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A BOOMER REFLECTS

The ‘ask not’ generation started coming home in body bags or hurt in ways we hadn’t seen in 1965. 

The social movement challenged perspectives, and college life was altered due to pot and ‘free love’ slogans. Information was flooding minds, and the paper chase was on in full, only now the skins were darker. 

Teachers and postal workers were buying homes, and kids had their own bathrooms. 

Outer space was now an option, and LSD expanded our consciousness. Malcolm and Martin had dreams, and the power sign had new meaning. 

The Falcon, Mustang, and GTO gave us promise, and Barbie was placed at the head of the bed. 

Berkeley and Kent State birthed rides through the desert, red heads and nappy heads showed we could overcome. 

So much cost so little until the pill was forgotten. 

Nixon left, and Cocaine arrived, it was who you know as promotions were given, then babies and mortgages sealed our fates. 

Money flowed and the internet started, poetry quit selling, but murder and intrigue soothed our passions. 

A million was made or lost at the table, the car, the house, a diamond or two, left us vacant for an earlier time, thirty-five years I’m almost there! 

But no one told us how the aches and pains of bodies abused would grip us with a nagging fierceness that Prozac and trainers would need to brighten a sullen memory of rehab counselors who helped us move our mental mix so we could get together again to serve the land and retire when time. 
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Chapter One
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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 gym crowd ladies at Leo’s Fitness Center in the Master Mall, all trim and well kept. Bruce Walker was football player big, 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 was 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 development. 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, a 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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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 really 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 Sea Food Grille on St. Simons Island. She 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 is about 130.

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

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

“Yes. And you, let’s see, ahhh, let’s see, camera, oh yes, 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 interactions. The faces, I mean,” he said.

As they entered the restaurant, the young hostess approached.

“Hey folks, come on in. Two?”

“Well, I don’t know,” Mary said.

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 Browning Summit were similar but different. There were 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 a hall-like entrance to the front door. The ‘A’ frame designs captured the varying space allotments inside each home, 1,600 to 2,019 sq. ft. 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 piece that was thinner and more attractive.

Larry and Darlene’s home, a corner lot, was deep into the closed subdivision, yet just under a quarter mile walk up to the bus stop. Larry rode the TTA bus into downtown Atlanta twice a week now. The office space he leased was adequate for his reduced needs: a small reception area, a group room, and an office/break area good enough to see a few private clients. 

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 feet, 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 a 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. 

The developers were able to save and update those industrial-sized elevators that handled pallets of boxes and crates and two-hundred-pound hand trucks carrying other loads. 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, move product 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 Ponce de Leon 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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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, a playground for the tricksters, and a focus for the aimless. The Atlanta Crackers baseball field was long gone, the Army recruiting office was boarded up, and drunks were everywhere. Yet, there was a glamour to it all, a halo of night lights, clothes, and artists 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 north side businesses still paid the bills. Achievement mattered, and rural attitudes helped shape 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, trestles, and railroad tracks defined the places you should not go, or better yet, you had to explore. Cathy and Jeanie would come outside, and cigarettes and wine would be fun, another day, another time.
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Chapter Three
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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; he wanted a bit more flash. He was a good counselor, 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 big money, but he cut grasses, or cleaned off roofs, and painted houses to have spending money. People knew they could depend on him, even as his bad years progressed he could be called on for small jobs the other kids would not do, 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. 1955. Grady Baby.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means my roots are deep here. And you, where are you from?”

“New York actually. Just outside Manhattan. Upper middle, neat, comfortable.”

“Family?”

“Okay, let me tell you what’s really 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 a 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?”
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Chapter Four
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Larry was born to Doug and Martha Fleming. He was a healthy 8.5lbs at birth. He was loved and nurtured from the start as he was Martha’s first born. Her sisters and brother showed much love to them, and supported the new family, especially Tina, the oldest sister. Tina was firm and sure, and guided many aspects of care when Martha needed a break from 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 the small apartment on Sunrise Street, a mile away from her parent’s 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 fifteen cents for her ticket. In short order she became pregnant, left school, and took a job at the Needham textile factory. They married, rented the apartment on Sunrise, and lived there through the birth of their second son, Leroy. Doug had started gambling and winning a lot of money at cards and 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 system and moved to her own place when the boys were nine and ten.
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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.”

“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 semiconductor that was revolutionary, 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 personally 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 sale. 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 even 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, I might add. 

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

#
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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 partner in business and further develop his idea. Thomas invited Bruce to come to his house on September 30 to discuss the idea. Bruce agreed and arrived about 7:15pm.

“Come in.”

Bruce comfortably crosses the front threshold.

“Good evening. Nice evening; still warm,” Bruce comments.

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

“No, I’m fine, thanks.”

“Bruce, how are you this evening?” Shirley asks when she comes 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 asked, 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.
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Chapter Five
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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 Black people 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. When Thomas Robinson was recruited in 1988, 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. 

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 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. Could the scanning sensor discern accepted procedure and identify intent, skill level, and the type of weapon carried by that 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, worked out twice a week, casually dated 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 $94,000.00 a year when she met Larry. She owned a split-level home in Stone Mountain’s Upper 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, 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 it 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 half-way house now,” Joyce gives them.

“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 threw out.

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

They all laugh again.

These were five, good, and 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 plans for dinner and to attend a Jung Society Lecture afterwards if all went 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,” said 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, open collar dress shirt and a suit coat.

“This seems nice,” Darlene observed.

“Yeah,” Larry asserts.

They each fumble nervously, reading the menus.

“Well, here we are,” Darlene said.

“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,” he 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 in, I’ll get you signed in.”

He sits at the table, pulls a sign in sheet from a folder, retrieves a pen and a receipt book from the drawer, and starts taking the $60.00 fee from each one: “Name, probation officer, 1st or 2nd DUI, or other offense,” he questions, as he takes the money, writes down their name and other information, stacks the money in a pile in front of him, makes change if necessary, or says he’ll give it to them later. They line up, and one by one he signs them in as seven others show up before six.

“Have a seat in the group room,” he announces, “We’ll start in a few minutes. I’ll pass out receipts at the end of group.”

They all take seats, talk amongst themselves, and wait for Larry to come back.

The group room, like the reception area, had beautiful watercolor pictures on the walls. Two were fall scenes, two were beach scenes, and one was like an outdoor snapshot from New Mexico, hills, and a valley near the Rio Grande somewhere. The chairs are high back-office types on casters, and you could move around or stay set in one place.

“Okay, let’s get started,” Larry announces. “My name is Larry Fleming, Certified Addiction Counselor, and I’m glad to see everybody, but I’m sure most of you are not happy to be here. I try to teach and entertain, and I hope you’ll get more out of this than just your letter of completion. That depends on you. The rules are simple; listen, talk, respect each other, get honest, and grow up a little bit. I’m a counselor, not your probation officer. The legal stuff is on you, whether you did it or not that’s for you and the courts. What we talk about here is addiction, alcoholism, or nonsense; you lie to me, I’ll lie to you. I’m a dope fiend. I was out there for eighteen years and if you’ve done it I probably did it too. One difference is I’ve been clean 28 years now and have a pretty good life. It’s what you want to do about your problem. How it works is I’ll probably talk the first hour, you talk the second hour, and then we’ll all talk the third hour. Sometimes we’ll watch an educational video, sometimes a movie. This is not ‘AA,’ or any other ‘A,’ people who go there want to be there, you’ve been forced to come, and pay; those are free services. But, if you are an addict, or alcoholic, or just beginning, you already know. I’ve been at this a long time and some of what you are going to say I’ll think it’s crazy, and some of what I say you’ll think it’s crazy. Hopefully, at the end of three hours we’ve all learned something about ourselves, or someone else.”

All fidget a little, adjust their seated positions, and take a breath.

“Now, I generally don’t like profanity, but I will go ‘ghetto’ if I have to. We’re not going to argue too long about anything. I will call the police, quick, if a real threat is made. Like I said, respect, civility, and we will have classes on those topics.” Larry takes a deep breath. “Okay, let’s do the question-and-answer thing. First, let’s go around the room and introduce ourselves. We’ll start to my left and go around the room. State your name, and why you’re here. 

“My name is Lester Ross, 2nd DUI.”

“My name is Sharon Fuller, drug possession.”

“My name is Robert Thompson, theft by taking.”

“I’m Johnny, I’m just here man,” he says, as the group laughs.

“I’m Tori Davis, solicitation.”

“My name is Doris Jones, DUI.”

“I’m Sarah, pot.”

“I’m Joan, heroin addict, theft.”

“Davis, public indecency, pot.”

“Mr. James Harris, alcohol consumption.”

“Gina Rawlings, gave cop a blow job.”

The group bursts out in laughter for a few seconds.

From the individual evaluations sent over to him, and the couple that he had done, the average age of the group was 24, seven were high school graduates, two dropped out, and one had a GED. Doris Jones was a professor in African American Literature. None of these clients had done hard prison time, although three had served nine months in County. Most had been arrested, sent to probation, and the courts had ordered substance abuse counseling. Larry knew this population well and looked forward to each group session.

#
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After group, walking up to the bus stop, Larry thought of his eleven-month tour of duty with the 8th Infantry Division, Medical Detachment in Mainz, West Germany in 1973 and what a failure he had been due to his addiction. His Uncle Lewis had served admirably on that soil during WW II, and Generals Alexander and Colin Washington Jr. and Sr., men who distinguished themselves as well, in the air and on the land. Men who beat segregation by their performance, beat it by determination, sacrifice, and a will to excel. Jr., who led the Tuskegee Airmen to unparalleled success with their escort missions, meeting several German FW-190s and ME 262 jet aircraft, destroying several, and damaging others, showed that Black men too had the right stuff, dignity, precision, and reserve. Larry thought how they would not have approved of how he relieved himself of any moral fortitude, or mental agility by his abuse of drugs, yet, to his credit he did perform several top-secret missions that saved a few American lives. 

#
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It took three months for Thomas and Bruce to get the business structure in place and manufacture the device. They had to hire a law firm, accountants, a sales force, consultants for trade laws governing foreign commerce, and general office staff. They discovered the Mears building in downtown Atlanta and leased about 10,000 square feet for three years. There had been much discussion about the location, and they decided their clients would get a good view of the city driving in from Hartsfield-Jackson Airport. They figured, rightly, that most of the buyers they were after would come by private jet anyway, and have limousines bring them to the office from there.

Of course, Thomas Robinson, the owner, was designated CEO, and Bruce Walker was given 20% of the company, and named COO. By December 2008 they were fully operational.
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Chapter Six
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Mary and Shirley rode down to the office on Thursday to touch up the place. Most of the furnishings were in place, pictures hung, and art pieces set well on their stands. There was a good mix of wood, metal, and glass. The chairs were ergonomic, but not exotic, the ten-foot-high ceilings gave the place an airy comfort. The modest sized individual offices were staged to welcome PCs, laptops, flip phones, and recreational listening devices. The general staff was a good mix of military, law enforcement, educators, experienced administrative staff, and top sales professionals. The research department had physicists, psychologists, medical doctors, and a nurse; sometimes they outsourced testing, yet Bruce was highly skilled in design and quality control, so he would oversee any difficulties with the products they devised. He was hands on, but not intrusive.

#                    
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“Like most of the people I know, I’ve worked hard and had good results. I’ve been blessed with good health, and at sixty-three I feel pretty good. I guess since the divorce I’ve not done well in relationships,” Wallace was saying.

“Why do you think that’s so?” Larry asks him.

“Well, if I’m honest, it could have something to do with my drinking. I can get mean towards women when I drink. Just a lot I didn’t get to overcome. I turned to business, and ‘business relationships,’ and I don’t think I have a clue what it really means to be intimate with a woman.”

“Anything steady now?”

“About four years ago. She was nice, and we did all the nice stuff, travel, movies, art stuff, dinners; you know.”

“Had she moved in?”

“No. I’d sleep at her place, she at mine, but it lacked something.”

“Any other kinds of relationships?” Larry asks without being direct.

“No, straight. No problems there. Like a friend says, I have trouble ‘committing’ to the relationship.”

“Probably the booze. Let’s see,” Larry reaches behind him for Wallace’s file, then reads softly, “15, starts drinking, tried pot, didn’t like it, sniff or two of cocaine in college, modest drinking after college, out of control for a few months in ’99, quit for two years, up and down since. Two steady relationships, one two years, one five. They broke off—, no ring. Heavy the last five months, suicidal. Suicidal?”

“Let’s talk about that,” Wallace jumps in.

“Take your time, this is big stuff. Where are you right now with that?” Larry asks cautiously.

“Nothing now. I wrote it down because recently I was so out of control. I really feel disgusted with myself. Never a plan.”

“Last drink?”

“Yesterday.”

“Are you taking any medications?”

“Something for sleep sometimes.”

“From a Doc?”

“OTC.”

“How often?”

“Once, twice a week at times.”

“What else?”

“That’s it.”

“Any drugs of abuse now, crack, meth, heroin on the weekends?” Larry smiles as he’s asking.

“Not my style.”

“How about some of your, umm, dates, girlfriends in the past?”

“Not even. They’ve been mostly the ‘wine with dinner’ types who otherwise don’t drink, and don’t finish those when ordered.”

“So, are you a drunk?” Larry asks directly.

“Maybe. But what’s going on now is the stress of buying this company. There are some social implications that are disturbing.”

“How so?”

“Man, we don’t have but a few minutes left; that answer is long.”

“Okay, let’s wrap up for today. Now tell me...” 

Wallace interrupts.

“I used to hunt and target shoot, and I have two ‘nines, an old school .38 for effect, and a rifle. If you say it, I’ll give them to you, or Nelson, or whoever. If some clown tries to rob me so be it!”

“Your call.”

“I’ll keep them for now.”

“The drinking?”

“I may need help with that.”

“AA?”

“Twice. Not for me.”

“How sick do you get when you try to stop. Vomiting, shakes, heart palpitations, sweats?”

“Some weakness and restlessness; no vomiting, no palpitations, some shakiness.”

“High blood pressure?”

“It goes up. If I drink a lot of water and orange juice and eat something I’m usually all right.”

“Call me tomorrow near noon whether you drink tonight or not.”

“I won’t drink, I’ll have my friend come by and check on me. She’s a trained nurse. I don’t need a paper trail before closing this deal.”

“What’s most important?”

“I get that. I’ll call tomorrow, and if you think we need to do something else I’ll trust your decision.”

“Does your friend know addiction medicine?”

“Psych nurse, Ledford a few years ago. She’ll check my vitals. I’ll give her your number. I don’t want to die, and I do know I need help.”

“Okay.”

“How do you know all this? Nelson didn’t say much except you’re experienced?”

“Big problem back in the day. We’ll talk more about me later. Stay safe, stay around.”

“You’re a comedian too?”

“Send in the clowns.”

“Don’t bother, they’re here.”

They have a good laugh, Wallace stands, looks Larry in the eyes and says, “Thanks.”
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Chapter Seven
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Matthew Howard, MD, head of training for WES, wanted the R&D unit to hire a few minority temporary workers. He specified two African Americans, a Hispanic, and a Middle Easterner. Also, he mentioned that it would be helpful if they were recruited from a half-way house connected to federal inmates. Plus, that they were at least 42 years old, and had served at least ten years in prison, particularly crack dealers, as they would make the best subjects for study with the next phase of trials on the M2635 unit, intent versus motive.

#                                        

[image: ]


Larry picked up the 824 Paper again and felt the anger, ‘Forget American Black people?’ He’d kept it in a file folder under some clothes in the gym bag he’s had since getting sober. He drifted in thought, away from the anger, to how he felt competing against the New York basketball players when he was in basic training in Missouri back in ’72. He’d always heard the best ‘ball’ players came from there, and here he was, from Atlanta, Georgia, head, and shoulders with these guys, dribbling, shooting, passing, play making the way he had against Blue and the boys back home. It was second nature to him just like the drills and marches, handling his pack, or helping Davis, the white kid from South Georgia who couldn’t keep up sometimes, and how he thanked Larry for his support. Or the way he handled himself when the white drill sergeant from Ohio said in a class one time, “Make that brass shiny as a nigger’s ass;” somehow the sergeant had overlooked the only Black soldier in the room, or perhaps he didn’t care. In any event Larry went up to him after class and got a private apology, instead of making a big deal out of it.

#
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Whatever the redacted parts of the paper were about he would like to recover them. Larry and the boys had survived different kinds of hell, here, and in Vietnam, back in the day, and they had come home to good jobs with the airlines, or the car companies; some to the Post Office, or airplane builders. Now, so many years later, it was great when he ran into one of his grow up playmates, like Ralph Palmer, who still had that quiet calm and sense of togetherness they portrayed when playing for the Simpson Street Rams football team 50 years ago, showing then skills to master the game. Larry’s trials as a black, heroin addict, compared to the challenges of combat in Southeast Asia, though different, utilized the strengths and same guile developed on the football field, or in the street gun fights of those Friday nights in Wedgewood. Sure, a different kind of combat, different hand to hand, different strategies, motives, and yet, the same need to play the cards as dealt, the same intent, oddly, to be a good man trying to survive  and continually having it corrupted by the necessities of politics, or leading the ‘men’ on a mission to save the high school’s honor, thinking of a simple group fight when the troops had guns, and then getting kicked out of school because he was recognized as the football star; the others merely anonymous bad actors cheating a moral cause. And yet, now, talking to Palmer, both standing tall, mature, good men still, not bitter, or angry, older Black men still ready to serve, still leading by example.

#                                        
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“Sometimes it’s just hard to talk to Black folk. The ones of us who stayed good, went to school, fought off the bad influences, and graduated can’t relate on certain levels. Or we didn’t get the slave mentality, or the 40 acres and a mule thing, we just got up each day and went about it. My mother and father didn’t have a masters’ degree, but they showed me the work ethic/payoff route. You know mama dropped out of college to have my sister, and daddy never went, but they just kept on,” Darlene was saying as they rode the scenic roads from Santa Fe headed to Taos. “And, it was not pretense, just like it’s not now. Certain kids I couldn’t relate to, and that was black or white. Now, like your buddy, Roderick, he’s a fool. I know you love him like your brother, and his wife and kids are precious, and at work, no comparison. But the language he uses sometimes, so out of date the way he describes us, and people in general. I just can’t stand to be around him. And I know he’s not going to change. And y’all get together for the Super Bowl, and I know you got it this time, so I just get ready. It’s okay.”

“Thank you. I know, it’s crazy. And you know he’s all about black folks, but his language...”

“David and your other friends cleaned up their acts, why can’t he?” she adds.

“I don’t know. “

#
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Premium Photo, the subsidiary for research at Weapons Eye Sync was in the final testing phase for its most up to date device, the 1027BH. It not only could identify weapons, but gave vital signs, and could separate intent from motive in .79 seconds. The skin color issue was still troublesome, and that’s why today’s series of tests were so important. 

“I still can’t believe there’s such a big difference in moral valuation,” Dr. Timothy Lowe was sharing with Dr. Howard. “We’ve trained them, the feds ‘trained’ them, what else?”

“Tim, they’re just different, and you can’t change that. Nature/nurture, Science 101 remember?”

“Look, how many white people do you see looting a store during a riot? Asian, Islamic, European, South American? Do you see what I’m saying? And what does the data show, starting about 1958, American Black people are just different, and if you don’t factor that in we’ll never get the edge,” Dr. Howard continued.

“Is that still that slavery stuff you guys down here like to hold on to?” Doctor Lowe questions.

“They do, and that’s 60% of the issue.”

“How about mixed race, slave owner’s kids?”

“See, that’s why this is difficult. They too are different,” Dr. Howard maintains.

“And what about their kids on down the line?” Tim asks.

“See, this is where Southern man goofed it up for all of us, they’re still white.”

“Okay, I get that; bring in the criminals.”

“One by one?” Dr. Howard asks.

“Yes, Dr. Lowe responds.”

Unannounced, Thomas Robinson was in the parking lot about to come in. He was on his phone to Bruce who had mentioned today’s testing and invited the boss. About the time Dr. Howard opened the door to the holding area Mr. Robinson was pushing it open. Thomas spoke to the temps there and had a quizzed look on his face.

“Dr.” he spoke.

“Mr. Robinson, glad you could join us,” adjusting quickly. “Is Mr. Walker coming as well?”

“Yes, he’s about five minutes away.”

“Good. We were about to begin. It will take about that much time to get set.”

“Mr. Robinson, good to see you again,” said Dr. Lowe as he walked over to him.

“Dr. Lowe, my pleasure.”

Dr. Lowe continues past Thomas to summon the first person to come into the lab. Dr. Howard was a bit surprised by that action, as he’d offered to bring them in.

“Mr. Casey, Orlando Casey.”

A tall, fair skinned man stands, smiles, and walks toward the doctor. “Doctor,” he says immediately.

“Yes,” Doctor Lowe answers nervously. “Come on in.

Orlando Casey, 43, 6’1”, 210lbs, drug dealer from Detroit. High blood pressure, no other health issues, served 13 years locked up, eight in the penitentiary, five in the camp, has been at the halfway house three months. Crack and marijuana, 121 IQ. Midrange dealer, possible murder suspect, not proven. 10 kids by four women. High school education, business courses at Georgia Perimeter, still controls a real estate business. Has $800,000.00 cash being held by relatives. Cooperative.

“Mr. Casey, thanks for coming. Are they keeping you busy in the warehouse?”

“Yes sir, four hours a day.”

“I’m Dr. Tim Lowe, this is Dr. Howard, and that’s Mr. Thomas Robinson,” he gestures all around. “Dr. Joyce Taylor will join us shortly. Have a seat.”

They all sit in chairs arranged in a circle, with two empties for Joyce and Bruce. Dr. Lowe continues to review the file on Mr. Casey. Then he begins.

“Mr. Casey, have you had a chance to read over the handout?”

“Yes sir.”

“Do you have any questions?”

“Not now. Sounds interesting.”

“I have a couple to ask you before we begin the testing.”

“That’s fine.”

They all adjust their seated positions, with Mr. Robinson crossing his legs tightly, Dr. Howard shifting as if he has some back issues, Mr. Casey sitting straight up, and Tim getting more comfortable with the clipboard in his hand, dropping his pen once, smiling nervously, looking around, then begins his questions.

“May I call you Orlando?” he asks.

“Yeah.” Answered in a friendly way.

“Okay, is your mother white, and your father black?”

“Actually, she’s what you call mixed. Her daddy was white, and her mother was Black.”

“And you agree to participate in the line of testing as outlined on the form we gave you?”

“Yeah, it’s all right.”

“Okay, there will be a series of scenarios presented, and you’ll act naturally. You don’t have to be right, just right on!”

The group moans at this attempt at humor. A gentle knock is heard on the door to the lab and Bruce and Joyce enter.

“Hello everyone,” Dr. Taylor speaks.

“Gentlemen,” Mr. Walker says, and walks to Mr. Casey, who is standing, introduces himself and Dr. Taylor. Drs. Lowe and Howard, and Mr. Robinson, who are standing as well, shake hands with the new arrivals, then they all sit.

“Well, Mr. Casey, thanks for participating in our study,” Dr. Taylor says, as she retrieves a pen from her padded folder. 

“You’re welcome ma’am,” Orlando answers.

There was an awkward tension in the room as they all sat silently for a few seconds. Even though Tim was the head researcher, this segment was based on data provided by Dr. Taylor. 

“Dr. Taylor.” Dr. Lowe announces for her to begin.

“Excuse me,” the boss speaks up. “Mr. Casey, could you give us a few moments. Why don’t you go back to the lobby, and we’ll call you when we’re ready?”

“Sure, no problem. I still get paid, right? I have to return to the half-way house in two hours, and I can’t be late.”

“We’ll get you back on time, and you get paid for the extra time,” Thomas says.
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