, was
lowered into the ground that afternoon. This horrid event was the
onset of her spiritual defiance.

From then on, Madam struggled to have a heart
after God’s, and she had not reconciled her anger at the Lord for
taking away her mother. Her flawed perceptions, not God, determined
where she would cast her heart and her plans. As the years passed,
some of the “troublestones” among the briars that line life’s way
became too attractive for her to ignore.

Madam was a proud, first-generation, freeborn
African American. Named after her father, she was born Bernice
Silverson in Charleston, South Carolina in 1885. However, she grew
up in Savannah, Georgia. In those days, it was polite to call her
Negro or colored. At birth, she was shackled by an inextricable
“bag of burdens” that contained an inheritance of troublestones,
the largest being the huge “rock of racism” she shouldered with
other African Americans. Every day she walked on pebbles chipped
from that rock and, as exasperating and painful as the pebbles
were, they couldn’t be shaken out of her shoes. “Painful shoes”
kept her ever mindful of her inferior status in early
twentieth-century American society.

She had teased and tempted fate, and on this
July night in 1932, fate stood up to challenge her. Madam felt she
had been yanked a hundred years backward into human bondage as she
clinched her eyes and turned her back to long eerie shadows that
sought to envelop her. With fingers pressed against her ears, she
quieted strange far-off noises and hunkered in the corner of her
bed pushed against an austere wall. Madam was unwilling to accept
or comprehend the straw she had drawn at that point in her
life-journey. In her own dark silence, she rummaged through her
thoughts. She turned away from broken dreams suppressed,
disappointments endured, and from images of lost loves
unparalleled. She longed for rosier times, but fresh anger and
resentment crushed any charitable thoughts she had left. And, Madam
expected no consolation from her spirit petitioning peace from
their Maker. She no longer consulted her spirit for such needs.

Her mind continued to sift through bits and
pieces of bar and boardinghouse scenes of the establishment she
owned. Two evenings ago, the bar had roared with jazz music and
merriment. She had found new purpose, and bright promise had
emerged over the horizon. But, processed and stripped of her pride,
Madam fought to reconcile that hopeful future with her present
reality inside an old, dingy prison cell.

Madam’s traumatic arrest looped in her head
and inflamed her. She denied the troublestones she had chosen to
carry from her life-journey in defiance of her good conscience. The
troublestones of self-reliance, self-fulfillment, and
self-indulgence that she retrieved from the briars are what pulled
her down the godless path which ended in conflict with the law.


CHAPTER 1

 


Syracuse, New York–Sunday, July 3, 1932

 


Bernie’s was the name of the speakeasy and
brothel operation inside Madam Tulley’s boardinghouse above her
restaurant and bar establishment called the Star. On the eve of the
holiday, the speakeasy’s secret liquor stash was to be restocked
for the rendezvous she arranged for her discreet guests on Fourth
of July evening. Madam received an unexpected telephone call at the
restaurant.

“Hello, Star Restaurant.”

“It’s Freddy.”

“My, my you sound terrible. How you
feelin’?”

“Not so good, kiddo. I can’t meet the
supplier tonight, but I’ve got a friend who can do it for me
Bernie, if you’re fine with that.”

Madam was blindsided by this new troublestone
Freddy had unearthed for her. In reality, it was one in a series of
risky outcrops from the “boulder of trouble” she chose to carry
eleven years prior, after she succumbed to spiritual deafness. She
gave his suggestion a thought and decided that she couldn’t trust
anyone else. “No, I’ll do it myself. Just tell me where and what
time.”

Freddy gave her the scheme. “Be on time,” was
the last thing he said and he hung up.

That holiday eve night, the Star Bar, Madam’s
public enterprise located in the boardinghouse basement, didn’t
close until past midnight because people were in party mode. She
was happy because the bar had made a killing, which it hadn’t done
in many months. She felt that life for her was looking better.

Now that the bar was quiet, Madam Tulley had
time to think, to get nervous about making Freddy’s run in less
than an hour. She decided not to change out of her party
clothes.

The royal blue, silk chemise dress Madam had
on was her favorite, and the way it fit tight across her bust and
derriere brought a deluge of calls like “Hey, baby!” and “Honey,
shake that thing!” The ankle straps on her black high heels
accentuated her calves, while the seams of her black silk stockings
drew welcomed imaginings up beyond her hemline from wishful,
zoot-suited admirers.

In the quiet, Madam shook off her nervousness
and her warning voice. She meditated, Ok now, I get there . . .
turn off my lights . . . look for a man in a Yankee baseball cap .
. . trade passwords . . . have the money ready . . . drive away
slowly. In her mind she went over everything Freddy had told her on
the telephone. She felt ready.

When one forty-five a.m. came, Madam Tulley
drove her shiny, black Marmon sedan to the two o’clock pick-up
location at the back of the alley next to a funeral home on North
Salina Street. She was early. The supplier was late. It felt like
forever as she waited in her automobile alone in a shadowy spot.
Agitated, impatient, her fingers drummed the steering wheel: Where
is he? A pair of headlights turned into the alley. Her breathing
quickened, her knees knocked, she gripped the wheel. The headlights
turned off and an old, olive-green truck parked beside her. A
bearded white man in overalls and a baseball cap got out and
inquired, “Ma’am, are you lost?”

“T-the . . . Yankees won y-yesterday . . .
f-four to two,” stumbled out of her mouth. Her answer, what Freddy
had told her to say, signaled that she was not undercover for the
cops and that she was safe to transact business with.

“Ok, Ma’am. You got the dough?”

Madam handed over the money. He leafed
through it and signaled his partner. They placed two heavy cases of
bootleg gin in her trunk and drove off. Madam lingered to catch her
breath. Then, nice and slow, she drove away, too.

While exiting the alley, a black sedan cut in
front and made her brake hard. Another one drove in behind to
prevent her from backing up. A tall man in a brown fedora and a
suit jumped out of the sedan in front of her, slammed the door
behind him, hurried toward her and thrust a detective’s badge in
her face.

“Ma’am, my name is Detective Werner. Please
step out of your automobile.”

“Officer, what’s the matter, what’s this
about?” Madam was frightened. What went wrong, what went wrong? Her
thoughts searched over and over again for an answer. From the
beginning, her gut had lodged a series of muffled protests against
this latest haughty do-it-yourself idea, but she hadn’t
listened.

“Your name, please?”

“Bernice Tulley.” She thought: Get your lousy
hands off me! She was offended when his hands groped her cleavage,
charged underneath her arms, patted her sides, and in between her
thighs, frisking her for a gun or knife. Three or four other cops
looked on.

“Now, open your trunk, ma’am.”

This is it, I’m done for. She was helpless.
She raised the trunk door and the cases of gin were revealed.
Detective Werner arrested her on the charge of alcohol
bootlegging.

After she was fingerprinted and booked, he
allowed Madam a telephone call to her stepmother. Werner stood by
and heard only her side of the conversation.

“Hello, Mama.

[Pause]

“I’m here at the police station. I’ve been
arrested.

[Pause]

“I had to make Freddy’s run last night, but
they’d been watchin’ him for weeks, and caught me instead.

[Pause]

“It’s the Fourth. I gotta sit here until
tomorrow when I go before the judge.

[Pause]

“No, you stay with Jerry. Send Ernie. So
sorry, Mama. I’ll be all right for now.

[Pause]

“Thank you, Mama.

[Pause]

“Mama, my time’s up, gotta go. Kiss Jerry and
Gabe for me. All right, Mama, good-b . . .” Werner had stepped in
and hung up the telephone for her.

On the way to the lock-up, the jailer led
Madam in handcuffs past an office with two men seated in
conversation. The bearded one turned around to ogle her and she
recalled the baseball cap he had on and realized that it was no
Yankee cap, but one of some other team. She knew him as the man who
sold her the gin. He was a cop working undercover as a booze
runner. The revelation floored her and the jailer jostled her
onward.

Placed in a cell next to a streetwalker, she
and Madam Tulley immediately recognized each other.

“Well, if isn’t ‘Miss Star’ herself!” The
streetwalker swayed across her cell toward Madam, “If you’re in
here, where are your ‘business partners’?”

It was Della, a former business partner that
Madam fired nearly two years ago for the tryst with Al Tulley,
Madam’s husband. She looked at Della and didn’t say a word. It
goaded Madam to be in the cell next to her. Della was loud,
glassy-eyed, and thick-tongued. Madam could tell that she was
coming off a high from something.

Della started to drudge up the lurid details
about the “roll” between her and Al that snowy afternoon two
Novembers ago. She had harbored hostility for Madam Tulley ever
since that day and now Della seized this chance to spit venomous
barbs at her. Madam held her tongue.

“Bernie, you think you’re gettin’ over, don’t
ya! That you got all your business locked down tight, but ya don’t.
You got that fancy automobile and the best clothes and furs, but
underneath all that, sugar, you pimped us the same as all the
others. Ya didn’t have to lift a skirt, I give ya that much, but
you’re no better than me. Even Al saw that, darlin’!”

Della continued her angry rant and Madam just
sat there thinking: Della, I gave you a nice place to live, I
protected you from johns and pimps, you had a doctor’s care and a
good income, but you threw it right back in my face by doin’ it
with my husband. Now, you’re walkin’ the gutters. No Della, I’m not
the same as you. I pity you. But, Madam kept those thoughts to
herself and continued to ignore Della.

“Hey, guard! Guard! I wanna see the detective
on duty. Right now! Tell ’em I’ve got a news bulletin for ’em!”

Arrangements were made for Della to speak
with Detective Werner and a jail guard escorted her out of the
cell. Madam Tulley would never see Della again.

Madam had stomached Della’s fierce hatred and
hoped nothing further would come of their encounter. She hoped for
naught because later that holiday evening, the guard brought Madam
back to the interrogation room where Detective Werner and an
assistant prosecutor waited for her.

“Sit down, Mrs. Tulley. We need to ask you
more questions.” Werner savored this opportunity to beef up a
collar to add to his record.

“All right.”

“Do you own the Star Restaurant Bar and
Boardinghouse at 601 East Washington Street?” asked the assistant
prosecutor.

“Yes.” Her heart collapsed because she knew
what was coming next.

“Our officers arrived at your premises this
evening and found evidence of an alcohol sales operation. This is
another federal violation of the Volstead Act. Furthermore, Mrs.
Tulley, we found the brothel upstairs on the second floor of your
boardinghouse, a violation of state prostitution laws. As I speak,
we’re booking four couples who were engaged in prostitution when we
arrived.”

“How did you know to go to my place?” Madam
suspected, but needed to know for sure.

“We had an informant, ma’am. In addition to
the crime of bootlegging, you’ll be charged with operating in
illegal liquor sales and also be charged as the manager of a house
of prostitution.” Werner was pleased that he netted a bigger fish
than he had thought.

The assistant prosecutor added, “Because of
the seriousness of these violations, I have assigned a public
defender to meet with you tomorrow before your arraignment in
police court.”

Madam signed more processing papers which
acknowledged the added charges against her. Then, she went back to
the lock-up.

The next morning her stepbrother Ernie came
to see her.

“How’s Jerry and Gabe? Where is Gabe?” asked
Madam about her adopted sons.

“Little Jerry’s fine and so is Gabe, but he’s
awful worried about you.”

“And Mother?”

“She’s worried, too. We all are,
Bernice.”

“What happened, Ernie? Did they bust up the
place?”

“Nope. The police knew where to go, like
someone tipped them off.”

“Remember Della?”

“Yeah,” Ernie looked puzzled.

“When I was arrested, they put me in a cell
next to her. Della rambled somethin’ about solicitin’ an undercover
cop. Whatever drug she was on probably had somethin’ to do with
that. She ratted on me–I know it, Ernie–to save her own dusty butt.
She told the detective about Bernie’s because they didn’t bring her
back to the cell.”

Ernie shook his head in disbelief. He told
Bernice what else happened:

“The police came in lookin’ for the person in
charge. They told me that you were in their custody and showed me
the papers to search the place. They started with the bar. Then, I
had to let them upstairs to Bernie’s. I didn’t have time to warn
anybody. They arrested everyone up there, busted open your stash,
and carted out booze and everybody, includin’ your accountin’
books. They closed down everything, except for the restaurant. It
was a hell of a scene outside when three paddy wagons pulled up.
All the neighbors were out in the street tryin’ to see if they’d
see you comin’ out. It’s a good thing Mama and Jerry were upstairs
in the apartment at the time. Gabe was away on a gig dancin’ or he
might’ve been in the middle of all that mess.”

Madam listened and burned with anger toward
Della, and she blamed Freddy for being too sick to make his run,
even wondered if he’d set her up. But, Freddy had offered the help
of a friend which she refused. Anyway, she was angrier about the
alcohol ban for stealing her livelihood in the first place.

“I’m so sorry, Ernie.”

“Do you want me to call a lawyer for
you?”

“Not yet, I’m gonna talk to the public
defender first before I decide what to do.”

 


~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

 


There was such a backlog of cases on the
docket from the Fourth of July holiday that most of the day passed
before Madam Tulley met her freshman public defender for the first
time. He’s so baby-faced, . . . his suit sure is baggy and chestnut
brown is so out of fashion, . . . does he know what he’s doin’? His
appearance challenged her fashion sense and her confidence in him
as a knowledgeable attorney.

“Hello Mrs. Tulley, my name is Ralph
Calloway. The court has appointed me to your case. Do you have any
questions about the charges against you?”

Madam asked him about the kind of evidence
they had, the witnesses, and the penalty that each violation
carried. She asked, “Is there a way I can beat these charges by
going to trial?”

“I don’t think so. Mrs. Tulley, there are two
federal charges against you and they carry heavy penalties. You
were caught while under surveillance buying and transporting
liquor. The police found a large quantity of alcohol on your
premises and receipts of an illegal sales operation, hence the
second violation. Plus, four couples were arrested while engaged in
prostitution in your boardinghouse. Ma’am, the prosecutor will
subpoena these people as witnesses and your accounting books will
be used as evidence to support all the charges.

“Mrs. Tulley, the incriminating evidence the
prosecutor has against you is substantial. I believe that if you
plead guilty and seek the mercy of the court, your chances may be
good for a sentence of less than nine months minus time served.
Otherwise, you could receive eighteen months to two years if you go
to trial.”

Madam saw that luck had deserted her. “All
right.”

“I can have you arraigned in an hour, at four
o’clock. I will meet you in front of Judge Schmidt at that time.
Let’s hope for the best, Mrs. Tulley,” and then Calloway left
her.

Madam thought she was prepared to go before
the judge dressed in her fine blue frock and high heels. But, from
the judge’s perspective, her figure-hugging dress oozed of unsavory
character. She felt his contempt char a large pock-hole in her
forehead. The word “guilty” abraded her throat, but Madam Tulley
entered pleas of guilty to all three charges. After her
arraignment, they brought her to the state prison in
Jamesville.

As a madam of prostitutes, a speakeasy
operator, and a bootlegger, Bernice Tulley had the misfortune to be
one of the last Americans arrested and imprisoned under the
Volstead Act of the Eighteenth Amendment which had criminalized
alcoholic beverages since 1920 in the United States.

During her initial days in prison, Madam was
cut off from everything and everyone. You’d think she would be
regretful, perhaps digging deep for a few prayers to plead for her
sake. Not a chance. From then until sentencing day, Madam blamed
everybody but herself for the dragnet that caught her. She steeped
in self-righteousness for the next three weeks in her cell,
irritated by the lack of privacy and by the regimen of prison
life.

Nationwide, previous public and political
outcries to rescind Prohibition had encouraged her, so she stayed
with the hope the court would determine an extended sentence would
be pointless. Madam Tulley was at the judge’s mercy and she counted
on it.


CHAPTER 2

 


Syracuse, New York–Tuesday, July 26, 1932

 


At the reckoning hour on sentencing day,
Madam Bernice Tulley bathed in the blunt reality of these words:
“Sometimes a person has to sink to their lowest before they’re able
to behold the feet of Jesus.” She recalled how often her devout
stepmother repeated her own adage, and still Madam hadn’t reached
her lowest.

In the hallway outside the courtroom Madam
was slumped forward over her knees, cradling her forehead in her
cuffed hands. She looked dressed for an evening out. She was
hapless–so stupid of me not to let Freddy’s friend make the run–and
perturbed–it was me who saved these women, pulled them off the
streets–but outdone, because she chose to trust in only
herself.

Armed, a fiery-haired prison matron stood
over her. Madam was motionless, except for the rise and fall of her
chest, winded by climbing four flights of stairs from the
courthouse basement. The basement confined a menagerie of prisoners
receiving their sentences that day, and though dank, it was the
coolest level of the building. The temperature inside the
courthouse grew warmer with the rise of each flight.

The hallway was noisy from chatter and
footsteps of visitors and employees. However, Madam made no sounds
other than the pants of labored breaths which revealed her physical
unfitness. On a hard oak bench she had waited for more than twenty
minutes, annoyed by an unexpected recess called by the judge. She
hated to wait for anything, even to hear her prison sentence.

From inside the courtroom, at the right
corner of the judge’s bench, a limp-legged bailiff called out in a
loud drone, “Ready for the next prisoner!” Prisoner Bernice Tulley,
a title she hadn’t yet grown accustomed to, was next.

When the pot-bellied officer of the court
opposite the bailiff opened the heavy oak courtroom door, its
hinges creaked and captured Madam’s attention. She thought:
Finally!

The officer stepped into the hall and
gestured to the fiery-haired matron. The matron was thick-boned,
solid in her uniform and black oxfords. She was a head taller and
all business while she accompanied Prisoner Tulley. When they
walked in the subdued courtroom, an errant shaft of sunlight sliced
through a gap in the window shade and flashed in Madam’s face
causing her to squint. She raised her cuffed hands to shield her
eyes. Her hands trembled.

The courtroom grew quieter. Tap, tap, tap
went Madam’s black ankle-strapped three-inch heels as they struck
the marble floor. The gallery fluttered with people fanning away
the heat and batting away a few pesky flies that came in. Madam
glimpsed the flutter then stared straight ahead. For her, all that
fanning mimicked the butterflies she felt in her stomach.

Gallery eyes scrutinized every move as she
tapped past them. Madam heard some careless chat that twittered
around the gallery.

“A raid? Is she a hooker?” one asked in the
front gallery.

“A mighty uppity colored woman . . . fancy
automobile,” said one at the back.

“Probably . . . over on Washington Street . .
. ,” replied someone else.

“Is she the one who . . . ? We don’t need the
likes of her,” answered another.

The gallery stared at an attractive
latte-complexioned Negro woman of five-foot-two inches without her
heels. She looked much younger than her forty-seven years. Her hair
was wavy and dark except for a swathe of gray to the left of a
center part above her forehead. Barely long enough, it was pulled
back in a twist and held in place with a tortoise shell comb. Not
permitted to wear her makeup or her silk stockings, they allowed
her to change into the royal blue, silk chemise dress she last wore
at her arrest and arraignment, her favorite despite what the judge
had thought of it. The chemise hugged her bust line, but two hours
earlier she giggled when she noticed how loose around the hips the
dress felt since the night of her imprisonment.

The prison matron removed the handcuffs and
seated Madam Tulley next to Defender Ralph Calloway. Madam called
him “Baby Face Calloway” whenever she thought of him. Although he
had not spoken with her since the arraignment three weeks prior,
they had a brief visit less than an hour ago.

“Hello again, Mrs. Tulley,” he said as the
rigid matron took several steps aside.

The nation was in its twelfth year of Alcohol
Prohibition and in the worst years of the Great Depression since
the stock market crash of 1929. Baby Face Calloway struggled to
make ends meet like everyone else. His suit, the same
chestnut-colored suit he had worn when they met, showed excessive
wear apparent from its shine at the elbows and knees. Two sizes too
big owed to meatless meals with skimpier portions, his suit also
needed a good pressing, further evidence that too many hot humid
days had taken their toll on it. Dry cleaning services were a
luxury.

Baby Face leaned to his left and under his
breath he said, “You won’t have to speak a word this time, I’ll
handle it from here. We’ll get through this, Mrs. Tulley, don’t
worry.”

Madam felt beads of perspiration collect in
the fine hairs along her forehead, temples, and in the nape of her
neck. She noticed wetness under her arms and inside her
cleavage.

The Onondaga County Courthouse was an
oppressive place to be in the summer. It smelled of old books and
filed documents dampened over the years by inadequate ventilation,
humidity, and the occasional leaky roof. That day the courthouse
hallways were illuminated by natural light in an effort to lower
electricity costs and in a vain effort to keep the upper floors
cooler. On the bench outside the courtroom, Madam had caught a peek
at the front page of the Syracuse Herald newspaper that someone had
ditched there before she came. The large bold headliner screamed:
RECORD 98 DEGREES TODAY. Forecasters predicted the warmest day of
the summer.

By mid-morning the courtroom was hot beyond a
beast’s tolerance. The huge double-hung windows that lined the
length of the outer wall were open, but drawing the shades to block
the sun made little difference. The shades drooped like a pair of
soggy bloomers as there was no breeze. The dark oak paneling that
encircled the room and reached three-quarters up the walls swelled
with moisture. The electric fan posted in front of the judge’s
bench circulated only warm humid air.

Madam’s fingers were obsessed with her left
earlobe when the murmurs of the gallery were interrupted by the
bailiff.

“Court is now in session! The Honorable Judge
John T. Schmidt of the United States District Court presiding. All
rise!” the bailiff droned. A hush fell over the gallery and
everyone stood.

The past weeks in prison caused Madam’s hips
and knees to “complain” from the uncomfortable beds and the
concrete floors. Calloway extended his left forearm to her for
support. She accepted his arm, which felt like a sapling inside her
grasp. The courtroom had quieted when she stood and pushed the
chair from underneath her with the back of her knees. The chair
scraped across the floor and made an obnoxious sound. She shrank in
apology. Madam was reticent beside her young wiry defender.

In a foul bent the judge trudged straight to
his chair. He was surrounded in the voluminous pleats of his ample
black robe billowed up by equatorial breezes from the oscillating
fan that panned the bench. The gallery gave the judge a moment of
respect and was reseated.

The judge looked harried by the years of
cases that flowed in since alcohol was banned more than a decade
ago. By the late 1920s, violations stemming from Prohibition
clogged legal systems across the country and the Onondaga County
Court was no exception. The bailiff had the judge’s ear, perhaps
about Prisoner Tulley. The judge took a minute to review the court
papers to make sure he was on task.

During the lull, Madam Tulley stole a gaze
over her right shoulder toward the back of the gallery where the
families of Negro prisoners were seated. Her gazes were obstructed
by all the fanning. She knew no one worried for her, she got
desperate. Nobody cares what happens to me, her thoughts pined.
Discouraged, she scanned the rest of the anxious faces in the front
gallery. Her eyes fell on Eleanor, her sixty-nine-year-old
stepmother as plain as day, seated in the front section among the
white families. With her handbag poised upright on her lap, as if
she was anticipating the closing admonition of a preacher’s sermon,
Eleanor appeared to be an ordinary white woman, maybe with a summer
tan. She wore her hair of spun silver in a bun. The white cotton
shift she wore emphasized her cubic figure. Their eyes met. Madam
raised a brow and instantly conveyed that she recognized the small
triumph of her stepmother getting a front-row seat.

Being seated at the front of the gallery
among the whites was unintentional on Eleanor’s part. Many times in
her past, if mistaken for white, she let her beholder continue to
think so. She didn’t feel the need to explain her ethnicity in
every situation she encountered. The courtroom officer, in his
haste to seat everyone, ushered the whites to the gallery to be
seated first and mistook her as part of the group. Eleanor didn’t
bother to correct him. She did notice that all the new and barely
used hand-fans provided by the court were placed on seats at the
front of the gallery. Printed on the cardboard fans, a lithograph
of the courthouse building, and in bold black letters were the
words:

 


PLEASE LEAVE THE FAN ON THE SEAT BEFORE
LEAVING THE GALLERY

 


THANK YOU

 


THE ONONDAGA COUNTY COURT

 


“The People of the State of New York v.
Bernice Tulley!” the bailiff announced from an official
document.

Judge Schmidt dabbed the sweat from his
wrinkled forehead, which receded beyond his natural hairline and
shined like patent leather. Flanked to his left, the stack of
previous weeks’ sentencing papers waiting to be filed attested to a
barrage of illegal alcohol cases, exemplifying that the temptation
to profit from liquor was driven by massive unemployment and by
impoverished citizens’ unwillingness to give up the spirits they
drank for amusement and used for retreat from their sorry lot in
life. To the judge’s right, a heavy mahogany gavel.

He turned toward the defendants’ table and
folded his arms upon the polished surface in front of him. The
judge’s mug could have been a model for President Theodore
Roosevelt’s face carved seven years later on Mount Rushmore; and,
he had a heart of granite to match. He had hedges for eyebrows and
the apples of his cheeks had dropped into his jowls. He spoke
through a peppered walrus-mustache that obscured his upper lip. His
deep husky voice matched his burly physique and he quaked a bit
when he spoke. He leaned forward on his elbows, his broad shoulders
hunched, and he lowered his chin to peer over his reading glasses
into Defender Calloway’s lineless face.

“Mrs. Tulley has previously entered guilty
pleas for the three crimes against her and she has waived her
rights to a trial. Is your client ready for sentencing?” the judge
asked, but the question was a formality.

A lump lodged in Madam Tulley’s throat making
it difficult to swallow. Choked by prior refusals to heed her inner
voice, a tightened throat stirred her attention. Soon after, the
breath she had taken passed through her pursed lips like a
deflating balloon and added to the torrid climate inside the
courtroom.

Am I ready? She had a panicked thought: No,
I’m not ready!

In that split second she revisited the day of
her arraignment, in that same courtroom, with the same judge. The
advice Defender Baby Face had given her echoed in her brain: Mrs.
Tulley, the incriminating evidence the prosecutor has against you
is substantial. I believe that if you plead guilty and seek the
mercy of the court your chances may be good for a sentence of less
than nine months minus time served. Otherwise, you could receive
eighteen months to two years if you go to trial.

Then, there were more echoes of the discourse
between her and the arraigning Judge Schmidt:

“How do you plead to this charge against you,
Mrs. Tulley?”

“Guilty, your Honor,” she muttered.

“Louder for the court to hear, Mrs.
Tulley!”

“GUILTY!”

She recalled how her teeth clenched when she
harped back at the judge before he finished speaking her name. He
said her name with much contempt.

Madam regained focus in the present. Baby
Face Calloway didn’t dawdle nor did he give her a glance. He
replied, “Yes, judge, we are ready,” and again helped her to
stand.

A second time she tried to wrap her brain
around his answer: What do you mean, “Yes judge we are ready?” I’ll
be the one doing the time! The next instant she devised a desperate
plot to end this madness: The windows are open; I can crawl out
like a fly. Can two stories be that far a jump? Jumping out a
window would be insane, but she went on with this foolhardy
notion.

Madam sprung out of herself, bolted for the
window, swiveled around on her bottom and swung her legs over the
sill so her feet dangled outside, and she leaped before the matron
guard could grab her. In midair she wished she had worn her prison
oxfords since landing in her high heels was going to be difficult,
but not impossible, she guessed.

Then, Madam Tulley heard the guard clear her
throat, and her fantasy of escape dissolved back into reality. She
continued with hope the judge would be merciful.

Turning toward her this time, Judge Schmidt
recited the counts against Madam in a louder, huskier voice. He
made the windows and her knees rattle.

“According to the record, Mrs. Tulley, you
entered pleas of guilty to two Federal crimes and one crime against
the State:

“Count 1: The Court finds you in violation of
the Federal Volstead Act that prohibits the transporting or
bootlegging of alcohol . . .”

Madam heard the judge repeat the law, the
article, and the section of the code that each violation applied,
but it all sounded like legal-schmegal to her.

“Count 2: The Court finds you . . . that
prohibits the selling of alcohol . . .”

Again, it sounded like legal-schmegal.

“Count 3: The Court finds . . . that
prohibits the management of a house for the purposes of
prostitution . . .”

More legal-schmegal.

The crotchety old judge then gave Madam
Tulley a bilious tongue-lashing. “You are an opportunist ready to
profit from the thirsts and depravity of society!”

He scolded Madam for being a detriment to the
law-abiding community and against public decency as a manager of
prostitution. He also ran down his reasons to uphold the Alcohol
Prohibition Laws more for the benefit of the gallery, but at
Madam’s expense. Judge Schmidt reveled in his power to pass
judgment on her.

It makes no damned sense, Madam thought while
she endured his reprimands, for the Government to pass laws to make
criminals out of God-fearing people!

It was a fact that owners of breweries and
distilleries were outlawed overnight, but Madam’s fear of God or
prosecution had not kept her from becoming a speakeasy operator and
a madam of prostitutes. Instead, her defiance of authority made her
what she was. Her freedom was already lost, yet she denied what she
had made of herself. Madam Tulley was anxious to get on with the
nine-month sentence Baby Face Calloway had promised and to get back
to normal life.

Judge Schmidt finally stopped his rant and
got to the business of her sentence. He took a cleansing breath,
dabbed his forehead once again and bellowed:

“Now, the U. S. Court of Onondaga County is
ready to render your sentence.

“For the People of the United States and the
State of New York on this day of July 26, 1932, Bernice Tulley, you
will serve eighteen months in the Onondaga County Correctional
Facility at Jamesville minus the time already served. The Court
will allow eligibility for parole in nine months.”

Then, Judge Schmidt swung his heavy mahogany
gavel, CRACK! He smashed it on its block. The fanning froze. The
gavel’s thunder assaulted Madam’s ears and made her jump. It woke
everyone in the gallery.

“I’m sorry Mrs. Tulley. God be with you,”
said Baby Face. The judge’s sentence was twice longer than Defender
Calloway had thought. The stiff sentence was another example of the
courts lowering the boom on offenders to bolster law enforcement’s
efforts to arrest the manufacturers, sellers, and procurers in the
social vices of alcohol, prostitution, and racketeering.

The atmosphere thinned and Madam’s legs
weakened like warmed pillars of wax and bowed beneath her. The
prison matron rushed forward armed with smelling salts to prevent
Madam from fainting dead away.

Madam’s eyes darted across the gallery to her
stepmother. “Mother, give the boys a hug for me! Tell them I’ll be
away for a while longer!” Her shouts reverberated through the
courtroom and caused a commotion.

“Order in this court!” demanded Judge Schmidt
banging his gavel.

Eleanor leaped from her chair and reached out
for Bernice, but only her handbag was within grasp after it tumbled
off her lap to the floor. She clutched the handbag to her breast
instead of her daughter. The hubbub died the instant the entire
courtroom realized the two of them were related and that Eleanor
sat out of place in the gallery. Unconcerned about something so
asinine at a time like this, she paid no attention to the despised
looks and the surprised gawks she received from both ends of the
courtroom gallery.

The matron took Madam Tulley from her seat,
pulled her arms behind her this time and clasped on the handcuffs.
She heard her stepmother’s sobbing words, “We’ll be waitin’ for
you, Bernie! We’ll all be right here when you come home! We’ll be
here . . .” The gavel kept bang, bang, banging and the judge kept
shouting for order. Eleanor’s sobs grew fainter as her daughter
left through the courtroom door. Its dry hinges creaked again as it
shut behind her.

Prisoner Tulley was returned to the musty
basement hold until all the day’s sentences were done. She stepped
into her cell and the prison matron removed her cuffs. The guard’s
keys clanged against the iron bars of the cell door when she locked
Madam inside. The matron and the guard watched her change back into
her drab shapeless inmate grays and clunky oxford shoes. Madam
placed her blue chemise and ankle-strapped heels back in the brown
paper sack and squeezed it through the bars to the prison
matron.

The matron took the bag. “I don’t think it’ll
be much longer, Mrs. Tulley.” Then, she marched away. Madam flopped
onto a flimsy cot.

The unexpected length of her sentence still
didn’t send Madam Tulley to her knees in repentance. Repentance was
for those who had faith. Madam’s faith was overshadowed long ago by
misguided expectations about life. She was not like her slave
grandparents whose faith blushed on their faces, grateful to be
freed from their plantations where faith had no competitors, and a
slave’s faith was all he or she was allowed. It’s not that Madam
thought she shouldn’t have any faith. Heck, she knew singing and
preaching in church about having faith could stir some up inside
you for a while.

The truth was, as a child, Bernice’s faith
was buried alongside her real mother. And, she never saw what
having faith had done for her people on the outside. Her community
was impoverished, denied the noblest aspirations, and everyone
dragged around that burdensome rock of racism. She often pondered:
Are we really free?

However, faith is not something that can be
force-fed, it must be chosen. To have gained and strengthened her
faith, Bernice had to experience for herself the spiritual
connection between one’s hopes, everyday life, and God’s Providence
which meets each expectation and need, big or small. Faith was
thwarted for Bernice when her most urgent hopes and pleas for her
ill mother went unfulfilled. And, when her father left, her prayers
hadn’t brought him back to Savannah to claim her and her sisters
like he had promised.

Without a word, the cell guard hooked the
ring of keys on her belt and left. Madam Tulley listened to the
guard’s keys jangle in a rag-like tempo with each step she took
down the hall. When the jangling grew fainter, she toppled over on
her side and pulled up her knees to relieve her sore back and
joints.

The jangling keys caused Madam to recall an
old neighborhood curiosity shop in Savannah called Sister Sadie’s
Whatnots & Fortune Telling. She hadn’t recalled that shop in
years, but her present circumstances beckoned her to revisit a time
when she began making choices for herself, a time when her immature
faith was untested. She drifted into a twilight drowse.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

 


Sister Sadie, the granddaughter of a Haitian
slave woman, was the original proprietress of the Whatnot Shop.
When Sister Sadie died, she left the shop to her daughter Lydia.
Lydia kept the shop’s name in honor of her mother. However, her
customers refused to call her by her given name and preferred to
call her Miss Sadie. Lydia didn’t mind assuming her mother’s name
since the shop did such great business. Eventually, everyone in the
neighborhood adopted that name for her. Lydia relinquished and
referred to herself as Sadie as well. Although Miss Sadie’s accent
was weaker than her mother’s whose Haitian accent was diluted by
her birth in the United States, a trace of Haitian lilt could still
be detected in her speech.

When young folks teased Miss Sadie asking,
“What’s a ‘whatnot’?” Sadie always replied, “Dey is what ch’you
want an’ wish you had!” She responded in the heavy Haitian accent
of her grandmother, which elicited chuckles from them.

The shop was inside the house where she and
her mother grew up. The front parlor was devoted to the shop and
one of the rooms in the back was used for telling the future and
reading dreams. When customers entered, the door disturbed a small
bell rigged above it to let her know, if she was in the backroom
with someone. Several locals rented space in the shop to sell their
handicrafts such as jewelry, dolls and toys, small furniture, and
other carved items. Her shop was one of the first ones in the
neighborhood to have a telephone in it. Sadie thought it would
bring in more customers and it did.

All manner of people, forward thinking
people, purchased items from the Whatnot Shop. Others who found it
hard to accept the new trends in individual expression, fashion,
and glamour condemned the shop and stayed away.

Behind the candy counter on the wall, there
were jars lined up one after another, shelf upon shelf, filled with
roots, herbs, and spices. Other jars were filled with a variety of
shells, tiny bells, feathers, and beads to create trinkets and
jewelry. Sadie sold incense, perfumes, and little pots of lip color
and rouge in the raciest shades. She also sold pipes of all shapes,
and smoking and chewing tobacco in several flavors. And, of course
there were lots of candles and a variety of other accoutrements for
all the aforementioned articles.

Known to have the freshest herbs and spices
in town, Sister Sadie’s was fragrant with cinnamon and nutmeg, sage
and thyme, garlic and curry
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