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To my boys



“My wish for you

Is that you continue

Continue

To be who and how you are

To astonish a mean world

With your acts of kindness”

—Maya Angelou






PROLOGUE

    I’m sitting in a rented Pacifica minivan in a desolate parking lot at City Lake Park in Albemarle, North Carolina, waiting to meet a man recently released from prison for orchestrating a murder. For decades, newspaper headlines across the country called him “The Hitman”—Hitman Found, Suspected Hitman Charged in Killing of Buckhead Socialite, Hitman Released. I spent months hunting him down before he finally called me—I was at the grocery store buying milk—and we’ve talked and emailed several times since.

“While it would be refreshing to have the opportunity to meet with someone that is all about learning the truth and printing it,” he said, “I’m not sure if you have the resources to do the things that I would require of you.” I had looked over my shoulder in a fit of nonsensical panic—is anyone seeing this?—but it was an opening, even though I had no idea what he was talking about.

He knows I’m coming, but he’s ghosted me for the past couple of weeks, and now I fear I’ve made the trip for nothing. I’ve taken a redeye to Charlotte from my home in Oregon, achieved only a couple of hours of neck-jerking airplane sleep, and now find myself in a tiny town in the middle of nowhere—for what?

I first wrote a retrospective about the brutal 1987 murder of Lita McClinton Sullivan for Atlanta magazine in 2004. It was a case that shook the city, later the country, and still later the world. A Black socialite from a politically powerful Atlanta family, gunned down in broad daylight in one of the most upscale, whitest neighborhoods in Georgia. For a decade, the case went cold, unnervingly frigid. It became fodder for newspapers and magazines, was featured on television shows like Dominick Dunne’s Power, Privilege, and Justice, CBS’s 48 Hours, Extra!, FBI: Most Wanted, and many others. Journalists like me followed it for years, lawyers didn’t sleep, cops took it to their graves, and Lita’s family pushed and bent till they almost broke.

I’d been a writer for a decade when I got the Atlanta magazine assignment, but this was the first true crime story I’d ever covered—and I fell into it, hard. I got pulled in by reading police reports, news stories, and endless court documents, but what really climbed under my skin was the humanity and depravity of it all. What makes people become who they are? What leads us to the choices we make?

The story impacted me so much, I still had the banker’s box full of files upon whose lid I’d scrawled Sullivan with a black Sharpie decades prior. The box survived several moves, a flooded basement, a storage locker, my divorce, neglect. In it were yellowing court documents, hand-scrawled notes, business cards of long-retired police detectives, and a photo of Lita given to me by her parents; it’s the same one that graces the cover of this book. I’d periodically pull out that photo and wonder what she was thinking in that moment, what she thought in so many moments before and after. I kept in loose touch with the McClinton family lawyers and their private investigator. Sometimes I’d google James Sullivan. Every time I thought about pitching the box, I’d put the lid on and shove it back on a shelf, sensing there was more story left inside it.

Then, as the world was in lockdown in May of 2020, George Floyd was murdered by police in Minneapolis, and something in me shifted. Just a few years prior, I had joined millions of women who’d taken to the streets wearing homemade pink “pussyhats” to fight against misogyny and protect the rights of women. Then, brave women took to the highways of social media as the #MeToo movement shone light in the faces of miscreant men and demanded a change in the power imbalance of Hollywood and beyond. Now, I joined other outraged protestors who flooded the streets shouting about how Black lives mattered only to be teargassed and harangued as angry mobs.

In the eye-stinging haze of pepper spray and the reverb that followed that summer, I began thinking about Lita and the McClinton family in this new day of reckoning. How clearly had I seen Lita the first time I wrote this story? I felt increasingly called to reexamine not only Lita’s life and death, but my own exploration of it too.

Around this time, I reached out to my old Atlanta magazine editor, and we talked for hours. Finally, around the middle of the call, he said in his slow Georgia accent, “Well, sounds like maybe it’s time to write a book.”

There it was, the reason I’d carried that box around all these years. The responsibility of reopening it felt both essential and monumental. As I sifted through the papers, I began to slowly realize the story I thought I knew wasn’t the whole story. I’ve spent the past few years drowning in court documents, grasping to get my hands on information that evaporated years ago, clinging to the fading memories of retired cops, investigators, reporters, family members, and attorneys. Many people are no longer alive. Others don’t return my calls. Still others can’t or don’t want to remember; it’s still too painful. My walls are decorated with sticky notes that keep falling to the floor. The more I learn, it seems, the less I know.

So here I am, rubbing crusty bits of sleep from the tender crannies of my eyeballs, in a rented minivan in a tiny town in the middle of nowhere, trying to talk to a hitman.

If North Carolina is the rough shape of a revolver pointing west, Albemarle, the Stanly County seat, is just north of the trigger. I’ve driven all around, past junkyards with broken cars and rusted washing machines, past the “Home of Kellie Pickler” sign in the courthouse square celebrating the American Idol contestant who escaped this town, past the colonial homes, deserted textile mills, and unabashed cemeteries on the side of the road. And I’ve done some googling. This little agricultural town about an hour east of Charlotte grew up around the production and manufacturing of cotton. For decades, everyone worked at “the mill”—bagging sacks of raw cotton, spinning fiber into yarn, attaching toes to socks at the hosiery mills. Since the textile mills closed in the 1980s, the town has grappled to redefine itself. A lot of families here struggle to make ends meet.

It’s January 13, 2023, and unseasonably cold. No one is out, save for a couple of weathered souls walking into the forest playing disc golf. I check my phone again. Still no text from the hitman. I feel a mix of relief and disappointment. I’m not entirely sure what I’m hoping he’ll tell me, other than his side of the story.

I sigh, scroll to the “Lita” album in the photos app on my phone, and look at her pensive, beautiful face. Whatever happens today, it’s a good reminder: it all starts and ends with Lita McClinton Sullivan.

I decide not to wait any longer and dial his number. To my surprise, he answers right away.

“Where you at?” he asks in his big booming voice. No pleasantries, no small talk.

“In Albemarle,” I say.

“Yeah, I know,” he says like I’m stupid. “Where?”

I tell him I’m at the park, but before I can suggest a coffee shop, somewhere warm, safe, and public with people around, he interrupts and says he’s on his way.

Click.

I panic, looking around the empty parking lot, the quiet lake. I wonder briefly if there are bodies in that water, what would happen if the cops found my empty minivan. This isn’t how it’s supposed to go. Literally no one knows where I am. I turn on location sharing and shoot a text to my friend in Atlanta: “Meeting hitman in 5!” She sends back a wide-eyed emoji and, even though it’s freezing, I begin to sweat.

I take a deep breath, look at Lita one last time, and think, OK, let’s do this.



Three days later, I’m visiting the home of Lita’s parents, Jo Ann and Emory McClinton. I first met the McClintons two decades ago when I was a writer at Atlanta magazine. Back then, they lived in a giant neoclassical colonial home that would later become a Landmark Building on Atlanta’s Registry for Historic Places. The ranch home they live in today, on a generous swath of property on the outskirts of Atlanta, is more navigable for two people approaching their nineties. It’s surrounded by pine trees, the ground splendid with the burnt orange of pine straw. There’s a wheelchair on the stoop, some garden gnomes beside the driveway, a few Christmas ornaments still decorating the yard.

It’s January 16, the federal holiday celebrating Martin Luther King Jr.’s birth. Had he lived, the civil rights leader would be ninety-four. It’s also thirty-six years to the day since Lita McClinton Sullivan’s murder. I comment on this anniversary to Lita’s mother, Jo Ann, assuming we should acknowledge the weight of it, but Jo Ann just shrugs. Her grief isn’t particular on this day; the pain of losing her eldest daughter has long since settled into her bones. It ebbs and flows, but it’s always there.

Jo Ann, who spent more than twelve years as a representative on the Georgia General Assembly, has barely aged since I first met her. She’s a little shorter but still glamorous. She’s wearing a brown velour pantsuit, her hair curled and set, makeup flawless. Her gold jewelry clicks and jangles when she moves. She doesn’t remember meeting me back in 2004—she’s spoken to so many reporters over the years—but she’s warm and welcoming. It took some time for us to get to this place; understandably, the family had some resistance to reopening this deep wound. It took several emails and calls, plus a vote of confidence from Patrick McKenna, the investigator who worked tirelessly on behalf of the family for decades, before Jo Ann agreed to meet with me. She understood why I wanted to write the only comprehensive book about Lita’s murder, why retelling it now felt important, but she needed to know I wouldn’t be reckless with the story. She said she’d participate, but only if I wrote a nonsensational account, a balanced look at all that went down.

We settle in a formal dining room as I pull a recorder, pen, and notebook out of my backpack. I see the legs and shadow of a man sitting on a couch in another room, where the TV’s on, barely audible. Jo Ann tells me her husband, Emory McClinton, also eighty-nine, is riddled with cancer and suffering from dementia. It’s hard to reconcile this with the man I met back in 2004. I remember being struck by his height and the intensity with which he held eye contact when he shook my hand—a man who didn’t suffer fools.

Jo Ann smiles and looks down at her hands, twirls the wedding ring that’s been on her finger for more than seventy years. Jo Ann and Emory met at Catholic school when they were in the fourth grade. They married as high school seniors and have been together ever since. They had their first child, Lita, when they were just nineteen. Two more babies came quickly after that. The young family lived with Jo Ann’s mother, who helped with the bills and the babies while Emory took the bus each week from Atlanta to Tuskegee University in Alabama to study engineering. Georgia Tech would become the first white people-only university in the South to admit Black students without a court order, but not until 1961.

“So,” I say once Jo Ann and I settle into upholstered dining room chairs. I’ve thought about this moment for months. This time feels precious, like a thing I need to handle with utmost care. I don’t want to say anything offensive, or make assumptions, or overstay my welcome. I have so many questions, but I don’t know if I’ll have ten minutes or two hours. Will she tire and decide this conversation isn’t worth it? I take a deep breath. “Tell me all about Lita.”






CHAPTER 1 THE DOORBELL RINGS (JANUARY 16, 1987)


It’s the Friday before the long weekend—the second-ever Martin Luther King Day is on Monday—and it’s overcast and drizzly, one of those cold midwinter days after the holidays when brittle pine needles from the Christmas tree still linger in the carpet. Usually a late sleeper, Lita has been awake since dawn, unable to sleep, puttering about in her white satin dressing gown. She’s nervous about this afternoon; what happens today will change everything.

In a few short hours, a judge will make a major decision on the division of assets in her divorce, a near-final step in the long and arduous death march of her ten-year marriage. Just a few days past her thirty-fifth birthday, Lita longs for it all to be over. Though she’s tried to put on a brave face for her family and friends, Lita is jumpy and uneasy, not her usual composed and joyful self. There’s been some strange things happening lately—an early banging on the door a few days ago, the tingling creep up her spine when she feels like she’s being followed around town. Maybe it’s all nothing, a paranoia borne of the divorce stress, but she’s a little spooked.

It’s around 8:15 A.M. when the doorbell rings. Lita wonders who it could be so early in the morning. She tightens her robe and heads downstairs to answer the door.



Half an hour earlier, less than a mile from Lita’s townhouse, Randall Benson opens the Botany Bay Florist on Peachtree Street in Buckhead, an affluent commercial and residential district of Atlanta. Randall, twenty-six, fastidious and tidy, wears a neat mint-blue linen suit and bowtie. He is running late, which is unusual for him. The shop is supposed to open at 8 A.M. but by the time he turns on the lights, unlocks the front door, and retrieves the register cash hidden in the walk-in cooler in the back, it’s about 8:05 A.M. He chastises himself for having to rush. He is a contractor for several florists around town, and reputation is everything. He’d been hired by Botany to help through the holidays and into January; he’s only been working there about a month. Given the dreary morning, he expects a slow day, so he’s surprised when the bell jingles.

“Helloo!” he sings from behind the counter. The flower shop was built inside an old filling station, so there is a drive-up curb and a wall of windows where the garage doors used to be. As Randall takes in the customer walking toward the counter, he hesitates, heat suddenly creeping up the back of his neck, an alert ringing in his belly. The man looks nothing like the usual upscale Buckhead business crowd that comes in to buy flowers on the way to or from work. This guy is rough and grubby, with no hint of a smile. He wears green work pants and a faded flannel shirt. Randall pegs him as in his mid-thirties, around six feet tall with curly hair and an unruly beard.

“I need a dozen roses,” the man says, not making eye contact. “In a box.”

Randall, a lifelong Georgia boy, detects an accent different from his own but can’t quite pin it. “Well, that sounds lovely,” Randall says, working hard to ignore the prickling in his ears. “What color are we looking for?”

“It don’t matter. Just a dozen roses.”

Randall swallows hard. “Well, is there a special occasion? If it’s for your wife or your girlfriend, you’ll want red. But if it’s for an anniversary, you’ll want yellow and…”

“Listen, I told you it don’t matter,” says the man. “Just hurry.”

“Of course,” says Randall, mentally working out what he should do. Is something happening here, or is he imagining it? Regardless, he wants the interaction to be over so he can finish opening the store and get on with the day. He glances out the store’s front windows and notes a dirty white Toyota car with a blue pinstripe parked diagonally, so that Randall is looking at the passenger side. He makes out the shadowy profile of a man waiting in the driver’s seat. Exhaust from the tailpipe tells him the engine’s still running. Randall chooses pale pink roses because they are the freshest and begins quickly wiring the buds. He’s wired five when the man tells him not to bother with the others.

“Are you sure? If we don’t wire them, the heads will droop,” explains Randall. Seeing the man’s confusion he adds, “And then they won’t last as long.” Again, the man insists it doesn’t matter.

Randall gently lays the flowers on a bed of green tissue paper in a long white box and belts it with a pink satin ribbon. He is about to affix the shop sticker when the man tells him not to and says he doesn’t need a card.

“I see,” says Randall, anxious to be rid of the man. “That’ll be $28.15.”

The guy searches his pockets and pulls out several crinkled bills, but it becomes clear he doesn’t have enough cash.

“Hang on a minute,” he says, leaving the box on the counter while he goes out to the car. Randall braces himself, deciding if this is a robbery, he’ll simply hand over the cash and let the man take whatever he wants. But if it’s a robbery, why order flowers? Randall watches the man open the passenger door and say something to the driver. The driver turns to rummage around in the back seat, which is full of what looks to Randall like rolled sleeping bags.

Finally, the man returns. He dumps $30 in cash on the counter, takes the flowers, and says, “Keep the change.”

Randall watches the car drive away, noting the North Carolina plates. He breathes a sigh of relief, feeling like he’s dodged some sort of bullet.






CHAPTER 2 LITA: BACK TO THE BEGINNING (1952–1976)


Lita McClinton is born on January 7, 1952, at a time when Atlanta is on the brink of the civil rights cultural revolution. In her lifetime, she’ll see the birth of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC), formed in 1957 to coordinate nonviolent civil disobedience and organize voter registration drives. She’ll watch Morehouse College students orchestrate sit-ins to oppose segregation (1960); she’ll experience the aftershock of Brown v. Board of Education, the landmark case that led to the desegregation of schools. Thurgood Marshall, the lead attorney behind the case, who will later become the first Black justice on the Supreme Court, is a McClinton acquaintance. Family friends include Maynard Jackson, who will become the first Black mayor of Atlanta, and Andrew Young, who will follow Jackson as mayor and later become the US ambassador to the United Nations. While Lita’s a tween, she’ll witness the passing of the Civil Rights Act (1964) and the Voting Rights Act of 1965. She’ll see the dismantling of laws that criminalized marriage and sexual relations between white people and Black people, and she’ll ride into adulthood during the Black is Beautiful movement—a cultural turning point in the outward celebration of Afrocentric pride, heritage, and aesthetic. She’ll grow up with a stellar education, part of an affluent, politically powerful Black family.

But at the time of her birth, Atlanta’s not there yet. Jim Crow laws mandating racial segregation in all public facilities mean restaurants carry signs saying “Whites Only,” bus stations have “Colored” waiting rooms, markets have separate doors for “White” and “Colored,” bars proclaim “No Beer for Indians,” and Black passengers must ride in the back of the bus. But the city is changing, thanks in part to the highly educated lawyers, doctors, and preachers coming out of the Atlanta University Center, the world’s oldest and largest consortium of Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs), including Morehouse College, Morehouse School of Medicine, Clark Atlanta University (formerly Clark College), and Spelman College. These HBCUs, concentrated in the heart of the city, give young Black students education, opportunity, and an incredible sense of community.

Lita and her siblings grow up in a brick split-level rancher in Cascade Heights, a westside neighborhood that had morphed from white to Black in the “white flight” of the 1950s and ’60s, when segregationists fled for the suburbs in protest of racial integration. It and nearby Collier Heights are some of the first neighborhoods in a major metropolitan city where Black doctors, lawyers, and politicians have built their own homes, designed by Black architects and built by Black-owned construction companies. Baseball legend Hank Aaron lives down the road from the McClintons, as does civil rights leader John Lewis and many doctors, administrators, and educators. The affluent community bustles with picnics, parties, PTA meetings, and stimulating conversation. Lita’s parents sip sweet tea at the dining room tables of other prosperous families, discussing such heady topics as desegregation, the economy, and what exactly it means to have “civil rights” anyway. Emory becomes head of the regional civil rights office for the U.S. Department of Transportation, and Jo Ann is a community organizer, active in Democratic politics and the NAACP.

The McClintons are mannered practitioners of Southern etiquette, staunch believers in decorum, and very protective of their children. Lita, Valencia, and Emory Jr. always dress impeccably, the girls in hats and gloves, little Emory in suspenders. Any time they go shopping, their mother forces them to use the toilet and hydrate before they leave home so they won’t have to suffer the humiliation of using inferior restrooms or drinking from “colored” water fountains.

With her middle name a nod to her father’s favorite jazz singer, Sarah Vaughan, Lita LaVaughn McClinton is herself like an upbeat jazz tune—lively, fun, and magnetic, easily attracting friends who want to swing in her groove. She loves to get dressed up, dance around the house, and pick wildflowers on her way to and from school.

The McClintons are Catholic and send their kids to Catholic schools because they believe deeply in the value of a good education, despite a lifelong struggle to square racial inequities with Catholic convictions. If God is above everything and all living beings are equal, they wonder, why would the archaic rules of segregation exist? While the Supreme Court’s 1954 decision declared segregated schools inherently unequal, desegregation is slow to take hold in Atlanta, especially in private schools. Lita goes to Drexel High, the all-Black Catholic school near their neighborhood. In 1967, when she is sixteen, the archdiocese closes the school in the name of desegregation. Most kids have no choice but to bus downtown to St. Joseph’s, but Jo Ann doesn’t want her children going to what she deems an inferior school, so she lobbies to send them to all-white St. Pius X Catholic High School. She eventually succeeds, and Lita and Valencia are among the first Black students to integrate at St. Pius. But it isn’t easy. When Martin Luther King Jr. is assassinated in 1968, some of the white kids at school laugh and joke about it. Lita and her sister grip each other’s hands and hold their heads high. Their parents have taught them ignorance is borne of fear. Those kids came from families threatened by King’s power. The McClinton kids have learned that hate never serves. The only choice is to love others, even when the others don’t love you back. Jo Ann and Emory buckle down and help plan Dr. King’s funeral.

While the battle for civil rights wages in the background of Lita’s childhood, PR people rebrand Atlanta “The City Too Busy to Hate” because of the way residents mix across a checkerboard of white and Black. The McClintons’ lives intermingle with white friends and work acquaintances, but their world is still decidedly segregated.

Every evening the family eats together; on football Sundays they eat at halftime so Emory Sr. and Jr. won’t miss the game. Dinnertime conversations are robust and cerebral. Everyone is expected to contribute; there is nowhere to hide. Once, when Valencia comes home with a rare “C” on her report card, she shares the news at the dinner table. Her father hits the roof. “But the sisters say a C is average,” Valencia says.

“No,” says Jo Ann. “You cannot afford to be average.” Jo Ann tells her children that Black women especially are already burdened with prejudices they must work extra hard to overcome. People will see the color of their skin and make assumptions—about their intelligence, sophistication, value. The next day Jo Ann marches into school and tells the nuns, “Don’t ever tell my child C is average; I expect more of them and they expect more of themselves.”



After high school, Lita goes to Spelman College and thrives, easily making friends and joining in campus activities. She studies political science with the idea of one day becoming a lawyer—something her politically active parents encourage. She is slender, five feet seven, with a huge welcoming smile and a way of making strangers instantly at ease. In her second year, Lita meets Poppy Finley, another poli-sci major and “city student” who, like Lita, lives at home instead of on campus. Poppy has a car and gives Lita rides to and from school. Where Poppy is shy and quiet, the calm in a storm, Lita is outgoing and social, the spark that ignites a room. Poppy’s the yin to Lita’s yang, and they become fast friends.

Lita loves being around smart, well-educated Black women who embrace their history and culture with pride and confidence. On weekends, Lita and her sister shop for big belts and lowrider bell-bottoms at the Snooty Hooty boutique in Phipps Plaza mall and go disco dancing at the gay clubs in Buckhead. Black people and white people commingle on the dance floor; the gay men are fun to dance with and make the girls feel safe. When Lita’s dad announces he disapproves of the girls going dancing alone, it is decided that Jo Ann will go with them. She settles into a nook beside a fireplace, chats with the regulars, and watches while her daughters boogie the night away.

Throughout college Lita dates a boy she’d met in high school. He’s gorgeous and smart, a relative of Maynard Jackson, so his family travels in similar circles as the McClintons. He goes to Howard University in DC, but despite the long distance, the couple manages to date for about three years. He’s Lita’s first love and she adores him. But one Christmas she learns that he’d come to Atlanta without calling her. She’s doesn’t understand what happened. Later, she learns that he’d come out as gay but didn’t have the nerve to tell her. It’s a time in the South when no one knows yet how to talk about homosexuality, so they simply break up and never really speak again. Lita is devastated and slow to move on.

When Lita graduates on the dean’s list in 1974, it’s clear to everyone that she isn’t going to be a lawyer. While her parents hoped to see their daughter thrive in the legal or political arena, it’s just not in her personality to battle in a courtroom. She’s smart enough, savvy enough, but the thing that really lights her up is fashion—the feel of fabrics, the combining of seemingly disparate patterns, the knowing of what works and what doesn’t. She devours fashion magazines, spends hours pulling together new looks and helping friends pick outfits.

By early 1976, Lita is working at T. Edwards, a high-end boutique in the Lenox Square Mall, where she’s learned about merchandising, managing inventory, and how to share her ideas with customers. She’s twenty-five, forging a career path, about to start training as a clothing buyer at Rich’s department store, when James Vincent Sullivan strolls into the boutique and laser-beams his sights on her. He’s a quirky white guy, lean, about five foot ten—and a good decade older than she is. He’s wearing polyester pants and thick horn-rimmed glasses and has a mop of curly brown hair. He says he’s here to buy a gift for a girlfriend, so she shows him some ideas—maybe a scarf, or a soft sweater—but they’re both too distracted by his flirting. He is taken with her, it’s clear. There’s something about him—his charming New England accent, the way his eyes crinkle when he smirks, the absoluteness of his attention. It’s like she’s walked into a ray of sunlight after a long, dreary rain. It feels good, this warmth, this light.






CHAPTER 3 JIM (1941–1976)


By all accounts, James Vincent Sullivan is smart, savvy, a fastidious keeper of records, a decent tennis player, and a man who will stop at nothing to get what he wants.

His ambitions started early.

Born on April 5, 1941, in Dorchester, a working-class suburb on the south side of Boston, Massachusetts, Jim Sullivan grows up surrounded by love, a blue-collar belief in hard work, and the unrelenting rules of the Catholic church. His father is a typesetter at the Hearst-owned local newspaper, his mother a devout Catholic homemaker devoted to her three children: Jim, Francis, and baby Rosemary. The kids go to parochial school for elementary, and it’s evident early that Jim is observant and smart. In high school, Jim wins acceptance into the Boston Latin School, a prestigious, academically rigorous prep school. Good grades come easily to him, and while most subjects bore him, math is different. In it, he sees possibility. Even as a teenager, he knows the world runs on money, and the key to money is math. He’s witnessed his father struggling to make ends meet and vows he won’t get locked in the same cage.

“Sully” is an active, social kid, a hall monitor, a member of the golf team, part of the gun club. He’s on the staff of both the school magazine and the yearbook. He is an altar boy and, at seventeen, notices Catherine “Cappy” Murray singing in the church choir. They start dating and soon become inseparable. Jim accompanies Cappy’s family on summer trips to Nantasket Beach on the Massachusetts shore. Cappy’s father is a broody drinker, and it’s easy for the teens to swipe booze to sip under the docks. Under graying wooden planks, with the sounds of waves lapping the shoreline, Jim tells Cappy his plans: he’s already won a scholarship to attend the College of the Holy Cross in Worcester, where he’ll study economics, marry Cappy, and start building his fortune. Cappy hangs on Jim’s every word—she fell for him the moment they met, and he knows it. He graduates from high school in 1958. The yearbook photo of him with tousled curls is captioned with, “May his future be as glorious as his past.”

Catherine goes to nursing school while Jim works hard at Holy Cross. They see each other on weekends and at Christmas and school holidays. When he earns his economics degree in 1962, he sets to work launching his career. He gets a job in the accounting department of Jordan Marsh, a large department store in Boston, then climbs the ladder at Peat Marwick, the accounting firm. At night, he takes graduate classes in business management at Boston University.

Jim and Catherine marry in a large church wedding in 1965—he is twenty-four, she’s twenty-three. Soon after, Cappy gets pregnant. Then again, and again, and again.

At thirty, Jim finds himself with four little mouths to feed, a wife busy with the children, and a plodding job that bores him. By all measures, he’s living a full if unremarkable life. He provides for his family, his wife seems happy enough, and he has community through church and the neighborhood. He’s smart, nice-looking, and affable—everyone says so. But he can feel the plan of his youth fading away, and it terrifies him. It’s not enough. He wants more, bigger, better.

And then, Uncle Frank calls.

Frank Bienert founded Crown Beverages in 1962 and grew it into a successful wholesale liquor distributorship in Macon, Georgia, eighty miles southeast of Atlanta and worlds away from Boston. In 1974, Frank, at sixty-four, is married but has no children of his own and needs a succession plan, someone he can trust, a family member he can mold to one day take over the business. Jim, now thirty-three, is a likable family man who’s reportedly excellent with numbers—maybe he’s the guy?

Catherine has no desire to move to some random town in the middle of Georgia, but Jim just uses her dissatisfaction as leverage. He tells Uncle Frank that he’ll uproot his family to Macon only if he receives a growing percentage of the business and is listed as the sole owner of the company upon Uncle Frank’s death. Frank, taken aback by his nephew’s demands but impressed with his gumption, appraises his nephew. If he is this good at negotiating his own terms, thinks Uncle Frank, then surely he’ll be the same dog-on-a-bone when it comes to effectively running the company.

Jim and Catherine move to Macon, but it doesn’t take long before the arrangement is fraught with tension. Catherine hates the heat and struggles to connect with the social nuances of the conservative Southern town. She resents Jim for dragging her and the children away from their home and, as he gets busier trying to take over Crown Beverages, she grows distant and more disgruntled.

It’s not going great for Jim at work either. While some of the employees find his manner refreshing, if a little brash, others think him egotistical, argumentative, and difficult to work with. Jim wants to change the company’s structure and sets to work dismantling the good-ole-boy ways of doing business. In doing so, he alienates customers who disapprove of his impetuous attempts to disrupt the conventions they’d grown accustomed to. Nothings rubs Southerners rawer than unchecked superiority—especially from a Northerner. Behind his back it is well known Jim will never be accepted here. Jim either doesn’t notice or doesn’t care; he believes so deeply in his ambitions that he can’t see beyond them.

But Uncle Frank sees right through. In just ten months of working with his nephew, he is ready to call the succession plan quits. It’s simply not working out, and the constant conflict is wrecking everything he built. While Jim and the family spend Christmas in Boston in 1974, Frank instructs his lawyers to draw up termination paperwork and remove Jim from his will. As the year wanes, he writes a damning statement he means to give Jim when he returns to Macon in January. In it, he writes, “You haven’t carried your weight, earned your keep… or made our lives easier, better or happier for your coming here. On the contrary, you have made things harder for just about everyone… and have put a serious and undue strain upon me and my family’s well-being.” He says Jim has sown chaos, and that his management style is “the worst I’ve ever experienced.”

But Uncle Frank never gets the chance to fire his nephew. In early January, just after Jim returns from Boston, healthy, robust Uncle Frank suddenly and mysteriously drops dead.

Jim has his uncle’s body sent back to Boston for burial the next day.

“Why Jim was in such a rush to dispose of Uncle Frank’s remains, and why there was no investigation into the puzzling death, have never been fully explained,” wrote author Marion Collins, adding that Uncle Frank was strong and healthy and had never taken a sick day in his life.

Rumors fly in Macon and back in Massachusetts that Jim must’ve had something to do with Uncle Frank’s death, but the death is ruled cardiac arrest, and no autopsy is performed before Frank’s burial.

Because the lawyers never got the chance to complete the paperwork, Jim becomes the sole heir to Crown Beverages and Uncle Frank’s fortune. He’ll enjoy his newfound wealth alone, however. Just ten days after her husband becomes a millionaire, Catherine, staring down the barrel of a life in Macon with a man she’s grown to despise, announces she’s leaving. Jim has changed. Gone is the pious and frugal man she married, replaced by a money-hungry tyrant who has lost interest in his wife and family. She packs the kids into the station wagon, collects their few belongings, and drives back to Boston with the parting words, “Money doesn’t make you happy.”

Jim, now a very wealthy man, is so bitter at his wife’s departure that he grants her a measly $10,000 lump sum, the old family car, and full custody of the kids. Catherine, now taking care of all expenses and the rearing of their four children, gets just $1,000 per month in child support. Though Jim experienced the privilege of a private school education, he tells Catherine if she wants their kids to go to private school, she’ll have to pay for it herself.

Now the boss at Crown, Jim suddenly has influence. He is, after all, white and newly rich—attributes that afford him easier entry into the echelons of power in conservative Macon. He joins the chamber of commerce, donates to charities, and attends cocktail parties and social events where he’s free to embellish his history and openly flirt with the women.

He often drives to Atlanta to meet with company lawyers and indulge in the spoils of being single in an exotic city. Less than a year after Catherine left him, Jim walks into a boutique in one of Atlanta’s upscale malls. There, in a moment that would change their lives forever, he notices the shop clerk and the pilot light in his heart ignites.

“Hello,” she says, with her wide, beautiful smile. “How can I help you?”






CHAPTER 4 THE WEDDING (1976)


The romance between Lita and Jim is as intense as it is unlikely. She’s a former debutante who went to private schools and cotillions, Southern, well-educated, and sheltered by the embrace of her family and friends. She’s twenty-five, just beginning her adult life, and he’s thirty-five, a Northerner who’s already lived a full life, but Lita doesn’t learn about that till later. She knows little about him, only that he’s a successful businessman, having inherited his uncle’s business in Macon. And he’s charming, unlike anyone she’s ever encountered.

Aside from age and upbringing, the biggest difference is the color of their skin. It’s 1976 and mixed-race couples are still an unusual sight in the South. After all, Georgia’s anti-miscegenation laws, which criminalized marriage between white people and Black people, had been repealed only a few years earlier. In neighboring Alabama, mixed-race marriages won’t be legal until 2000.

But after that day at the boutique, the couple is gripped by exhilaration and desire. He asks Lita to coffee, later to the movies and basketball games—chaperoned by family friends on the insistence of her father. They move on to dinner and dancing, private evenings together where he showers her with gifts. His attention is intoxicating, a drug. Soon, they spend all their time together. Lita gets busy updating Jim’s wardrobe, teaches him how to fix his hair, and convinces him to ditch the glasses for contact lenses. He adores everything Lita does and says, tells her she’s gorgeous, that he can’t wait to show her the world.

To Lita’s friends and family, it seems an odd union. Jo Ann believes Lita is still smarting from her breakup with the Howard boy and that Jim is just a 180-degree rebound, a distraction they hope will simply burn out and fade away. The McClintons find Jim boastful and arrogant, not at all what they want for their daughter. Just eight years younger than they are, he’s closer to their age than he is to Lita’s. Emory is especially suspicious of Jim’s self-aggrandizing and the flippant way he dodges questions about his past, as though it’s none of their business. They sweat it out, hoping the novelty will wear off. But it doesn’t. Instead, Lita falls deeper in love with Jim, even though her family can’t stand him.

Lita still lives with her parents, and conversation at the dinner table now revolves around their disapproval of Jim. But the more Emory pushes, the more tears Lita sheds. The McClintons are horrified when, just a few months after Jim entered their lives, Lita announces he has proposed. Not only is it sudden and shocking, but Jim’s neglected to show Emory the respect of asking for his daughter’s hand—a slight that rankles Emory for decades to come.

Macon, where Jim lives, is a conservative town built on the backs of enslaved laborers. Progress is slow to come to rural Georgia, and the McClintons know how tough it will be for their daughter to be in a mixed-race marriage there. After all, Macon has a terrible reputation in dealing with integration. But Jo Ann worries that if they disapprove too strongly, it could backfire and push Jim and Lita closer together or, worse, push Lita away from them. They reluctantly go through the motions of preparing for a wedding, one so very different from the one they’d envisioned for their firstborn daughter.



“Hello,” says Jo Ann, picking up the phone in their Macon hotel room. They are here a few days before the wedding, helping Lita prepare. “Hello?” she says again. She can hear a soft whimper on the other end. “Lita? Lita, sweet baby, what’s wrong?”

“I…” Lita begins in a calm, tight voice, a couple octaves above her normal range. “I have to tell you something.”

“OK,” says Jo Ann, her mind whirling. Is it the flowers? Did the caterer mess up? Is something wrong with her dress?

“Just listen and don’t panic,” says Lita softly. Clearly, she’s been crying.

“My goodness, Lita! What is it?” Jo Ann motions Emory to come over to sit on the bed and listen in. They lean into the receiver as they hear Lita take a deep breath.

“Jim was married before,” she announces quickly, flatly. “He’s divorced.”

“Excuse me?” says Jo Ann. She and Emory exchange panicked glances. “He’s what?”

Lita explains that not only does he have an ex-wife, but he also has children—four of them, all living in Boston. Lita knows the explosive power of this news. Jim’s one saving grace with her parents is that he’s Catholic, but even that is falling apart.

Tears rush to Jo Ann’s eyes and she thinks she might faint. She hands the phone to Emory, who struggles to contain his disappointment, his rage. Divorce is a major no-no in the Roman Catholic Church. In 1976, the divorce rate for Americans is about 20 percent, but dips to less than 5 percent for Catholic couples. And remarriage is flatly forbidden based on Jesus’s dictum, “What God has joined together, let no man put asunder.” In other words, once you marry, you remain so until death.

Emory takes the phone and demands to speak to Jim. Jo Ann goes numb as her husband drills Jim, questioning his motives, blasting him for the secrecy and mistrust.

“How? How could you keep this from us?” Emory asks. He rests his elbows on his knees, holds his head in his hand as Jim talks on the other end. Finally, Emory hangs up the phone and looks at his wife, a woman he’s known since he was a boy, the woman he’s vowed to have and to hold forever. “God help us,” he says. “They’re going to go through with it.”



The night before the wedding, Jim hands Lita a piece of paper and asks her to sign it.

“What’s this?” she says, distractedly ticking the final items off her to-do list.

“Just a formality,” says Jim. “Some paperwork.”

Lita looks at the document and sees the words Prenuptial Agreement. She freezes—she’s still reeling from the news of Catherine and the kids, and now this? How on earth will she tell her parents? The guests are coming, everything is set; there’s simply no backing out now. She’s dizzy in love, naive, and desperate to just get on with their life together. “OK,” she says, kissing him. “I trust you.” She signs the paper without reading the details.

On December 29, 1976, on what Lita’s mother would later call the worst day of her life, Lita and Jim get married in a small wedding on Uncle Frank’s twelve-acre Macon estate, a property Jim inherited upon his uncle’s untimely death. Another repercussion of Frank’s unrevised will is that Frank’s widow, Agnes, did not inherit her own home—but is allowed to live there until her death.

No one from Jim’s family in Boston, including his children, come to the wedding. He tells the McClintons he’s estranged from his siblings, that his mother can’t travel, but the truth is, he hasn’t told his family about Lita at all.

“The wedding was one of the most miserable and disappointing days of my life. I tried not to show it, Emory and I went through the act,” Jo Ann told writer Marion Collins. “Later I found a photograph of myself sitting at a window looking so dejected, so bad, that I tore it up. I saw all of the pain on my face, and I just couldn’t keep it.”






CHAPTER 5 MACON (1976–1983)


For the first eighteen months of their marriage, Lita commutes to Atlanta during the week, working as an assistant buyer in the fur department at Rich’s department store in Atlanta. She drives the eighty miles down I-85 to Macon on weekends. At first, the couple lives on the estate with Uncle Frank’s widow, Agnes, but it’s an unromantic and untenable situation. Lita wants to be with her husband, set up a home, and enjoy the glow of newlywed bliss, not under the watchful eye of his grieving aunt. But Jim’s in no rush for Lita to move permanently to Macon. At first, he doesn’t even tell people he got remarried—not his employees, his associates, or even his ex-wife or children, who occasionally come for visits. Once, the children went back to Boston and reportedly told their mother that their dad was sleeping with the maid.

Finally in 1978, Lita quits her job and the Sullivans buy an expansive $350,000 columned mansion on Nottingham Drive in Macon’s prosperous Shirley Hills neighborhood. The home is surrounded by forest and has a pool overlooking the Ocmulgee River. Lita gets a thrill decorating the house with antique furniture, paintings, and sculptures, buying Baccarat crystal and Gorham silver flatware. Jim indulges his bride and gets a kick out of the fairy tale they’re creating together. Shirley Hills residents, spread out on acreage of their own but highly attuned to the comings and goings of their neighbors, are almost entirely white.




PRESENT DAY

Knowing that the machinations of power in Macon tip unapologetically away from Black people, I wanted to learn what life would’ve been like for Lita in Macon in the late 1970s and early 1980s. I reach out to Scott Freeman, author of Otis! The Otis Redding Story and Midnight Riders: The Story of the Allman Brothers Band, and later my editor at Atlanta magazine. Around the time Jim and Lita moved to Macon and for a long time after, Scott was a reporter for the Macon Telegraph. He knows what makes Macon tick, what shakes it up, and what lurks in the hairy shade of its armpits. And he knows the ins and outs of the Lita-Jim story.

Today, he lives in a cottage by the Chattahoochee River near Carrollton, Georgia. It’s only an hour from Atlanta, but worlds away in terms of culture. Confederate flags fly from farmhouses on large parcels of land. Tiny nondescript BBQ joints serve the best ribs you’ll ever eat. The open sky makes it easier to breathe. It’s like living off the grid—but with good Wi-Fi. When I go to visit Scott for the first time in fifteen years, I follow a series of back roads that turn to dirt roads before dead-ending at the property he shares with a celebrated author and playwright. It’s gorgeous, peaceful. Scott greets me as though it were yesterday, not twenty years ago, when he first assigned me this story for Atlanta magazine.

He leads me inside the wooden cabin he’s turned into a home. Shelves sag under the weight of books—so many books! Music memorabilia, old playbills, and concert photographs decorate the walls. Hundreds of lanyards carrying decades of press credentials hang from a lamp. Seven guitar cases sit stacked in the corner. Everywhere are relics from his recently discovered lineage—turns out Scott, a native Georgian, has Muscogee/Creek ancestry. On the wall hangs a black-and-white Edward S. Curtis photograph of an Indigenous woman, and a large arrowhead rests on a bookshelf. Scott tells me the Creeks were the first tribe that was “whitened” in America. The awareness of this lineage and what it means to be both Indigenous and “the white man” has given Scott the opportunity to step outside the culture he was raised in and see it from an entirely new perspective.

We sit in his living room, he in a worn recliner, me on a couch littered with books and sheet music. When he was a reporter in Macon, the daily print newspaper covered mostly stories about white Maconites despite Black people accounting for 45 percent of the population.

“Macon is an island,” he tells me. “It’s not near any other major cities, which sort of allowed it to evolve into its own very unique place.”

Known for its antebellum architecture, musical history, and the 300,000 Yoshino Cherry Trees that burst open each March, Macon was once a major shipping crossroads for the cotton industry. Like in other Southern cities, trading enslaved people became an integral part of Macon’s economy and, although enslavement was abolished in 1865, the roots run deep. White supremacy reigned and, in many cases, still does today.

“White people tolerated people of other colors as long as they embraced white culture and toed the line,” said Scott, who is white. “White people didn’t care about Blacks unless they put a problem on their doorstep.” Once, Scott dated a Black woman, and they were both shunned—he for dating outside his race, she for thinking herself too good for her own kind. Laws and declarations be damned; for a long time, segregation persisted.
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