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PROLOGUE
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Jaimoe’s was in a rough area of town, the old city. Small, abandoned shop buildings and run-down clapboard houses from the 1920s that had been pieced together to form a community.  People worked and took care of what they had, large families staked their claim to a small plot of land, and neighbors knew each other. The neighborhoods matured, and Pecan and Peach trees produced, Muscadine grape droppings-stained sidewalks, and Fig trees put out large, full fruit by the bowls full that was shared, and traded family to family. It was a cityscape from a bygone era when Black people came up from the country and built new lives on the east side of the bustling town known as Atlanta.  

So much changed around 1980 as older Black people died off, and so much was left behind. There were failed attempts by young people to save the area, but family members who had been given properties didn’t keep them up, and so many houses were abandoned. It took a few years and a depressed financial market to make it attractive for investors to buy in and start the trend towards large, craftsman-style housing on double lots that commanded high prices.

Bethany was a part of this wave of professionals who bought in at the right time, not idealistic in the usual sense, but hopeful, and educated enough to know how difficult it can be for change to force certain elements away from the only life they’ve known. Prison, drugs, and illness had taken their toll, and many former residents had been defeated and moved on. A stronger, more mature populace would have to care for them now, somewhere else, as these younger folks had other concerns. It was the new greening of the area starting in 1989.
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When we arrived, about nine-thirty, most of the court people had come, figured out an angle for the day, and were near, or already at their duty stations. The leftovers were the business players and the semi-retired of various persuasions. Jaimoe Heard had been feeding them for the past eighteen years, and most came by at least once a week. These were Atlanta folks, sophisticated, urbane, and full of success. They had not marched so much, but were the direct beneficiaries of the struggle. They went to schools out of state and came back, ready to set up homes in the newer communities. They got the good jobs and were making a difference by the steady, everyday work ethic their parents had shown them. They didn’t question much, and the ‘wait and see’ approach had served most well. They were in their early forties, and some had gone to high school with Jaimoe, and still sang his praises for carrying the football team to a winning season back in 1979. Everybody remembered his thirty-yard touchdown run to beat Brown 21 to 18, which gave them the 5-4-1 record. It inspired others to step up in basketball, baseball, and in the classroom. He did not go on to college, but worked with his grandfather cutting grass for two years, and developed a plan to open a restaurant. Friends invested money and time, and it opened to great fanfare and promise in the spring of 1994. Everybody came to get a meal with Jaimoe, and support his dream.
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The building had been an Ice Cream Plant built in 1924. It was all brick, one tone, and quite functional for its intended purpose. It was easy to heat in winter, and to cool in the summer, and the company was there until 1980 when they moved to Newnan. It had become too costly to upgrade the facility to code. It had been vacant until Jaimoe bought it. He and his partners maintained the period look, updated lighting, walls, and wiring to accommodate the modern push to openness, and structural visibility inside. It could seat twenty-five patrons comfortably, and during peak business hours, there could be a short wait to get seated. We were able to walk right in and grab a booth. It didn’t take the hostess long to come over and greet us; she and Irene knew each other. Beth had been a regular customer for the past fifteen years.
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CHAPTER 1
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Dr. Bethany Richards returned to her office about 1:30 p.m. She waved to her assistant to hold everything for a few moments as she entered and closed the door to her sanctuary. It had been a full day already, and she needed to sit quietly, alone. She fixed a cup of tea and sat in the chair facing the desk. She looked out the window, transfixed on her thoughts. After tea, and twenty minutes she came out to get caught up on the rest of her schedule. Melissa had laid everything out at the side of her desk, and Beth thanked her, picked up the files, and returned to her desk, sitting on the other side now. After answering some billing questions from utilization review, and dictating notes on today’s results, she checked her messages. At number 10 of 25 was a message from Vince: “Didn’t know you were a doctor. When will you have time for coffee?”

She called him back, but got the voice mail prompt, and responded, “Didn’t know you were a professor; when is your last class?”

They finally connect about four o’clock.

“Bethany Richards, this is Vincent Edwards, we met at the party Saturday night,” he starts when she answers.

“Vincent, how are you?” she says.

“Good, good. Just thought I would give you a call. How are you?”

“I’m good, things are busy, but good. Thanks for calling.”

“Sure, thanks for spending time with me. I had a great time at the party; it was good,” he says.

“It was good. They are such good people. Susie and I go back to high school,” she tells him.

“Great. Mark was cordial. Did they invite me to meet you?” he asks her.

“I don’t know, could be that destiny thing?” she says to him.

“Well, it was great, being new to the area and all. I needed to loosen up and feel more a part of the community,” Vince says to her.

“It’s a great town; a Lot of art-minded people. Nice, open, comfortable,” she mentions.

“So, what kind of doctor are you? I couldn’t find out much?” he questions.

“That’s okay, I’m kind of low-key. Research. Addiction Studies.”

“Wow. How did you get into that?” he asks.

“Curiosity. Intellectual, then practical. I’m in recovery,” she reveals to him.

“Wow. May I ask...?”

“Sure, I’m open. But not much there. Do you know much about addiction?” she asks.

“Not much. I only drink a little, like at the party, and I’ve tried stuff, but pretty much straight. I’ve read a little, and I had a few friends go off the deep end back in Atlanta. You’ll have to school me.”

“Sure. Poet?”

“Yeah, pretty simple. Born to write.”

“That’s easy enough.”

“Mostly. It’s a curious field these days for a guy like me. I don’t do readings much or belong to a book club. I just basically write. I published a book a few years ago, and I teach. Simple. Of course, I’ll get you one of my books, or you can fund my retirement by buying one.”

“Sure. I can do poetry. So, I liked sleeping pills and pot. Just enough nod, and just enough dream state. It became every day for a little over a year, and I sought treatment. I’ve been clean for nine months, and I go to 12-step meetings. Oddly, my doctoral thesis was about ‘The Dream State: How Integration May Make Us Separate. The Pain of Getting to Know One Another.’ The pills and some alcohol got me through that.”

“Man, that’s a lot to take in all at once. You’re pretty deep, sister.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“That’s the way it’s meant. I tried a little pot, some coke, you know, but it wasn’t for me. I didn’t even finish the drink I had at the party. Just not my deal.”

“So, I’m thirty-two, and have been around the block. You’re about thirty, and went home early?”

“That’s an interesting way to put it. Thirty-three next month.”

“Oh, got me by a month.”

“Okay, so, lunch, dinner, or something soon?” he asks her.

“Yes. Let’s talk again and see what we can come up with?” she replies.

“I’m in. Take care.”

“You too. Thanks for calling. Goodbye.”

“Okay, take care. Goodbye.”
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Tucker was eighty miles east of Atlanta, Georgia. It was a quiet manufacturing town of about 18,000 residents back in 1986. There was a kitchen and bath cabinet maker that employed about 60 people, the automobile company that ran two shifts, employed 1,500, and their parts division that kept another 400 working. There were about ten related businesses that kept 100 or so locals going, and the local government agency, at full staff, had a hundred workers and administrative personnel. The college employed about 300, and the hospital usually ran about 480. Unemployment was low at 7.5 percent due to the many shops, farms, and eateries scattered over the 25-square-mile area. The racial mix was 70 percent white and 30 percent non-white. By most indicators, the standard of living was adequate, and the city government had been run by good, decent citizens for a long time, though there were some issues back in 1969 that got the federal government’s attention and caused heartache for the town’s leaders and citizens. That passed, and the town is now known as a good place to live, raise a family, and move forward.

Mark Davis and Susie Little’s families lived a street over from each other, and Mark played with Susie’s brother Arnold and the other boys from sunup to sundown, running all over the woods and playgrounds near the youth clubs. Mark was a good kid, smart and a bit hyperactive. His mouth would get him in trouble sometimes when he spent too much time with boys who were not his equal, whether in sports or
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