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Good writing starts with what you know, continues with thorough 

research, and then expands with that imaginative entry into the world of “what 
if?” 

Jack Saarela knows death row and the Florida prison system. He draws 
on his years as a campus minister at the University of Florida in the 1980’s 
and 90’s, a ministry which connected him to death row at nearby Florida State 
Prison. He has been inside that prison, walked the corridors of death row cells, 
and listened to the stories of the men who lived with the reality that the 
governor could sign their death warrant on any given day. 

 Saarela has taken this experience and created the story of Charles 
Wilkerson, an African American married to a white woman, and their three-
year-old son Travis. When Diana is murdered in her bedroom one morning 
just after Charles has gone to work, Charles falls into the nightmare scenario 
of what is all too typical of Florida’s criminal justice system, and winds up on 
death row. 

The difficulty of writing fiction about capital punishment in Florida is that 
reality itself is so bizarre. If Sheriff Buck Davidson in Saarela’s Perfect Storm 
of Injustice seems excessively unscrupulous, consider the real-life Sheriff 
Willis Virgil McCall, elected for seven consecutive terms in Lake County 
Florida, who actually shot two of the four defendants known as the 
“Groveland Four” while driving them from Florida State Prison back to 
Groveland for a rehearing.  Racial disparity in Florida is multi-faceted like a 
fine diamond, specifically targeting African Americans accused of killing 
whites.  

Most stories of the fights for justice for the wrongly incarcerated are told 
from the perspective of the lawyers who pursue their cases. Saarela takes us 
into the life of the defendant who spends two and a half decades in prison.  

Saarela gives us a journey through the injustice of the American legal 
system, which is all too common, especially for people of color.  It’s a 
gripping read with intriguing legal information and a fascinating window into 
what is like to be the person living this terror.  

Larry Reimer, Pastor Emeritus, the United Church of Gainesville 

 



 
 

 
 

This story of the descent into the purgatory 
of wrongful conviction 

and 
redemption from it 

is dedicated to 
Susan Cary, public defender and advocate for death row inmates, 

and the Innocence Project, 
both wellsprings of compassion.



 
 
 

On Tuesday morning, January 21, after 28 years in prison 
for a triple murder he did not commit, Theophalis “Bilaal” Wilson 
heard the words he had been waiting for. 

“Theophalis Wilson, you are free to go,” Common Pleas 
Court Judge Tracy Brandeis-Roman said as extended family and 
friends who packed the courtroom wailed, hugged and wept. 

“It is time for Mr. Wilson to be allowed to go home with an 
apology,” unit chief Patricia Cummings said in court, her voice 
trembling. “No words can express what we put these people 
through; what we put Mr. Wilson through; what we put his family 
through.” 

Brandeis-Roman ordered him released immediately, finding 
violations of his right to due process and effective counsel, as 
well as to the withholding of exculpatory evidence in his case. 

“This is a great day,” Wilson said after his release. “Now we 
have to go back and get the other guys. There’s a lot of innocent 
people in jail.” 

Wilson, now 48, was a teenager when he was accused of 
participating in the slaying of three men in North Philadelphia. 

“Wilson’s trial was infected by serious prosecutorial 
misconduct, Brady violations, a critical witness who supplied 
false testimony, and ineffective assistance of counsel,” the 
Philadelphia District Attorney Larry Krasner's Office wrote in a 
filing that called the case” a perfect storm of injustice.” 

 



 
 
 
THE DOOR SLAMMED SHUT with emphasis. 
Not with the clunk of wood against wood as when a bedroom door 

is closed. 
Rather, with the long, hard scraping of cold steel sliding against 

hardened metal tracks on the floor and ceiling followed by a cold, bone-
rattling boom that sent a sharp metallic echo reverberating down the 
long corridor.  

The portal to the world Charles Wilkerson was being forced to 
leave behind grew smaller as the barrier of thick pastel green steel bars 
clanged into place. 

It was late in the day when two taciturn guards dressed in their 
standard Florida Department of Corrections (FDOC) sand-colored, 
short sleeve shirt and milk chocolate-colored slacks ushered Charles 
into the corridor beyond the door. Each guard held Charles by his elbow 
as though he were an elderly invalid who could easily trip and fall onto 
the shiny tile floor. Charles kept his eyes riveted on the end of the 
corridor. He could smell the sour odor of the guards’ sweat.  

As the trio progressed down the corridor, Charles was aware that 
other inmates were scrutinizing him from behind the bars on their cell 
doors. One or two greeted him with, “Welcome to your last home, 
buddy,” but he knew from the preparation he had received from his 
defense team not to look them in the eye. 

No, not in prison, especially not on Death Row.  
They had to stop again when they reached another locked steel 

door. “Open Two!” one of the guards yelled out. As they waited, 
Charles could see a third guard at a control panel behind a glass window 
press a button. “Door Number Two Open” the guard announced from 
behind the glass door.  

Once more Charles heard the scraping noise of the door sliding 
closed, followed by the clang of the door against the steel of its waiting 
dock. The process was replicated a third time when they reached yet 
another locked door.  

Charles would never forget that haunting sound of multiple doors 
closing behind him one after another. The sound put an exclamation 



mark after the prosecution’s statement to the jury that Charles was no 
longer fit to walk freely.  

With the accumulated wisdom of fifteen years as a prison guard, 
one of them said in a neutral tone, “Don’t look so freaked out, buddy. 
You’ll get used to the sound.”  

The two guards delivered him to a tiny cell the width of which 
measured about the height of a six-foot man. The cell’s length was not 
much more, perhaps, than if the imaginary man were to stretch his arms 
above his head as far as they could extend. Charles’ eyes widened in 
disbelief as he surveyed the tiny space and wondered about 
claustrophobia. 

Having fulfilled their mission and delivered their human cargo, the 
two guards left Charles in the cell, locked the barred door with a key 
hanging from the belt of one of them, and departed wordlessly.  

Charles was alone in the cell. He would remain alone there often 
for up to twenty-three hours of every day to hear over and over again, 
night and day, the echo of closing sliding steel doors reverberating 
against the hard plaster walls of the hallway. Starting on that first day, 
Charles knew he would see the world he was being forced to give up 
beyond the walls of the Florida State Prison only through the figurative 
keyhole of a door that he could not unlock.  

His fear of death aside, his most urgent struggle was to prove the 
innocence he had claimed from the beginning, that he was innocent of 
the horrendous, indescribable crime for which Palm Beach County was 
single-mindedly intent on charging, trying, and punishing him. 

 
BEAR IN MIND THAT OF THE APPROXIMATELY 380 prisoners on 

Florida’s death row at the beginning of their sentence, rightly or 
wrongly, a high percentage swear up and down that they are innocent 
of the crime for which they were sentenced. For many of those, 
however, the pretense of innocence is just that and evaporates in due 
time into the hot, sweaty air of the Florida State Prison. 

But, with a naïve faith in the American system of justice inculcated 
in him in his childhood and youth, a faith that, it turned out in his case, 
was largely undeserved, Charles Wilkerson continued to maintain his 
belief that surely, the court’s error would be discovered and rectified. 
He was confident and determined that someday, the barred steel doors 
would slide wide open and permit him to walk freely out of Florida 
State Prison and places like it forever.



 
 
 
SIXTEEN-YEAR-OLD CHARLES WILKERSON sat erect in the back seat 

of the ‘67 Ford Galaxy, gazing out of the window in wonderment. 
“Man, look at all those palm trees! It’s like we’ve driven to another 

country,” he uttered uncharacteristically of a teenager after two full 
days with his middle-aged parents. 

A smile came over the face of his father Richard as he signaled 
that they were about to exit I-95. He glanced over knowingly to his wife 
Eileen beside him in the front bench seat. 

“I read that there are over three dozen different species of palms 
that line the streets of Boynton Beach.”  

“We’re not in Buffalo anymore, Toto,” Charles responded. 
“Where’s the beach? I don’t see the ocean.” 

“Well, Charles dear. Judging from the map the realtor gave us, our 
new house won’t be far from the beach or the ocean,” Eileen assured 
him as she turned her head back toward her son. “We’ll go see it soon 
enough.” 

“Once we’ve made some reasonable progress unloading the car 
and letting Mother decide where she wants the movers to set the 
furniture when they arrive,” Richard appended.  

“Work before play,” she added. 
Charles didn’t find those words at all unusual. All his life he had 

heard his parents’ mantra. “Work before play,” or some variation of it. 
“Complete your homework before you can watch the television...Finish 
all your chores and then you can go out and play with your friends, 
son…Help your mother clear the dinner table and wash the dishes, and 
then you’ll be free to play with your toys until bedtime.” 

Their home had a predictable routine and his parents’ stable and 
accustomed roles that Charles didn’t find in many of those of his friends 
back in Buffalo, whether they were white or black. When his friends 
came over to visit and hang out, they marveled at the showroom 
neatness and orderliness of the rooms in the Wilkerson home, even the 
small garage attached to the house. It was so plainly unlike their own 
home and garage. When the others weren't listening, his black friends 
asked Charles, “Is this how all white kids grow up?” His white friends 



asked much the same about black homes. 
His friends felt free to ask him because Charles had black skin and 

was categorized as “African-American” by the school board, but he 
hardly ever sounded like the other black students in class. He sounded 
“white” like Theodore and Wally in Leave It to Beaver. This was a 
source of reassurance and relief to the parents of his white buddies. 
They could rest assured that Charles had been taught how to play fairly 
with other children, speak politely to his friends’ parents, not wander 
off by himself into rooms whose doors were closed, to keep his hands 
off the knick-knacks around their living and dining rooms and leave 
them be where he found them. The parents of his black friends were 
surprised the first time either Richard or Eileen stopped by their home 
to bring Charles back home for dinner. They had not expected his 
parents to be white.  

It was an unusual family structure, even in 1970. It was even more 
strange in the mid- 1950s when after years of trying to conceive their 
own child, Richard and Eileen made an appointment at Child and 
Family Services to begin the application and education process for 
becoming adoptive parents. They didn’t go to the adoption agency with 
the intention of choosing a black child. It’s just that when they received 
“the call” on the telephone from CFS and were introduced to the 
eighteen month-year-old Charles, they were immediately enamored 
with the bright-eyed, quietly active, intelligent-looking child whose 
birth mother had named him Charles. Richard and Eileen looked at each 
other and passed the little ball of cuteness to each other’s arms and their 
commitment to become Charles’ adoptive parents was cemented. 

In his pre-school and elementary school years, Charles stood out 
among his classmates. In the fourth grade, his teachers named him as 
the school’s “Student of the Year” for his academic excellence and 
model behavior. The principal lauded him at the school assembly in the 
cafetorium for his affability and exemplary ability to be on good terms 
with his peers both white and black. 

His homeroom teacher, Miss Sample, sent him a card of 
appreciation and congratulations, expressing her good wishes for the 
fifth grade and beyond. “With your praiseworthy behavior, agreeable 
nature, active curiosity about life and your obvious intelligence, you 
will have the whole world at your fingertips, Charles. I predict good 
things for your future. You will go far in life. It has been a distinct 
pleasure to have you in my class.



 
 
 
CHARLES AND A SMALL GROUP OF SENIORS sat at the concrete 

picnic table by the flagpole in front of their school. They gathered to 
eat their sandwich lunches in good weather, as it was on this day in 
early May. Other students were accustomed to seeing this group of 
white students and a single black one together. The white students 
wouldn’t dare to grab the table before this particular group because 
there was a black student there, and the black students wouldn’t think 
of presuming they were invited to sit there just because there was one 
black student in the group—particularly this black student. 

“It’s a perfect day to go eat outside today,” Roddy Carmichael 
remarked while they were still inside the cafeteria. “June will be here 
before we know it and it’ll be too hot.” 

“June can’t come soon enough,” said Ray Barnett. “I remind you 
of graduation, guys.” 

“Yeah, but finals before that,” Gene Schneider pointed out. 
“Don’t ruin our good mood, Gene,” Charles warned. “It’s too nice 

a day to ruin with thoughts of final exams.” 
“What are you going to do after graduation, Charles, any idea?” 

Roddy asked. “You gonna join us at the “U”?” 
“Probably not,” Ray interjected. “Charles is more Duke or Vandy 

material.” His comment was neither critical nor envious. It was just 
what everyone expected of Charles—that he would attend one of the 
elite Southern schools, sometimes called the “Southern Ivy League.”  

“You think so?” Gene inquired, not really surprised by Ray’s 
assessment, just making conversation. 

“Let’s ask the man himself.” 
“That where you’re headed, Charles?” 
“Actually, I’m undecided. I’ll miss you guys if you all go to 

Miami. But I’m not a real football guy. I wonder if I’d fit in down 
there.” 

Roddy chimed in. “Everybody's at the Orange Bowl on Saturday 
afternoons. If that’s not your scene, friend, you can always spend the 
afternoon at South Pointe Pier in Miami Beach. You might meet a hot 
girl there.” 



“My parents are encouraging me to stay close to home at FAU,” 
Charles informed them. 

The conversation came to a sudden halt. 
It seemed that the closer he was to graduation, the more keenly 

people took an interest in where Charles was headed. His guidance 
counselor and teachers, for instance, couldn’t hold back their 
recommendations, but as well-intentioned as they might have been, 
Charles wasn’t really interested in their advice. 

“Yes, Charles. FAU is worth taking a look at, of course, since it’s 
so close to home,” Mr. Peters, his guidance counselor, told him. “But 
it’s an awfully new school and unproven. You’ve got the smarts to 
think about Duke. We don’t have any Ivy League schools here in the 
south. That’s what you’re capable of, you know. Duke is the nearest 
thing to an Ivy school.” 

Charles’ parents didn’t hide their shock at the tuition and living 
costs at Duke, the opportunity for good financial aid notwithstanding. 
His homeroom teacher, Mr. Roberts, his only black teacher and an 
alumnus of the University of Florida in Gainesville, some six hours 
north of Boynton by car, strongly encouraged Charles to go there and 
take advantage of the improving diversity of its student body and the 
wide range of academic offerings.  

“But I’m not really familiar with your goals in choosing a college,” 
the teacher added. “What are they?” 

Charles shifted uncomfortably in his chair in Mr. Robert’s office. 
“That makes two of us, Mr. Roberts. The goal? Oh, I don’t know. 

To get out as soon as possible and start earning a living, I suppose. A 
college is a college as far as I’m concerned, whether it’s Duke or 
Princeton or FAU. In any case, it’s a hoop to jump through to earn a 
decent livelihood, and not have to depend on my parents all the time.” 

“But they’re supportive of your continuing your education and 
going on to college, aren’t they?” 

“Oh yes, sir. Very supportive. They were a little shocked at the 
costs at Duke, but they’ve never put pressure on me to keep the college 
costs as low as possible. Honestly, Mr. Roberts, that pressure is from 
inside me.” 

“That’s completely understandable, Charles. I was in your position 
once. It cost my family a lot to send this black kid from Homestead to 
college in Gainesville. But I think that now, they are glad they made 
the sacrifice. They’re proud. Their son is a high school vice-principal 
now. But I’m a little puzzled, to be frank. I want to challenge you to 



think some more about goals. You do so well in your studies. Don’t 
aim too low. A bright mind is a terrible thing to squander. Especially a 
bright black mind. People like Justice Marshall and Dr. King and the 
generation after them have worked hard to pave a road of opportunity 
for you. There are a lot of people in addition to you rooting for you to 
take advantage of the opportunity.”  

Maybe that was the problem. Wherever he went, people reminded 
him that he had to live up to something—his teachers’ expectations, the 
sacrifices his parents had made—because he was a black kid who had 
had extra advantages. Charles just wanted to be Charles—not the black 
kid with the white parents.  

 
IN THE MID-1960S, FLORIDA had chartered a fifth public university 

in the state in Boca Raton, just two towns and a few exits on the 
interstate south of Boynton Beach: Florida Atlantic University. Since 
FAU was within easy commuting distance, Charles saw it as an 
opportunity to continue to live in his parents’ home, which was not at 
all an unpleasant prospect, and earn a degree at the same time. Charles 
didn’t have the usual eighteen-year-old’s impatience to move out of his 
parents’ home. He got along well with them, and his father, who had 
seemed to age a lot during Charles’ senior year, and though he didn’t 
say so, Charles knew could use his help with the grass and other outside 
work. 

 Some of his teachers were disappointed that he didn’t aim higher 
but at the same time, they felt rewarded that a black student had 
graduated successfully and continued on to college.  

 
THE FIRST TIME HE SAW THE GIRL was in a huge classroom 

amphitheater that was one of the few classrooms that could 
accommodate the freshman psychology classes. She was standing in 
the aisle waiting to find her way to a seat in a row of seats a few rows 
below his. In that era before students carried their books and just about 
everything else in a backpack, she was holding her books and 
notebooks in her arms to her chest. Charles was smitten immediately.  

She was listening to a handsome, athletic-looking white male 
student whom Charles didn’t know but had seen in class at least once 
before. She was smiling at her interlocutor but seemed to be taking his 
measure at the same time. 

The girl had beautiful raven hair that flowed smartly down over 
the back of her collar and almost to her waist. Like many teenage girls 



that year her fashion icons seemed to be Cher or country crooner 
Crystal Gayle and their long, black hair that seemed to have been ironed 
straight. This girl’s hair, Charles noticed, seemed alive with a smooth 
gleam like the young women in shampoo commercials on television.  

Charles had a sudden, and unusual for him, stab of jealousy toward 
the white student. Would this girl even see him? He suddenly regretted 
that he hadn’t ever done much to develop whatever athleticism he had. 
He was at one disadvantage already, being black, at least if he’d have 
competed with the muscular, athletic physique of this nameless suitor 
for this very attractive young lady’s attention. 

Charles concluded from the demeanor he observed that this fellow 
was not at all her type. Of course, Charles hadn’t introduced himself to 
her or spoken a word with her. It just became apparent to him that the 
seeming self-confidence this fellow might have, in fact, exceeded the 
limits of mere self-confidence to the point of self-absorption. He 
appeared to be talking to the girl as though he considered what he had 
to tell her was the very thing she needed to know, and that his stabs at 
humor were the most charming phrases and sentences she would ever 
hear. 

The girl’s friendly smile began to shine less brightly as his one-
sided soliloquy droned on. They were too many rows away from him 
for Charles to overhear the monologue, but he judged by her diminished 
smile and the metaphorical rolling of her eyes that she was having none 
of his efforts to impress her and flirt with her. She had a bemused look 
on her face as though he were a Fuller Brush salesman trying to fast 
talk her into a much-too expensive purchase.  

A satisfied smile broke over Charles’ face as it appeared that the 
fellow had lost the first round. The girl coolly walked away and took a 
seat down the row about five or six to the right. It suddenly struck 
Charles that he himself might have a chance—perhaps not a big one—
but a chance he was willing to take. With her sumptuous raven hair and 
intelligent face, her endearing friendliness, this girl was simply too 
perfect to pass up.  

Things progressed quickly after that. The next week, Charles took 
an empty seat in the lecture hall right beside hers. 

“Hi. This seat taken, or are you saving it for a friend?” 
“Yes, if you are a friend.” 
Charles was almost bowled over by her clever answer. His initial 

nervousness abated. 
Make sure you don’t talk just about yourself. Ask her some polite, 



innocuous questions about herself. She’ll be flattered by my interest in 
her. 

“How are you enjoying Psychology 101...I’m sorry I don’t even 
know your name,” Charles said. 

“Hi, I’m Dana—Dana Miller. And yes, I am enjoying this class. 
How ‘bout you?” 

“I think I’ll begin to enjoy it even more now that I actually know 
someone else in the class, Dana. I’m Charles Wilkerson.” He held out 
his right hand to shake hers.  

The professor stood at the podium at the front and signaled that he 
was ready to begin. 

Dana managed to squeeze in a couple of words before the class 
quieted completely. 

“I’m glad to meet you, Charles. I look forward to seeing you here 
again.” 

 
AT CLASS A WEEK LATER, THE SEAT BESIDE Dana was unoccupied 

again.  
“Again, Dana Miller, this seat’s just empty or are you saving it for 

a friend?” 
“Sure, it’s reserved for a new friend I met last week. Take the seat, 

Charles. Good morning.”  
 As the class was dismissed, Charles didn’t rise from his seat. Dana 

stayed put as well. They sat together in silence. 
“I sense you’ve got something to say,” she said to Charles without 

any shyness. 
“Something to ask you, actually. A couple of my buddies from my 

old high school are having a little party on Friday night up in Pompano. 
Their semester hasn’t started yet at Miami. They’re really a good bunch 
of guys. It’ll be fun, but I don’t think there will be any wild stuff. I’d 
like to invite you to come along...Interested? 

To his relief and never-ending gratitude, she said yes without any 
further questions or a second’s hesitation. 

“I’m way up on the tenth floor of the Glades Park Towers. I’ll 
come down to the lobby at the entrance on the first floor. Any idea what 
time I can expect you?”  

“Seven-thirty work for you?” 
“You’ve got a date.” 
 
IT WAS JUST A SHORT DRIVE BACK from Roddy’s apartment to the 



FAU campus. They hadn’t been on the road back very long at all before 
Dana initiated conversation. 

“Thank you, Charles, for inviting me this evening. I really enjoyed 
meeting your high school buddies.” 

“I was pretty sure that you’d like them and vice-versa,” Charles 
said, delighted. 

“When I was growing up,” Dana said, “my parents always used to 
tell me that you can know a lot about a person by the quality of the 
people he hangs out with.” 

“Interesting. My parents used to say much the same thing. So, 
Dana, tell me, what did you learn about me by seeing me with my 
friends?” he asked playfully. 

“Well, for one thing, that you use good judgment in choosing who 
to be friends with. They’re kind of a serious bunch...like you, for that 
matter.”  

“Oh, tell me more.” 
“I heard your answers when Roddy and the others asked you about 

college. You told them about your courses, and how much you enjoyed 
your American Lit., and why.” 

“Isn’t that what Roddy wanted to know?” 
“You know him better. That may be what he wanted to know. But 

someone else might have boasted about skipping classes and 
homework and telling about all the hottest girls in their classes.” 

Charles chuckled good-naturedly and asked her, “You mean they 
didn’t really care what I had chosen as the topic of my fall semester 
paper about Walt Whitman’s Leaves of Grass?” 

“Somehow I doubt it. They seem to know you well enough that 
they weren’t surprised or thrown off by your obvious anticipation of 
writing a nerdy paper on Whitman. They knew you wouldn’t regale 
them with your thrill at the physical features of hot girls around 
campus, at least not in the hearing of a female guest on your first date...I 
appreciate that quality in you, and your friends.” 

“How about your friends? How would they have replied to 
Roddy’s question?” 

“Oh, I suspect that one or two of them would talk about guys 
they’ve seen around. But Nancy or Carol would answer much as you 
did. They’d talk about what is challenging to them intellectually or 
academically.”  

They were pulling off Interstate 95 and just a few short minutes 
from the FAU campus. 



“I really enjoyed being with you this evening, Dana. I hope we can 
do this again soon.” 

“Yes, I would like that, too.” 
“How about a movie?”  
“Sure, unless it’s something like Beware the Blob or The Bride of 

Frankenstein.” 
She chuckled. She was pretty confident that they wouldn’t be 

Charles’ cup of tea, either. 
“Oh for sure. Not violent or gory enough for me,” Charles agreed. 

They enjoyed a moment of laughter together. 
“Maybe we can find a half-decent romantic comedy,” Charles 

amended. “I know that Butterflies are Free with Goldie Hawn is 
playing in town. Or, if you want to venture down to Fort Lauderdale, 
we have a ton to choose from, like Pete and Tillie. Walter Matthau 
always makes me laugh.” 

“You seem sensible. I’ll let you choose. Next Friday or Saturday 
night?” 

“I choose Saturday night. I’ll pick you up at the same place as 
tonight.” 

 
AFTER A COUPLE OF DATES, CHARLES and Dana were practically 

inseparable. Other students began to see them as an “item.” They spent 
many evenings and hours together on weekends in Dana’s dorm room, 
reading, studying for tests, and completing homework assignments. 
Charles would try to answer Dana’s questions about Nathaniel 
Hawthorne or Melville’s Moby Dick, which Dana found absolutely 
baffling. Dana would check over Charles’ trigonometry sheets to catch 
his careless errors. 

One evening, Charles asked her where her roommate Imelda had 
disappeared to. He hadn’t seen her for many weeks and suddenly he 
noticed that the top of Imelda’s dresser was without the usual bottles of 
lotion, various kinds of make-up, and her combs and hairbrushes. 

“She decided to move out...and move in with her boyfriend Alvaro. 
He has an apartment off-campus in town. They’re like us. They spend 
all their free time together, and I guess they figured, why not just move 
in together?” 

“That’s bold, don’t you think?” Charles asked a little tentatively. 
“They’re pretty serious about each other.” 
After a while, he asked, “I wonder what her parents think.” 
“I don’t know if she’s really talked to them about it,” Dana 



answered. 
“Honestly, I’d be afraid of how my parents would react. Not very 

favorably, I think.” 
“But you’ve said that your parents are no longer very religious.” 
“No, they aren’t. They used to be when I was very young. I think 

it’s just a generational thing. But I judge from things I’ve overheard 
them say over the years that they wouldn’t be jumping up and down in 
joy were you and I to decide to move in together. “I don’t think they 
really have to be worried about that happening.” 

“No? Didn’t you dream of it when the Beach Boys sang about it 
when we were in high school? Remember: “Wouldn't it be nice if we 
could wake up In the morning when the day is new? And after…” 

Charles stopped, grasping for the next line. 
Dana caught on and added the next line: And after having spent the 

day together hold each other close the whole night through? 
“Yeah, that’s it. Wouldn’t that be nice? I wouldn’t have to kiss you 

and say goodnight and get on the interstate to my parents’ place?” 
Dana smiled at him but didn’t say anything right away. 
“It’d be a lot less expensive than your paying for a dorm room and 

my moving out from my parents’ and renting an apartment for us.” 
“Charles, of course, it sounds good in the song. But is that reality?” 

Dana asked. 
“Well, I wouldn’t venture to move in together before we’re 

married anyway. I don’t want to risk my parents’ disapproval.” 
“Imelda won’t be able to wear the pure white wedding dress I think 

she dreams of. At least if she’s really honest. I think they do more than 
just play tiddly-winks in the evenings,” Dana continued. “I have that 
dream, too, and have had since I was a little girl. It’s how good Catholic 
families do weddings.” 

“And I gather that the Millers are a good Catholic family?” 
“Yes, they are. And I’m a good Catholic girl or trying to be. I want 

a wedding in the Catholic church in Winter Park where I made my First 
Communion as a little girl and was confirmed by the Bishop. I want to 
hear the familiar Catholic prayers and be blessed by Father Duffey, who 
I really like.” 

“And you want your parents and the rest of your family witnessing 
the wedding with their wholehearted prayers and encouragement?” 

“That’s spot on, Charles.” 
“So do I regarding my own parents.” 
Dana leaned over the desk and gave Charles a relieved kiss on his 



cheek. She thought about it again right away, and kissed him in the lips 
passionately. 

“I think we’ve talked our way out of moving in together, don’t you 
think?” Charles said. 

Dana gave a gentle laugh in agreement. 
“At least for the time being,” Charles added and chuckled. 
 
DURING THE SCHOOL BREAK about a year after they met, Dana told 

Charles that her parents wanted to invite him over to their Winter Park 
home. Charles became silent when she informed him. 

“What’s the matter, Charles?” she asked. “You seem upset.” 
“Not upset, really. Just a little anxious.” 
“About what? It’s only my parents, not a Justice of the Supreme 

Court. They don’t bite.” 
“You’ve told them that your boyfriend is black, right?” 
“Of course, I have.” 
“And they still want to have me for dinner? This isn’t going to be 

one of those Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner moments, is it?” 
“Naturally! Why wouldn’t they? Oh Charles, you’re going to have 

to meet them and spend time with them sooner or later,” Dana reasoned. 
“Haven’t you had this happen with your white friends’ parents before?” 

“No, not exactly,” he said. Yes, there had been times when he felt 
he had to meet a greater set of expectations for behavior and attitudes 
than his other, white, friends had to when meeting parents. But this was 
different. This was the girl he wanted to marry. 

“But you’ve got to realize that any guy I bring home will have to 
meet my parents’ standards—whether he’s white or black. I’m their 
precious daughter,” she said with a little laugh. “They want to be 
satisfied that the man is deserving of me. You’ll do just fine, Charles. 
My parents trust me and respect my judgment. They know I wouldn’t 
bring home a loser.” 

Charles was comforted by Dana’s assurance. Once he had been 
introduced to them, and the Millers’ initial questions to him about 
where he lived, where he had come from, and what he intended to study 
at FAU, Charles relaxed. He told himself to stay loose and enjoy the 
evening, for his own sake and for Dana’s as well. 

After dinner and a delicious dessert, Mr. Miller asked, “Anybody 
up for a board game?” 

Charles glanced over at Dana. She nodded her head quietly. 
“Charles, what game do you like to play? Charles’ family didn’t 



play board games as a rule. Charles didn’t know how to answer. 
“Ever played Rummoli, Charles?” 
“If not, you’ll learn quickly enough,” Dana reassured him, sensing 

his sudden loss of self-confidence. “Daddy suggested it, I suspect, 
because he usually wins, and it makes him feel like a real poker 
champ.” 

They proceeded to play the card game for about an hour. 
Remembering what Dana had said about Mr. Miller’s desire to win, 
Charles didn’t have to lose on purpose out of politeness. The fact that 
he was learning the strategy of the game by the seat of his pants took 
care of that. 

When the game was finished, Dana gathered the cards and poker 
chips and put them neatly in the package. She gave Charles a subtle, 
surreptitious wink of her eye.  

“I think I’d better get on I-95 and drive back to Lantana. Thank 
you, Mr. and Miller, for a lovely dinner and pleasant evening.” 

Mr. Miller lowered his voice in a mock warning to Charles. “You 
take care of our precious daughter, ya hear, son?” 

“Please come eat with us another time. I’m sure Dana will see to 
that,” her mother added. 

Dana joined Charles on the driveway. Her hand was holding 
Charles by the crook of his arm. 

“Now, see, I told you that you had nothing to be anxious about. 
They loved you as I knew they would.” 

“Thanks for reassuring me. I enjoyed the evening.  
Charles drove to Lantana hoping that he could maintain such 

enjoyable harmonious relations with Dana’s loved ones for a long time.



 
 
 
DANA INSISTED THEY HONEYMOON at Disney World. In fact, her 

strong preference for the Orlando amusement park was the first time in 
their relationship that she had insisted on anything. Usually, she 
deferred to Charles. 

“But you grew up in Winter Park,” Charles said. “Surely you’ve 
been in the Big Mouse House at least a hundred times. Are you sure 
that’s what you want?” 

“I’m sure. The last time was Senior Night when I was in high 
school. But it’s just such fun every time I’ve been there. There’s no 
place like it. It really is the happiest place on earth.”  

Always ready to please his new bride, Charles made reservations 
for them at the Polynesian, the more romantic of the park’s two hotels. 
He was always up for a happy place. They met several other 
honeymooning couples at Disney World, some of whom had traveled 
from as far away as western Canada and places in Europe. A rather 
introverted and private person, Charles was happy to leave the role of 
social coordinator to Dana. Charles was in awe of her gregariousness. 
She met new people and made easy conversation with them the way 
most people breathe. She pulled people to her, coaxed even the shyest 
out of themselves, and embraced them with all their flaws as newfound 
friends. She clearly enjoyed being with them as much as they did with 
her, and Charles beamed in with unqualified pride.  

Charles always found her alluringly beautiful. He was still 
transfixed by her magnificent hair. It was long and thick, dark and 
heavy, healthy and strong. She had a part-time job filing at an office in 
Palm Beach County lined up even before graduation and the wedding. 
They developed a ritual when she came home to their apartment after a 
long workday that Charles would not miss for anything. Dana claimed 
that their ritual lowered her blood pressure and smoothed over any 
bumps she might have inadvertently brought home with her from the 
office. Dana would sit on the floor in front of their couch. Charles 
perched behind her on the sofa brushing her hair all over, rhythmically, 
first to one side and then the other until she was so relaxed that her head 
dropped to her chest and her long hair covered her face. 



He loved seeing her rich mane of hair blossom on her pillow each 
bedtime, framing her face. They were invited by friends once on a boat 
ride with them on the Intracoastal Waterway, he found it irresistible 
when her hair blew uncontrollably in the wind created by the speed of 
the boat. When they arrived back on land, she tried to wrestle her hair 
back under control. She gave up the fight, gathered her locks, and 
shaped them into a long black ponytail which didn’t suit her any less. 

At a Miller family gathering one day, one of her cousins told 
Charles that her great-grandmother had been from Spain and had jet 
black hair and deep blue eyes. Charles thought that wherever her 
physical beauty came from, he was grateful that her ancestors had 
bequeathed to her their rich dark hair, warm olive skin, and angelic blue 
eyes from heaven.  

In time, Charles found a job as well. During his junior and senior 
years at FAU, he was hired at a Winn-Dixie grocery store on Lantana 
Road. The manager noticed that he was about to graduate and offered 
Charles a job to start as a foreman in the produce department, with the 
opportunity to work his way in time to assistant and eventually to 
manager of the department. That was worth aiming for. He would 
switch to full-time. FAU isn’t going away anywhere. He could always 
go back and finish his degree at anytime. All kinds of time for that. 

“I’m pleased of course that I was offered the position,” he told 
Dana when he got home from the interview. “But surprised at the same 
time. I could have been hired for the housekeeping department or as a 
stock boy. The housekeeping staff occupies the storage area at the back 
of the store. It looked like almost all of the housekeepers in the storage 
room were black. I wonder if there are any other black employees who 
are in the management track as I will be.”  

“Oh honey, you’re not just another run of the mill black employee 
from the wrong side of the tracks. You deserve the job. Don’t overlook 
your strengths. The manager who hired you didn’t.”  

“You’d be surprised by the number of real-life stories I’ve heard 
of blacks being hired for positions lower in the pecking order than jobs 
awarded to lesser deserving whites.” 

Dana had a disbelieving look on her face. 
“You don’t believe me; you think that I’m exaggerating. Maybe 

it’s hard for even well-intentioned white folks to appreciate how 
discouraging that is to blacks, even me. True, my job as foreman is 
better than working in housekeeping, but for a young black man, being 
foreman is probably the highest I can aim for.” 



“But you said the manager told you that you can work your way to 
be the assistant manager—manager even.” 

“True. But it’s too early for me to judge whether he really means 
that.” 

“I’m sure he does. He wouldn’t say that if he didn’t mean it.” 
I guess white kids are raised to trust what their authority figures 

say. Different from the experience of black people for sure.  
It wasn’t the first time that Charles realized that even though Dana 

wasn’t personally prejudiced—she’d never even seemed to notice the 
difference in their skin, even when they first met—her experience in 
the world growing up as a young, white woman in the South, had been 
very different from his as a black man. Her experiences had misled her 
to believe that everyone was judged by their abilities, not the color of 
their skin. 

 
BY 1981, HOWEVER, CHARLES had advanced through the ranks of 

the large produce department to assistant manager. When Roy Oswald, 
who had been manager of the department for over twenty years, had to 
retire because of his aging knees, Charles stepped into the manager’s 
role. 

At the same time, their marriage was progressing smoothly if 
conventionally.  

“Charles, we’d better talk. I’m not 100% sure yet, but I think I’m 
pregnant.” 

She was disappointed by Charles’ initial reaction. He became 
mute. She couldn’t tell whether he was overjoyed by the news or 
disappointed. Or angry. 

“I don’t know what your sudden silence means, Charles. 
“I’m sorry I wasn’t as excited as I‘m sure you wanted me to be at 

first,” he apologized. “I’m really happy for you, for us. I just wasn’t 
expecting it. It’s just that I suddenly realized that we have to look for a 
decent house right away where this new ball of joy will have room to 
grow up.” 

“I’m glad I’ve got a husband who thinks of such practical things.” 
Grateful that he had landed the managerial job to put on their 

application for a mortgage, even if produce foreman was just a step 
above a regular employee, they were approved quickly and with a 
realtor’s help, located a three-bedroom ranch house on a quiet street 
near his Winn-Dixie store in unincorporated Palm Beach County. The 
house had a large backyard and was adjacent to a vacant lot. The lot 



was overrun by tall thistles, other unattractive weeds, and bothersome 
melaleuca seedlings. But the realtor assured them it would remain that 
way for their child to be able to explore. And, the realtor said, the lot 
would provide a level of privacy and security.  

When the Wilkersons moved in, neighbors stopped by their house 
and received Dana’s cordial welcome and “How do you do’s?” Though 
they tried not to be too obvious, some seemed a little taken aback when 
the very pregnant lady of the house introduced her black husband. 
Charles took notice of it and wondered if Dana caught the subtle signs. 
But if there was any surprise or discomfort about a new neighbor, 
Charles chose to overlook it. In fact, everybody pretty well ignored 
Charles. They preferred to ask Dana about the baby—when was it due, 
did they know if it were a boy or a girl, and at which hospital would it 
be delivered? 

It was at Good Samaritan Hospital in West Palm Beach that Dana 
gave birth to Travis in the first week of a very tropical-feeling August 
1983. 

“How about that?” Charles remarked. “We almost timed it so that 
Travis and I share a birthday.” 

Charles and Dana didn’t have much time in the minutes after 
Travis’ birth to consider things like that. Their obstetrician came into 
the new mother’s room to inform the baby’s parents that Travis 
wouldn't be able to go home with them until a week or two later. 

“I’m sorry to say that the neonatal staff noticed a slight 
irregularity,” the obstetrician reported empathetically. “The doctors are 
in agreement that young Travis has a hole in the wall separating the two 
ventricles in his heart.” 

“What does that mean?” Charles asked, suddenly fearful for this 
tiny new child who had already captured his heart. 

“It’s not the best start, but it can be addressed eventually by open-
heart surgery.” 

“Eventually?” Dana queried, still unbalanced after the shocking 
news. 

“Normally, it’s a serious enough surgical procedure that a newborn 
wouldn’t survive. The surgeons prefer to wait until the child is at least 
three years old. Or, weighs at least thirty pounds.” 

“That’s over three years from now. What are we to do in the 
meantime?” Charles asked. 

“One of the surgeons will be by to check on Travis’ vital signs and 
give you instructions about caring for him until he's at least three.” 



THE FOCUS OF THEIR MARRIAGE suddenly changed. While they 
were grateful for each other and for the addition of a child to their 
family, every moment of their lives was now dominated by concern 
bordering sometimes on fear for Travis’ health and well-being. They 
became very anxious about the demands of Travis’ medication 
schedule and the daily struggle to keep him alive. They learned to 
measure their days by every one of Travis’ doses of medicine.  

The pediatric nurses who made twice weekly visits at their home 
always reassured them that they were very vigilant parents, and that 
Travis was progressing and growing as well as could be expected. That 
comforted Charles and especially Dana. But even with her deeply-
rooted Catholic faith, neither she nor Charles were able to feel at peace, 
knowing that they could lose Travis with just one small misstep, one 
forgotten dose of medication, one careless moment when they weren’t 
being wholly attentive to the baby’s needs.  

They were young, excited newlyweds, but some days or nights 
they felt they carried the weight of the whole world on their sagging 
shoulders.


