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PROLOGUE 
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“All sickness is not death!” exhorted Jasper Aikens slyly moving his lean body around the pool table, pushing his cue stick into the chalk cube, twisting it quickly and with skill as he lined up for his next shot, eyes set, head rocking side to side just enough to focus where he wants the white ball to stop after execution. “My money today gents, thought y’all had me didn’t ya? Six ball in the right corner pocket!” he commanded, spit jumping from his lips, light skin bright and sweaty on his face, arms smooth and dangling from his strong shoulders obeying every order. “Nine back here,” he said, patting the table near the middle pocket to his left for his next shot. “My money today gents, my money!” spoke as he made the shot, circling the table, looking over to his buddy, Big Tracy, who held the draw money, $650.00.

I sat there, half asleep, but curious as Aaron Spivey came running into the room towards me, handing off a half-load of dope which I put into my front pants pocket just ahead of the police who cornered him near the restroom and strip-searched him on the spot. They found nothing on him, looked around, spotted no obvious offenses, and walked out dejected, not offering any threats or entreaties. This was a well-run pool hall but everyone in there, sixteen of us, was guilty of something. If they had wanted to be bad they could have locked up ten of us easily, but they moved on, the two of them, knowing that at least $100,000.00 would pass around and through the eight tables before midnight, mostly drug money.

It was a Tuesday night, calm, until Cool Breeze chased Toby Hunter from the bowling alley next door to here, pistol in hand, cursing him and saying he better not touch his sister again. I stood between them, and the office window, and Breeze aimed the weapon directly at me, twisting his body and going past so that he had Toby cornered with his hands up. “Punk don’t touch her. As a matter of fact, don’t call or look at her again. She is not your ‘Hoe.’ I’m telling you. One more time, that’s it!”

There was silence as Breeze looked to all of us, knowing that this was not a private matter, a few of us knew her in that way. We all had grown up together and things happened.

*
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Que Balls’ was owned by Oscar Phelan, Dope Boy, and Numbers’ Bank. He was in his fifties and had done six years with the feds. He’s been out for ten years and has done well. He’s since married, owns some other properties, and is a good man. He is well respected, and people know that there are limits to what could go on in the pool room. His brother Roger ran the day shift from noon to six, and Oscar would come in and work until closing, usually about midnight. There were two security guards there all the time, one visible, one in the shadows. No alcohol was served, and you couldn’t bring any in yourself. The building was clean and well kept up, with good lighting in the 2,400 sq. ft. area. The equipment was up to date, and the rack men knew their stuff. Grover Williams shined shoes from one to four, and you could leave your shoes and pick them up later if you couldn’t sit long enough. Most of the regulars sat and had conversations with whomever was present at the time while Grover massaged their leather. There was no stated fee, but most handed him a twenty for each pair done. He was a retired postal worker and was a stabilizing force; he was a churchman and liked by all. Plus, his wife had taught most of the characters who came through here in elementary school anyway. It was like a community with family values.

WINDOW TWO

The chapel was by the sea and small. It could probably seat eighteen comfortably. I went there at least once each time we would vacation on the island. I would go in alone while Darlene sat on one of the named benches closer to the water. Mostly I would kneel and say prayers to my mother thanking her for her goodness and guidance. In the last few years, I would thank my father as well for giving my brother and me the set of encyclopedias when we were small. We didn’t see him much after that, but I was always grateful we had a library there in the apartment to help us finish our schoolwork.

This morning there was a bible at the kneeling bench, which was new, usually just the Jesus figure in the stained-glass window watched over you from three feet away. The bible was open and lay flat even though the airflow from the air conditioner unit was strong. About a minute into my prayers, several pages started to flutter, and one caught my attention, so I stopped at that one and read the passage before me. It was on forgiveness and guidance, which was relevant because I was struggling with past events that I wished I could correct. Of course, I couldn’t but acceptance had been difficult of late.

I stayed for a few more moments and walked out to join Darlene. I sat next to her, and we hugged and smiled at one another. It was a very warm summer afternoon, and we would stop to get something to eat on the way back for another swim in the pool at the house we were renting. Life was good.

WINDOW THREE

Tangerine Moon, Molly, and Mars

Distant memories,

like seeing the Blood Moon and Mars overnight,

late July, a jealous cool, 

and just enough breeze 

to grade a toughened patch of life.

Our younger cat then joined us

when up the window went,

she took a seat and looked straight up

to view the timeless scene.

She seemed to know from our response

the beauty we gathered for,

awakened by

the depths of how

the human mind must search.

*
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Wednesday was when I met with my friend Dr. Horace Oliver to discuss religious ideals. His office building was near our neighborhood park, and I would walk there from home, up the hill and across the railroad spur that hadn’t been used in twenty years. It was a one-story building with offices for three other professionals. We had been meeting monthly for hourly, sometimes two-hour, discussions for about five years now. One would think we would have run out of topics, but each session was different. Today’s discussion was about Forgiveness.

“So, your past life,” he began. “Where does it stand now?”

“I’ve made more peace with the particulars.”

“How?”

“Now, at 64, and one more year to work, I don’t have to talk about those situations to help my clients get honest about their past wrongs.”

“How many really want to or have to get honest. You’ve mentioned that criminals at that level don’t address the moral. It’s all a legal matter.”

“True, but for years I needed to do that, or rather that was my method, but it turned on me.”

“Too much pain?”

“That, and the never healing from it myself. It was a running commentary on wishing to rewrite my history.”

“So, you never got honest yourself, until recently?”

“Right. I never reconciled myself.”

“You mean accept those particulars?”

“Right. I never wanted to have my dark side, and when I was open about its existence conversations frayed and ended. And I never understood the ending.”

“Because of the depths?”

“No. Choices. I chose the wrong things to share. It was either not their reality, or they wanted me to stay limited.”

“Great athlete, criminal.”

“Yes.”

“But that’s how you made your money and helped so many others. You denied your humanity?”

“Yes and no. In their eyes Larry Fleming couldn’t be a football star, ex-con, and a poet?”

“But he was and is. What changed?”

“I asked for help.”

“From the right people this time?”

“Yes, and I genuinely heard the answers.”

“From them?”

“And myself. I finally was able to breathe and understand the walk of greatness.”

“The hidden despair, the sense of isolation, the knowing of more than is necessary to lead a good life?”

“Yes, the unwieldy nature and power of knowing, and of surviving. The movement beyond courage.”

“Meaning?” the professor asks.

“Not so much, just the experience. It came down to what we all know, being! Meaning can be overrated. But the search is necessary.”

“To live and to do?”

“Rightly and wrongly as we have the choices and clarifications. The ethics.”

“How about primal integrity?” he asks.

“Again, learned ethical behavior.”

“Mistakes and all?”

“Yes,” I agree.

“Thus the meaning of forgiveness.”

*
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I left today’s session and walked past the graveyard on Lincoln Street. I stopped to reflect on the number of the dead I knew, not only buried but who had been cremated as well. It was then that I got a fuller sense of the meaning he described. It was simply that I had lived a certain life and now I was retiring. That Larry had been and was still a part of an experience to which he was given an assigned role.

WINDOW FOUR

“That was the year that Fleming boy went to the ‘chain gang’.”

“76?”

“No, ’75. The Olympics came in ’96.”

“They didn’t have the chain gang then, did they?”

“I know, that’s what I like to call Prison,” Grover was saying as we talked over the day’s events. “He had to go; he needed to be off the streets. He and his brother, Leroy, turned out bad. Leroy was already in jail since he was fifteen. I knew their mother and father.”

“Martha and Douglas?” I added.

“Yeah. She was a good woman. Professional. Raised those boys right, I don’t know what happened.”

“How about Douglas? What happened to him?”

“Man let me tell you. We went to school together. He liked to gamble and talk thrash. That’s how he met Martha flashing money around, but he was a cheater and got run out of town.”

“Were they married?” I asked.

“Yeah, they were married. A short time. I think those boys were in pre-school or something when he left. They acted like lovers for a good while. I mean her daddy was strict, and Doug did good for a while but started writing those numbers and quit working. Big “G” didn’t like that, but he didn’t interfere in their life, you know what I mean. Anyway she went to work, had those boys, went to school, and she was great,” Grover shared as he finished my left shoe. “But, when she died they were in prison. It was a big funeral. People loved that girl. You know Larry and Leroy turned out all right years later, don’t you?”

“Yeah, Larry became a big-time counselor, and Leroy worked with kids then became a business advisor at the highest levels. How about Doug, where is he now?” I asked.

“Last I heard he was living in Florida. Oh, he died about a year ago. Yeah, I remember. Jasper and the fellows were talking about him the other day. Yeah, I think he had cancer. Well, you know, that’s another story for another time.”

“Martha was a teacher, right?”

“Yeah, she worked with my wife for a few years. The kids loved her.”

“All right man, I’ve got to roll out. I’ll see you next week.”

“All right brother take care.”
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Chapter One
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Larry felt he had a winning number today, 257. He was tired of spending money on losers, but felt he had to play this one, a dollar straight and a dollar straight box. That would yield $890.00, and he could pay off his credit card bill of $325.00, catch a movie with Darlene, buy gas for the truck, and save the rest.

Today was the last day of work for him with Trainer Health Associates and he was glad. He was sick of counseling felons, or rather, delivering hoard therapy to 15 people who didn’t want to be there, or who didn’t have a desire to change. He’s been paid $80.00 an hour for the past year, averaging ten hours a week. Drug Abuse Counseling has been good for him the past 24 years, but now he was tired of it. Starting out working in a psychiatric hospital as the evening counselor had been fun and rewarding because he spent a lot of time with patients who wanted to change, and he got a chance to lecture on topics important to him. His own recovery was new so as he studied the relevant literature of the day for himself he was able to pass it on each night to his patients. They loved both his group therapy sessions and his educational “Sitting on The Porch with Larry” classes. They didn’t have to talk about feelings yet, but more about their addictive process. Larry had an energy and glow that was attractive and made it easy to accept the information offered by him. He was not like a guru, but simply a man of passion about his work. He used books and handouts, but mainly he just talked and listened. That experience lasted for four years, until he was promoted. 

Filling out the ticket and handing the store clerk two dollars Larry could feel his heart race a bit. There was always the hope that this was money well spent, but the truth was only a 1:1,068 chance of a win, and after a year his $730.00 investment would usually yield a 20% gain, $146.00. Now that he was retiring from work and ready to end his contributions to the state’s education system by way of the lottery, he needed a new project.

*                                            
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Browning Summit had two witness protected families living there. Darlene, Larry’s wife, called them the “fake” people, her description of a row of seven houses where people were rarely seen outside, coming, or going. She had no idea how accurate she was, at least about the Walker and Robinson families. All the Homeowners Association had was names, phone and e-mail information, and no mention of ages, whether working or retired, even the county records listed a corporation as the owner of those properties. The 67 residences in the neighborhood were generally well maintained, and the average value of $385,000.00 attracted a certain social and economic level that spoke to easy, adult living. Alice Johnson, the official newcomer greeter, found out that the two families knew each other and were retired from Hobe Phone Company. Her visual scan when she welcomed them and entered their homes recorded good, tasteful furnishings with signs of pets in the Robinson house; none for the Walkers. Alice had told Darlene that she recognized Mr. Robinson from somewhere but couldn’t remember how or why. Shirley Robinson was good looking and fit and reminded Alice of the morning mall crowd ladies at Leo’s Master Mall, all trim and well kept. Bruce Walker was a big football player, and Mary was sweet and domestic looking, Southern for sure. They all otherwise seemed early 60s, well lived, and gracious.  

*                                                  
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Thomas Robinson had been the brains of the operation; he had developed the ‘seeing eye’ capability of the remote device. The light rays, as they entered and redirected, helped police, and other security forces discover who was armed and with what kind of weapon. Bruce Walker refined the idea and oversaw manufacture. In three years, the product was being used worldwide, and they sold the company they formed to Henson Technologies for 1.5 billion dollars in 2011. Trouble began when Daytime Security, headquartered in Germany, sued Henson for copyright infringement of its skin color light sensor. Henson then sued Premium Photo, Thomas, and Bruce’s other company, for misrepresentation of its product’s DNA, as it were. The legal back and forth went on until the latter half of 2012, with limited resolution, until Henson was found on the back deck of his lake house, gunshot to the head. Meanwhile, sales of Triple Line System, a division of Henson Technology, continued an upward climb as Jake Austin, CEO of Henson Technologies, was now running the company and dealing with the remaining lawsuits, and the unfortunate death of Mr. Henson.

*                                             
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“Come In. My name is Larry Fleming. Are you here for counseling?”

“Yes,” the young man answered. “My probation officer sent me here.”

“What county?”

“Tate.”

“Who’s your probation officer?”

The man pulls out his wallet, searches past a couple of papers and hands Larry a card. Larry reads the name aloud.

“Henry Thomas.”

“That’s him.”

“What’s your name?”

“Harry Klinger,” spoken low as if he didn’t want to say.

“Good to meet you Harry. Have a seat over here and let’s talk for a bit; then I have some forms for you to fill out.”

“Okay. Do I have to come back every week?” he quickly asked.

“Why did your probation officer send you here?”

“Drug case.”

“Possession or distribution?”

“I don’t know; they just caught me with some weed.”

“Okay, fill out these forms, we’ll talk and see what you need. It’ll take about an hour. The cost is $95.00. I’ll take that now.”

The young man looked at Larry and blinked his eyes, reached in his back pocket again for his wallet, and pulled out a hundred-dollar bill. He handed it to Larry, sat down at the table, moved the clipboard closer to him and began reading the top form. Larry handed him a pen, grabbed his receipt book, and filled in the man’s name, why he was here, amount paid, date, and then signed the duplicate form. He reached in his right front pants pocket, leaned back, pulled a fiver from his wad of cash, and gave it to Harry. He pulled the top receipt sheet, gave that to Harry, and walked to the front office. He turned around and told Harry, “Fill out as much as you can, when you finish, we’ll go over your answers and see what we come up with. Take your time.”

Harry slowly began to fill in the blanks, name, address, his age, last four of his social security number, prior treatments, education, contact info, family history, drug/alcohol use history, legal, education, and medical history. There were questions about physical or mental abuse growing up, suicidal plans, attempts or ideation, and other psycho-social inquiries. He thought some of the questions too personal and hesitated to answer them. At one point Larry came back into the room and handed Harry the client rights and obligation statement. Harry read it, asked no questions, signed in the appropriate place, and placed it face down on the table. In a few minutes, he called in to Larry saying he was finished, and could he use the restroom? Larry showed him where it was, picked up the board with the sheets, and began his review. When Harry returned, they sat at the table and Larry had a few questions about some of the answers. Harry had been arrested three times, all for possession of marijuana. He had served seven months in county and is serving two years on probation. He was sent for this assessment because he recently had two positive urine screens for methamphetamines, which is a violation of his probation.

On the form Harry answered that he only smoked pot.

“What else do you use besides the meth?” Larry asked directly.

“I only smoke pot. That’s it. I don’t know how that happened,” spoken angrily.

“You’ll probably need to come to group for the next ten weeks, three-hour sessions, once a week. The group meets on Thursday evenings from six to nine. You can start the day after tomorrow.”

“What else?” he questions. 

“After ten weeks, you’ll have to pass a drug screen to get a letter of completion. It’s $60.00 for each session. We take cash, credit cards, or money orders.” 

“That’ll work.”

“I’ll send a report over to your probation officer letting him know what I recommend for your treatment. Do you drink alcohol at all?”

“No,” spoken meanly.

“You answered no, I just wanted to make sure.”

Harry looked him over, not wanting to believe what he’d just heard, paused, and simply said, “Okay.”

“All right, so you want to start Thursday?”

“Yeah.”

“Good. Let me give you this handout to take with you. It will give you an idea of what to expect, and why I came up with the ten-week course for you.”

Harry takes it, and says, “I’m going to trust that as a professional you know what I need. But anyway, I don’t see any degrees or papers about you on the walls. Are you a doctor, or counselor, you know, what’s up?”

Larry answered, “I am a certified addiction counselor, no college degree. I was placed in an OJT position at a psychiatric hospital and had two years of training and education. At the end of that I had to pass a state and national testing board. I did well and was promoted to full counselor. I worked there for 14 years doing individual and group counseling on the addiction rehab unit. Plus, I’ve done individual and group counseling on an outpatient basis, especially with felons. I get recertified every two years and have to attend a certain number of educational classes.”

Larry was getting hot under the collar.

“So, I guess I can trust you?”

“I don’t know if trust is the word. But I have proven myself as an adequate substance abuse counselor. You do have to come to counseling or face the consequences. Your choice. You don’t have to come back to see me, and how I operate, but probation wants you somewhere. Your choice.”

“You know, I am not an addict, and I am not a criminal. I just smoked a little weed. It ought to be legal anyway. I go to work, see my girl, hang out a little bit. What’s wrong with that? You don’t get high?”

“No, I don’t.” They both were a little agitated now. Larry wanted to tell him about his past life but decided not to. If the young man came back, and the need to disclose presented itself, Larry had no problem with that if it would be helpful. But he stayed pretty much anonymous about his dope history, and past petty crimes, for that matter.

They faced each other, shook hands, and said, “See you later.” 

“Six o’clock?” Harry asked, as he was walking out the door.

“Six o’clock Thursday.”

When Harry got to the elevator, he thought to himself that he wouldn’t be coming back. He didn’t like black people and surely wouldn’t take counseling from one. 

*
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Mary Dobson worked as a substitute teacher twice a week at Dalton Industrial School in Brunswick, Georgia when she met Bruce Walker again. They had gone to the same high school but didn’t know each other. Even though she had been a photographer for the yearbook her junior year, and he played varsity football, they ran in different circles. They had spoken to each other once or twice, and she had taken a picture of him with the other senior players, but nothing about it was memorable. It was odd when they bumped into each other the summer of 1989 at the Seafood Grille on St. Simons Island. She had moved to SSI the year after her father died and completed her master’s degree in fine arts from Georgia State University in Atlanta. She had been married and divorced a few years then, and had gone back to school to study painting, particularly watercolor painting. She had bought a nice house near the marshes north of East Beach Causeway and done some remodeling. It was a charming 2/2 with about 1,700 square feet of living space. She had changed things just enough to make room to paint and comfortably entertain friends or family when they came by to visit. 

Bruce Walker had come to the island for golf and some general rest time. He was 6’0”, 215lbs., athletic, fluent in German and French, and had studied finance and calculus. He won the MVP Trophy for football his senior year at the University of Georgia. His specialty is Quality Assurance. He’s precise and efficient in his work. IQ about 130.

They arrived at the restaurant at the same time that Tuesday evening, and when Bruce opened the door for her, she turned to say thanks, they recognized each other as classmates from long ago.

“Bass High, 1971?” she stated. “Football player?”

“Yes. And you, let’s see, ahhh, let’s see, camera, oh yea, yearbook staff.”

“Very good.”

They both smiled fully, and thought that maybe they should hug, or shake hands. They did neither.

“Wow, so long ago. They say that people from your high school days are with you forever if you’ve had meaningful interaction. The faces I mean,” he spoke.

As they entered the restaurant, the young hostess approached.

“Hey folks, come on in. Two?”

“Well, I don’t know,” Mary spoke.

Bruce looked at her and gestured with his shoulders, “I’m not with anyone.”

“I guess so,” she answered.

*                                    
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The houses in Summit Chase were similar, but different. There were basically 10 external designs, all having a brick front, some with bay windows. The ones with the most interior space had small porches, and the others just had the hall-like entrance to the front door. The ‘A’ frame designs captured the varying space allotments inside each home, 1,600 to 2,019. The floor tiles offered a European cathedral feel, as well as the open arches of the living room, den, and the master bedroom. Even though the Flemings lost about 400 sq. ft. when they moved here in 2008, they did not have to give up much of their old furniture. The secretary was too large, a wooden chest was too damaged, and a wooden desk for the computer and printer had to go because of its awkward design, making way for a glass and metal modern piece that was thinner and more attractive.

Their home, on a corner lot, was deep into the closed subdivision, yet, just over a quarter mile walk up to the bus stop. Larry rode the TTA bus into downtown Atlanta twice a week now. The office space was adequate for his needs; a small reception area, a group room, and an office/break area, good enough to see a few private clients, and it was in the Mears City Park development, a huge building dating back to 1928, sitting on 75 acres. After 19 years of non-use, the roughly five hundred thousand square foot, all brick, glass, and metal structure had been gutted, and re-purposed as a mixed-use development of offices, shops, residences, and cultural venues. Nine stories tall, about half that wide, with street frontage at least two hundred yards, it has the feel of some of those meat packing businesses from that era, or the Davidson-Packman building on Peachtree Street, solid, built to last forever, that were now transformed into loft homes. They were able to save and update those industrial-sized elevators that handled pallets of boxes and crates, and two hundred-pound hand trucks. With their two-inch-thick cables, and metal wire gate doors, and hard wood floors framed in iron, those rooms of dignity and respect, rumbling to the loading docks from the top floors, full of work sweat and grime, men of steel and purpose, programmed to do one thing, one thing only, to carry the load and not fall away. There were occasional electric sparks and screeches, humbling sounds of depth and weight, guttural shouts of impassioned instructions, supervised meaning released to the air. Air that was old, dusty at times, thick and confident, muscled by pain, tinged with assurances that delivery of goods would not be delayed. Larry had worked for Mears through a temp agency back in the 70s, folding and packing mail order goods. He was drinking then. 

As the bus took the city exit, he flashed on a memory of going into the bar next door, and the tall, heavy waitress who offered him drinks and a dance to get him distracted to steal his wallet. She misdiagnosed him as a chump, not knowing that the three beers and two shots only got him to baseline, that she would need a lot more to reach his tolerance level. And she could not know that after stroking and petting him he was ready for some heroin, not her services. He gave her a five-dollar tip and said, “Nice try,” danced some more and left before seven o’clock.

*                                      
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The bus stopped a block from the building, and as Larry walked toward it he recognized an elementary school friend, Rita Owens, sitting on the bench in a covered bus stop. She was dressed in shorts and a blouse, hair fluffed in a short afro style. Her eyes darted left and right as if she were waiting on someone, or afraid of someone. Larry thought to speak, or pass by without an acknowledgement, thinking that she probably wouldn’t remember him anyway as she didn’t seem present. Almost without her permission, as he got to within eight feet of her, he spoke her name from years ago, “Rita Owens.”

She looked at him, as if from afar, sensing that he was okay, and knowing that he was okay, she responded, “Bishop. Rita Bishop. Miss Owens died several years ago.”

She licked her lips and touched the middle of her chest, just over the heart, and repeated, “Bishop. Rita Bishop. Miss Owens died several years ago.”

He looked at her, not knowing what to say, or do. He wanted to be polite but wasn’t sure what was the next right action to take.

“You know the dream is dead; so, you need another dream. No one has said that. Stuck in the past. New dream, what it means. New dream.” She spoke as if before a camera, clear, and with passion.

“You know the dream; you know the dream. They will ask you one day, and you will know the dream.”

“Drugs, mental illness,” he thought.

“Rita, my name is Larry...” Before he could complete the sentence, she began, “Fleming. Larry Fleming. Good boy. Got into those drugs and alcohol. Sex with everybody. Jail. Junkie man, alcoholic, dope fiend. Hoe. I saw you on TV, good boy returned. Good man now. No drugs, no alcohol. God boy. Good boy. Frankie overdosed last year. Kenny too. Ronnie Brown has been in jail 12 years. Maureen wanted to come visit with you, but she was going to trick you. She dead. My uncle is clean now, Johnny too. They married. Two men, but that’s okay. How ya mama n ‘em? They say I’m crazy. That’s okay. I live back there.” 

She pointed to a spot 200 yards east of the building, past an open, parklike area with nice trees.

“Not in the woods. Daddy left me the house. The men, the ones who made the Mears building new, wanted to buy it. Then wanted to take it when I wouldn’t sell. “Thirty thousand,” they said, “Thirty thousand.” Where I’m going to live, they didn’t say? Daddy had worked for some people who helped me keep the house. Money now for the rest of my life. Kept daddy’s house. Larry the counselor, good man now, new dream, new dream now.”

“Rita,” Larry spoke.

“I’m going now. You go to work. New dream, new dream. You tell them.”

With that she stood, walked past Larry, and didn’t look back.
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Chapter Two
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Thomas Robinson learned about computers on the Yang machines back in 1974. Quadratic equations and linear programming came easily to him and working in the Decision Mathematics Department gave him access to brilliant minds and high energy trials. Dr. Dennis, department head, was patient with him, and so clear in his explanations. Drs. Peters and Banner allowed him to read their work, and he saw their calculations as a bridge to mechanical applications. 

He went to work for the Atlanta Police Department in 1978 and seemed to have an innate ability to project intuition and probability onto encounters with the public. His formulated thoughts per second were such that he saved a few lives, cops, and potential victims, by sensing intent, or lack thereof, versus a real threat. One case that stands out was the night he and three other detectives rode up on Simpson and Ashby and noticed Gary and Ken Hughley standing around slinging dope. They had files on their activities the past three years and neither warranted much attention, although Gary was moving into a crime level that was bigger than just his nickel and dime hustling to support his habit. He was carrying guns now, and his friends were moving ounces at a time.

When Thomas exited the unmarked police car and chased after him, he figured Gary was either armed or at least had a syringe and needle on him. Thomas knew from reports today, from six stores, that Gary was involved in the theft of at least 90 pairs of sunglasses, his primary hustle these days. When Gary ran past Kenny, who threw 16 glassine bags into the air and turned left behind Nate’s Hot Dog Store, he started to reach for his right leg pants cuff. Thomas could see that, and so as he chased and turned the corner behind him he could see Gary’s arm moving downward, then straight up as if he’s thrown something atop the building. As Thomas drew his weapon, a split-second decision was on him, is he armed, or was that something else? Fortunately for both Gary turned, with hands above his head, as Thomas had already decided not to shoot. That is when he got the idea for the Weapons Eye Sync and was able to ‘see’ how valuable it would be if law enforcement had a device that could tell them if, and with what type of weapon subjects had on them, and their level of intention to do harm from at least ten yards away. He developed a basic concept, and made some drawings, and acquired a patent, # 661454332190. Ten years later he left the police force, took a job at Hobe Phone Company as a Systems Flow Designer, and that is where he met, and became familiar with the work of Bruce Walker, who had come over from Atlanta Scientific as a System Performance Analyst. They worked together on the company’s top five projects for eight years and were then disbursed to top secret jobs in either research or training for the next twelve years. They retired from there in June 2008. 

*                              
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Funny how a movement affects an area, and an area affects a movement. The hardscrabble, blue-collar nature of the area near the Mears building had become home to the homeless, playground for the tricksters, and a focus for the aimless. The Atlanta Crackers baseball field was long gone, the Army recruiting office boarded up, and drunks were everywhere. Yet, there was a glamour to it all, a halo of night lights, clothes, and artist not yet distinguished, 24-hour eating places, and flop houses for the girls. The races had merged, and were getting to know each other, and the north side businesses still paid the bills. Achievement mattered, and rural attitudes shaped the burgeoning urban landscape, “Yes sir, and No ma’am,” could still be heard, and dating for pleasure was often the norm. High school and cars would state the obvious, compact, or large, still meant something. The creeks and trestles and railroad tracks defined the places you should not go, or better yet, you had to explore. Cathy and Jeanie would come outside, cigarettes and wine could be bought, another day, another time.

*                                                      
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Larry’s ego wanted to present a better front even though his office was tasteful, with modern art and furnishings purchased by Darlene that could be resold later if necessary. Larry was a good counselor. He was well respected, but felt small at times because he, even as a young boy, thought that all his play mates had a dollar more than he had, that they went places, and did things, while he seemed always to be just out and about, running around, playing sports, spending money given to him by his aunts. He didn’t seem to know how to make money like his uncles, but he cut the grass, or cleaned off roofs, painted houses and inside rooms. People knew they could depend on him, even as his bad years progressed, he could be called on for small repairs and jobs the other young folks were not doing, at least in his neighborhood.

“Come in. Mr. Henson?”

“Yes, hi, Wallace Henson. Good morning. Good to meet you. Nelson spoke highly of you.”

“Thank you. Yes, come on in, have a seat.”

Wallace was having second thoughts about all of this. Maybe he was overreacting to his latest drinking spree, but his business woes were very real and foreboding. He thought he’d overpaid for the Weapons Eye Sync device and had borrowed way too much to finance the deal. Sure, the return potential was enormous, but he felt that his management skills were not strong enough to take the company to the next level. He would have to confide more in Jake about the deal but didn’t want to corrupt the young man any more than he had already. Wallace thought he knew the racial politics and thought he could avoid the consequences of what Mr. Robinson’s true motives were for the device’s future. So, coming to talk to an older, black counselor from Atlanta, Georgia seemed appropriate on many levels.

“How is Nelson these days?” Larry asked, taking a seat, then gesturing towards a bottle of water and coffee pot. “Water, coffee?”

“No thanks,” Wallace responds. “He’s not well. Late-stage cancer. Bad.”

Larry places his face in his upturned hands. “Well,” he says under his breath.

They both shift in their chairs, eye one another with caution, let out a deep breath, then Larry asks him, “What can I do for you?”

Wallace was taken aback by the question, expecting more small talk about their mutual friend.

“Well, I’m not sure. I know you’re primarily an addiction counselor, and I do have some issues there, but I have some other needs that may be related or not. Issues around business and social consciousness. I may have done something to hurt a lot of people where I wanted to be helpful. Good motive, potentially bad results.”

“My general consults are $400.00. Then we’ll see where we go from there.”

“Sure, fine. Do I pay you now?”

“Let’s get that out of the way first.”

Wallace writes him a check for the amount, Larry offers a receipt. “That won’t be necessary,” Wallace says.

“You were born and raised here I understand?” Wallace asks.

“Yeah, sure. 1953. Grady Baby.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means my roots are deep here.”

“And you, where are you from?”

“New York. Just outside the city. Upper middle, neat, comfortable.”

“Family?”

“Okay, let me tell you what’s going on,” Wallace exhorts, and begins to sweat. “Those bastards want to kill me! But I want to get them first, business-wise I mean. They look good on TV. Talking all that stuff. Chumps!” He’s breathing heavily now, looking around the room, restless. He gets up, walks over to the table, and grabs the bottle of water. Screws the top off and returns to his seat. “I’m sorry. I messed up. Those bastards.”

He takes a gulp of water, and looks directly at Larry, and asks, “You got something to drink around here?”

Larry walked up the two flights of stairs for his 11 o’clock massage with Teresa. He felt good that he didn’t have any major body ailments that needed work. It had been a year and a few months since he emptied Aunt Cordelia’s house to prepare for sale. He’d wrenched his right shoulder moving a refrigerator, strained both knees moving old metal desks, wooden boards, and shelving from the basement, and had fallen down the front porch steps moving a four-drawer filing cabinet, breaking the big toe of his left foot. Golf had stressed his lower back and clearing bushes and trees at his house had aggravated his whole body, especially inflaming the shoulders, forearm, and knees. His left heel showed signs of plantar fasciitis, and his feet generally hurt all day. OTC anti-inflammatory medications had kept him going, but four tablets a day were harming his stomach, causing him to overeat. He’d not had a massage in six months and most of the ailments had healed so he looked forward to today’s session.

Teresa, already a full-sized black woman at 5’8” 180lbs, looked as if she’d gained weight, sitting at the front desk, shoulders and face much fuller since the last time he saw her. She welcomed him warmly, seeming to not remember him, having to glance at her appointment book before speaking further, “Larry?”

“Yes. How are you?”

“Good. It’s been a while,” she speaks.

“Yes.”

“Come on back.”

She gets up and leads him down a short hallway saying, “Room 3.”

“On the left?”

“No, on the right.”

She gestures there, and he goes into the room. 

The massage table was neatly wrapped with a sheet, and the top blanket folded back. The support pillow for the knees was evident, and the room was comfortably warm. The lighting was soft and gentle on the senses, just like the music.

“Go ahead and get ready, face down first,” she offered. “I’ll be back shortly.” 

“Okay,” he responds.

Larry put his phone on silent, removes his tee and over shirt, put his socks in his shoes, right to right, left to left, and pushes them under the chair. He removes his pants, folding the clothes on the chair before sitting on the table. He slowly leaned sideways, then face down, positioning his face in the cradle, and gently shifting his face and body to get comfortable. It took several times to get his face comfortable, and to move his legs and arms to a resting position. He casually thought how good this felt and blinked his eyes a few times before closing them. Teresa returned in three minutes, just before Larry was beginning to question to himself how long it would be before she returned. She gently tapped on the closed door and came in, not hearing his response.

“Ready?” she had asked.

She moved to his left side and asked, “What are we working on today?”

“Just a general massage with some attention to my right shoulder,” he answered.

She walked around the massage table, turned to the short, square cabinet that housed her supplies, picked out a jar of cream, and opened it. She asked if the room, blanket, and pad felt okay; he said yes. She then stepped backwards, then moved towards him, pushing his body at various points, waist, legs, hips, arms, shoulders. She touched his feet and jostled his ankles. She used her fingers on his back, pushing, sensing, probing, as Larry’s mind became more active.

He thought of his last counseling session, and whether the guy would ever get honest about how much he drinks. He knew from past experiences that in a group setting it usually took about four sessions, but in individual people could minimize for weeks, choosing to talk about peripheral problems because they didn’t have the benefit of older group members who were more comfortable with the process.

As the massage progressed, Larry was able to mentally satisfy a few techniques to use for his next two clients later in the day, a lawyer, and a businessman. Teresa had touched a couple of sensitive areas, but generally there were no ‘ouhwee’ moments. He acknowledged to himself how powerful she was, yet, with just the right amount of force.

When she was nearing the end of the hour, Larry asked if she had refined some of her previous techniques, observing that she seemed more in command of her huge talents.

“Oh,” she paused, “Thanks. We do have to take classes to maintain our licenses. I like the hands-on classes, not just online, which we can have one half of. Thanks, I appreciate that,” she responded.

“Oh yeah, my whole body feels comfortable now. Good not to have sore points that needed attention.”

As he dressed and checked his phone, he had a good feeling of satisfaction. He was glad they talked of allowing enough time to heal, and how this massage came at the perfect time for him to assess his body’s power to correct past overindulgences given proper care and rest.

He went to the front desk, paid the $80.00 fee, and gave her a $15.00 tip.

“Thank you,” he said. “I’ll get back with you.”

“All right. Don’t let it be so long next time. And thank you.”

He grabbed the bottle of water set on top of the desk for him, grabbed a few mints from a bowl, and left out the door. 

*
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Larry was born in 1953 to Doug and Martha Fleming. Larry was a healthy 8.5lbs at birth. He was loved and nurtured from the start as he was Martha’s first born. Her three sisters and one brother showed much love to Larry, and support for the new family, especially Tina, the oldest sister. Tina was firm and sure, and guided many aspects of diaper changes and wash, bedding, clothing, and general holding, feeding, and singing to the handsome baby boy. Even their friends and neighbors seemed drawn to this child in a special way, helping where needed, someone always coming over to their small apartment on Sunrise Street, a mile away from her parents’ house. 

Martha met Doug after they graduated from high school. She started college at Spelman, and he worked for Cooper’s Drug Store down the street. She and a girlfriend stopped by one afternoon to get a Freezy and Doug made it up for them. He took a liking to Martha right away as she seemed a bit shy and reserved. They all talked while Doug worked to sweep up and move stuff around, and Martha couldn’t keep her eyes away from his movements. She liked how funny he could be, and how he seemed to have a special smile for her on the days she came to the store.

He asked her out for a movie at Bailey’s Theater and paid the fifteen cents for her ticket. After a while she became pregnant, left school, and took a job at the Needham factory. They married, rented the apartment on Sunrise, and lived there through the birth of their second son, Leroy. Doug started gambling and winning a lot of money at cards and the numbers, was arrested twice, and left town by the time Larry turned five, and Leroy was four. Martha moved back in with her family, returned to college, and earned a degree in education. Doug would call occasionally, but they never got back together. She got a job with the school board and moved to her place when the boys were nine and ten.
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After the massage, Larry began to think about the first house he remembered being boarded up in the Washington Heights area where he was raised. It was the Fuller’s house. Mrs. Fuller had died, and her son Philip, Larry’s parents’ age, moved back in. He was always jovial and busy, had a great smile, and all seemed well with him. Larry couldn’t remember how long it took, but as he thought of it now there was never a ‘For Sale’ sign in the front yard.

It was an all-brick house, that dark, red brick, with an arch over the driveway that led to the backyard. Larry thought that maybe he was invited in once with his Uncle Clarence. He thought that maybe Clarence and Philip drank some whisky, told a few off-color jokes, had a few laughs, and it all seemed friendly. He remembered the hedges all around the home, well kept by the Fullers for years. Now they were growing out of control, and the grass had not been cut in months, it seemed.

Next, Dorsey’s home went bad, then the Baskins’ house up the street from his grandparents’ house. Eventually someone moved in, renters, he guessed, but they never kept the property up like before. No one would get out there on Saturdays with the push mower, like Mr. Baskins. Larry smiled as he thought of the sound those blades made as they clipped thick blades of grass, green, fertile, rich. No one washed cars in the small driveways or cleaned the gutters. Paint peeled on the older, clapboard houses, and yards scarred as they slowly became parking spots for broken down cars.

Larry sighed because the ones who could started families and moved away, and bought newer, bigger homes. The prepared people were getting those teaching and postal jobs, and the auto and plane builders had hired thousands of blacks; Ford, GM, Lockheed, and Atlanta’s service industries were going at full strength in the 70s. This was after his parents and the freedom fighters had marched, and finished college, and started to integrate the larger society. They spoke properly, and were well behaved, and dignified, with moral purpose and true ambition. They had been raised right, and eight people could share a house with one bathroom! He could remember from 6th grade the news that Greg’s brother Butch had been killed in Vietnam, and how his grandmother had him take a bowl of figs to the family. Yet, when it came to his peers, and the other beneficiaries of so much good the local Jazz clubs gave way to small drug parties, and the mysteries of hedonism took over the times. Hard work and patience gave way to “What de ya know?” and “Who’s got that package?” Different lessons were now being taught, and money earned was not being saved. Courtship was lost, and commitments few, long term focus was compromised, “Let’s get over and do what we do!” Fathers and sons could no longer talk, as divorces and bullshit scattered our gains, and kids never learned how to stay in school. So much, so fast without a guide, and society knew we could be played, slaves of magic took to the streets, and music was angry when grandma got robbed!

“Oh, the sadness of achievement dismissed, as jail took over the ambitious ones, and when they returned as men unknown, the real boys of valor had to walk away.”
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Larry started to cry as he felt his part in the decline, and how classes he missed could never be attended, yet remedial ones helped him prepare once he was freed of his hate of self.

“Sir, excuse me. Sir,” spoke the young woman as Larry seemed lost walking out the side door to the courtyard.

“Oh, thanks. Wow!” he responded, looking at the young lady, and smiling.

“Are you okay?” she asked, as he still seemed a bit tentative in speech and gait.

“Yeah. Massage. I just had a massage. Thanks, I’m okay.”

“Okay, take care,” she said, still watching him to make sure he was okay.

This was his second massage in three weeks.

*                                      
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“No, I don’t have anything stronger here. If you need to go out and get something and come back another day, that’s fine.”

“I’m just a little upset. I’ve spent my whole life doing good things well and now this. Excuse me for the profanity, I’m just really baffled how I was framed. I didn’t see it coming. Man, those guys set me up. Money, I guess; I was blinded by the billionaire thing. Didn’t need it of course. Billionaire.”

Henson returned to his seat and asked for more water.

“Sure,” responded Larry.

“So how do we do this, way back or recent history?”

“Recent. Remember, I’m a counselor, not a business guru or doctor,” spoken with a wry smile.

“All right counselor,” Henson spoke, taking his suit coat off, “here we go.”

He searched the walls and noticed the certified addiction counselor documents, and several articles that said this guy knew his craft. Still, he wasn’t sure if he wanted to go through with this conversation.

“Let’s start here: In 1997 I pulled off the deal of a lifetime. I’d made some moves, but this was almost too good to be true. I’m a numbers guy, right, and a friend of a friend needed some tax help for his growing electronics business. He had developed a revolutionary semiconductor, and was making money hand over fist, as the saying goes. I don’t know, well I guess I can tell you the details now, let’s just say he earned $200,000,000.00 in 1996. He had missed a patent deadline, resolved that, but the whole process of running the company, blah, blah, blah had burned him out and he was ready to sell. I put together a package, bought it, patents, plans, customers, etc. for $120,000,000.00.”

Henson starts to laugh to himself, then says with bravado, “I didn’t have to pull a weapon!” He laughs uncontrollably for a few seconds, then composes himself.

“As is my custom, I worked very hard for eleven years and grew the business and have shared a lot of profit with the people who have been with me and worked just as hard. All very rich now as well,” he says very calmly. 

“It all sounds pretty wonderful so far,” Larry remarks.

“Well, like my buddy Arnold would say, ‘that’s when the shit got started’.”

*                        
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When Thomas and Bruce retired from Hobe in June 2008, they talked of the work they’d done there and how rewarding it had been. The technological equipment they played with was truly amazing, though certain aspects of the research into behavior and intentionality felt wrong. They had given the company their best efforts and were proud of what they accomplished. Thomas was especially proud that he had not mentioned Weapons Eye Sync to anyone. He felt comfortable enough with Bruce’s level of expertise and moral fiber to broach the idea of becoming his business partner and further develop his idea. Thomas invited Bruce to come to his house on September 30 to discuss an idea he’d been kicking around a few years. Bruce agreed and arrived about 7:15 pm.

“Come in.”

Bruce comfortably crosses the front threshold.

“Good evening. Nice evening; still warm.”

“Yes, come on in; we’ll go to the den. Drink?”

“No, I’m fine, thanks.”

“Bruce, how are you this evening?” Shirley asks when she moves to hug him. “Good to see you: how’s Mary?”

“Good, she’s good. She says hello.”

“When are we all going to get together for dinner and a movie?”

“Soon, let’s do it soon.”

“Tell her to call me and we’ll make some plans.”

“I’ll do it.”

Bruce smiles to her as he moves on to the den through the kitchen.

Thomas follows him in and closes the door behind them.

“Wow, can’t believe it’s been four months!” Thomas starts.

“Yeah, we had a good trip to Arizona. Very relaxing. Sedona, the Canyon; just all over was nice.”

“Three weeks?” Thomas asks yet really confirming what he already knew.

“Right, yeah, great.”

“Well,” Thomas pauses, “I asked you over to discuss a business proposal. Something you know a lot about, and like what we worked on at Hobe. It’s something I developed after leaving the police force back in ’88. It has to do with weapon recognition, and a perpetrator’s abilities to harm law enforcement personnel.”

“Sounds exciting.”

“Well, it is, with a potential to help the good guys, and make us a lot of money. I need you because of your performance control work, how you’ve uncovered flaws in otherwise foolproof systems. I don’t want to discuss too much tonight, and we can go over particulars at another time.”

“Yeah, I’m open.”

“Good. Tomorrow too soon?”

“Not at all. Early is good.”

“8a?”

“Sure. Here?”

“Yeah. 8a. See you in the morning.”

“Okay!”

Bruce says goodnight to Shirley and almost floats out the door.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Three
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Jack Moran was the lead person for the special weapons division of Hobe Phone Company, the government’s research arm into behavior and intentionality. Its purpose was to study ‘How Our Brothers Evolved,’ an ongoing thesis concerned with the peculiar connections between American blacks and whites. They had spent years with the whole White versus Caucasian models, but now the quest had been to resolve the notion that black people from south of the Sahara in Africa, years later, required different systems to penetrate a variance in moral structure. Skin color was the main driver of the studies, but the realities of Caucasians from North Africa, Somalia, or Arabs, and some people from India confused the narrow boundaries so far. When Thomas Robinson was recruited in 1986, he had already solved certain issues of physical integrity using sound wave variance, but what he was charged with now to develop was a little scary.

Thomas hired 20 actors for today’s skin color recognition tests that Jack had ordered. They ranged from pale white to deep black. He was convinced their sensors could not only detect motives by skin color, but also degrees of intent of a possible crime suspect. Using historical data, he was curious about whether weight and spatial filters could influence translation algorithms. He knew that defined variance could be put into mathematical formulae, but would the device accept changes in brain/body signals?

There were two teams of ten each who were assigned various roles, white normal to dark skin normal, with cultural nuance factored in, i.e., levels of industry, perception of freedom, achievements, expectations, and heritage. These were mixed with a propensity for criminal behaviors, and how they were defined by each sub-group. Other indicators were capacity for learning, meaning comprehension, and knowledge of performance parameters. IQ and morality would be assigned and codified later.

The control group would define how the device functions with basic, old-school intentions. With the test group could it adapt to mixed use motives? The results would show how certain skin color groups define work for hire as a sociological requisite, drug dealing, or identity fraud, for instance. Could the scanning sensor discern accepted procedure, and identify intent, skill level, and the type of weapon carried by the individual, all in .82 seconds? This was the stated goal of these tests.
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Darlene Jackson enjoyed a good corporate career with the airlines. She worked in HR as an executive trainer and was well regarded in her tight network. She was tall and healthy, working out twice a week, casually dating other professionals, and collected black themed art. She had a master’s in social work and always received excellent yearly reviews for her work performance. She was making $84,000.00 a year when she met Larry. She owned a split-level home in Stone Mountain’s Main Street community and drove a standard Sedan. At 43 years old, she would still be called cute, and had a good, positive circle of girlfriends who met regularly for dinner. All of them were still single, or divorced, so the conversation usually covered four topics: men, finance, travels, and social commentary. Tonight’s conversation was about good black men who’d served prison time, and about their age, and whether they should consider dating any?

“What about your brother?” Paula asked Joyce Taylor as Darlene listened intently.

“You know, Ronnie was so good growing up; decent, smart, athletic, family oriented. It was a mild shock when he got busted,” Joyce shared.

“What do you mean ‘mild’?” Darlene asked.

“Bank Fraud. He covered up so well. He wasn’t flashy. We thought he was following suit, working hard, taking classes, getting coached. We just thought all that was paying off well for him.”

“What happened?” Darlene followed up, noticing Joyce tense up and withdraw a bit.

“All he said was he was helping some dancers at Johnny’s club buy their first homes,” Joyce responded.

“How much time?” Paula asked.

“96 months.”

“Federal?”

“Yes,” Joyce answered. 

“When does he get out?” Paula further probes.

“Two months. He’s in a halfway house now,” Joyce says.

“Have y’all gone to see him there?”

“Sure. You want to see him?” Joyce asked Paula.

They all laughed.

“Darlene, didn’t you date him one time?” Paula was about to ask.

“Don’t even start there!” Darlene shot back.

They all laugh again.

These were five good, fine, black ladies who had lived right, gone to school, and had positive social and family lives. Now, starting middle age, they were honestly searching for the other pieces of their lives.

*                               
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Darlene was introduced to Larry by a mutual friend. They talked a few times by phone and made dinner plans, and to attend a Jung Society Lecture afterwards if all was going well. They agreed to meet at a small restaurant near Piedmont Park at 6 on Saturday, September 24, 1998. The lecture was only two miles away.

She arrived first and parked near the front entrance. Larry arrived and parked a few spaces away, closer to the street. They greeted each other warmly and went in.

“Thanks for coming,” spoke David, the chef owner who greeted them. 

“We’re glad to be here,” spoke Larry. “Rich told me to tell you hello.”

“Richie Cooper?” questioned David.

“Yeah. Good friend.”

“Yes, he is. How’s his wife, Christine?” asked David.

“Good. Good. Her surgery went well.”

“Such good people,” David shared.

“How about over here, window view of the park?”

“Looks great,” Darlene spoke up as she looked towards Larry.

“Sure, looks good to me,” Larry offered.

David gestured to the adequately sized table for two, assisted Darlene with her chair and nodded to Larry.

“Thanks,” Larry and Darlene said in unison.

“Justin will be your waiter. Oh, here he is now.”

Justin steps up to the table, smiles and says, “Hello.”

David pauses, “I don’t know your names,” he says, a bit embarrassed.

“I’m Darlene, he’s Larry.”

“Thanks,” David says, “My bad, okay. I’m going now. Justin will take good care of you.”

David walks off quickly.

“Drinks?” Justin asks.

“Water, water,” Larry and Darlene answer.

Justin asks, as he’s giving them a menu, “First time here?”

“Yes,” they each respond.

“Hopefully, you’ll have a good experience. We’re quite proud of what we do here.”

‘We’ve heard good things,” Larry responds.

“Okay, make yourselves comfortable, and I’ll return in a few minutes with your waters.”

“Thank you,” Larry again responds.

Since it was still warm for late September, Darlene was tastefully dressed in a light sweater. Larry was casual with khaki slacks, an open collar dress shirt and a suit coat.

“This seems nice,” Darlene observes.

“Yeah,” Larry asserts.

They each fumble nervously while reading the menus.

“Well here we are,” Darlene starts.

“Shrimp, scallops okay?” Larry asks.

“Sure,” she answers.

“Thanks again for agreeing to this.”

“Sure. I needed to get out.”

“Why is that?” he asks.

“Work’s been busy lately with 20 new hires, and I’ve had to train them all in phase one; introductions, rules, ethics, SOPs, all that before they get to their workstations.”

“Sounds hectic?”

“Just busy; four hours of that each day then my other work. But I enjoy it. I want to prepare them for our work culture, and I want to be as thorough as possible.”

“I’m sure.”

“Well I think you have to give people your best. This is where they form notions about what’s to come and what’s expected of them, as well as what we give. I want them to know why we’re successful, and what they’ll need to do to add to the growth of the company. Of course, we’ve screened them, checked their resumes, accomplishments, other histories, drug tests, criminal background checks, etc. We’re not social services.”

“Wow, I probably couldn’t get a job there,” Larry says, jokingly.

“Naaahhh, you’re fine; I know who you are.”

“Oh, you checked me out?” he asks.

“Somewhat. You’ll have to fill in a few gaps,” she laughs. “How about me, what do you know?”

“Vanilla, or rather chocolate chip. What you see is what you get.”

“That’s kind of you.”

They laugh a bit longer and shyly eye each other for a few seconds.

“Here we go. I brought some lemon slices just in case you’d want to add them to your water,” Justin announces.

“How thoughtful,” Darlene says.

“How would y’all like to start,” he asks, setting their waters on paper coasters, and placing the lemon wedges in the center of the table on a small glass dish.

“Shrimp, scallops, a crab cake we can split,” Larry orders, looking directly at Darlene.

She nods okay.

“Sure. I’ll get that right out. Questions about dinner choices?”

“Not yet. Thanks,” they answer.

Darlene thinks Larry is a good-looking man. “So far, he seems okay,” she thinks, as she studies his actions.
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Rita seemed glad to see Larry this afternoon. He was walking fast and didn’t have time to spare. It was five thirty and his group started at six. 

She was fully dressed in a coat and a woolen cap on her head. She was rocking back and forth, sitting on the bench, a fast-food bag to her left, crumpled as if the food had been eaten, and the wrapping paper, or an empty carton was inside. Larry knew he had to make time for her, so he walked towards her.

“Counselor,” she almost shouted to him.

“Hey Rita,” he greeted her.

“Your granddaddy lived near here too, over on Irwin Street. Your grandmamma and two kids. He was a great man too. Wise. Wise. You are great, you know? Tell them about the new dream.”

“Rita, I’ve got to...”

“6 o’clock. I know. But don’t be afraid, old man dream needs to rest. New dream. Tell them about the new dream.”

“Thank you, Rita.”

She smiles, away from him as he walks off to the office.

*     
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Four people were standing outside Larry’s office door when he stepped off the elevator. He smiled, slowed his pace, and greeted them.

“Hey y’all. Let me get to the door here.”

He puts his key into the cylinder, turns to open it and steps inside. He turns on the overhead lights, walks over to a lamp on the main table, turns it on, turns around and says, as his clients start in, “Come on
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