
		CHAPTER 1

		I had nowhere else to turn. Moments before, I was content, with my friends and colleagues from The Grey. Laughing. And in a split second that was taken away.

		A phone was ringing in the background. I was in that in-between state that allowed the sounds from my surroundings to intertwine with my unconscious. It took a moment or two for me to discern whether I was hearing my real phone or a conjured phone in my sleepy goings-on. Another ring and then the sound of the vibrating device on a hard surface, and it became clear.

		It was most certainly my cell phone, which was across the bedroom on the desk.

		I looked at my watch as I threw the covers off my lanky, six-foot-one body, my pale white skin almost glowing in the dark room. It was 12:20 a.m. on July 5, 2017. My wife, Carol, and I had spent a relatively quiet Fourth of July earlier that day, recovering from a staff party we hosted the day before in the garden of our Savannah home for the team who worked at the downtown restaurant that I co-owned, The Grey.

		As I navigated the tangle of sheets, two large Rhodesian Ridgebacks, and Carol, my adrenaline began to push the grogginess from my head. The Grey was closed that Tuesday for the Independence Day holiday. I could think of no reason anyone would be calling me after midnight on a Tuesday unless it was an emergency. Having grown up in a Roman Catholic Italian household in New York City with a fireman as a father, I had become conditioned to the idea that the late-night phone call was never good news. I expected the worst.

		I made it to the desk and lurched into consciousness when I saw the name “Mashama Bailey”—my business partner and the executive chef of The Grey. My worry spiked. Mashama would never call me at this time of night unless something was wrong.

		Three years into our partnership and I only called Johno when I had to. This man I didn’t know when we started, would check in with me constantly to see if I was getting my footing, but I rarely reached out in return. The work was hard at The Grey, and especially the building of a partnership—all of which I expected, but moving to and living in Savannah alone was harder. I felt like a fraud because I was in over my head. I was making too many mistakes at work and I was still uncomfortable talking to my “business partner,” who in many  ways still felt like my boss. But this night was different. Something terrible had just happened. I had few choices. I knew that Johno would come if I called—he had been trying to be that type of friend to me for three years. I was never so vulnerable before; I never had to ask him to come to help me. But on this night, I needed to trust that choice. I had to trust him. So, I reached out for help.

		Hopefully, she just forgot her keys and locked herself out of her apartment.

		“Hey,” I said, the roughness of my voice indicating that I was not completely successful in shaking off the sleep, “what’s up?”

		Mashama, who is almost always bright and full of energy, was anything but. As she began to speak, her voice was filled with anguish.

		“Johnoooooo,” she wailed, using the nickname my parents had given me. “There’s been a terrible accident!” she screamed, hyperventilating into the line. And then, stuttering between breaths, she said, “I don’t think Scott is alive. I haven’t seen him.”

		Wait, what? I thought.

		“What? Our Scott?” I asked, hoping that she was not talking about him, adding, “What happened?”

		“I don’t know. It all happened so fast. There was a car. It came out of nowhere. It hit Scott. I saw him go up onto the hood, but it was going so fast and it hit him so hard that…I don’t know.” She took another shallow breath. “Then it crashed into a pole and I think he was still on it. It was bad, Johno. It was really bad.”

		I knew he was dead. My entire body felt the impact. I remained frozen in the middle of Bay Street, hoping he would walk out of the wreckage. I expected to see him, hear him, hug him, but that didn’t happen. I stood there in the middle of the intersection with a ringing in my ears that I will never forget. Shaken, I placed one foot in front of the other and walked forward. The moment I reached the curb, I cried out before I collapsed.

		My own vision began to tunnel as I tried to process what Mashama was saying to me. Scott Waldrup was our general manager at the restaurant. He had been with us from the day we opened The Grey. He started as a bartender, but over the couple of years we had been in business, he had become our general manager and ran our wine program, two functions that reported directly to me. Other  than Mashama, he was the person I spent the most time with in (and sometimes out of) the restaurant. If Mashama and I were the so-called brains of the operation, Scott was its heartbeat. He loved his job and The Grey, and brought a perspective to it that was so far from my own, more conventional view of life. Scott was our moral conscience for the underrepresented—he rooted for only the underdog and the downtrodden, and he was activated in doing so. Every place needs a voice like his, and Scott was that for all of us at The Grey. He was a ginger-haired ball of energy and everyone on the team loved him. I loved him.

		As I listened to her sobbing on the other end of the phone, I considered that Scott was not even thirty-one and that he was much, much too alive to die. There was no way he could be dead. Mashama must be mistaken. It was just not possible.

		As I tried to slow down my brain so I could process what Mashama was saying, Carol had gotten up and was standing next to me, holding on to my arm tightly and trying to listen in and figure out what was going on.

		I needed to stop talking and just get down there. “Where are you?” I asked Mashama, adding, “Carol and I will be right there.”

		“I’m on Barnard and Bay. The police have it all taped off. They won’t let me go anywhere, but nobody is talking to me. They won’t tell me what happened. Please come quick, Johno. I don’t know what to do. I’m scared.”

		I wanted to cry out again! But I couldn’t. I wanted to scream! But I couldn’t. I wanted to fight and swing my arms wildly, hitting everything in my path. But I couldn’t move. I sat on the concrete for only a minute but it felt like hours. No one approached me. No one saw me. I was unnoticeable to all those around me. I felt invisible. I had been with my friend. He now was gone and I needed to find him. I needed to find Scott. I got up. I looked around and still no one approached me. I hugged myself, as if gathering a shield of armor or wrapping myself in a cloak until I was invisible. I began to walk toward the wreckage. I heard cries and people moaning. There was glass everywhere, along with mangled pieces of metal. I continued to slowly put one foot in front of the other as I took long, slow breaths in and out, trying to steady myself from my shaking. I continued on until I saw the white SUV flipped on its side, the hood dented right down the center. I was petrified as I inched closer, looking for Scott. The ringing in my ears became louder and I hugged my shoulders tighter. I grabbed for my cloak but it was no longer there.  “Miss, you can’t go any farther,” I heard, faintly. I continued inching forward. “Miss, you’ll need to step back.”

		A police officer was in front of me now, standing between me and the wreckage. He held his arms out in front of him and started to move slightly side to side, like he was posted up in front of the basket, defending the basket. To get to Scott I needed to back him down. I needed a power move. “Where’s my friend?” I cried. “Please!” I yelled in his face. “I need to see if he is okay.” “I’m sorry,” was all he said as he grabbed my arms and moved me a few feet back. I had no fight in me, so I let him. And then I just stood there, knowing.

		I hung up the phone and I stood still for a second, struggling to compose myself. Carol looked at me and, because her nature was to begin to ask questions, I interjected as gently as I could before she could speak, “Please, don’t ask me any questions. Go and get dressed. Mashama was in an accident. Scott might be dead.”

		Carol nodded.

		The dogs, sensing something was wrong, were agitated, so we took a moment to get them back up onto the bed and settled as we pulled the bedroom door closed behind us. I had no idea what I was about to walk into, but the fear in Mashama’s voice, something I had never ever heard from her before, worried me. My overwhelming sense was that I was heading to someplace dangerous. I had come from a family in which two of my brothers were cops, and a dad and another brother were firemen, so I felt that I needed to go down there prepared. On the way out of the house I grabbed my briefcase and made sure that my pistol, which I had purchased and begun carrying when walking home from The Grey late at night, was inside my bag. I was nervous and disoriented and its presence in my briefcase gave me a sense of control. Frankly, it calmed me. We drove the less-than-one-mile distance to where Mashama was waiting for us and where I was hoping I was going to find out that she was mistaken about Scott’s fate.

		The police officers held back a small crowd of people as they taped off the crime scene. They didn’t want anyone to see the wreckage up close. I never saw blood or anything like that. I chose not to see it. I wanted to get close but not that close. I stood within the barricade making phone calls, trying to sound normal while reaching out to a couple of people who Scott and I had just left in the bar. I watched bodies being hauled away on stretchers, underneath the flashing lights and blaring sirens. One ambulance remained quietly in the road.

		We parked the car a few blocks away from the intersection that Mashama had identified as her location and we made our way down the sidewalks packed with holiday celebrants, something for which Savannah is famous but the type  of event I have mostly avoided in my time living here. And this night seemed uneasy to me. I’m sure that Mashama’s phone call had so rattled me that I drove there jacked up and hyperaware, projecting tension onto the people walking by me—it was just so damned loud and disorganized. There were large groups of teens and young adults, self-segregated for the most part into Black and White, moving together as individual organisms. Everyone was dressed in reds, whites, and blues for the holiday, but a couple of those same colors, I thought to myself, could just as easily connote the gangs that operated in Savannah. I was as uncomfortable as I had ever been in Savannah in that moment because I did not know what lay ahead of us. The anxiety I absorbed from my phone call with Mashama was turning to fear with each step that I took.

		I normally don’t find myself in the middle of parades or national holiday celebrations. Since moving to downtown Savannah, where all of these annual events are held, this is where I see the real Savannah. Before moving here, I had learned that Savannah is 53 percent Black. But if you’re living downtown you would never actually know that. It is during such events that Black Savannahians come out to celebrate alongside White Savannahians. It surprises me that Black and White people here are together so infrequently that most tourists have no sense of the true makeup of Savannah, about how diverse the different communities are. The downtown community is so insular and so separate from the rest of the city, and yet it alone represents the city that people see—residents, students, media, everyone. It’s days like this that we all get to see the true essence of the city, and I hate that it ended in violence.

		As we got closer to the scene, it became more apparent that something truly bad or violent had taken place. Flashing lights from the police cars that were just out of eye view were bouncing off the large storefront windows of the city’s retail and tourist area, giving a strobe effect to people’s movements as sirens blared all around. Most people were going about their business trying to get from one place to another, but some of the groups of teens and young adults were rowdy, yelling, swearing, bumping into each other, and taking up most of the sidewalks and walkways. Some, maybe many, were intoxicated or high from a day of partying. My paranoia continued to grow, my eyes darting from group to group, seeing the scene as a powder keg, like the evening’s first act of violence was merely the precursor. All that I had learned from growing up in New York City, during one of its most violent eras, instinctively controlled my movements. I kept my head on a swivel, looking for any sign of danger that might come from any direction. I wanted to keep safe, to keep Carol safe, to find Mashama, and get us the hell out of this part of town. Violence begets violence, I remember thinking to myself.  We needed to be inside the safety of our home and not out on these streets.

		I hate crowds! I am just an introvert. And, being a woman, I have my guard up when I’m out. I have always felt a little insecure whenever I’m walking through a group of people, I think Am I going to be harassed, teased, or bullied? Will I be threatened physically? Is someone out to rob me of my rights or my dignity or my self-esteem? I pay attention to my surroundings when I’m walking on the street and living my life. I have been trained to!

		I was nervous, jumpy. Carol, a petite blonde with strength and determination evident in her gait, strode down the sidewalk, holding my left hand firmly as we moved through the crowd. My other hand remained in my briefcase, gripping my compact handgun.

		Johno told me when he bought his gun. It was a year or so after we opened The Grey, and during that time there had been a string of armed robberies happening near the restaurant. Some were violent, and a local gallery owner had been killed during one. I think that everyone who lived downtown, especially the White residents, just assumed the perpetrators were kids who lived in the projects that bordered the Historic District. I knew that Johno often had it with him. I never really gave it much thought because why should I? We both know the impact of guns on our society, and that’s Johno’s choice to carry. But, what is odd to me is, what was it about my phone call had made him want to bring a concealed weapon? If it were violent robberies that were the catalyst for him getting the gun in the first place, was it that he was beginning to think, or had he always thought that young Black men coming into White neighborhoods, like the Historic Downtown, are a threat to him? Or, was it the fear in my voice? It never would have occurred to me to bring a gun to the scene of an accident. It just seemed like asking for trouble.

		As we turned right onto Barnard Street, the scene came into full view. I saw the yellow police tape. To me, it seemed like every cop in the city was there, with emergency vehicles and police cars parked randomly at the corner of Bay and Barnard. It was bright, with emergency lights bathing everything in unnatural colors, creating an effect that seemed unreal. Police officers and onlookers were all trying to figure out what was going on.

		As we got closer, we could see that within the confines of the police tape there was a group of young Black girls standing on the left side of the street. They were shaken, huddling together as a group with several police officers nearby. Then I saw her. There, sitting on the curb all by herself on the east side of  Barnard, her head in her hands, was Mashama, my business partner and the person with whom I spent almost every waking moment. “Mashama!” Carol and I called out.

		I was standing near those girls while on the phone with Johno. They were talking about Scott, calling him a hero.

		As I talked with Johno, overhearing those girls, I wanted them, everyone, to know Scott is a son, a brother, a boyfriend, a friend, an uncle, a nephew, an amateur hiker, an activist, and the unofficial mayor of Savannah. He always comes to work with a great attitude. He supports the staff and maintains a regular following at the Gate 2 Bar in our main dining room. He loves his downtown restaurant community and shows it by visiting his friends who work within the industry and by providing them with moral support as they sling drinks and food during their shifts. He is the life of the party and keeps The Grey staff on their toes with his antics. And just the day before, during our Fourth of July party, we all were waiting anxiously for him to reveal the winners of some stupid contest. He is like that. He is fun and he wanted to hang out with me on his favorite holiday.

		“He pushed us out of the way,” one girl said to me, “the guy who got hit by the car.” That bothered me! They didn’t even know his name! He wasn’t standing with us. He couldn’t speak for himself. If he hadn’t been a “hero” to those girls, maybe we would have walked home together. We would both be safe now. I needed to move away!

		She looked up in our direction and it was clear that it took her a second to realize that we were there. After a moment, she rose to her feet, pausing to steady herself, before she rushed to the perimeter of the police tape and met us, the yellow plastic separating us.

		Seeing Johno and Carol was a relief. I needed someone to hold me or to talk with, someone I knew to calm me and help me stop shaking so I wouldn’t implode.

		She began to wail again. No discernible words could escape her throat as she sobbed. I tried to hug her, but her distress made it impossible to hang on to her.

		I choked on my grief as soon as I tried to speak. And still, I don’t think I was sad enough. I needed to cry more, harder and longer, until I felt nothing.

		When I first met Mashama, I was struck by how she was nearly as tall as I was at six feet. Her dark skin had a sepia hue and her short, loose hair seemed carefully considered—a glint of color showing up in one of her curls and another pulled in a very intentional direction across her forehead. But now, her beautiful face was contorted by fear and shock. Her eyes were swollen and red. The warmth that her appearance usually inspires in me was gone. Her electric smile, framed by her smooth, dark skin, was replaced by pursed lips. She dragged her forearm across her nose and face to wipe away the fluids that sobbing brings. Her posture, usually commanding, was slumped and unsteady. Her chest heaved as she let the rawness of the terror out so that she might be able to finally find words.

		Seeing her like this unsettled me in a way I was not prepared for. This woman who had become a steady force in my own life over the past three years, was crumbling right in front of me. For a split second I had to look away, as the kind of event that could make Mashama Bailey deflate from the inside out like this was nearly unimaginable.

		After another minute or two, Carol wrapped her arms around Mashama, who finally allowed herself to be held. She began catching her breath so that she could get the words out. Carol gently released her and Mashama began to tell us what happened. “We watched the fireworks,” she mustered, “and then we went to have some drinks with everybody. It was fun. We were having fun. But Scott and I were tired and hungry, so we decided to leave everyone there and get something to eat on the way home.”

		Actually, Scott and I met at a bar just after the fireworks. As I got there, he had been looking at pictures on his phone of him and Tart, his boyfriend. When he noticed me, he gave me a huge grin and that’s when I realized that he was good and happily drunk. We line danced and ate shitty tacos at the bar to sober up before we left. We chatted lightheartedly about our secret industry crushes, giggling as we walked toward the intersection of Bay and Barnard.

		“We were crossing Bay Street. We did everything right. We waited for the light, you know, until the sign told us to cross. It was us and this group of girls. They were in front of us,” she said, pointing to the group of young Black girls on the other side of the street. “And as we’re crossing, I heard a cop yell at us to stop. He was yelling ‘Stop! Stop!’ and then this car came from the other direction,” she said, pointing west.

		As we were crossing the street, I heard voices that were loud yet unclear. I turned to my left to see four police officers running in our direction. I hesitated for one second, maybe two, to make out what they were saying. When I turned back toward Scott, he was already a step in front of me.

		“It just came out of nowhere, and it hit Scott so hard. Somehow it missed me even though we were crossing the street together. I think it just missed me. But it hit Scott. Hard. He kind of lunged forward toward those girls in front of us and it missed me and missed them and it hit him,” she finished.

		I don’t remember Scott lunging to push those girls. I just remember him getting lifted into the air and onto the hood of the car.

		A police officer came over at that moment. “You can’t talk to her right now,” she said to me. “You need to come back over here and sit down on the curb, ma’am,” she said, directing Mashama.

		The officer looked back in my direction as she led Mashama away, saying, “We haven’t interviewed her yet.”

		“That’s ridiculous,” I said, raising my voice. “We’re all she has here right now. She was just nearly killed. Why can’t she just stand with us?”

		“Sorry, that’s what my supervisor tells me.” And while she led Mashama back to the curb, it struck me as exactly the opposite way a victim of the evening’s events should be treated.

		Good policing is a gift. So is good teaching and good cooking. There will always be rules and protocol to follow, but unless one does the work from a loving place and is able to adjust for what’s right in front of them, they’ll never be great at it. They’ll never connect with the work on a human level. Not one officer took the time to look at what was right in front of them or to make adjustments to their approach that night. Not a single one provided comfort to the witnesses.

		I found another cop nearby, a young White guy. “I need to see someone in charge here. That woman there is my business partner,” I said, pointing to Mashama, “and she was with our general manager and I need to find out what happened to him. Can you get me a supervisor?”

		He barely nodded, and walked away.

		After a few minutes, a different cop approached us, another young White guy, but he had a stripe on his uniform indicating he was a bit higher in rank than the previous two officers. “How can I help you, sir?” he asked.

		“You see that woman there? I need to get her out of here. She’s in shock. Then I need to find out what the hell happened to our general manager, who was with her.”

		He responded to my second statement first: “General manager, who was that?”

		“Scott Waldrup,” I said.

		He took out a notebook. “Can you tell me anything about him?”

		“Yeah, I can tell you about him. I just told you, he worked with us.” I took a breath. “He’s thirty years old with red hair and a big red beard. He was crossing the street with Mashama, and she said the car hit him.”

		“Who’s Mashama?” he asked, mangling the pronunciation of her name and making it sound more like Mu-sham-buh.

		Those police officers didn’t care who I was or that I was almost killed. Reeling in my anguish, as I watched Johno’s animated conversations with various cops, hoping that whatever they were talking about would get me out of there. The driver crashed into a pole and everything stopped. The police chasing a car on a busy downtown street in the middle of a holiday celebration, stopped. It was over. There was no ongoing chase. The case was closed. Was this the result the cops had wanted? Now let me go home so I can make myself invisible again and get off this street!

		“MA-SHA-MA. My business partner,” I answered, enunciating her name clearly, nodding in her direction. “And Scott, the guy she was with, was probably wearing red-white-and-blue shorts and an American-flag tank top. Fourth of July is his favorite holiday, and that’s his standard outfit.”

		“Okay,” he said, “we’re still trying to figure out what’s going on. There was a shooting a few blocks away, probably gang related would be my guess. We think the shooters were in the car that crashed into that pole over there when they were trying to get away.” Then, pointing to something out of our line of sight, he clarified his statement with, “Just around the corner there.”

		“She thinks that Scott was killed,” I said. “Can you tell me that? I have to call his family. Can you tell me that?”

		“I can’t. I don’t have those details. All I can say is that there were fatalities between the two incidents, and some others went to the hospital.”

		I considered the word and then said it out loud, “Fatalities?” “Shit. Dammit,” I added, asking next, “Which hospital are they taking the nonfatalities to?”

		“I don’t know,” he responded.

		I digested the bit of information the officer had given us. I needed a plan. I had to start to act. I needed to get a number for Scott’s mother in North Carolina and call her as soon as possible.

		Johno couldn’t just stand there—that was too much for him. I began to see things clearer for the first time since the car made its impact. Johno and Carol looked so frightened. He needed to get us out of there. I knew he needed a distraction, he needed to mobilize. All of this was too sad to see up close—the accident, the whole thing. Was Johno frightened of the implications of what just happened? That our Scott may have been caught up in gang violence. At that point, none of this seemed about race to me, it just seemed like a horrific accident. But with the information Johno was getting, he was probably starting to have the response that White people have been conditioned to have, which is to automatically connect violence with the Black community.

		This was going to be a long night.

		“Okay,” I said, my thoughts turning back to Mashama. “I need to get my business partner out of here. She’s going into shock. I need to get her home.”

		Why did he keep saying that? No one gave a shit about shock! Not one police officer talked to us about our mental state. They just wanted to know what we had seen.

		The officer seemed confused at the mention of Mashama again. “Who?” he asked.

		“That woman sitting over there,” I said, pointing in Mashama’s direction.

		“Which woman?” he asked, looking directly at her.

		“That woman,” I barked, because Mashama was the only woman sitting on the curb, visibly shaking and bawling her eyes out.

		I felt visible again as I heard my name mentioned several times. My surroundings were beginning to come into focus.

		“The Black woman?” he asked, further perplexed, like it was not possible that we were business partners, like White guys and Black women were not ever business partners.

		Our partnership is not impossible; it’s just not normal. I was not surprised by the officer’s reaction.

		“YEAH, THE BLACK WOMAN. THE ONLY WOMAN,” I said, speaking in a raised voice with little regard for the fact that I was talking to a policeman and that the situation was intensifying. “I mean, what the fuck is wrong with you? There’s no one else over there but her. Of course, it’s the Black woman. Jesus Christ!”

		If Johno were a Black man, I’m sure he would have been in handcuffs. If it had been fifty years earlier, he would have been beaten or killed for talking to a cop like that.

		“Calm down, sir,” he said, hesitating and then looking in Mashama’s direction and then back at me. “Okay, let me see if I can have someone interview her now so you can take her home.”

		As Mashama sat alone on the curb crying, waiting to be interviewed, I questioned every cop and rescue worker who walked by. I wanted real information from someone about what had transpired over the last twenty minutes. But no one said anything, and the pall of a very dark night continued to smother any feelings of hope. Ambulances were not leaving the scene, rushing people to the hospital. In fact, there was an almost laissez-faire attitude among the remaining emergency personnel.

		As I sat on the curb waiting to be released, I wondered why that one ambulance hadn’t left yet. Was Scott in there? Where were the helicopters? I remember thinking that Scott wouldn’t be the same if he survived.

		I took a deep breath, and Carol and I hugged, quietly preparing each other for what was ahead.

		“You know,” I said to Carol, “he wants us to allow people into the dining room in bathing suits.”

		“What? Who does?”

		“Scott,” I answered. “We were having this argument the other day. He thinks I’m a fucking hypocrite because I preach hospitality, and to him ‘hospitality’ means that we’ve got to welcome everyone no matter how they want to express themselves. That our dress code should be that there is no dress code.”

		“You can’t do that,” Carol said, offering the same knee-jerk response I had given to Scott.

		“I know. Our guests would go crazy. But Speedo Sunday is coming up in a few weeks,” I said referring to the LGBTQ event Scott founded a few years prior and about which he was super-passionate, “and he thinks that everyone should be allowed to come into The Grey after the event, if they want, in their Speedos and have dinner. He truly doesn’t understand why we should not let a bunch of dudes into the dining room during dinner service wearing Speedos, tank tops, and flip-flops. Like I said, he even thinks I’m an asshole for not allowing it.”

		Carol’s response was simply a smirk, knowing Scott well, knowing that that would be his exact position on Speedos in the dining room.

		Suddenly I felt overwhelmingly sad. “I hope he’s okay,” I said quietly. “I really hope he’s okay.”

		I looked again toward Mashama and my sadness extended to her. She had been struggling to connect with Savannah since she had arrived here. She was a Black woman who had uprooted her entire life in New York to move to the Deep South—not an easy transition. Now it was possible that one of our closest friends here had been killed right in front of her eyes. Mashama’s tenuous relationship with her adopted home had been dealt a severe blow.

		I love the South and I always have, but I flat out did not feel connected to the city of Savannah. I wondered if I’d made a mistake by relocating here. I felt like I was a horse in a race with blinders on. My eyes were on the prize: building a successful business while making Savannah my home. But, after that night, my vision of the prize was getting blurry and beginning to seem unattainable.

		My sadness shifted to guilt for having had a hand in convincing Mashama to move here and for not somehow protecting Scott from harm; he was part of our team, our family.

		I wondered about that cop, the one who couldn’t believe or did not approve of our mixed-race business partnership. Was he a bellwether for other Savannahians? Did some portion of the residents of this city think that The Grey and the two of us who owned it were an oddity?

		Savannah was smaller and way more segregated than I’d imagined. In Savannah, locating Black-owned businesses is like finding a needle in a haystack. I can trace the ghosted outline of the Black business community as I drive around the part of MLK near what is now the I-16 flyover. Before moving here, I really didn’t have any idea of the symbolism our partnership would represent in a town that in many ways, has digressed as much as it has progressed since the civil rights movement.

		Or worse, maybe people here saw us as a threat? It had taken the South a long time to set up the society it wanted, the one we were living among. All the businesses I knew downtown were White owned. I did not know of any Black-owned businesses in Savannah’s Historic District. And now here we were. When I thought about it, as we were building The Grey, my views were idealistic, maybe even idyllic. That came crashing down on this night. The realities of the place we lived and where we were building our business were now starkly evident to me. I had waltzed into town a few years earlier, accessing downtown and White society by supporting the right charities and going to the right parties. I had bought a building and identified a partner; we built a restaurant and then I had wanted to be congratulated for it. It took no time to figure out what the real Savannah was about—the centuries of conflict, the inherited and institutional inequities, the forces at play that resulted in a night like the one we were now in the midst of.

		I looked at my watch—it was 12:50 a.m. Thirty minutes had elapsed since the moment I received the phone call from Mashama. This night was already shitty and it was going to get worse. In fact, I had the distinct feeling that the next few months were not going to be our best.

		I felt the first twinges of anger creep into my consciousness—anger at Savannah, its leadership, and its residents. After speaking with the police officers at the accident, the mention of gang-related violence stuck with me. Had we been in New York City, that could have meant any number of different groups—Crips,  Bloods, Latin Kings, Outlaw Bikers, and about three hundred others. But in Savannah, to my knowledge, the gangs were primarily African American.

		With this assumption gaining traction in my brain, I regarded the groups of Black teens on the street around me with suspicion as I was starting to conclude that some contingent of them were involved in the evening’s events. I began to form thoughts, negative thoughts, about everyone who may have contributed to Scott’s harm and who had us standing on this street corner on a late, sticky night not knowing the true fate of our friend. The stark segregation of our city was painted so clearly for me, in the very scene I was witnessing, in which I had become an involuntary participant. In that moment, it very briefly occurred to me that my response would be fateful.

		When a crime takes place and we see it on TV or read about it in the newspaper, I think Black folks say a silent, unified prayer that the perpetrator isn’t Black, hoping the incident won’t magnify the stereotype that the Black community is a violent one. Whites brought us to this country through violence. We have been suppressed by violence. Now, Whites love to point at the Black community and call us violent but they never take responsibility for the violence that their society has inflicted upon us. Violence is a learned behavior and yet it seems to only shock and offend Whites when it spills into their communities.

		Our business was only two and half years old, and the city in which we set it up had suddenly become the biggest threat to its long-term viability. This was the dark side of Savannah, a town known for its picturesque squares and grand urban canopy of live oak trees that shade the city’s visitors and residents from the relentless summer sun. But in those shadows, there is massive dysfunction. Haves and have-nots are mostly divided along racial lines in and around Savannah’s Historic District. And the people who are on the short end of the societal equation, well, their choices are so fucking limited. Who were the kids in the car? How did they get in that car on this night of all nights?

		I thought back to my friends and me from my high school days. We fought to stand out, to get out of the box we, as young men, thought we were in. There was nothing I wanted more when I was twenty years old than to leave what I had grown up in, to put distance between me and a tempestuous home life, teen angst, a provincial existence in a place where I felt I was missing out on a bigger world. But I had a path that was so obvious, so easily accessed. Manhattan, THE CITY, was a free ferry ride away. My friends and I had opportunities that we took for granted, that we did not think were easy for us. We thought that the lives we  were living were hard because, in the moment, they felt hard. We complained about our parents, our teachers, everyone who was keeping us from being us. We did the stupid things that adolescent boys do—fight, posture, drink, swear, smoke. We, or at least I, felt penned in, disenfranchised and, at times, screwed over. I viewed my need to get away as a struggle to get away. A few of us succumbed to the risks inherent in young existences—drugs or jail or suicide or a bad decision that turned fatal—but most of us did not. Because we were never desperate, certainly not even close to desperate enough to risk it all.

		What level of desperation was at play on this night? I wondered.

		The boys who crashed into Scott were young, naive Black boys in a social system that is designed for them to fail. America is in denial about our systemization of race and class. Even in working-class communities, the disparities between Whites and Blacks result in separatism. What do we expect? For years and years, Blacks have been left to figure out how to make it without much social support. And in the South, the shades are drawn and the flags fly high. There are people who stay to themselves and don’t welcome change. Prosperity for all is not in their plans. They support the American dream for themselves and their own, but they don’t help others achieve it. The whole infrastructure is broken!

		This drama that usually plays out in the shadows of Savannah had suddenly jumped right out onto the busy streets of downtown. No longer were the harsh realities of racism, isolation, fear, and violence strictly abstract concepts. While Scott and Mashama crossed that street, those realities moved to the front and center of our lives. As I stood waiting for my Black partner to be interviewed by mostly White cops, the bubble that I had lived my life in was now losing air.

		PAPER PLANE

		Serves 2

		When Scott Waldrup was bartending at The Grey, before he was promoted to the position of general manager, he always offered guests a Paper Plane if they didn’t know what cocktail they wanted. This was his way of saying, “Welcome! You’re in the South, so have the perfect bourbon-based aperitivo.” This drink was originally invented by New York bartender Sam Ross.—JOM

		
			1½ ounces Nonino amaro

			1½ ounces Aperol

			1½ ounces Four Roses Bourbon

			1½ ounces freshly squeezed lemon juice

		

		Fill a cocktail shaker with ice. Add the amaro, Aperol, bourbon, and lemon juice. Shake vigorously for 20 seconds (which will give you the right amount of chill and dilution).

		Pour through a cocktail strainer into two coupe glasses. Clink glasses and say, “Cheers to Scott” before you take your first sip.

	
		
			EPILOGUE

			BY JOHN O. MORISANO

			Paris, COVID-19, and Bolognese

			Each morning, in a two-bedroom flat in the 7th arrondissement of Paris, after we made a couple of espressos, I would begin reading aloud to Mashama all that we had written to date. We would write more, make changes, add and delete paragraphs, reread, rewrite, eat, argue, drink, hug, laugh, and cry, all in the furtherance of telling our story.

			Monday through Friday were reserved exclusively for writing. Saturdays, we took the day off and walked the city, went to flea and food markets, got tattoos commemorating this and that, had lunch someplace on the outskirts of town or sat in a café alternating espressos with glasses of wine. On Sundays, we worked half a day, slept a little, did laundry, and always ate Asian or Indian food in the evening.

			This took place during the first six weeks of 2020.

			Somewhere in the middle of the third week, it started to feel, finally, like the book, this book, was morphing from two disparate voices into one. At least to us, it did. It was exiting the realm of forced presentation and the words and points of view began to comingle and contrast, accurately reflecting the dialogue that Mashama and I have been having since we met.

			Several months prior to our time in Paris, we had sent a draft of the book out for something publishers refer to as “audience reads.” We imposed upon about a dozen friends, family, other writers, and subject matter experts to read our book. Most of those readers were complimentary—they said they liked it, that it was good. But there were several who did not find the book, well, to be frank, very good at all. A couple were offended by layers of its content, inaccuracies in some of the fine details, different recollections of events, the conflicting points of view, and things, said and unsaid, by and between Mashama and me. We understood that the book required more context, explanation, self-exploration, debate, and/or resolution.

			We were rattled by this feedback. Some of it felt harsh—an obvious cost of business that comes with writing a book. We knew that writing on topics about which we were not subject matter experts, and taking them on purely from our  own points of view, would prompt reactions from people. Our goal, though, was to paint a picture of who we are—two middle-aged business partners in a relationship with each other—and what our business does, and how we personally confront the issues of gender, race, class, and culture that swirl around us. We did not espouse to know all of the questions that should be asked or have the right answers, whatever that means, but were interested in sharing our perspectives as a means of putting our internal dialogue, which has benefited us greatly, out there for people to access.

			We didn’t pick to do this in Paris because it’s sexy—although it is. We picked that city because to do what we do for a living, we need to eat food. A lot of it. It benefits our product immeasurably to see what is going on in the world’s great cities, kitchens, and culinary scenes and helps afford us the opportunity to contribute to the ongoing conversation around food. We actively seek to be challenged and inspired by other chefs, restaurateurs, service models, wine lists, techniques, and settings. While I am by no means claiming Paris was a hardship, Mashama and I decided to allocate just about all of our annual travel and food budget to rent that flat in Paris so that when we weren’t writing, we were eating—effectively killing two birds with one big, expensive rock. So, for the month of January and part of February, we occupied the sparse sitting area of that Left Bank flat on the rue de Lille, a few blocks from the river. I sat at a simple wood table most days, in a spindly steel-tube chair, staring too often at the disparate artworks and photographs hanging on the plaster walls, as Mashama constantly adjusted her laptop and position on an overstuffed, off-white chaise lounge just a few feet away.

			We ran the Nespresso maker ragged.

			I have always felt more at home in Paris than almost anywhere else in the world since I lived there in my twenties. I am drawn to everything about it. The beauty, the language, and the lifestyle suit who I most want to be rather than who I am on a daily basis. Mashama, who often poked fun at me for what she must have viewed as my clichéd love for a city that millions upon millions of people hold dear, had, I think, during our time there, come to see why my affection for Paris is not at all clichéd, but, maybe, justified.

			At the end of each day of writing, we would take some time to catch up with our team back in Savannah. We answered questions, provided guidance, helped solve problems, and kvetched about the ins, outs, ups, and downs of doing what we all do for a living. Nightly phone calls were followed by (or included) a glass of wine and then our nighttime gig—eating—began. Usually, it was a simple dinner  like a croque madame and fries at Le Comptoir des Saint-Pères around the corner on the rue de l’Université; a plate of crudo, a tin of sardines, charcuterie, and crusty bread at a small bistro, down the street from us, called La Calèche; Korean food at Guibine in the 1st arrondissement; or Indian food at Ravi on rue de Verneuil. Other (more expensive) nights, we would venture to see what interesting chefs, young and old, were doing in their spaces—Le Bon Georges, yam’Tcha, La Vieille, La Bourse et La Vie, La Poule au Pot, Voltaire, Chez L’Ami Jean, Martin, Mokonuts, Juveniles, Septime, Clamato, Oui Mon Général, Piero, Le Baratin, and Maison were all on our list.

			In the morning, we would wake up and do it all over again—the Parisian version of Groundhog Day. A morning run along the Seine, maybe to the Eiffel Tower, would help offset the sedentariness of writing and the bacchanal of the food and wine from the evening prior.

			On our final morning, we finished packing in that frantic and chaotic way that seems inevitable after such a long trip—when you have crossed over from visitor to resident. We took a taxi to the airport in silence, the misty rain adding to the gloom of an overcast sky. It was bittersweet in that we were anxious to return home to Savannah, but leaving Paris and all that it now represented to us, was sad. We had gotten better there—better friends, better business partners, and, hopefully, better writers of a better book. We left satisfied and buoyed by our work—the daytime and nighttime efforts.

			But in the Charles de Gaulle Airport that morning, as we were doing the things that would get us back home, something telling happened. In retrospect, it was ominous. We did not then have an inkling about how seriously we should have received the omen delivered to us by the gentleman asking the standard security questions about our upcoming trip:

			“Did you pack your bags yourselves?” he asked.

			“Yes,” we responded in unison.

			“Have they been in your possession the entire time since you packed them?”

			“Yes,” we answered again.

			“Did anyone give you anything to carry for them?”

			“No.”

			“Where else did you travel on this trip?”

			“Nowhere, just Paris.”

			“Are you both sure?”

			We looked at each other and then back at him. “Yes,” we said, nodding.

			“Have you been to China?”

			China?

			Mashama and I looked at each other again, “Um, no, we haven’t been to China,” she answered, laughing nervously.

			“Anywhere in Asia?” he pressed.

			“No!” we said emphatically.

			News of COVID-19 had started to become serious in Europe just as we were leaving. There were known cases at a French ski resort in the Alps. Northern Italy was in the midst of an outbreak. China, the epicenter, was under lockdown. But Paris? Mashama and me? We were just fine. We were so buried in our own little Frenchified world of writing and eating that we had not yet grasped the magnitude of what we would soon face. No one in America had.

			So, we flew home. We watched movies on the plane, drank cheap Bordeaux and white Burgundy out of those little airplane bottles, and ate oversalted airplane food. It was fun—a mini vacation at 38,000 feet as the final chapter of our writing sabbatical ended.

			When we got back to Savannah, things were better than ever. The restaurants were as busy as they get. And, while we were gone, the team exceeded mere proficiency in operating without us. Instead, they had learned how to excel at it and they had become truly self-reliant. The high that we were on upon our return was only outdone by the mood of the team; they had performed so well and were elated. The year was shaping up to be a good one.

			A few days after our return, the pace at which we had been working continued, and we left for Blackberry Farm in Tennessee where Mashama would cook dinner as part of a chef program they hosted for a small group of guests, and  she and I would give a talk about this book to that same intimate group. We were on a roll.

			However, the rumblings of COVID-19 began to get louder. Italy closed. France closed. Germany, Spain, and other European countries were shutting down and, yet, the States still seemed to be immune. Our federal government assured us, repeatedly, that all was fine and most of America pressed forward.

			During the second week in March, Carol and I were in New York City for a grand opening and cocktail reception at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, honoring the daughter of friends from Savannah. The virus was starting to hit New York City hard that week. As I rode the subway, to various meetings around town, I was becoming mindful to keep my distance from people. The train cars’ yellow and orange polyform seats, the stainless-steel interior, all purposely intended to look perpetually shiny and clean, instead took on a sinister sheen. I tried to touch nothing, rather than grab on to a handhold, preferring to balance myself in the center of the carriage on wide feet as the car ricocheted from side to side. I began opening doors with my elbows as I entered buildings en route to meetings. On that Tuesday night, March 10, we had dinner in Brooklyn with friends we hadn’t seen in years. The restaurant was packed. I was uneasy, but conversation, food, and wine placated my nerves. We arrived back in Savannah the next morning and our restaurants continued to operate normally through the end of that weekend—Savannah seemed okay. On Monday morning, a day on which The Grey is always closed, Mashama and I still had no idea that the Sunday night before was the last time The Grey would be open for many months, as news of shutdowns across industries and the country came in fast and furiously as that day wore on. The Grey Market shut down a few days after that. Within thirty-five days of our return from Paris, both of our restaurants, like most restaurants throughout the world, were no longer operating.

			All of our coming together that we managed in Paris, all of the book writing, all of the hard work of the seven years prior to build and open our dream, were instantly put in jeopardy by a virus. Just like that, everything we had been doing that felt so weighty to us was rendered insignificant as the virus overtook everything. Before the month of March had ended, Carol and I watched two of our dearest friends in Savannah, the couple whose daughter had been honored at the Met Gala, who were by far The Grey’s most fervent cheerleading team, succumb to the virus, which they had contracted in New York City the week we were there together.

			Nothing would be the same again. The fragility of everything was brought sharply into focus.

			The weeks following the initial outbreak of COVID-19 were surreal. That period tested everyone and everything. Mashama and I lost track of each other immediately following the shutdown. We had been so used to seeing each other nearly every day since we opened The Grey that we didn’t know there would be fallout from not seeing each other. We gave up our regular opportunities to share a thought, a concern, or a suggestion and retreated into our own little interior worlds. The few moments a week that we did see or talk to each other, we were being pulled in so many directions that we very rarely, if at all, had normal conversations or asked each other the basic question, “How are you doing?”

			We fixated on the areas of the business that each of us had become comfortable with. I worked feverishly on PPP loans, sweated unemployment insurance, tried to write articles about saving restaurants, talked with other restaurateurs to outline strategies for comebacks, organized meetings with the team via Zoom to keep them abreast of developments, and spent time with Carol, whose schedule of professional travel, usually done at a breakneck pace, had been completely shut down. Mashama ordered ingredients for farm boxes that we distributed to the industry each Saturday, worked on new menus, fielded requests for media interviews, organized cleaning parties of our spaces, kept up with her direct reports, read cookbooks, and spent time paying attention to her home, which she had owned for a couple of years but had rarely done more in than sleep because of our pre-COVID-19 schedules. Gone were the evenings, after a busy night of service, when we would meet up in the Diner Bar and discuss the week behind or ahead of us. Gone were our impromptu dinners at the Crystal Beer Parlor on a Monday night, eating burgers and chicken wings. COVID-19 was everything.

			The more I retreated into myself, the more I justified my solitude by telling myself that this was great for Mashama. I knew she relished her personal space. So, I continued to do my thing, at times actively avoiding Mashama because I didn’t want to burden her with my problems—the things in our business that fell to me. She had her own set of responsibilities to deal with. I hunkered down and assumed that when this was all over, we would pick up right where we left off.

			Well, I was wrong, and by the fifth week of being closed, any meaningful communication between us had all but ended. If personal space was your drug, you could easily overdose on it during the pandemic.

			When we saw each other, it was awkward and quiet. I would fill in Mashama on the superficial goings-on of my life and ask her a couple of questions about what she had been up to the past few days. The conversation didn’t really go much further than this and I took that as proof that I needed to continue to give Mashama her  space while I tended to the things that were tugging at me—mostly our finances.

			One afternoon, I was sitting in our shuttered restaurant by myself working on whatever I worked on at that time. We had just finished a virtual meeting with our management team and something about Mashama’s demeanor during that call seemed off—she seemed withdrawn. I called her. As soon as she answered the phone, she said something like, “Hey, where are you?”

			“I’m at The Grey.”

			“Okay, I am going to take a ride down there right now,” she said, adding “we need to talk.”

			“Yeah, that’s why I was calling. You okay?” I asked.

			“I’m coming down now. Let’s just talk when I get there.”

			Mashama got to our restaurant and, at an appropriate social distance, explained to me that she felt all alone. She felt that the way we had come to rely upon each other over the past years, the way we supported each other, just wasn’t happening during this period of extreme crisis. She was emotional and, before long, I was emotional too.

			“I was just trying to give you space,” I said, explaining my thought process.

			She seemed perplexed by my comment and said something along the lines of, “Well, aren’t we most effective together?”

			Yes, we were most effective together. But I still felt that Mashama needed space in spite of what she was saying to me. Her demeanor, as I saw it, and her words did not seem to add up to me.

			Over the next week, we made a couple of attempts to restore the comfortable communication between us, but they went nearly nowhere. I kept doing my thing, and she kept doing hers.

			Then, one early evening, Mashama and I were at The Grey Market strategizing about how to reopen it for curbside pickups. The meeting, which lasted a couple of hours, was planned, but the impromptu glass of wine after it was not and, slowly, we moved from our formal agenda to just talking. Within a half hour—and after that half glass of wine—talking was easier than it had been in a couple of months.

			I took a risk and asked, “Hey, I made a big batch of Bolognese yesterday. I’m going to cook some pasta when I get home. You want to come over?”

			“Sure,” she answered. “I’m starving.”

			We locked up the Market and headed to my house. When we arrived, I set about pulling together a supper of penne Bolognese. Mashama talked Carol through the roasting of a couple of heads of broccoli in garlic, olive oil, and Parmigiano-Reggiano. We drank some wine while Parisian radio station TSF Jazz played in the background. The three of us talked easily as dinner cooked.

			We talked about The Grey, the Market, what was next, how we could get better, where we could build upon things, and where we might need to change things, scale them back. Suddenly the planning of our future, a conversation we typically had often, seemed natural for the first time since the day we had closed our doors.

			We sat down at the table when the pasta was ready and, other than the music, the kitchen fell silent as we ate. The food was good, my Bolognese far outshining the Carbonara I had cooked for Mashama all those years ago. The broccoli that Carol made, which Mashama had guided her through, was superb.

			As we wound down the eating, we sipped wine and used bread to sop up the remnants of an excellent meal. We chatted, laughed, and just were.

			Food is a very good thing, I thought. It can cure a lot of ills.

			In that moment and the days that followed that dinner, I thought a lot about The Grey and The Grey Market, about Mashama and our business relationship. Until that point, I had been fixated on our dangerously broken finances and the fact that we went from having two growing businesses that were generating millions of dollars a year in revenue to ones that were now generating zero. I thought about why I could not reconcile what Mashama said to me in The Grey a couple of weeks prior and how I perceived her state of mind. And, that’s when it kind of hit me.

			I’m the money guy at The Grey. I funded it. That’s what got me my ownership in it. Mashama cooks for hers. And no matter how much we are partners, the reality is that if the pandemic were too much for me to bear financially, I might be compelled to make the decision to shut down our restaurants—maybe for good.

			If things during the pandemic got bad enough and I couldn’t afford to float the restaurants through this unprecedented collapse in business, The Grey could just go away—like it never existed. Just like that, it could all be over and our lives would never be the same. We would both go from doing nothing else for the past seven years but living and breathing our restaurants to not having them. I would have to figure out how to get as much of my money out of the real estate as I could. Mashama would have to figure out what was next for her. A new business venture? A job? Write more books?

			This is, far too often, the reality of the situation for Blacks and Whites in America. Even for Mashama and me to change it, two people working hard at that change, it is going to take a long, long time. Until Mashama has accumulated enough wealth of her own, through her ownership and the growth of our businesses, until she has the ability to contribute beyond her blood, sweat, and tears for her equity, the final decision making remains in the hands of the person with the money—in this case, me. This is one insidious outcome of a system that has been built from its very inception by White people and on the backs of the Black community. Simply put, Whites have amassed wealth and Blacks have not. That’s not liberal bullshit. It’s the truth.

			Our business, pre-pandemic, was well on its way to creating that kind of value the Black community has been purposely excluded from since enslaved people were brought to America. Mashama and I had found an equitable balance along the way, one that we evolved as our circumstances evolved. Our partnership, which had always been values-balanced, was progressing into an economic equilibrium as we created more and more value through what we were building together. Yes, we have been knocked down by this virus, this global health and economic crisis, but we have not been knocked out. And we have come a ways personally since we started this venture. As I invest my assets, business experience, and time, and Mashama invests her time and rare skills as one of the country’s great chefs, the anachronistic power-wealth dynamic changes between us. With us sharing not only points of view, but the equity in the underlying businesses, ours is not just another example of White people creating more value for themselves—in this case, myself—but of us creating value together, for ourselves, each other, and our team. It will continue to take time, but we will get there. We must keep at it if we hope to contribute to the fix of what truly ails American culture. The problem has to be fixed at the most fundamental economic levels and that cannot be left up to the government. We all must be willing to think differently and make real change in our communities, counties, cities, and states. What Mashama and I each bring and give to our businesses is exactly what levels the playing field between us and, as long as we are honest with each other, the outcome can be equitable.

			Hey, it ain’t a lot, but it is something.
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