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      Writers usually work alone, but without the people listed here, this book would not exist. I owe a great debt to Merrilee Heifetz for believing in this project; to Kelley Ragland for her insightful analysis of the manuscript; to Paul Higginbotham for observations and his excellent critical skills; and to Dean Wesley Smith for his willingness to read several drafts and to help each one become better.

      I also owe a debt to a place. The National Civil Rights Museum in Memphis, Tennessee, provided the most moving experience I have ever had in a museum. The displays bring the civil rights movement, its triumphs and its tragedies, to life. The museum attached to the Lorraine Motel. Room 306 has been restored so that it looked the way it did on April 4, 1968, and is a sad reminder of what could have been.

    

  


  
    
      It’s a winding, meandering road. It’s really conducive for ambushing.…That’s a dangerous road.

      

      
        
        —Martin Luther King

        April 3, 1968
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      THE RIOTING IS FINALLY OVER, and the fires have burned out. Washington, D.C., is a blackened ruin, and so are the west and south sides of Chicago. Pittsburgh, Newark, Hartford, and Trenton have all suffered serious damage. So have many other major cities.

      Jimmy and I drive the green Oldsmobile that belonged to Henry’s church and listen to the news. We hardly speak to each other any more. There isn’t much to say. Martin Luther King, Jr., is dead, assassinated in our home town, in our neighborhood, and both Jimmy and I played small roles in his death. Inadvertent roles, of course, but roles nonetheless.

      We drive through fallow cornfields, the ground muddy with spring thaw. Some of the areas smell of manure as the farmers prepare for spring planting. I keep the windows of the Oldsmobile down despite the chill. I need to do something to stay awake. I have been driving for two weeks straight, and I am getting tired. Soon we’ll have to find a place to stay—Jimmy needs stability, as all ten-year-olds do—but I haven’t found any place that I feel safe in. The nearby cities are ruined—the black neighborhoods destroyed—and the two of us wouldn’t fit into small-town America, at least not here, where we are driving, in the center of the Midwest.

      Jimmy doesn’t know it, but I have backtracked several times, afraid to cross the Mississippi. I know little of the Western United States and what I do know, I don’t like. So every night, after we find a roadside motel (I’ve been following the old gospel route, stopping in places that I know will accept us), I stay awake and pore over maps, hoping to find a home.

      I despair of ever finding one.

      I know I’ll have to choose some place soon. The money is running out. I need to make some decisions for both of us, decisions that will determine our future.

      But my mind doesn’t focus on the future. Instead, it latches onto the past. The last two months are so fresh that I dream of them. With the clarity of hindsight, I can see the warning signs, the ones we missed—the ones all of us missed, from Martin’s lieutenants to the Committee on the Move for Equality, which we called COME, to the Memphis Minister’s Association.

      I’m the one who failed the most. I’m the one trained to see patterns, who made his living putting pieces together, and I knew that something was going to happen. I simply hadn’t expect that something to be Martin’s death.

      I tell myself, as I clutch the big heavy steering wheel and sit upright in the Oldsmobile’s soft plastic seats, that I couldn’t have seen it. The case I was working on was personal and absorbing; it took all of my attention. But that lie is breaking down under two weeks of strain.

      Is that my fault? I don’t know. I wasn’t in Martin’s inner circle. I wasn’t in anyone’s inner circle, although I probably could have been. But joining wasn’t—isn’t—my nature. It hasn’t been since I was Jimmy’s age, back in the days when Martin and I were friends, when I called him M.L. just like everyone else did, when he was nothing more than a little boy with powerful eyes and an even more powerful father. Those days ended in a single night for me, the longest night of my entire life: December 16, 1939.

      But all the seeds for everything that followed were sown two days earlier. That night, I used to believe, inspired Martin to his life’s work—and perhaps it also influenced mine. That night, the Old South and the New met face-to-face in a way that they wouldn’t do again for nearly twenty-nine years. They would meet again on April 4, 1968—a little over two weeks ago. Then the New South faced the Old and lost, as an assassin’s bullet tore into Martin’s throat—the home of his golden voice.

      The night of December 14, 1939, wasn’t as dramatic, at least for most of America. But in Atlanta, it was the biggest single event of the twentieth century. That night, Atlanta began two days of parties to celebrate the premiere of the movie, Gone With the Wind.

      And Martin and I were there.

      [image: ]

      The festivities actually began the evening before, as Hollywood’s biggest stars rode through the cobblestoned streets of Atlanta. I had snuck out of the house—my father didn’t cotton to all the hoopla surrounding Gone With the Wind, which he (rightly, as it turns out) saw as perpetuating the white myths of the Old South. In the middle of the afternoon, I secured a spot on the corner of Peachtree and Ellis.

      It was December and cold, but people began lining up as early as noon for a parade that wouldn’t start until four. I wasn’t the only black on that corner. Right beside me were the daughters of the Grand—John Wesley Dobbs, the unofficial black mayor of Atlanta. He too would have been angry if he had known his daughters were there. I had heard him say only the day before that the book Gone With the Wind was not a great literary piece and it wouldn’t last long. The Grand was right about many things in his life, but not that.

      In those days, Atlanta was a small provincial city, with a population of perhaps 300,000. There had to be that many people in the streets that afternoon, many of whom had driven in from rural areas of Georgia. Strangely, the crowd didn’t shove or push. We stood, talking softly among ourselves as we waited, hoping to catch a glimpse of the stars we had watched on the big screen.

      I didn’t care so much about the movie, but I wanted to see Carole Lombard, who I thought was the prettiest woman I’d ever seen—a sentiment I’d once expressed to my aunt when she was visiting. She slapped me. Hard. Little black boys like me didn’t ogle rich white women like Carole Lombard, not even on the big screen. I learned that lesson early, and I learned it well.

      But that didn’t stop me from standing on Peachtree Street, right in the center of the route from Candler Field, where the stars had landed that afternoon, to the Georgian Terrace Hotel, where they would stay for the next three nights. The street was all lit up, and ahead were klieg lights, brought in special for the premiere. Banners and balloons hung from every balcony, and most of buildings displayed the Confederate flag.

      It was not my celebration, and yet I cheered with the rest as the first of thirty convertibles appeared, flanked by police motorcycles. Confetti fell like snow and somewhere a band was playing “Dixie.” I held up my hand and waved, until I realized that seated in that car were people I didn’t know. Behind them was a car filled with Daughters of the Confederacy, in period costume. My hand went down, and so did the hands around me. We waited until the stars started showing up: Laurence Olivier (Vivien Leigh’s husband) and Olivia de Havilland in a convertible with feathered banners on the windshield; Evelyn Keyes in another; and Vivien Leigh herself riding with the David O. Selznick and Governor Eurith D. Rivers.

      Around me the cheers and whistles and hollers grew. I screamed with everyone else, standing on my frozen toes so that I could see the Gables as they passed. And they finally did, in a car with Mayor William Hartsfield. Clark Gable was closest to me, wearing a cloth coat, his hair slicked down, his head bare despite the cold. He waved his hat and grinned as if he were really enjoying himself. The men flanked Carole Lombard, and all I saw of her was a fleeting, rather nervous grin, a leather-clad hand making a small, almost hesitant wave, and the flash of her famous platinum blonde hair.

      And then they were gone. Beside me, Geekie Dobbs complained that the cars were going too fast; she hadn’t been able to see. Her sister June shushed her as a male voice beside me asked them what had they expected—the stars to get out and walk? We watched the rest of the parade—young men wearing their grandfather’s Confederate uniforms, more cars carrying more luminaries, most of whom I didn’t recognize—and then we waited as the crowd dispersed.

      I don’t remember what I told my father when I came in the house, confetti on my coat and in my hair. He must have known where I had been and what I had done, but he said nothing. Later he did deliver a lecture at dinner about black history—one of his favorite topics—and the lecture centered on the portrait of Abraham Lincoln my parents kept in the dining room.

      At the time, I wondered if M.L. got the same lecture. Looking back on it, I doubt that he did.
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      I saw M.L. the next night as we gathered in the basement of the Ebenezer Baptist Church. The sixty voice choir, under the leadership of M.L.’s father, Martin Luther King, Sr., known even then as Daddy King, had agreed to perform at the most prestigious event of the premiere: the ball held by Atlanta’s Junior League.

      The Junior League was the center of white Atlanta society. Run by southern matrons so staunchly conservative that they often didn’t admit wealthy members of their own community, the Junior League sponsored many of the “important” social events, including the debutante ball. A girl who did not debut properly in white society was never admitted into the Junior League and, ironically, one of those girls whose debuts failed to impress the league nearly 20 years before was Margaret Mitchell, the author of Gone With the Wind. Because she had been so badly and consistently snubbed by the League, Mitchell didn’t attend the Junior League ball on Friday night—snubbing them in return—but the rest of Atlanta did, including several hundred blacks.

      Only we didn’t go as invited guests. Some of us were hired as chauffeurs to take whites in period carriages to the Atlanta Municipal Auditorium, where the ball was being held. Others served as ushers, and the rest of us performed.

      The Ebenezer Baptist Church Choir had been assigned its costumes, and we put them on in the chilly basement of the church. The women wore patched dresses with aprons and Aunt Jemima kerchiefs over their hair. The men wore torn pants too short for their legs, and shirts with the sleeves rolled up to reveal powerful arms. M.L. and I wore miniature versions of the men’s clothes, with one addition: straw hats that were coming apart on top. The adults were dressed as slaves; we were dressed as pickaninnies.

      When we arrived at the Atlanta Municipal Auditorium, Daddy King made us take off our shoes and leave them by the back door. We spent the rest of the night barefoot, because he wanted to make sure our costumes were authentic.
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      Five thousand rich white people attended that event—the cream of Atlanta Society. When we went out on stage, there were tables on the floor. The head of Atlanta businesses sat in those tables—and would later move to the balcony, among them the famous golfer Bobby Jones, former mayor Robert F. Maddox, and former judge Shepard Bryant, along with their families. Slightly behind them were well-known northerners: William Paley of CBS, Harold Vanderbilt, and Laurance Rockefeller. I learned who all of these people were much later.

      I was more concerned with the stage. It had looked like a reproduction of a Greek Revival plantation home, with four eighteen-foot Ionic columns. My stomach fluttered at that; I knew that standing in front of it, the Ebenezer Church Baptist Choir would look even more like the slaves we were dressed as.

      Surprisingly none of the adults balked at performing. M.L. made a soft sound of protest in his throat when he saw it, and I thought of my father and knew I could never tell him of the humiliation I had volunteered for.

      What made things worse were all the people in Confederate and Old South attire. Women wore their grandmother’s hoop skirts; men their grandfather’s gray uniforms. The surviving members of Atlanta’s Confederate battalions—doddering old men who couldn’t walk without help—were honored with front row seats.

      The auditorium smelled of sweat, pine needles, and mothballs. It was cold in there—or perhaps it just seemed that way because I was barefoot on a tile-covered concrete floor. We stood backstage as the Master of Ceremonies, Clark Howell, publisher of the Constitution, introduced the luminaries. The crowd laughed when he called Clark Gable “Mr. Carole Lombard,” and that phrase sent a surprising spurt of jealousy through me.

      I grew restless during the introductions—dozens of them—and shoved M.L. He shoved me back, then put a finger to his lips. “Don’t want Daddy seeing us,” he whispered, and he was right. The last thing we wanted to do was anger Daddy King.

      So we watched and we waited. And, when the signal came, we filed onto the stage like we filed into the choir loft in church. Bright lights nearly blinded me: all I could see were the faces of the white men in the front row, smiling at us as if we were babies doing a good deed. I scanned the seats for Carole Lombard and saw only darkness.

      Even though Daddy King was our leader, Mrs. King was our director. She clapped her hands together for attention. We focused on her, and she led us through our repertoire—spirituals all, starting with “I Want Jesus to Walk with Me,” and ending with “Plenty Good Room.” I had solo that night, a small one, something that was supposed to sound like an impromptu descant on “Get on Board Little Children,” and as it approached, I felt my hands grow clammier and clammier. I had to sing in front of people I usually watched in the darkness. I had to sing while they watched from darkness, unable to see their faces, just as they were unable to see mine from that screen in the movie house.

      When my solo came, I stepped forward into the light, and sang with a passion and fervor I would never have again. For the first and last time in my life, the whole white world—the world that I knew—focused on me, and I put my entire soul into impressing them.

      Then I stepped back, and there was a smattering of polite applause. The choir left the stage, our performance done, and was allowed to huddle around the edges of the auditorium as other blacks, dressed in the clothes of house slaves, cleared the tables and set up for the ball.

      Kay Kyser’s Orchestra put our little accomplishment to shame. To this day, I can’t hear big band music without seeing a parade of Atlantans walking slowly in front of the crowd, the women in their crinolines clutching dried flowers and the men standing tall in Confederate gray. Some of the women were so nervous that when the spotlight hit them they would trip, and their men would have to hold them upright. Flashbulbs glinted off swords and brass buttons, and I pushed against the wall, decorated with banners and evergreen bows, wondering why I had bothered to come to this place that mourned a past I was glad was gone.

      After a long time, the dancing started. Clark Gable, looking dapper in his tux, graciously led off with Mayor Hartsfield’s daughter, and Vivien Leigh, wearing a long black gown with black and white feathers for sleeves, danced with the Mayor himself. As Atlanta society slowly made its way to the dance floor, Daddy King gathered us up, took us to our shoes, and told us to go home.
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      Strangely, I never talked to M.L. about that night. It was as if we hid it in a secret pocket of ourselves, to be forever remembered and never discussed. It wasn’t a part of his official biography, and I never mentioned my Atlanta days to anyone. His father was censured by the Atlanta Baptist Ministers Union not only for performing at a segregated event, but also for performing at one that included the sins of dancing and drinking.

      Daddy King never apologized for his involvement, and my daddy never found out about mine. Not that he would have had time to punish me even if he had.

      The next morning, my father found himself in the middle of a mess larger than anything he could have imagined—and two days later, he and my mother would be dead.

      For me, that was the end of everything, and the beginning of something I have only recently come to understand.

      If that night had gone differently, I wouldn’t be sitting here now, in this car, Jimmy at my side, a cold wind in my face, and terrible news on the radio. If that night had gone differently, I wouldn’t be here—and maybe, just maybe, Martin wouldn’t be dead. I might have seen what was in front of me, and I might have changed it.

      Instead, I solved the central mystery of my life, and in doing so, forfeited everything I held dear. Everything, including someone I hadn’t realized I still cared about.

      Martin.
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      SOME PEOPLE WILL TELL YOU the end began on January first, 1968, when Mayor Henry Loeb took office. Mayor Loeb did all he could to antagonize Memphis’s black community, and was hated for it. Still others will tell you the end began on February first, when two black garbagemen were accidentally crushed to death in the compressor unit of their ancient—and malfunctioning—truck. That incident was the unofficial beginning of the sanitation workers’ strike, the one that brought Martin to Memphis, where he died less than two months later.

      For me, though, the end began on Monday, February twenty-sixth. That was the day I saw Laura Hathaway for the first time.

      She showed up at 9 that morning. My office was on the second floor of the Gallina Building on Beale Street, the center of black commerce in Memphis, and home of the blues. Sometimes, late at night, I could hear blues coming from the clubs below, ever so faintly, accompanied by laughter and the sounds of revelry. Those sounds had grown softer over the years—most of the music clubs had moved to West Memphis—but I still heard them, and still treasured them.

      The Gallina building was seventy-seven years old, and had housed several businesses, from a saloon and twenty-room hotel to a gambling den to a dentist’s office that had just closed when I rented my room near the top of the stairs. I had been a practicing private detective for over ten years, and until that day, I had never seen a white woman come through my door.

      Laura Hathaway was tall and slender and in her late twenties. She carried a coat over one arm and a white clutch purse under the other. She wore an ever-so-proper pullover angora sweater and trim skirt that went modestly—and unfashionably—to her knees. Her little white boots didn’t do much to protect her feet against the garbage that had been pushed against the curbs below. Around her neck, she wore a strand of pearls. Her blond hair was cut shoulder length, ends flipped outward in a style that looked as if it took a lot of care. She had on just enough makeup to enhance her conventionally pretty face, but not enough to suggest she was willing to do anything immoral, illegal, or both.

      I stiffened my shoulders, but didn’t stand. I was six feet tall, muscular, and broad-shouldered. Sometimes my physical presence frightened white people, especially white women. There was no percentage in scaring her, at least not right away.

      I figured she was either another observer from the Civil Rights Commission—one of their observers had been injured Friday morning, and they weren’t taking too kindly to it—or the fifteenth reporter who was trying to find out what I had seen from my window.

      On Friday morning, we had had what the mayor’s office was calling a “riot” and what the sanitation workers were calling “a march that had gotten out of hand.” The mayor had set Thursday as the last day the strikers had to come back to work, or they would be fired and replacement workers would be hired. The city council opposed the mayor and had promised to vote on Friday morning to support the strikers. But Friday came, and the council didn’t vote as planned. So the union members marched in protest back downtown, and somehow the march grew violent. Men, women, and children—bystanders and participants—were maced, clubbed, and bloodied.

      I was in my office that day, and I had a great view of the mess. Only I didn’t watch. I went to the window, saw the mêlée, and decided I would only get hurt if I went below. I waited until things calmed down, then I finally went to the street, helping up people who couldn’t see because their eyes were swollen shut and tearing, cleaning the blood off a young girl who had met with the wrong end of a truncheon, and generally cleaning up anything that looked like it needed cleaning.

      That was how I saw myself: as a man who didn’t get involved with a crisis, but who did clean up other people’s messes—usually for a price.

      I had offered no opinion on the strike to the reporters who had talked to me over the weekend, and I wasn’t about to now.

      “What do you want?” I asked the woman.

      She raised her eyebrows, which had been plucked and then marked over with a darkening pencil. “Mr. Dalton?”

      “Yes,” I said. “I’m Smokey Dalton. And you are?”

      “Laura Hathaway.” She said the name as if I should know it. I didn’t.

      I threaded my fingers together. I could wait for the information. Patience usually threw off white reporters. It often irritated white members of the Civil Rights Commission. I’d see which one she was.

      “Your real name is Billy Dalton,” she said. “Not William. Billy. Right?”

      Only good friends knew my first name, and very few of them used it. She was not a good friend. I kicked my chair back so that it rested on two legs. “Look, Miss. I only deal with people through referrals. So unless someone told you about me—”

      “The only person who told me about you was that man who works valet parking at the Peabody,” she said.

      Roscoe Miller. I kept my expression carefully neutral. Roscoe Miller owed me. He wouldn’t send just anyone my way. And he was conscious of the debt. While I had never been able to locate his daughter’s rapist, I had been able to raise enough money to fly her to Switzerland and pay for the legal abortion. Roscoe didn’t do favors for white people, not after what happened to his daughter. And he never turned on me.

      “What did he tell you?”

      “I asked him where your office was,” she said. “He told me.”

      “Really?”

      She nodded, and I thought I might be seeing nerves beneath that made-up exterior. “He didn’t really tell me about your office, not until I asked exactly where it was. Then he wanted to know what I wanted with you.”

      That was the Roscoe I knew. She obviously had some important business then. “And what is that?” I asked.

      She raised her chin slightly. “I’m Dora Jean Hathaway’s daughter.”

      Again, she spoke as if the name meant something to me. It didn’t.

      “So?” I asked.

      Something flashed through her eyes, so quick that I almost didn’t recognize it. Surprise. She expected me to know the names.

      “Earl Hathaway was my father.”

      I kept my face impassive, let two fingers tap on the desktop as if I were tired of the conversation. I wasn’t. I finally felt as if we were getting somewhere. I just didn’t want Miss Laura Hathaway to know it.

      “I need to know,” she snapped, “why my mother believed you were entitled to a payment from her estate at the time of her death.”

      “Your mother’s dead?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      Laura Hathaway swallowed hard, so hard I could see the movement in her long and lovely throat. When she did speak again, her voice had an edge of disbelief. “You didn’t know her, did you?”

      “I never knew anyone named Dora Jean Hathaway,” I said carefully. “When did she die?”

      “Just before Christmas,” Laura said.

      “Where are you from, Miss Hathaway?”

      “Chicago,” she said.

      “I’ve never been to Chicago.” I put my chair back on all four legs. “Are you sure you got the right Dalton?”

      She swallowed again. It was a subtle nervous gesture that probably no one saw when she wore high-collared sweaters against a midwestern winter. But here, in the warmth of my office, her rising nerves were as palpable as humidity in June.

      “‘A Negro named Billy, not William, Dalton, known as Smokey, of Memphis, Tennessee.’ Is there anyone else in this town that answers to that description, Mr. Dalton?”

      Negro. At least she didn’t say nigra. Or nigger.

      “Not to my knowledge,” I said. “How old is the will?”

      “Updated last June, but the lawyer assured me that clause has been there since my father died.”

      “And he died when?” I asked.

      “Nineteen sixty,” she said. “January.”

      My tapping fingers froze, and I had to concentrate in order to relax them. I didn’t want her to see my reaction.

      “How much money did your mother want to give me?” I asked.

      “I would really rather not say, Mr. Dalton.”

      “Enough to bring you down here, though,” I said. “Enough to make you investigate me. Why didn’t you hire a private detective, Miss Hathaway? It would have been easier.”

      “I wanted to see you myself,” she said.

      “So your private detective found no connection between me and your family.”

      She flushed. I had caught her. “I didn’t say that.”

      “It’s always interesting to listen to what folks don’t say.”

      At that moment, my door opened. Jimmy Bailey peeked around it. He was ten but his scrawny body made him look younger. His eyes looked older.

      “Smokey?” He sounded plaintive.

      I stood. “Jimmy? Why aren’t you in school?”

      “I was goin’, but I—”

      At that moment, Laura Hathaway turned her head. Her movement made the old chair squeak.

      Jimmy caught his lower lip with his teeth. “Never mind,” he said, and pulled the door closed. His footsteps echoed as he ran down the hall.

      “Excuse me,” I said. I hurried to the door, yanked it open, and ran toward the stairs. I made it in time to see Jimmy disappear out the front door.

      I ran down, but by the time I got to the street, Jimmy was gone. I put my hands on my hips and sighed. Jimmy was a good kid, smart. I’d been keeping an eye on him, unofficially, since I caught him crying near my doorstep three years ago. His mother was a hooker who started the work to make ends meet, and who lost herself somewhere along the way. The day I first met Jimmy, she’d been arrested and the cops had been violent. They’d ignored her son and shoved her in their wagon, leaving him and his older brother to fend for themselves.

      It had been the first time Jimmy had witnessed such a scene, but it wasn’t the last.

      The February air was cold and I shivered once. Jimmy was gone. I’d see if I could track down Jimmy later. But first, I had to deal with the white woman in my office.

      As I went back up the filthy marble stairs, I tried to suppress the feeling of unease that was growing inside me. The money, the dates, had to be more than a coincidence. But I didn’t want to jump to any conclusions.

      I pulled open the door to my office. She still sat in the chair, clutching her purse. “Is the boy all right?”

      As if she cared about a kid like Jimmy. “Show me a picture,” I said.

      She frowned, not making the mental leap.

      “Of your mother,” I said. “Maybe I’ll recognize her then.”

      “Oh.” She flushed slightly. She knew I wasn’t going to talk to her about Jimmy or anyone else. She flicked the clasp on her white clutch purse, opened it, and pulled out a photograph. It had the tiny wavy edges and white border so common to snapshots taken in the 1950s. She handed the photograph to me.

      I took it to my desk and sat down. Then I leaned back in my chair and studied the picture.

      It was black and white, a candid shot of a woman seated at a glass table, a cup of coffee before her. She wore long white gloves and a Mamie Eisenhower hat that covered her short curly hair. Her face had the same planes and lines as her daughter’s, but the features were different. Dora Jean Hathaway had small eyes, a pug nose, and a wide mouth. It almost looked like someone had grafted parts of various heads together to form hers. Yet hers was a formidable face, a memorable face, the face of a woman who seized life and held it. I tried to imagine it without its character lines and wrinkles, and found that I couldn’t.

      “Do you have another photo?” I asked. “Something taken when she was younger?”

      Laura Hathaway was watching me. “You don’t recognize her?”

      “Not from this shot. Give me something older.”

      “I don’t have anything older with me.”

      I shrugged. “Then I can’t help you, Miss Hathaway.”

      She sighed, and glanced around the room, and I saw it through her eyes: the pull windows, their outsides covered with the grime of decades of city dirt; the high ceilings; the papers scattered everywhere. There were piles of paper on the floor, the filing cabinets tilted against the scarred wood paneling, and a shabby coat rack on which I had hung two shabby coats. My desk had its own stack of papers and there were two chairs—the wooden one in front, and the metal one on wheels that I used to annoy my downstairs neighbors.

      “What exactly,” she asked with just the right note of curiosity, yet somehow maintaining a touch of distaste in her voice, “is it that you do here?”

      She wouldn’t have been able to tell from the door. It had the frosted glass, but no name stenciled in. No number. I liked the anonymity. It allowed me to control who became a client and who didn’t. “Your detective didn’t tell you?”

      She turned toward me. Her eyes were flat, her gaze cold. “I expected him to find some connection between our families. I had assumed we were distant relatives, going back to the days of slavery, and that you were blackmailing my mother to get some of the family money.”

      My palms had grown wet. I took up a napkin and wiped my hands slowly, deliberately, wondering what good it would do to never invite another white person in my office again. I really wasn’t a supporter of Black Power. When I thought politically, I thought like Martin did, that integration would be a good thing. But I never really acted on it. I had no white friends.

      Now I knew why.

      “I’ll take that to be another no, that your detective failed again,” I said. “I hope you didn’t pay this idiot very much money. He sure as hell didn’t find out anything useful for you.”

      “He found you,” she said.

      “Anyone with a Memphis phone book could have found me.”

      “So what do you do?” she asked.

      I almost continued the games. I almost taunted her about her sources, about her decision to come here instead of sending someone else. But it was that decision that stopped me. For all her good-girl manners and her condescending ways, she had taken that long two-block walk from Union to Beale. She had sought me out.

      “I do odd jobs for people,” I said, the official answer, the answer I gave white people, coming out of my mouth so fast that I didn’t have to think about it.

      “Odd jobs.” She frowned. “From an office?”

      “Why not?” I asked.

      “Seems strange, that’s all.” She tucked her clutch purse under her arm, and started for the door.

      “I’d hold that if I were you,” I said.

      “What?” she asked.

      “That purse,” I said. “I’d hold onto it, at least till you cross Gayoso, and maybe even after that.”

      It was as if she were reassessing me each time she looked at me. “All right.”

      “And I’d move from the Peabody,” I said. “A woman like you shouldn’t stay in this part of town.”

      “A travel agent recommended it. She said the ducks—”

      “Are great for tourists. But you’re not one, are you, Miss Hathaway? And as you can tell this neighborhood isn’t the best.”

      “I thought the Peabody wasn’t in your neighborhood.” She flung that at me just as I was warming to her.

      I shrugged. It wasn’t my concern whether the lady got followed from Beale, mugged, and put in her place. The Peabody was a grand, expensive hotel in Memphis, but I expected trouble there and soon. It had just desegregated as part of a union concession, although that fact wasn’t well known, and I was afraid that when the first blacks registered, there’d be hell to pay.

      It is amazing how wrong I was.

      “I’ll bring an older photo for you,” Laura Hathaway said. “See if it jogs your memory.”

      “Why bother?” I asked. “This means nothing to me.”

      “I’m obligated to make sure you get your cash.” Her eyes clouded for a moment. It was beginning to look like disposing of Momma’s assets had become a tricky and uncomfortable proposition.

      “You know,” I said, “sometimes people should be allowed their secrets.”

      “Do you think so, Mr. Dalton?” she asked, and this time there was no condescension in her voice. “Do you really think so? A man like you who takes odd jobs? Do you allow people their secrets? Or do you just want to hang onto yours?”

      Then she let herself out, closing the wooden door gently behind her. Her shadow moved across the frosted glass, and then she was gone.

      I stared at the door for a long moment, and then I stood up. I finally had a lead in a personal quest that had bothered me for eight years.

      I was going to go to work—for myself.
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      AFTER SHE LEFT, I picked up the phone and called Jimmy’s school. He had been marked absent which, the secretary said, wasn’t that unusual anymore. Her tone had a touch of blame to it as if I were the one responsible for the boy. He had a mother, such as she was, and a brother who was older. They were supposed to be looking out for him.

      I wondered why I was always the one who did.

      Before I faced the feelings that Laura Hathaway’s visit had stirred, I wanted to find Jimmy. His abrupt departure bothered me. Jimmy rarely came inside my office, and when he did, he slipped in like a wraith. This morning, he had barged in, and my response, along with my client, had frightened him off.

      With luck, he’d be waiting for me across the street, beneath the statue of W.C. Handy and his famous trumpet.

      I left the office. The late-morning sun shed a pale cold light on Beale Street, revealing the garbage piled on the curbs. Several shoppers hurried by, their faces tense and harried.

      The daily march to the courthouse was over, and near Handy Park, I saw several men carrying placards. They were going somewhere else with them, holding the signs horizontally so that I couldn’t read them. But I wasn’t really trying to. I was looking beyond the men to the center of the park, just behind the statue.

      Jimmy’s brother, Joe, sat on one of the concrete benches. He was as thin as his brother, and five years older. Joe should have been in school too, but of course he wasn’t. No wonder Jimmy was skipping. His brother had already shown him that it was all right.

      I crossed with the light and walked toward the park. As I got closer, I saw that Joe wasn’t alone. An older man in a black beret was talking with him. Their heads were bent together and the discussion looked serious.

      They stood as I walked into the park. The man with the beret turned and headed toward Union. Joe came toward me.

      “Don’t say nothing, man,” he said as he passed me. “You don’t understand.”

      His hostility surprised me. I hadn’t seen Joe since January, and although he often got defensive with me, he had never before been hostile.

      I turned around and caught up with him. “Jimmy isn’t in school today.”

      “Yeah? So?”

      “He’s too young to be on his own all day.”

      “Someone should tell our momma.” Joe glanced at me. He was as tall as I was these days. That was disconcerting. “I ain’t got time for this, Smokey.”

      “Joe—”

      But he was already weaving his way through the crowd, walking so fast that I would have had to run to keep up with him. I stopped instead and put my hands on my hips. Going to their mother would do no good at all. If she was home. If she wasn’t entertaining. Calling the cops wouldn’t help either. They’d put Jimmy in some foster home, probably white-run, and he’d be even more miserable than he was now. He’d become one of the lost, as my friend Henry called them. Although I was wondering if he wasn’t becoming one of them already.

      I crossed back to my side of Beale. I couldn’t spend my entire day searching for Jimmy, but I could do my other work and look for him at the same time.

      Besides, my meeting with Laura Hathaway had left me with some unfinished business.

      I went back across the street. My office was on the south side of Beale, closer to Third than it was to anything else. The Gallina Building held a lot of history and some of that history still showed in the three-story façade. It had exquisite brick work, including massive arches that framed the third story windows, and an orange terra cotta cornice at the top of both sides of the structure. But the building was falling apart. The brick work was dirty and the arches were crumbling. One of the downstairs tenants, the owner of the Memphis Meat Company, once told me he had trouble putting in his Double Cola sign: he was afraid the attachment would cause serious damage to the building’s front. It didn’t. That happened a month later, when one of the newer businesses put a Schlitz sign next to the rusting fire escape staircase.

      Still, for all its decay, it was more home to me than my own house was. I had spent years there developing my business in the time after I returned from Korea. Just going inside relaxed me, and entering my office, messy as it was, made me feel like I could accomplish something. Not much, maybe, but enough.

      I didn’t close the door all the way, in case Jimmy was lurking in the hallway. Then I stopped on the far side of my desk, turned the telephone around, and dialed Shelby Bowler, one of the most eccentric lawyers Memphis State University ever produced. Not surprisingly, he answered his own phone.

      “Been thinking I’d hear from you,” he said. “I settled a case this morning and got the afternoon free. You wanna come down to my place? I ain’t too fond of yours.”

      He said that every time I spoke to him, which wasn’t often. I first met Bowler in June 1960 when he came to my office and handed me a check for $10,000. Attorney-client privilege, he told me, prevented him from revealing my benefactor. And no matter how hard I tried, I hadn’t been able to pry the information from him.

      I waited almost a year before I cashed the check; I thought there was some trick attached. I investigated everything, including Shelby Bowler, and learned nothing, except that, for all his eccentricities, Shelby Bowler could be trusted despite the lightness of his skin.

      I drove to Bowler’s office, taking the long way, searching for Jimmy. Black kids clustered throughout the downtown, some of them carrying signs, others looking for trouble. It seemed like there were more kids out of school than usual—or maybe I was just paying attention for the first time. Either way, it bothered me.

      I cruised all the hangouts I knew, and didn’t see Jimmy. I wondered what had brought him to my office that morning. I knew what made him leave. My tone when I asked him about school, and Laura Hathaway’s presence.

      I was worried about him, but I also knew that he’d been on his own before. If he ran true to form, he’d find me again, and we’d talk about whatever it was.

      I left the neighborhood and headed south.

      Bowler’s office was on Highway 51, right near the border of Tennessee and Mississippi. Bowler liked having his office that far out of town. It was his way of controlling his clients, just like word of mouth was my way of controlling mine. He once told me he could tell who would be worth representing just by the way they reacted to the drive and the neighborhood. The location benefited me, especially when I first drove there, in July of 1960. There weren’t a lot of neighbors around to worry about what a black man was doing in that part of town. I didn’t like going to a lot of white people’s offices, but I didn’t mind going to Bowler’s.

      I drove a white Ford Falcon that I paid cash for in 1961. The car was battered and its underbelly had a coating of rust, but the car and I, we took a liking to each other. It wasn’t too fancy, so it didn’t broadcast my windfall in the days when people like me didn’t get windfalls, and it got me around Memphis easily. I liked the shift on the steering column, and I even liked the old push button radio with the button for WDIA so loose that it always threatened to come off.

      Bowler’s office was a square building made of sand-colored brick. The original layout was long gone and almost impossible to guess at. Bowler had ripped out and remade the interior into four rooms: the reception area, where his legal secretary usually sat and barked at people; his associate’s office, often empty because the junior lawyers came and went as soon as they learned just how strange Bowler was; a conference room that doubled as a law library; and Bowler’s private office, which was filled with antique mahogany furniture he once told me had been carved by slaves.

      I parked on the gravel lot that stretched behind the chain-link fence that protected the office from the road and let myself inside. The office smelled of Bowler’s cherry pipe tobacco and dusty legal tomes. His secretary, a woman who’d been with him since he first hung out a shingle, looked up from her typewriter and grunted. I took that for the greeting it was and slipped through the door to Bowler’s private office.

      He was sitting behind the mahogany desk, nearly hidden by thick green books, all of which were open and stacked on top of each other. A pencil was stuck in his silver hair, and earlier that day, he’d spilled tobacco on his gray suit and failed to wipe it off. His pipe was resting in a tin ashtray and looked as if he’d filled it, then forgotten to light it. When he saw me, he waved me in.

      “Been expecting you,” he said.

      “That’s what you told me on the phone.” I headed toward one of the mahogany chairs. It had been reupholstered in dyed red leather and looked damned uncomfortable, although I knew from personal experience that it wasn’t.

      “Lucinda!” he yelled. “Shut the door.”

      His secretary got up and walked toward the door, grabbing it and pulling it closed, not before she shot me a filthy look. I couldn’t tell if it was because I should have closed the door myself or because she just didn’t approve of me. I suspected the later, but knew if I said anything, Bowler would claim it was the former.

      “Some private detective from Chicago called me three days ago to ask if you were still alive.”

      I sank into the chair. Laura Hathaway really should have asked for her money back. The detective had done nothing that she couldn’t have done.

      “Did he say why he thought I was dead?”

      Bowler picked up his pipe and tamped the tobacco down. Then he placed it in his mouth but didn’t light it. “That’s what I asked,” he said, “and he made some comment about us killing lots of you folks down here the last few years.”

      “Stupid,” I murmured.

      He took the pipe out of his mouth, and stared at me for a moment. “He’s from the North.”

      “That’s no excuse for one-sided thinking.”

      “Television—”

      “Doesn’t create all our evils.”

      He rolled his eyes. “We’ve had this discussion before.”

      “And never finished it.”

      He stared at me, then put his pipe back in his mouth and lit it with a gold monogrammed lighter. He puffed, and blue smoke smelling of rancid cough medicine filled the room.

      “This private detective,” I said, “he wouldn’t have anything to do with the money I got in 1960, would he?”

      “Smokey, I got lawyer-client privilege—”

      “Laura Hathaway visited my office this afternoon,” I said.

      He leaned back in his leather chair. It squeaked. He took another puff off the pipe, then removed it ever so slowly, cradling it in his left hand. That was one of his courtroom tricks, making him look relaxed and calm, while in reality it gave him time to think.

      “Laura Hathaway,” he said, using the repetition as another stall.

      “She was the one who hired the detective, or didn’t he tell you that?”

      “Oh, he did.” Bowler put his pipe back in the tin ashtray. “I was getting to that.”

      Actually, he had been startled that I knew her name, only he didn’t want me to know that.

      “She says her mother left me some money in her will,” I said. “You know what this is about?”

      “Why would I know?”

      “Why would the detective call you?”

      “I was your lawyer.”

      “No, you’re not. I have never needed a lawyer. You’re someone else’s lawyer who just happened to pay me money.”

      “People’ve got my name before,” Shelby said. “Maybe he called lawyers till he found one who’d heard of you.”

      I shook my head. “Sounds like a lot of legwork. This investigator doesn’t believe in legwork.”

      Shelby’s eyes narrowed. “How do you know?”

      “I’ve been on the receiving end of his work all day, and it’s clear.” The smell of cherry pipe tobacco was getting thick. I rubbed my nose and resisted the urge to sneeze.

      “What’re you here for, Smokey?” Shelby asked.

      “You said you were going to call me,” I said.

      “To warn you about the detective. I didn’t know what it was about.”

      “And you thought it could be bad.”

      “Hell, Smokey, most things are bad these days.” He set his pipe in the tray. The tobacco still glowed red, but the embers would die in a moment, and Shelby would have to relight it. “What are you really here for?”

      “I’ve only received money that I didn’t earn once in my life,” I said slowly, “and you’re the guy who gave it to me.”

      “It was from a client.”

      “I know,” I said. “And now I’m about to receive more money I didn’t earn, this time as part of a will.” I leaned back in my chair. “I have a hunch, Shelby, that this money comes from the same source.”

      His left hand fidgeted with the pipe stem. The expression on his face didn’t change. He said nothing.

      I crossed my arms. “Shelby, your client is dead. Confidentiality doesn’t apply any more.”

      “That’s never been adequately determined.” He spoke, and then he flushed. It was the flush that gave him away.

      “Why is this Hathaway family interested in me?”

      “You’re the detective.”

      I smiled slowly. “I do odd jobs.”

      “That too.” Shelby picked up his pipe, tamped the tobacco down, and picked up his lighter. Then he must have realized he was fidgeting, for he set the entire mess down.

      “Look, Smokey.” He folded his hands and rested them on the desk, giving me that fatherly lawyer approach he was famous for. “I had a hell of a time forcing you to take that money eight years ago. I think one of the reasons you did was because I wouldn’t tell you who your benefactor was. Now it looks like you might get some cash again. Let me give you some advice. Take it. Take it, and pay off your house—”

      “I did that last time.”

      “—or put it away for your retirement, or buy a new car for crissakes. But don’t question it. Don’t worry about it. Just take it.”

      He seemed so sincere, his blue eyes watering and his face still slightly flushed. But we’d had this go-around eight years ago, and I hadn’t changed since then. I finally took the money then because Shelby threatened to use it to pay off my bills—which were considerable in those days—without my permission. I told him to give the money to charity, and he refused, saying it belonged with me, and he would dog me about it for the rest of my days.

      I took the money. I paid off my debts and my house and bought my car.

      I tried not to think about what kind of trouble I was buying.

      I let that windfall put me on the right road. But I’d been cautious with money ever since, and I didn’t need money this time. I could afford to be ethical.

      “We’re different, you and me,” I said.

      Shelby closed his eyes. Such an eloquent way of expressing disgust. The movement was slight—his eyes opened a half second later—but not before I saw it and understood it.

      It didn’t stop me. “You come to this world with a sense of entitlement.”

      “Smokey—”

      “Let me finish.” I’d never told him this. Not in the eight years we’d known each other. In 1960, speaking of such things black to white was unthinkable. We’d come a long way since then. A long, long way. “You get money like this, you think it’s a windfall and you don’t question it—except maybe to find out who to thank. I get money like this, I want to know what the strings are. I want to know who’s gonna pull the rug out from underneath me before somebody does.”

      “I thought you said this Hathaway woman is dead.”

      “But her daughter isn’t. And I don’t know how many other relatives are alive. These are white people, Shelby. Rich white people. They may not like it that their mother or their grandmother is giving money away to blacks they don’t know. In fact, the girl already don’t like it. She shows up at my office wearing angora and pearls and acts like the whole place smells bad.”

      “It does smell bad, Smokey,” Shelby said. “It smells like Mississippi River rot and mold. That building should be condemned—”

      “You know what I mean.”

      Shelby closed his eyes again. He pushed his leather chair back and placed his folded fingers across his soft stomach. He appeared to be in deep contemplation. Finally he opened his eyes, and when he looked at me, they were clear and blue and filled with light.

      “You’re right,” he said. “I don’t know what you mean. I look at you and the way you live and the choices you have and I think a bit of money will help. If you can’t use it, I’m sure you know folks who could. A little bit of cash in the right hands can do a lot of good, Smokey.”

      “You used that argument on me in 1960.”

      “And you took the money.”

      “There wasn’t some prim white woman looking down her nose at me, wondering what my connection was to her mother.”

      “What was your connection to her mother?”

      “Damned if I know.” I squirmed in that soft leather chair. “The girl even showed me pictures. I didn’t recognize the mother, but that doesn’t mean a thing. I’ve lived an interesting life, Shelby.”

      He smiled. “Been around a lot of older white women, have you?”

      I shrugged. “It could have been a job, or it could have been when I was in the army or it could have been at Boston University or it could have been some connection I don’t even know.”

      “Is that what’s got you worried? That you don’t know who this woman was and what her connection to you is?”

      “Haven’t you been listening?”

      “I’ve been listening. You’ve been complaining about a lot of things, some of which make sense and some of which don’t. It seems to me that you should just take what’s offered.”

      I stared at him a moment. He was a good man, an ethical man for all his liking to play devil’s advocate, and things weren’t always straightforward with him.

      “Would you take the money?”

      “Yes,” he said, with a touch of impatience.

      “Wouldn’t you want to know where it came from?”

      “Of course, but that wouldn’t stop me from taking such a lucrative gift.”

      “Sure it would, Shel,” I said. “If the circumstances were right. If you were running for public office, you wouldn’t take a gift like this.”

      “That’s different.”

      “Is it?” I stood and walked toward the large windows in the back of the office. They were covered with heavy velvet curtains. You couldn’t tell that it was daylight outside. “Those are the kinds of strings I’m talking about. In everyday life, you never think of them. I do.”

      “So,” Shelby said. “You’ve got the girl. Ask her.”

      “She doesn’t know. I doubt she’ll be back.”

      “Then do some investigating on your own.”

      I turned. “That’s what I’m doing. And I’m starting with you. Did that first check come from someone named Earl Hathaway? Or his wife, Dora Jean?”

      Shelby’s eyes had gone flat, the light gone from them. It was that look that made him such a good attorney. He could pin anyone with that look, from the governor to the lowliest criminal.

      But he wasn’t pinning me. I waited.

      “What if it was?” he asked.

      I got the game. He wasn’t going to say yes, and he wasn’t going to say no. He was going to tell me all that he could, while retaining the ability to deny everything.

      “Then I’d have to ask to see any correspondence that came with the bequest.”

      “That wouldn’t be possible.” Shelby flattened his hands against his stomach. “Confidentiality again.”

      “Of course, that assumes there was correspondence.”

      “It would be odd to receive such a bequest without it,” Shelby said. “But normally, such correspondence only contains instructions for the attorney.”

      “Do you think any correspondence in a case involving the Hathaways would be normal?”

      He smiled. The movement was small, but it was there. “I don’t see how it could be anything but.”

      “Would it be normal in such correspondence to explain why someone would get such a bequest?”

      “Most people know why they would get such a bequest.”

      “What about anonymous bequests?”

      “Most anonymous bequests prefer to remain anonymous. Doling out any information about the bequest might destroy that anonymity.”

      I’d had enough of the games. “So all these years, you’ve only had a letter instructing you to find me and give me the money? No explanation, no nothing?”

      “I’ve told you that much before, Smokey.” Shelby’s chair was tilted so far back the edges of his gray hair brushed his bookcase.

      I sighed and returned to my chair. “Didn’t you investigate who this money came from?”

      “I knew,” Shelby said. “I just couldn’t tell you. And I still can’t, although I think you have some suspicions.”

      That was as close as he would ever get to confirming what I knew.

      “You have no explanations?”

      “None, and even if I did, I wouldn’t tell you.”

      Although he would have tried, now that the daughter was here, now that she was looking for me.

      “Why didn’t you send someone out to investigate this?”

      “There’s no point, Smokey. Attorneys handle anonymous payments all the time. It’s not ours to question why. It’s ours to do the job.” He ran his fingers through his hair and dislodged the pencil. It tumbled down the side of his head before he caught it against his suit. “Smokey, is there going to be trouble between you and this Laura Hathaway?”

      I froze. No matter how much you trusted a man, he could still ask a question that made you doubt everything about your relationship. “Trouble?”

      “If she doesn’t give you the money—”

      “I think she has to. She wouldn’t be here otherwise. I’ll wager giving me that cash is tied to her getting the rest of the estate.”

      He smiled and set the pencil on his desk. “You’d’ve made a good attorney.”

      “Because I see things?”

      “Because you understand human nature and how it pertains to the law.” He stood, clasped his hands behind his back, and made his way around the desk. “What if she does have to give you the money?”

      “I won’t take it without knowing why. Forgive me, Shelby, but I won’t be beholden to a white woman for anything.”

      “If she has to give you the money, that might be trouble in and of itself.” He stopped near me. The scent of cherry tobacco wafted off him. It wasn’t so offensive when he wasn’t smoking.

      We were the same height, something that always startled me. He was heavier than I was, and the net effect was to make him look shorter and rounder.

      “I really don’t expect to see her again,” I said. “I think she just wanted to check me out, and now that she knows I have no idea what this is about, she’ll disappear.”

      “But she told you about the money.”

      “She saw my office.”

      “Meaning?”

      “She knows I can’t hire an attorney to come after her.”

      Shelby’s smile grew. “I’d take the case, on a contingency basis. It’s intriguing enough.”

      I patted him on the arm, then headed toward the door. “No need, Shel. Taking someone else’s money once in my life was plenty. I’m not sure I want to do it again.”

      His smile remained. It made him look eerily like the Cheshire Cat. “Then why did you come here?”

      “Because this thing has bothered me for eight years, and I thought I might finally get an answer from you.”

      “And?”

      “I hate a mystery,” I said, putting my hand on the doorknob.

      “Yes.” His smile faded, followed by a look of such deep compassion that I had to turn away from it. “But there are some things in our lives that will remain a mystery forever.”

      “I know that,” I said. “But I don’t like it.”

      “Someday you will have to accept it.”

      I turned back to him a bit more fiercely than he deserved. “I’ve been told all my life to accept things, and usually they are ugly, unfathomable things. I decided a long time ago to accept nothing.”

      “Then you’ll be tormented, my friend, by things that most people would never give a second thought to.”

      I wasn’t his friend. I took a deep breath so that I didn’t snap at him. “I’ll make a deal with you. If Laura Hathaway reappears and offers me the money, I’ll find out why her mother felt I deserved it.”

      “And if you don’t find out?”

      “I’ll take it anyway. I’ve done my best.”

      “You’ll live with the mystery.”

      “I’ll have to either way. At that point, taking the money is the sensible thing.”

      His smile returned. “I’m glad you see it my way.”

      “Actually,” I said, “I think you’re beginning to see it mine.”
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      I DROVE BACK to my office slowly, watching for Jimmy and thinking about my conversation with Shelby. I always felt frustrated after leaving his office, even though this time he had given me more information than he ever had before.

      I parked in front of the office, on Beale. The street was a mess; garbage piled against the curbs, people stepping over it. The city had hired scabs to pick up the garbage, but the crews were small and unable to hit all the neighborhoods. Of course, the black sections of town got the least attention, partly, I believed, to hasten the end of the strike, but others thought it was yet another example of discrimination.

      I got out and went inside, half expecting Jimmy to be sitting in front of the locked door. He wasn’t. I stared at the frosted glass for a moment. I had a lot of work to do, but I didn’t feel like doing any of it. Most was report writing, which I hated, even though it meant I would get a much-needed check, and the rest was legwork on half a dozen small cases that I had pending for the black lawyers and insurance agents who hired me regularly.

      I turned away from my door, went outside, and walked east to Wilson Drug.

      I had a handful of regular places that I stopped by for a meal or a beer. I’d been on Beale a long time and had a large network of acquaintances, even though I once vowed I would have no roots. The way I met people, it seemed, was in restaurants and bars. Somehow it seemed to work.

      Three blues musicians braved the cold in Handy Park. They were jamming, playing something rhythmic and dark, completely lost in their music. I tossed some coins into the guitar case—I always tossed in money, because I wanted the musicians to come back—and then I moved on.

      The music followed me past the New Daisy Theater and all the way to Wilson’s. Wilson’s had been around since the 1940s, and still had that sweet plastic odor that newer drug stores lacked. The pharmaceuticals and personal items were just inside the front door, but to the left was my favorite part of Wilson’s. The soda fountain.

      The soda fountain was in its own section, complete with counter and a ledge on which six swivel stools rested. Just beyond that, hiding behind the combs, barrettes, and plastic rain bonnets, were five tables and two wooden booths, built against the wall.

      Martha, the day waitress, came up beside me, her rubber shoes squeaking against the tile. She smelled faintly of sweat and perfume. I smiled at her. She was an old friend. She was married, although not happily, and struggling to make ends meet.

      “You have company,” she said, nodding at one of the booths.

      I looked at the booth. Reverend Henry Davis had squeezed himself into it. Henry was probably my best friend in Memphis, although neither of us acknowledged that. We were too different. He had his parish to run, and I had my own quiet life.

      Lately I’d been avoiding him. He’d been getting more and more involved with the strike, and he wanted me to get involved too. He’d asked me to go with him to several union meetings, and each time I had been conveniently busy.

      I suppressed a sigh and then glanced at Martha. “You still got soup left?” I asked.

      She nodded.

      “Bring me some and half a turkey sandwich.”

      “I could have guessed,” she said.

      I raised my eyebrows.

      “It’s Monday.”

      “I’m not that predictable.”

      She grinned and turned away. Apparently I was that predictable. I went to the booth and sat down.

      Henry was finishing the last of a cheeseburger. “I was beginning to wonder if you broke routine and went to the Palace.”

      He meant the King’s Palace Cafe, which was right next to my office. I shook my head. “I was tracking down some information.”

      He took a final bite and wiped his mouth with a paper napkin. “I thought I’d keep you up to date.”

      “Henry, I don’t want to be up to date.”

      “No one would have been injured Friday if you’d been in on the planning,” he said.

      I smiled. “You’re trying to flatter me.”

      “I’m telling the truth.”

      “I thought the march was an impromptu thing that happened after the Council meeting.”

      “You’d have counseled against it.”

      “You wouldn’t have listened.”

      It was his turn to smile. He had a broad, friendly face, and warm eyes. His congregation loved him, even though he wasn’t a good orator, in a town filled with excellent orators. He had compassion, which I always thought was in short supply, and he had heart.

      “What did you think I needed to know?”

      He leaned back as best he could in the small space. “James Lawson has put together a biracial committee of ministers to work on this strike. We’re going to bring both sides together and get the community even more involved.”

      “The community is involved.”

      “Not in any constructive way.”

      “And what do you think you’ll accomplish?”

      Martha stopped with my soup and sandwich. The soup was depression soup, one of my favorites. I took a large spoonful of tomato-based broth, hamburger, and okra.

      “We’re going to get this settled,” he said.

      I swallowed. “Does the mayor know that?”

      “The mayor doesn’t approve of anything. The more people who get involved, the better off we’ll be,” Henry said.

      I set down my spoon. “And you’ve come to me because…?”

      “Like it or not, Smokey, you’re a well-known member of the black community. Your support would mean a great deal.”

      I shook my head. “You know I don’t get involved in political issues.”

      “Yes,” Henry said, “and I don’t understand why.”

      Our gazes locked for a moment, and then I looked away. “I don’t like to be noticed.”

      “Like it or not, Smokey,” he said, “you always get noticed. And right now, everyone’s noticing that you’re not helping.”

      “This one’s explosive, Henry. I don’t like where it’s going.”

      “I know,” Henry said. “That’s why we need cool heads.”

      I smiled at him. “You’ve got one.”

      “It’d be nice to have another.”

      I had no response to that. I wouldn’t be pressured into working on this strike. I cleaned up messes. I didn’t help create them.

      He sighed and picked up his check. “Promise me you’ll think about it at least.”

      “I can guarantee the answer won’t change,” I said.

      He shook his head. “I hope it will someday, Smokey.” He slid out of the booth and walked to the counter, handing Martha a dollar for his meal and tip.

      I finished my soup and sandwich. I did have a level head, but part of it came from my detachment. That detachment let me look at the world clearly, and it kept other people from looking at me.

      I had avoided attention as long as I could remember, and my foster parents believed it was their fault. They kept my presence quiet for the first year I was with them, following the Grand’s suggestion. They were trying to protect me, and I believe they did.

      But as I got older, they regretted the way they’d kept me close. My foster mother even told me once that she believed their influence was the reason I never used my prodigious education.

      I felt as if I were using that education. I had a bachelor’s from Howard and a masters from Boston University, and I got better training in the army after I completed both degrees. I discovered that I liked solving puzzles and being active, and a man couldn’t do either as a professor at one of the nation’s few black colleges. I didn’t make the living they expected, and I didn’t have three point four children like the culture said I should, but I was content with my life. It was small, it was contained, and it was mine.

      Still, my foster parents’ disappointment in me, subtle as it was, distanced us. I rarely spoke with them and I hadn’t visited them since they moved to Atlanta a few years before. They were good people, but I felt as if all we had in common was our history.

      I finished lunch and headed back to the Gallina Building, feeling better than I had earlier. The musicians had left Handy Park and in their place was Jimmy. He sat on the cold concrete beneath the statue of W.C., and he looked as cold as the stone. His coat didn’t quite fit any more. He clutched a schoolbook in one hand, but he wasn’t looking at it.

      “Jimmy?” I asked.

      He raised his head, then ducked when he saw me. I came over and crouched beside him.

      “I’ve been looking for you. What did you want this morning?”

      He shrugged as if it were no longer significant.

      “You can tell me,” I said.

      He pressed his lips together. In the hours since he’d come to me, something—or someone—had changed his mind about talking.

      “It seemed important this morning.”

      His hands clutched the school book tightly. It was an ancient American history text, its cover scratched and ink-covered. The binding was ripped and some of the pages were coming loose.

      “Jimmy?” I asked again.

      “Who was that lady?” He looked up at me, his brown eyes wide.

      “A client,” I said.

      “She wadn’t no cop?”

      I smiled. “Did she look like a cop?”

      He shook his head.

      “Were you worried because you weren’t in school?”

      He looked down again. Wrong question.

      “Was it something else, then, Jimmy?”

      “I didn’t ʼspect to see no one, s’all.”

      I rocked back on my heels and studied him. Thinner, blue shadows under his eyes, skin gray with fatigue. He wasn’t ill, but he would be if he kept this up.

      “Have you had lunch?” I asked.

      “Naw.”

      And probably no breakfast either. I put a hand on his shoulder. I could feel the bones. “Come on,” I said. “Let’s see what they’ve got at King’s Palace.”

      His eyes lit up, then he lowered his lids and shook his head. “I gotta wait here.”

      “For what?”

      “Joe.”

      “Why?”

      Jimmy shrugged. What did Joe have him involved in? I remembered the man in the beret, and didn’t like how this was going.

      “I’m sure he won’t mind if you have lunch,” I said.

      “He said I gotta wait.”

      I squeezed Jimmy’s shoulder. “You’re cold and hungry. I think you’ve waited long enough.”

      He sighed as if he’d been hoping someone would say that. Then he got up slowly, the cold making him move like an old man.

      We crossed the street and entered the arched doors. The restaurant was mostly empty. We took a table near the bar, and when the waitress came, I ordered a meal along with Jimmy so that he didn’t feel the weight of my charity.

      He didn’t talk much, and he kept glancing over my shoulder as if his brother were going to come in and drag him out. When the food finally came, he ate like he hadn’t seen food in a week.

      “It’s getting late,” I said. “Too late to take you back to school. You want to come home with me?”

      Jimmy wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. I could see the longing in his face. Then he shook his head. “Gotta see Joe.”

      “Can I come with you?”

      “No.”

      I stared at him for a moment. He still had one hand on the history book as if it were a lifeline. He and I had talked about the importance of school several times. He was one of the smartest kids I knew, and I was afraid that the circumstances of his life would prevent him from using his mind.

      “All right.” I couldn’t quite keep the disapproval from my voice. “How about I pick you up in the morning, get you some breakfast and take you to school?”

      “Don’t need you feedin’ me all the time, Smokey.” The protest sounded half-hearted.

      “It’s an excuse for me to have a big breakfast. What do you say?”

      Finally, he grinned at me. A little boy grin, full of mischief and delight. “Okay.”

      Then, as quickly as it appeared, his grin faded. He was looking past me again, and I knew that he had seen Joe through the restaurant’s large windows.

      “Gotta go,” Jimmy said, slipping out of the chair. “See you tomorrow, Smokey.”

      “All right.” I put some cash on the bill and then walked to the door, making sure it didn’t look as if I was following Jimmy. He was already in the park. Joe was shaking a finger in his face. I debated crossing the street but was afraid I’d make things worse for Jimmy. Then Jimmy handed Joe a small brown package.

      My heart sank.

      Joe grinned and clapped his brother on the back. Then he led Jimmy through the park, and they disappeared into the alley behind Paul’s Tailoring.

      If I followed, I wondered if I’d see a man in a beret. I wondered if he would get the small brown package and then hand Jimmy another package to deliver to someone when he should really be in school.

      But I wasn’t going to follow. I didn’t dare let anyone see me. I was Jimmy’s last hope and he had to trust me. He wouldn’t do that if I got his brother in trouble.

      Still, it was hard to cross the street and pretend I hadn’t seen anything. By the time I got inside the Gallina Building, my stomach was in knots.

      Most of the day was gone and I still hadn’t done my reports. I unlocked the office and let myself inside, catching the familiar scent of dust and Mississippi River mold. As I shut the door behind me, the phone started ringing.

      I picked it up.

      “Mr. Dalton?”

      I’d recognize that voice anywhere. “Miss Hathaway.”

      “I have found some more pictures. I would like to show them to you. I’ll be in your office tomorrow at 10 A.M. sharp. Will that suit you?”

      It wasn’t really a request. It was an order. But that was all right. I was curious enough to continue this. “I’ll be here,” I said, and hung up.
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      THE NEXT MORNING, I pulled up in front of Jimmy’s apartment building. It was an old four-story brick from the turn of the century, and hadn’t received much care since. I arrived early, hoping to have a few words with Jimmy’s mother, but Jimmy was waiting outside in the cold morning air. He clutched his books to his chest as if he were using them to keep warm.

      I had no choice. I reached across the front seat and opened the door, and Jimmy got in.

      We went to Pantaze Drug. I asked him about his classes and he told me which ones he liked. He was getting behind in math, he said, although he didn’t tell me why. I waited for him to explain why he wanted to see me the day before, but he didn’t. I thought of mentioning Joe and the man in the beret, but I decided it wasn’t time yet.

      When we finished, I took Jimmy to school and waited at the curb for ten minutes after he went inside. He didn’t come back out, which I saw as a good sign. If he could get to school, he would stay there.

      It wasn’t even eight o’clock yet. I stopped at the Salvation Army and looked for coats. The winter coats, one of the volunteers told me, had sold long ago. What they had left disappeared once the strike started. They had a few in back that had arrived the day before. I looked at them, found a small man’s pea coat that would be too big for Jimmy, and took it anyway. Better to get lost in a coat than to have one that he couldn’t fit into at all.

      By ten proper, I was in my office, just as Miss Hathaway ordered. The pea coat hung on my shabby coat rack next to the other coats, and it looked like something a client had forgotten. Next to my hand was a Styrofoam cup filled with coffee that was slowly going cold. I had a file open and I was trying to peck out a report, but my mind wasn’t on it. I kept thinking about that small brown package in Jimmy’s hand and the way that, no matter how hard I tried, the boy seemed destined for the streets.

      Then I thought about Laura Hathaway and her inheritance, her self-assurance, and the way she spoke to me, as if I were someone she had charge of. She probably thought all little black boys ended up like Jimmy. If she gave it any thought at all. She didn’t see how the community fought for each and every one of them, and cried when they were lost.

      I thought Jimmy had had a chance. His mother, irresponsible as she was, loved him and his brother used to look out for him. I had a sense Joe wasn’t looking out for him any more.

      Then I saw Laura Hathaway’s shadow outside my door. She turned the knob as if she were trying it, then pushed the door inward. She wore her raincoat open and clutched her gloves in her left hand. Beneath her coat, she had on a long-sleeved dress with a high collar. A black purse hung over her right forearm, and matched her black ankle-high boots. Pearls were clipped to her ears. I wondered how much luggage she had brought with her to Memphis, and then decided that I didn’t want to know.

      “Well,” she said. “You’re here.”

      “You ordered me to be here.” I wasn’t in the mood for her attitude.

      She closed the door gently as if there were someone outside whom she wanted to protect from my rudeness. “I brought the pictures.”

      She remained by the door. I wondered if she wanted me to come and get them.

      “All right.” I stayed in my seat. She pulled her purse even tighter, and came closer.

      “It’s warm in here,” she said.

      “Take off your coat.”

      “How long do you think this will take?”

      I shrugged. She pulled off her coat and put it over the only other chair, instead of hanging it on the rack beside pea coat. She wrinkled her nose as she did so. The pea coat had a faint odor of mothballs that the heat was bringing out. I hoped the smell would be gone later in the day.

      Then she opened the clasp on her purse and removed a small manila envelope. She set it on my desk.

      I lifted the flap. Inside were a fistful of photographs of all shapes and sizes. Most dated from the forties, and several were of the same woman Laura Hathaway had shown me the day before. Only this woman was younger. She still had the same homely features, and I realized what I hadn’t the day before. What I had seen as age was resignation.

      Why would a woman like this, a rich white woman, look so defeated?

      “My parents moved to Chicago when I was a little girl.” Laura Hathaway had come around the back of the desk and was looking over my shoulder. “They didn’t have a lot of money in those days. My father was one of the few men his age to stay home from the war—some old eye injury—and he got a lot of work. They put all the money away that they could. They made some good investments early, and by the time I was a teenager, we’d moved into a house in one of the nicer neighborhoods.”

      I was staring at a photo of Dora Jean Hathaway, her arms protectively around Laura, who had to be only three. The look in Dora Jean’s eyes hadn’t been put there by poverty. It had been put there by fear.

      “How did your father learn about investments?” Poor people didn’t save their money and invest it. Poor people spent as much as they could to live as well as they could. I knew that from personal experience.

      “His father taught him, he said once.”

      “So your paternal grandparents were rich?”

      “I don’t know,” she said. “I never got to meet them.”

      “Never?”

      She shook her head. “They were dead by the time I was born.”

      I nodded and went through the photographs. The fear never left Dora Jean’s eyes. In the fifties family portrait, clearly done by a reputable studio, the look had etched itself into her skin. I had never seen this woman before, not when she was young and not when she was old. I was certain of it.

      I was less certain of Earl Hathaway. The older version of him—a tall stately man with a receding hairline and fleshy gray skin—had a familiar brightness around the eyes. There was only one picture of him as a younger man, and that was blurred. He was holding Laura, who had to be about four, and he was turning his face from the camera. I saw the same receding hairline—he had apparently started to lose his hair relatively young—a narrow face with a strong jawline, and a powerful neck, the kind weight lifters, boxers, and football players have. He looked like the generic 1940s white man, the kind who would be used as an extra in movies or an office employee in a magazine ad.

      “What?” she said, noting my interest. “What is it?”

      “Where did your folks come from?”

      “Chicago,” she said, as if I hadn’t been listening.

      I decided to let the tone slide. “Before that.”

      She didn’t answer.

      “You said they moved to Chicago when you were a girl. Where did they move from?”

      “The South.” She spoke hesitantly, almost as if she didn’t want to. Finally, we were getting somewhere.

      It was my turn to give her a meaningful look, my turn to put sarcasm in my voice. “I understand that most Northerners think the South is a small and provincial place, but we’re actually quite a large region of the country.”

      “I don’t know exactly,” she said, color rising in her cheeks. “They never said.”

      I set the photo of her father on my desk. “They never said?”

      She shrugged. “I got the sense there was some bad blood with my grandparents. I’m not just here for you, Mr. Dalton. I’m also here to see if I can find any remaining family. I’m not sure my grandparents are dead.”

      I waited. She stared at me. The color in her cheeks had gone from a soft rose to a deep red. If she had been black, she would have asked me outright to help her. But she wasn’t, and she expected me to offer, and because of that expectation, I wouldn’t.

      “You think they’re in Memphis?”

      “You’re in Memphis.”

      “I lived in Atlanta until I was ten. Then I moved to Washington, D.C., and lived there for eleven years. I was in Boston for a couple of years, and then I went to Korea. Your parents could have known me from anywhere.”

      “My parents had nothing to do with the war. They remained in Chicago. I told you that.”

      “You did.” I picked up the family portrait. “I don’t remember seeing them in Memphis. If our meeting was significant, and it must have been for your mother to want to leave me money, I would have remembered her face.”

      Laura’s eyes narrowed. She apparently thought I’d insulted her mother.

      “It’s a striking face,” I added.

      Laura’s expression softened. “Yes,” she said. “It was.”

      She reached for the portrait. I moved it just out of her grasp. “Your father, on the other hand, seems somewhat familiar.” I gazed at her. Her eyes were wider than his—although some of that could have been the effect of the eyeliner and the false eyelashes. Her nose was softer, up-turned in the way every white American parent wants a daughter’s nose to be. She had lips so bow-shaped that she didn’t have to use lipstick to mask their form.

      “I suppose there could be a family resemblance,” I said, “something I’m not quite seeing.”

      “I look more like my father than my mother,” Laura said primly. That much was obvious. Laura was conventionally pretty. Her mother, in later life, was one of those women who would have been called handsome if someone had to find a kind word to say at all. “But I really don’t look like either of them. I sometimes wondered if I favored another relative.…”

      She let her voice trail off. Again, I could have offered—and was probably expected to—to help her. But I wasn’t about to.

      “The South,” I said, reflectively. Laura’s initial impression was probably right. I was probably a shirt-tail relative, and her mother, keeping step with the times, felt guilty and wanted to share part of the family windfall with the darker, less fortunate relations. But that didn’t feel right. There would be no reason to hide that information from Laura, would there? Except, perhaps, the stigma of being distantly related to someone like me. “What was your mother’s maiden name?”

      “Jones.” She looked away from me as she said that.

      “Dora Jean Jones? Someone gave a child a name like that?”

      “It was—”

      “The South, I know,” I said.

      She shook her head. “I was going to say it was a slip of the tongue. Or it could have been. She only told me once, and that was when I went for my driver’s license. They asked me, and I didn’t know, and I asked her and she shrugged and said, ‘Jones.’”

      “And you didn’t believe her, even then.”

      “I told you. There was bad blood with my grandparents.”

      “I thought it was with your father’s parents.”

      “If I knew which set of grandparents it was, I would understand what was going on,” she snapped.

      “And your detective?” I asked. “What did he find?”

      “I’m not going to hire you, if that’s what you want, Mr. Dalton. This is not an odd job.” So she had found out what I really did and wasn’t willing to tell me. Apparently she had noted my two snubs and was going to snub me in return. Perhaps this woman and I were related. We certainly acted childishly around each other.

      “You’re the one who came to me, Miss Hathaway, wanting information. I don’t know the information, but I could find it out for you. Or you could return to that big city detective who probably charged you way too much money for his call to the operator.”

      She raised her chin slightly. I was beginning to recognize that look. She wasn’t going to answer me.

      “So your detective didn’t find anything,” I said. “Just like he didn’t find anything about me.”

      “This is my personal quest, Mr. Dalton. I don’t need you.”

      “You don’t,” I said. “But if you want to know how I’m involved in your family, it might make sense to hire me.”

      “You’ll be getting money from my mother’s estate.”

      “So you say.”

      She snatched the portrait out of my hand. “I’m not paying you anything more than your inheritance.”

      “You haven’t given me any money so far. And you have ordered me about and taken my time.” I picked up the remaining photos and placed them inside their envelope. “I guess it’s my turn to order you. I’d like you to leave my office, Miss Hathaway.”

      “We’re not finished yet.”

      “We are,” I said. “I don’t need you or your family’s make-believe money. I’ve got a lot of other things that need doing, things that are a lot more pressing.”

      “You’re not a detective,” she said, clutching the envelope against her purse.

      “Not like your talented Chicago man, no. I actually get the job done.” I almost added that I would have motivation on this project, since I wanted to know the connection between her family and me as well, but I wasn’t going to try to sway her. If she decided to walk out the door, that was fine with me.

      She rounded the desk, and grabbed her coat. I thought she was going to leave. But she stopped halfway to the door. Perhaps she expected me to break down, call her, beg her to stay. But I did none of those things, and that left the choice up to her.

      Her shoulders rose and fell in a silent sigh. Then she turned around. The flush was back in her cheeks. “Then it’s true, isn’t it? You do detective work?”

      “Yes,” I said.

      She still wasn’t looking at me. “How much do you charge, Mr. Dalton?”

      I told her. I also mentioned a retainer, since I knew she could afford one.

      “You’ll keep your findings confidential?”

      “Absolutely.”

      She took a deep breath. “My attorneys said I was crazy to come down here. They said their detective could find what I was looking for.”

      “It was their detective who found me, wasn’t it?” I asked.

      She nodded.

      “And you don’t like him either, do you?”

      “He’s old and fat and lazy,” she said, and then put a hand to her mouth.

      I smiled. “Don’t worry. I like it when my clients are honest.”

      She sank into the chair, letting her coat fall across her knees. “I’m afraid I’ve been behaving like an ass, Mr. Dalton. It’s just that the attorneys said you’d try to cheat me out of the money.”

      I felt my back go rigid.

      “Only you haven’t even asked me how much you were entitled to. And you would have kicked me out of your office without a penny.”

      “Maybe I’m manipulating you,” I said without a trace of humor.

      “Then you’re doing a piss-poor job of it.” She raised her head slightly. “I’m sorry, Mr. Dalton.”

      My breath caught in my throat. I couldn’t remember the last time a white person apologized to me. Perhaps one never had.

      “It’s all right,” I said, even though she had done several things that weren’t all right, and which she probably wasn’t even aware of. It wasn’t my job to raise the consciousness of every white person I came into contact with. And now that she had dropped her defensive attitude, I had a feeling we could get along. “You’re under strain.”

      “Yes, I am,” she said. “I don’t know anyone here, and I’m trying to find out something without having a clue how to go about it. There are no Hathaways in Memphis, at least none with our spelling. And there are a million Joneses.”

      “There are easier ways,” I said. And then, just because I was feeling fair, “I could recommend a white detective if you would feel more comfortable.”

      “I suppose I deserve that.” She pulled her coat closer to her stomach. “I would rather have you. You might remember some things, know some things—I mean, obviously my mother knew who you were.”

      “Are you sure the connection is with your mother?”

      A slight frown creased her forehead. “Positive. The bequest is in her will.”

      “But your father is dead. Are you sure she wasn’t just carrying out his wishes?”

      Laura’s frown deepened. “I hadn’t thought of that. No. I’m not sure. And I don’t know where to begin. I really thought you would remember them. I thought you would know.” The color still stained her cheeks. “It was the lawyers who suggested that you were probably a distant relation. That’s what makes you think I’m a bigot, isn’t it? The way I treated you from the start?”

      I wasn’t going to get into that at all. We were finally communicating, and I didn’t want to ruin it. I wanted to find the answer to this conundrum almost as much as she did.

      “Did you bring family papers with you?” I asked. “Or do you have access to them?”

      “I can get them.” She took a deep breath. “What do you need?”

      “A Bible with the family genealogy would be nice.”

      She opened her mouth, but before she could speak, I said, “But I know that’s not possible. So let’s start with birth and death certificates, the will, medical and financial records, and go from there.”

      “Financial records?” Even though she had decided to be nice, this obviously wouldn’t be easy. She was predisposed to mistrust me, a predisposition that couldn’t be blamed entirely on the lawyers.

      “Maybe other payments went out.” Now was the time for truth. But I couldn’t bring myself to tell her I had received a previous payment in 1960; I had trouble enough admitting that to myself. “Perhaps when your father died…?”

      That was as close as I would get, and she didn’t pick up on it. Instead she closed her purse and hung it on her arm. “I know nothing about the family’s financial affairs prior to my mother’s illness.”

      “What about the will?” I asked.

      Her shoulders straightened. “What about it?”

      “Any other beneficiaries besides us? Any other surprises?”

      The tension in her shoulders relaxed slightly. She was trying to control her responses. She was trying to shift her attitude, and that was clearly taking an effort. Her initial reaction to me each time was to bristle.

      When she didn’t answer, I sighed. “Look, Miss Hathaway. This probably won’t work. If you believe that my interest in this thing—as nebulous as it is—would be a conflict, then—”

      “The other beneficiaries,” she said slowly, “are an organization that helps abandoned children; several church charities; and a large sum that goes to the University of Chicago Foundation. That’s twenty-five percent of the estate. Then there’s the money that comes to you. The rest goes to me.”

      “I’m the only other individual mentioned in the will?”

      She nodded. “There is no other family that I know of.”

      “Except your grandparents.”

      “If they’re alive,” she said.

      “And if they are, will you give them part of the estate?”

      She leaned back as if she hadn’t thought of that.

      “They could be living in poverty. Most people in the rural South are. Perhaps your parents escaped that life and never wanted to go back. Or maybe—” I stopped myself, the thought making me cold.

      “Maybe?”

      How to explain to this naive white woman the other thought that I had? Maybe her parents weren’t white at all, not by racial categorization. Maybe they went north so that they could pass. No one would know who they were, and they would be judged by the color of their skin, not the color of their parents’ skin.

      “Maybe?” she asked again.

      “Maybe they eloped,” I said. The comment sounded lame to me, but I wasn’t going to express this new idea. Not yet. Maybe not ever, unless I had proof.

      “But you don’t think so.”

      “I don’t think anything until I know it for a fact.” I took a deep breath. I had to ask the next question, even though I knew it would upset her again. “You need to tell me the amount your mother left for me in the will.”

      As I thought, she raised her chin, and her entire body became rigid. “Why?”

      “So that the cards are on the table, Miss Hathaway. We need to work from equality of knowledge. If you hire me, you hide nothing from me.” It wouldn’t work that way, I knew, but I had to make a stab at it.

      She bit her lower lip.

      “Besides, you don’t want me thinking I’m going to get half a million dollars when I’m only getting five hundred dollars.”

      She closed her eyes. Fine lines appeared around her mouth. “Ten thousand dollars,” she said, then opened her eyes to see my response. “My mother left you ten thousand dollars.”

      I clenched my fingers. It was the same amount as before. The dates matched up. These people, now dead, whom I didn’t know, had twice given me more money than I would have earned in a year, for no reason that I could understand.

      “It’s a lot of money.” Her voice rose. It probably wasn’t a lot of money in the scheme of the estate. If it were, she wouldn’t have been quite so defensive about it.

      “Yes, it is. Especially for something neither of us understands.” I rose. She watched me, without moving. “But it’s not enough for you to come all the way here from Chicago, spending money on a private investigator, and searching for me. I’ll bet those attorneys told you to put the money in trust until they could find me, and if they couldn’t, they would place a provision in your will to give that money to charity after your death.”

      The look of surprise on her face made her look younger. “How did you know?”

      I shrugged. “That’s what I would do. No sense finding a man who had no idea he was going to get the money. If you put the money in a trust, you wouldn’t have been violating the terms of the will. You would have been using your best efforts, am I correct?”

      “That’s what they argued.”

      “And you were being ethical, trying to carry out your mother’s last wish?”

      “Mother didn’t make finding you contingent on anything,” Laura said. “She just wanted it done.”

      “So you’re doing it.”

      Laura swallowed. I saw the high collar move. “I told you,” she said, her voice as low as it could get. “I’m looking for family.”

      “Even if that family is a coal black detective working out of a decrepit building in Memphis?”

      “Yes.”

      “You thought about me,” I said. “But what about the rest of the family? What would you do if they were black?”

      She held out her hands and laughed. “How could they be? Look at me.”

      I did look at her. I knew things she didn’t. Like the fact that my grandmother was as white as Laura was, only she had dark hair and big brown eyes. Like the fact that wasn’t unusual in black Southern families. Like the fact that I had friends who came out of the army and didn’t go home, disappearing into northern cities, passing for white because life was better that way.

      “Do you really think that’s possible?” she asked.

      “Anything’s possible right now,” I said. “Get me the information I need, and then we’ll see what’s actually going on.”

      She stood, ran a hand over her hair, and then came toward the desk. “You need a retainer, you said.”

      “No, I don’t.” I glanced at her. She was shaking. “I changed my mind.”

      She pulled a checkbook out of her purse, and then cleared a small spot on the back corner of the desk so that she could write. “I expect to be treated like the rest of your clients, Mr. Dalton. I will pay your retainer and you will give me an accounting—how often?”

      “At the end of each week. An expense sheet will be attached.”

      “Very good.” She wrote the check, her handwriting flowing and smooth. Then she ripped it off and handed it to me.

      I didn’t take it. “Miss Hathaway,” I said, staring at the check that dangled between us, “there is a possibility that I’ll find nothing, the same as your Chicago detective.”

      “Give it your best shot, Mr. Dalton, and we’ll review after a month.”

      She was such an innocent. I wondered if she had ever managed money on her own before.

      “No, Miss Hathaway,” I said gently. “You need to put a financial limit on this. Otherwise I could—”

      “Bill me a thousand dollars for a call to an operator in Memphis?”

      I sighed and stared at that check. A license in my profession didn’t mean a thing, especially not when attorneys helped with the billing. “Yes. Or I could find excuses to fly all over the country, looking for your long lost relatives.”

      “Staying at exclusive hotels?” she asked, raising an eyebrow.

      Maybe what I had taken for an attitude was actually a subtle sense of humor. “Exactly.”

      She set the check on my desk. “You’re the first ethical man I’ve met since my mother died, Mr. Dalton. I think your conscience will limit you enough.”

      She didn’t know how right she was. I took the check, set it in my ledger, and placed it in the top drawer of my desk. I’d use that check to find out a few things about my client, things she didn’t even know I needed to know.

      “Where do we start?” she asked after I had finished.

      “Let me ask you a few questions, unless you’re in a hurry.” I looked pointedly at the coat. She scrunched it up slightly, and returned to her chair.

      “No,” she said. “I’m not in a hurry.”

      “Good.” I sat down too. It felt odd, this subtle shift in our relationship. Suddenly I was in control, and she seemed content to have that happen. Was it two frustrating days in Memphis that did that? Or something else? “You said you moved to Chicago when you were very little. Where did you move from?”

      “Rockford, Illinois.”

      “That’s farther north,” I said.

      She shrugged.

      “Were you born there?”

      “No.”

      “Where were you born?”

      “Birmingham, Alabama.”

      I looked at her. “I suppose you’ve already searched for family there.”

      “My mother told me they were just passing through.”

      “A pregnant woman traveling that close to her due date?”

      The flush grew on Laura’s cheeks. “I never thought of it that way.”

      “That’s why you’re going to pay me.” I leaned back in the chair, feeling my heart pound. “What hospital were you born in?”

      “St. Mary of Mercy,” she said.

      “And what was the date?”

      “November fifteenth, 1939.”

      I scrawled all of this down. “It would be nice to see a copy of your birth certificate.”

      “You can’t keep it,” she said with that damned primness.

      This time I expected it. “I know. I just want to see it. Sometimes birth certificates reveal a lot more than you’d think.”

      “Why mine?”

      “Because you have immediate access to it. If you have access to your parents’ as well, then I’d like to see them.”

      “I haven’t found them,” she said.

      That stopped me. No one lacked a birth certificate. A person couldn’t get a driver’s license without it, or a passport, or other identification.

      “You haven’t found them anywhere? For both parents?”

      She shook her head.

      “How old were your parents?”

      “Mother was sixty-four when she died. My father was sixty.”

      That narrowed it a bit. If they were born in rural communities, especially Southern ones, they might not have received a birth certificate. But most people their age had something. If they didn’t have an official birth certificate, they had a special certificate, often issued years later. She should have found an official piece of paper, some kind of proof of identity.

      “And you’re sure they were born in this country?”

      She chuckled at that, as if I had asked something so preposterous as to be laughable. “Absolutely.”

      Odd, but not unexpected. People who had something to hide often hid it from their own children even after death.

      “Let’s start with the papers, and then I’ll work from there. What can you get me?”

      “I have my own papers,” she said, “and I can have the lawyers wire me the rest.”

      “Let’s do that.”

      She took a deep breath. “I’ve been going through everything, Mr. Dalton. I haven’t found any family references. What do you think you’ll find?”

      It was a fair question, couched in that imperious tone. I folded my hands. I would have to get used to the tone. She would have to learn to trust me.

      “Patterns, Miss Hathaway. The information you’re looking for may not have been on the surface. It may have been underneath. Just like you thought when you saw the bequest to me. There might be other things, things that lurk in your parents’ important papers. I’ve done this sort of search a lot for black folks, many of whom couldn’t read or write so the important information was often oral, and I’ve found things. Papers should make things easier.”

      “You think?” There was hope in her voice, a hope I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear.

      “You may not like what I find, Miss Hathaway.”

      She took a deep breath. “I’m beginning to realize that, Mr. Dalton.”

      “At any point, you can end this investigation. If I’m digging up things—”

      She held up a hand, made a small wave, like beauty contestants did when they rode on the back of cars. Only she meant it dismissively. “Mr. Dalton, I’m sure that I can accept the truth of my family no matter how difficult it is.”

      I stared at her. Sometimes I wondered if we were ever prepared to face our family’s truths. “All right, Miss Hathaway. It’s your call. I’ll get started with what you’ve given me today. Can you bring your papers tomorrow?”

      She nodded. “And I’ll drop off the others as soon as they arrive.”

      “Good.”

      She stood, her coat hanging awkwardly over one arm. She glanced at the door, as if uncertain how to make her exit, then smiled at me and came forward. “I’m sorry I was so rude, Mr. Dalton.” She extended her right hand. “I’m glad we’ll be working together.”

      I stood too, staring with surprise at her long manicured fingers. Even though she wore other jewelry, she didn’t wear any rings.

      She must have taken my response as rejection because she started to move her hand back. At that moment, I took it, shook, and smiled.

      “I’ll do my best to make this work,” I said.

      “Me, too.” She slipped her hand from mine, and then walked out of the office. She closed the door before she stopped to put on her coat.

      I watched her, still feeling the warmth of her palm in mine. Beneath that abrasive, arrogant exterior was a very lonely woman. The risks she had taken coming to Memphis, coming to Beale, were signs of how badly she needed this information. I had read her wrong from the beginning. I had thought she resented me and the fact that I was taking money from her. But she now seemed more complex than that.

      Her shadow moved away from the door. I sat back down. I knew better than to trust a client without facts. I had learned that lesson the first week I had joined up with Loyce Kirby, the man who taught me the tricks of this trade. He’d given me one of his choicest clients, a man worth a lot of money, who had a poker face as smooth as any I’d ever seen. That man led me on a wild goose chase, then refused to pay me until Loyce got involved. Loyce had done it to teach me a lesson.

      The lesson stuck. I picked up Laura’s check and studied it for a moment. Then I dialed her bank in Chicago, put on my best white banker’s voice, and asked for help verifying funds.

      It was such a simple procedure, and no one ever checked to see if you were truly the business you said you were. I verified the check I held, then called back, got a different clerk, and using the same check number, asked for a funds verification of $100,000, and was told a check of that amount would clear.

      My sense of Laura Hathaway was right. She had money. That much was true. The rest would remain to be seen. I would spend the rest of the day investigating her before I ever turned my attention to her missing relatives. And then I’d focus on the connection between us. Because, despite what I said to her, I had no intention of dropping this investigation until I knew once and for all why her family felt it owed me money.
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      HOURS LATER, I had learned that Laura Hathaway was a 28-year-old white woman from Chicago who had never held a job. She was divorced from the younger son of one of Chicago’s big department store families, and because her attorneys had been as powerful as and more interested than his attorneys, she received a monthly alimony payment of $5,000. She lived in an apartment in a building that she owned on Lake Shore Drive, with a gorgeous view of the lake (the apartment had been decorated by 1965’s hot designer and had been written up in the Home and Family section of the Sunday Chicago Tribune). She was well known for her support of the arts, and for her successful fund-raising efforts on behalf of the Chicago Symphony. Her divorce last year had placed her down a notch on society’s list, but by then, it seemed that she didn’t care. Her mother was dying, and Laura devoted her own time to making sure the passage was a peaceful one.

      When her mother died, Laura inherited one of Chicago’s larger and more secret fortunes. Her parents had been virtual recluses, and they hadn’t received attention from Chicago society until Laura’s coming-out party in 1957. Even then, her father, Earl Hathaway, had refused to give the usual “I’m so proud of my daughter” interview to the press. Little was known about him, and what was known often came through his attorneys. It was widely speculated, and never disputed, that Earl Hathaway had ties to the Chicago underworld.

      I got most of that from the society columnist for the Tribune, with a little more from the city editor for the Sun-Times. They both promised to have their morgue forward me copies of the relevant stories. I didn’t care if I saw the stories or not.

      The rest I learned through the bits of information Laura had given me—her checking account number, her address, and her date and place of birth. A few times I had to pose as her husband, once I had to pretend to be his attorney, and another time I was a sympathetic reporter from the Memphis Commercial-Appeal. Never once did I use my real name in gathering this information, and never once did anyone challenge my right to ask for it.

      Such is privacy in America.

      I also learned a few other things. Laura had “gone crazy” since her mother died, snubbing her “friends” and refusing to donate what had to be a considerable fortune to “worthy causes like the symphony.” Instead, Laura had become obsessed with her past. Her best friend, a woman named Prissy Gargen Golden, said that Laura was determined to find out her parents’ secrets, even though everyone tried to talk her out of it. The attorneys were particularly upset, and Laura had nearly fired them. In fact, Laura took control of her mother’s financial affairs in the final year and insisted on maintaining her own expenses, something that “just wasn’t done” in their circles. Gargen Golden had apparently confided all of this to the society column at the Tribune, leading me to wonder what kind of best friend she really was.

      That bit of information—that Laura handled her own money—made me smile. She had patronized me, perhaps unwittingly, and I had done the same to her. Yet it was my concern for her financial affairs that had led her to state that I was the most ethical person she had met since her mother died, a statement I was only just beginning to understand. Somewhere in there, her world had shifted, and that shift had come with an understanding that when you had money, other people wanted to take it from you.

      All of that information, while making me feel that I was probably the strangest employee Laura Hathaway would ever have, also made me calmer about working with her. She had layers like anyone else, but her layers had less to do with me than they had to do with things she was dealing with out of her own life. I was supposed to have been a stepping stone to more information. That she decided to pay me for my services meant that I must have, in some way, given her a reason to believe in me. And that, oddly enough, gave me a bit of comfort in our strange partnership.

      I hadn’t had lunch and my stomach was rumbling. I decided to make one more routine phone call, and then pick up something warm and spicy for lunch. I called an operator in Birmingham and asked her to look up three phone numbers for me: public records, city hall, and St. Mary of Mercy Hospital.

      “I have no listing for a St. Mary of Mercy Hospital,” she said.

      “Are you a native of Birmingham?” I asked. Operators were sometimes my best sources of information.

      “Yes, sir,” she said.

      “Can you give me the phone number of the hospital that used to be St. Mary of Mercy?”

      “No hospital has changed names that I know of,” she said.

      “Was there a St. Mary of Mercy there in 1939?”

      “No, sir. We have a Catholic Hospital, but it isn’t St. Mary of Mercy.”

      “Would you give me their number then?”

      She did, and I thanked her for her time. Then I sat at my desk and stared at my black phone. Never, in all my years digging up information, had I ever had someone give me the wrong name for a birth hospital. People lied about towns, they lied about dates, but not about hospitals. If they didn’t know, they simply said so, and then I tracked the information down.

      But people didn’t remember where they were born; this was information told to them, and Laura had hired me to find out about her parents. The mob connection, mentioned by the city editor, seemed a likely lead, although it wouldn’t tell me why Laura’s parents had lied about their origins.

      Unless there was something else in their past, something they were running from that wasn’t innocent, something that would be unforgivable if found out. Something, perhaps, connected to the underworld, which had branches from Florida to Los Angeles, with ports in between.

      I still hadn’t touched my cup of coffee. The Styrofoam had melted, leaving a film on top of the liquid. I grimaced in distaste, put on my coat, and picked up the cup. I carried it with two fingers as I left my office, set it on the ground as I locked up, and then headed to the street, where I poured the offending liquid under the wheel of my car. Then I crumpled the cup and tossed it in the full metal curbside garbage can, not that it would do any good. It was getting to the point where I would have to start hauling my own trash to the dump.

      There was music in Handy Park. Four young men wearing bright colors huddled on the north end of the park. Two were playing passable acoustic guitar, another was playing bass, and a third was playing fiddle. They weren’t good, but they weren’t bad either, and it was always nice to hear some blues, whether it was well done or not.

      I glanced at my watch. School was out, but Jimmy wasn’t sitting below the statue. I saw that as a good sign. I’d stop by the apartment on the way home, and give him the coat.

      It was too late to get a good lunch at Pantaze Drugs—their sandwiches were just passable; only their specials were fine—and I’d been to Wilson the day before. Long about four o’clock the Little Hot House started their evening specials, and if I arrived at the right time, I would get a free taste. It paid to be a regular who appreciated good food.

      I hurried past Schwab’s, with its cluttered window displays showing nothing of interest to me, then gazed longingly into the windows at Pape’s Men Shop. The clothes in there were high quality. I’d once bought myself a suit coat there, back in the days when I was feeling flush, and I was never able to buy anything there again. I promised myself the next time I got a windfall, I’d splurge in the clothing stores I saw every day—particularly Pape’s—but the promise felt more like a daydream.

      There was a gap between buildings that showed the parking lots and alleys, and then I passed two more doors before getting to the restaurant. It had a greasy menu pasted in the window and its Pabst Blue Ribbon sign was new. Someone had already taken in the sandwich board—which was promising for me—and the interior was light against the late February afternoon.

      I slipped inside, inhaled the smell of old beer, chili, and grease so baked in that the place would probably smell like that forever. The floor was wood and uneven due to varied materials used in the Depression when the place was built. The tables were scarred and round, the chairs mismatched, but I loved it inside. You could get some of the best catfish in Memphis here if you were willing to pay a little extra, and the chili was hotter than a four-alarm fire.

      There were a handful of booths down the stairs and to the right, and I took my favorite one near the narrow bar. Suzy, the waitress, was usually on this time of day, and she knew enough to give me my Coke and a filmy glass of water without asking. She also knew enough not to ask me what I wanted if the catfish was fresh, the chili was good, or chicken and dumplings were the special. She didn’t want an order, so I knew I’d get one of the three.

      I leaned my head back against the booth’s high wooden side. An exhaustion headache was building in my temples, probably exacerbated by my lack of food. I think I was dozing when Doc Shann punched my arm lightly.

      “Hey,” he said, slipping into my booth. “You buyin’?”

      I smiled and rubbed my eyes. “Food only.”

      “Yeah, sure.” He put his feet up and waved at Suzy. “Bring me what yer bringing him.”

      I didn’t complain. I’d known Doc since I arrived in Memphis. In those days, he played a mean tenor saxophone and I used to hit the clubs just to hear him. He had a wife and two children, a boy and a girl, and was proud of them. Now he played for change in Handy Park when he was sober. I never found out what happened to his wife; I assumed she left him. His son died in Vietnam two years before. I’d seen his daughter a few times, grown up and professional, fishing her father out of clubs long after midnight.

      Suzy brought him a Coke, and he didn’t complain. He would when he noticed it, but he had ordered exactly what I had, and she was following that order.

      “You been watching the TV?” Doc asked.

      I took a sip of Coke, hoping I didn’t know where this conversation was going, but fearing that I did. “Not too much, Doc. I’ve been busy.”

      “You seen them pictures they been sending back from ’Nam?”

      I had. They were getting worse by the day. The offensive that had started on January thirtieth was escalating into something ugly, and reporters were capturing it all on film. If you didn’t catch the news on television the night before, it was rehashed in the morning papers, the still images just as horrifying as the moving ones.

      “Yes,” I said.

      “I don’t know what to think no more.”

      “Me, either, Doc.”

      “Cronkite’s doing a special tonight.”

      “I didn’t know that.”

      “About ’Nam.”

      “I figured.”

      He picked up his straw and shook it at me. “You know Dr. King.”

      “We went to the same school,” I said cautiously. “That’s all.”

      “He called it our sin. He said we sinned in Vietnam.”

      We’d been having the same conversation since Martin made his most important speech against the war nearly a year before. I suppressed a sigh.

      “He said we must all protest. All. That ain’t right. My boy, he died because he thought we was doing something right.”

      “I know, Doc,” I said softly.

      “And if it wasn’t right, then what’d he die for? You tell me, Smokey. You know Dr. King. You ask him for me, would you? Please?”

      “I’m not close to him anymore, Doc. I’ve told you.”

      “I know. I know.” He was shaking his head. “But I marched with Dr. King. I been beside him, been talking with him. And I don’t know no more. Because if he’s right, my boy, he died…”

      He shook his head again.

      Suzy met my gaze from across the room. She had to have heard that last. Everyone had. Doc was raising his voice with each sentence.

      “Now there’s them pictures,” he said. “You seen them pictures?”

      “Yes, Doc.”

      “It don’t seem right, but I tell myself it’s war. My boy, he thought—”

      Suzy came up to him and put her hand on his shoulder. “Your order’s done, Doc. I’m going to serve it to you at the bar. Smokey’s got some business he’s got to do.”

      Doc didn’t protest. This had happened too many times before, and he knew that protesting might get him kicked out of the restaurant. He slide out of the booth and made his way to the bar, leaving his Coke behind.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      She smiled at me, and slipped into the booth for a moment. Suzy and I had a fling several years ago. It had been short, and it ended when I learned that she was married. Her husband left her later, but she wasn’t interested in me anymore. I think the demands of raising two children on a waitress’s salary had her mind on other things.

      “Haven’t seen you for a while,” she said.

      I shrugged. “Been busy.”

      “Me, too.” She glanced at the door. A large party was coming in. “Friday was hell.”

      She was referring to the riot.

      “The place doesn’t seem worse for wear.”

      “I stayed inside.” She shook her head. “I just want this thing to be over. I had to drive the restaurant truck to the dump this morning, and I got stopped. They told me I was crossing a picket line. Do you know what a mess it is out back? I have to get rid of this stuff somewhere.”

      “I know.”

      “Suzy!” The bartender yelled.

      “I’ll be back,” she said, and slipped out. She went to the large table and took their order, then went into the kitchen and picked up mine. She started to bring it to me, but I pointed at Doc. She set food down in front of him, then went back in the kitchen.

      The new party was loud and obnoxious, arguing about which was better, Motown or Stax. That was my first clue that some of them were outsiders. No one from Memphis would argue in public against our own studio. Motown may have been older, but Stax was the wave of the future.

      Suzy brought me chicken and dumplings and the morning papers, which I hadn’t seen. I ate and read about the upcoming New Hampshire primary, the latest developments in Vietnam, and the continuing stalemate in the sanitation workers’ strike. Someone started the jukebox, playing the Supremes at full volume, and I suspected I was in for a battle of the bands. I didn’t mind. It gave me something to listen to while I ate.

      Doc passed out on the bar, and the bartender struggled to wake him up. Suzy had her hands full with the new table, the men on one side grabbing at her and the boys on the other laughing just a bit too loud. I’d helped her through a couple of those situations, and usually she got mad at me. She always said gropers gave the highest tips.

      It took me nearly an hour to go through the Commercial Appeal and another half hour to peruse the Press-Scimitar. Then I left my money on the table, along with a generous tip, and stood. It was time to go home, get some rest, and let the brain focus on something other than Laura Hathaway.

      I was halfway to the door when I realized one of the faces at the big table was familiar. Joe Bailey was sitting on the end, wearing a beret, a new leather coat slung on the back of his chair. He looked cleaner than usual, though, and happy. When he saw me, he grinned.

      I did not smile back. I walked over to the table.

      “I took Jimmy to school this morning,” I said to him. “Apparently he’s been missing a lot of it.”

      The table grew silent. Several others, older men, were watching me now. One looked very familiar. He pulled his beret over his face and turned away so that I couldn’t recognize him. I didn’t look at him directly, although I did try to study him out of the corner of my eye. I wondered if he was the guy I saw in the park.

      “Jimmy?” Joe asked.

      “Your brother.” I let the sarcasm show my displeasure.

      “I’m not in charge of what he do.”

      “Really?” I asked. “I saw him meet you at lunch yesterday. He wouldn’t have been able to do that if he were in school.”

      Joe’s eyes narrowed. “That all you see?”

      I wasn’t about to tell him about the parcel, not in front of his friends. “Was there more to see?”

      “Jus’ me makin’ sure he ate.”

      “I bought him lunch.” My tone was flat. Joe had the decency to look away. He knew I’d caught him in a lie.

      I leaned forward so that I was as close to him as I could get. I could see the acne on his skin, the shadows under his eyes. Why was it that the Baileys weren’t sleeping? “You’re old enough to make your own choices. But Jimmy isn’t. He’s got a future, if you just let him try for it.”

      “A future doin what? Whatever some honky tells him?”

      That wasn’t a sentiment that Joe had ever expressed before. I glanced at the rest of the table. Black Panthers, or wanna-be Panthers. What passed for the Black Power movement in Memphis. I didn’t like Joe hooked up with them.

      “You want to introduce me to your friends?”

      Joe’s expression went flat. “They’re just friends.”

      “Mmm,” I said. “So this is what the Invaders look like.” The Invaders were a group of high school students who were beginning to make themselves known as militants. They had interrupted a few strike meetings already, trying to turn the strike into a Stokely Carmichael type of event.

      “We ain’t all Invaders,” one of the older men said, and the man next to him, the one who had been hiding his face from me, elbowed him.

      “Really?” I asked. “So I’m to believe you’re Black Panthers who’ve come all the way from California to little ole Memphis.”

      “Believe what you want,” Joe said.

      “I do,” I said. “I believe you’re poisoning this boy, and you’re letting him poison his brother.”

      “’Cause he don’t like bowin’ to the white man?”

      “Because he needs to grow up before he makes the choices you’re offering him.”

      “I’m grown,” Joe said, sitting up even straighter.

      “Not enough,” I said. “You don’t know what their philosophy will do.”

      “It’ll make our people strong,” the older man said.

      “That’s a bunch of horseshit and you know it.” I kept my hands on the table and looked directly at him. The other man in the beret still slouched near the wall. “This ‘burn, baby, burn’ crap will only get people killed. Good people, like Joe. And maybe like his ten-year-old brother. Our people.”

      “Careful,” one of the men said. “If he ain’t with us, he work for the Man.”

      “I don’t work for the Man,” I said. “I work for myself, and I pay attention to the black community. But there is a difference between you and me. And the difference is simple: I believe the system can be improved for black and white. You think it can only be improved for blacks.”

      “Was there somethin’ about bein’ a chil’ in Atlanta that makes niggers idealists?” The man who’d been hiding his face pulled his hat down even lower.

      I felt a shiver run through me. Very few people knew I had grown up in Atlanta. Most people thought I was from Washington, D.C. They thought my connection with Martin occurred at Boston University, not on Sweet Auburn Street.

      I wasn’t going to let him see that he had rocked me.

      “How can a man who believes in black power use that word?” I asked.

      The man beside him grinned as if I had walked into a trap. “We take it over, make it ours, use it so much it ain’t got no sting. We take their weapon from them and turn it on them. We do it with words, and we’ll do it with weapons. You wait.”

      “You run the risk,” I said slowly, “of becoming just like the white folks you hate.”

      He shook his head. “You been kowtowing to them so long you don’t even know when you’re doing it.”

      “I believe we all have to live together.”

      “And I believe we can break the system and remake it in our own image.”

      “You better have an idea which image you’re shooting for then,” I said. “Because if you’re not careful, you’ll tear down their system, and rebuild one just like it. Only you’ll be the oppressors. You’ll become the very thing you hate.”

      “It’ll be different with the black man in charge.”

      “Will it?” I asked. “Will it really?”

      “Yeah, it’ll be different,” the man said.

      “I used to agree,” I said, and that got Joe to look up. I wanted to get him away from this group as quickly as I could. But I didn’t exactly know how. “Back in the days when people listened to Martin’s words on nonviolence. Our people were doing something different. We were doing something better. But now I hear rumblings about Martin in the black community that sound just like those from the white. He don’t represent blacks no more, people say. He abandoned us to talk about the war. He don’t think of us no more, not when he’s trying to take on poverty. But he’s right. The whole society is sick, and if you tear it down and replace it with the same sick structure, the wars will continue. Or worse, if you replace it with nothing, this whole country will burn.”

      Joe glanced at the others, then pounded his fist on the table. “I say let it!”

      I stared at him for a long time, so long that his enthusiasm dimmed, and his fist unclenched. He continued to look at me, but the light faded from his eyes.

      I finally let my gaze leave his. The other men were watching me, their expressions wary.

      “The thing about fire,” I said, “is that it’s very hard to control.”

      “The thing about fire,” said the man who knew me from beneath his beret, “is that it burns clean.”

      “Not when you want it to,” I said. “Sometimes it destroys everything you love, alongside everything you hate.”

      “You know how to do this better?”

      I shook my head. “I’m just one of those guys who knows what doesn’t work, not what does. It’s my job.”

      I didn’t let them answer that. I turned back to Joe. “You want to come with me?” I asked. “I’ve got something for Jimmy, so I’ll be going your way.”

      “I’m stayin’,” Joe said, and we both knew he wasn’t just referring to the Little Hot House.

      “Well,” I said. “You know you’re always welcome to come to me, for anything.”

      “I know.” Joe mumbled that last, as if he were ashamed of it, ashamed of me.

      I stood up and nodded at the others. They were no longer looking at me. Apparently, if they couldn’t defeat me with words, they’d pretend that I didn’t exist.

      I wanted to haul Joe out of there, but I had no right to do that. He was a fifteen-year-old boy, but he wasn’t mine, and they weren’t doing anything illegal, at least not in the restaurant.

      So I left the table and let myself out into the growing dark. Beale was nearly empty, in its transition between a daylight workaday street, and its nighttime party street. I stood beside Pape’s window and took a deep breath of cold evening air. I was shaking, and it wasn’t from the conversations. Or maybe it was. I had a feeling of foreboding so deep that I half expected someone to come out of the shadows and grab me.

      But no one did. And after a moment, I stepped away from the window and walked down the street, hands in my pockets, listening to my footsteps on the concrete, and knew I was alone.
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      ON THE WAY HOME, I stopped at Jimmy’s apartment building. Two of the street lights were out and one was fading, making the entire area dark. The cold air smelled of garbage. The piles weren’t neat here like they were downtown. They looked as if people had simply thrown their waste on the curb instead of bagging it. Dogs rooted in a heap near the alley. The strays looked healthy this year; the garbage was giving them enough to eat.

      I put the pea coat over my arm, crossed the threshold, and went inside. The hallway was dark. Someone had smashed the light above me and no one had bothered to fix it. The stairs were still lit, the fixture so high above them that it would take sheer cussedness to break it.

      I climbed them, ignoring the toys and discarded cans that littered the hallway. It smelled of urine and beer. The railing was crusty, so I let it go.

      Jimmy’s apartment was on the third floor. The building had deteriorated since the last time I had been here. I wondered if his mother would take my help finding a new home. Probably not; a new home would mean giving up her profession and she seemed loath to do that. She said there was nothing else that paid her as well—at least nothing she could get.

      The hell of it was that she was probably right.

      The third floor hallway was relatively clean. All the fixtures worked here. I could hear children crying in the nearest apartment and B.B. King blaring from the next apartment over. I stopped in front of Jimmy’s door. No light filtered under the threshold, but I knocked anyway.

      The sound reverberated inside. You could always tell when no one was home. A slip of paper was stuck in the space between the door and the frame just above the cheap lock. I pulled it out. It was a hand-written notice from the super about the overdue rent.

      I knocked again.

      “It’s Smokey,” I called, just in case they were hiding from the manager.

      Still no answer, and I doubted I’d get one. I knocked a few more times for good measure, hard enough to get the blues fan to open his door.

      Finally, I gave up. I wondered where Jimmy was. Joe was at the Little Hot House, and his mother was who knew where, but Jimmy needed somewhere to go. I hoped he had it.

      I debated leaving the coat hanging from the doorknob, but knew that wouldn’t be wise. Someone else would get it, and Jimmy would go through Memphis’s winter chill wearing a coat several sizes too small.

      I’d give it to him in the morning. As I went down the stairs, I cursed myself for failing to arrange to take him to school the following day.

      By the time I got home, I felt both tired and a bit dirty. My house was small, essentially three rooms on one level, but it had a large porch, a basement that I used for storage, and an even larger yard. The living room was square and arranged badly for company, just one easy chair and a couch big enough for me to stretch out on. A bookshelf ran along one wall, with paperbacks and some bookclub hardcovers, some science fiction, but mostly black authors, from Ralph Ellison to Langston Hughes to James Baldwin. I was half done with William Melvin Kelly’s Dem, but it didn’t appeal to me that night, not after the conversation with Joe’s friends. I picked up the second volume in Samuel R. Delany’s Fall of the Towers trilogy, but that didn’t hold me either, so I turned on the television.

      I tuned in CBS, and watched until ten. I was sprawled on the couch, almost dozing, when Who, What, When, Where, and Why flashed on the screen, followed by a subtitle: Report from Vietnam by Walter Cronkite. It started with images of Saigon, a ruined city, and reviewed the past month. Cronkite had promised a personal review of the Tet Offensive, and this was it.

      This was the program Doc had warned me about.

      Cronkite called his conclusions “speculative, personal, and subjective.” But they were blunt and captured what I was feeling—probably what the country was feeling. He called the war a stalemate, and said, essentially, that winning would require an impossible price—“cosmic disaster.” He called for a negotiated peace—“not as victors,” he said, but as “honorable people who lived up to their pledge to defend democracy and did the best they could.”

      In other words, people who had failed.

      Walter Cronkite, the most trusted man in America, was telling us to throw in the towel on Vietnam, just like Martin had done a year before. I wondered what Martin thought. Was he declaring a personal victory tonight or did he even know? I knew Doc Shann would be disappointed—or maybe he wouldn’t be. Cronkite might have given him a way to speak about the war without tarnishing the memory of his son.

      And me, I tried to ignore Vietnam, but it was hard, when I knew that boys like Joe were the ones on the front lines. I had tried to warn him once, but it wasn’t real to him yet. Playing revolutionary with his little friends was. He wasn’t draft age. When he was, maybe he would learn the meaning of the rhetoric he was using. I only hoped he survived it.

      It took me a long time to get to sleep after that program, and when I finally did sleep, I had the dream.

      

      I am ten years old, lanky and too thin, nearly asleep under a quilt my momma made, my head cushioned against a feather pillow that had just been repacked. It smelled of chicken—a smell that Momma promised would go away in a few weeks, but which I knew would stay for longer than that, invading my sleep and making me sneeze.

      The front door bangs open, starting me awake. My momma’s voice rises, sharp with fear. My daddy goes into the hall. I can see him in the thin electric light, nightshirt unbuttoned, tying the string on his pajama bottoms. He leans over the railing, cries, “Who down there?” and when he gets no answer, tells my momma to call the police.

      I get up and walk to my door, and he whispers, “Hide, son.” I stand there for a moment, and he makes an impatient movement with his hand. I know that movement. If I don’t do as he says, I’ll get that whupping I’ve been deserving, the one he don’t know about.

      I grab my stuffed dog off my bedstand, where I’d been keeping it since I turned ten—a big boy now—and I ease myself into the closet. There’s a crawl space in the back that no one knows about but me, a space that I used to fit in a lot better than I do now. I squinch myself inside, wrap my arms around the dog, and listen.

      My daddy’s made me hide at night before, and it has turned out fine. When I was eight, men came, shouting and yelling and demanding my daddy. The police came too, and everything died down. My daddy had a shotgun he kept near the door, and he took it out whenever he expected trouble.

      I just guess he didn’t expect trouble tonight.

      The door opens, and I hear voices. No yelling. Just voices. Then my momma’s voice joins them, and she shouts, It ain’t so! It ain’t so! She screams once, and my daddy hushes her. Then the door closes, and the house is quiet.

      It’s hot in the crawl space, and my legs fall asleep. I clutch the dog to my stomach and close my eyes, hoping my daddy’ll come for me soon. But the house is really quiet. Too quiet. All I can hear is my own heart, pounding, pounding, pounding, and my breathing, harsh and raggedy.

      

      I started awake, sitting up in bed, sweat pouring down my back. My heart was pounding, my breath coming hard, just as it always did when I had that dream.

      I threw the covers back and put my feet on the thin carpet, noting the differences between this place—my home—and that house in Atlanta. That was the last time I saw my parents. The Grand came for me and told me nothing. No one said anything to me about what happened to my parents. Conversations would cease when I entered the room.

      Later, I learned that they had been lynched that night, and I realized that my father’s whispered, “Hide!” had probably saved my life.

      I made my way into the kitchen, fumbled for the light switch, and clicked it on. The bulb was yellow, and the light looked thin. I had white curtains on the window, made for me by a girlfriend who was now married to someone else, and they provided poor cover against the darkness outside. I glanced at the clock on the stove. It read 4:25 A.M. I sighed. I would never get back to sleep, not after the dream, and it was too early to get much done.

      Maybe if I calmed myself. Only one thing worked, and it was something that my mother used to do for me when I was very young. I heated up some milk on the stove, added butter and honey, and poured it into a ceramic mug. Then I sipped, slowly, closing my eyes, letting myself return to a time before that awful night, a time when I believed that things like a mother’s touch and a sweet night-time glass of milk could make anything better.

      I took the mug back to my bedroom and finished drinking. The trick worked: I slept a deep dreamless sleep of the innocent, or perhaps of the man who wanted nothing more than escape.
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      I was tired the next morning. I got a call from Henry asking me to meet him at Wilson Drug for breakfast. On my way, I drove by the apartment to see if I could see Jimmy, but he wasn’t there. The slip of paper was gone from the door, though, so someone had come home.

      Wilson’s was full that morning, but Henry had gotten there first and found a table. He was already eating his eggs, covered in Tabasco, and sopping up the whole mess with a slice of toast. I ordered my eggs scrambled, and then I sat down.

      I didn’t really want to talk about the strike, which I knew was foremost on Henry’s mind. But I did want to talk about Jimmy. I was beginning to think it was time to see what my options were.

      “You aren’t going to like this, Smokey,” Henry said after we’d gotten past the pleasantries.

      I leaned back in the metal chair. It groaned. “I knew that when you called.”

      “Mayor Loeb and the city aren’t budging.”

      I nodded.

      “We been thinking we need national support.”

      Martha brought me my eggs and a newspaper. I hadn’t even seen her when I had come in. That showed how distracted I was. I thanked her, poured catsup on my hash browns, and started to eat.

      “You got the local AFL-CIO,” I said. “The national will probably get involved.”

      Henry shook his head. “They’re seeing it as a black issue, Smokey, and they aren’t that far from wrong.”

      I knew the arguments. Most of the sanitation workers were black. They barely earned more than minimum wage and they had no workers’ compensation. To make things worse, the city operated on the “plantation system” where the mayor and the city council oversaw the work of thousands of municipal employees. Since Loeb, a longtime segregationist, had declared the strike illegal and ordered workers back to their jobs or be fired, things had escalated into an issue that was more about race than fair pay.

      “A black issue means they won’t get involved?” I asked.

      “Not without sanction and even then maybe not,” Henry said. “We need some national attention, Smokey, and we won’t get it from the unions.”

      I shoved my eggs aside. Suddenly they didn’t look that good any more. Martha came by with the coffee pot and I had her pour some more. I had a hunch it was going to be a long day.

      “You’ve got Reverend Lawson and a lot of other people who have national connections,” I said. Reverend James Lawson was one of the founders of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference. He had worked side by side with Martin in the most important decade of his life. If he couldn’t get Martin here, no one could.

      “That’s not the issue,” Henry said. “Between COME and the NAACP, we have enough connections to bring in the right people. The key is security, Smokey. We don’t want another incident like we had a week ago.”

      Incident. What a great word for that disaster. “Who’re you bringing in?” I asked.

      “We’re talking about Roy Wilkins, and Bayard Rustin. And of course, Dr. King.”

      “Of course,” I said.

      Henry put his plate aside. Martha picked it up immediately. I wondered if she was listening. “I’m asking you to provide security.”

      “Those men have their own teams.”

      “We could use other eyes.”

      The eggs weren’t sitting well in my stomach. “I can’t guarantee anything.”

      “Just stand in the back,” he said. “Watch for trouble during the speeches. Maybe make sure the buildings are clear.”

      “You need a professional security team for that.”

      He raised his eyebrows. “Where are we going to find that here, Smokey?”

      He had a point. I sighed. “Let me know where and when the speeches happen. I’ll take them on a case-by-case. If I’m busy, you’ll have to find someone else.”

      He grinned. “I knew I could count on you.”

      “I haven’t done anything yet,” I said.

      He grabbed the check. I tried to pull it from his hand, but he wouldn’t let me. He was out the door before I remembered that I wanted to talk with him about Jimmy.

      I wasn’t too happy as I went to my office. I didn’t want to be involved in any way. If something bad happened at those meetings, people would see it as my fault. And one man, even an observant one, couldn’t stop a group like the Panthers if they wanted to create trouble.

      I’d see if I could put together a group and put someone like Roscoe Miller in charge. That would have to be good enough for Henry.

      With that decision, I turned my attention to the rest of the morning. Laura Hathaway was coming to my office. Hers was the only case—such as it was—that was completely active right now. Before it went any further, I had to tell her about the money. I had demanded that she be honest with me. I had to be honest with her.

      I just wasn’t sure how to do it.

      She arrived promptly at ten. She knocked, not because I had asked her to, but because she was carrying a small box. I opened the door, and she grinned up at me. Her makeup was perfect except for a microscopic dot of eyeliner beside her left eye. Her hair flipped out as if she had spent the entire evening in curlers, and she was again wearing the pearls on her ears.

      I took the box from her and set it on a pile of papers, then helped her off with her coat—she glanced over her shoulder at me with some surprise—and hung it on the coat rack.

      She was wearing a white cashmere sweater over a pink turtleneck, a matching pink skirt, and a different pair of ankle boots. She had changed her nail polish to match the outfit. The entire effect was perfect for the Peabody and so out of place here that I wondered why I hadn’t said anything until now.

      “Miss Hathaway,” I started and then stopped, unsure how to finish. We had just reached a comfortable truce. Did I break it by commenting on her clothing?

      “I brought some of the records you wanted,” she said. “I called the attorneys and they weren’t happy, but I insisted. I reminded them that I was the employer and they were the employees and if they had a problem with that, well.” She grinned. “You know.”

      I did know. I had seen that side of Laura Hathaway myself. I grinned in return. Then I let my smile fade.

      “Miss Hathaway,” I said.

      “Laura.”

      “Laura.” I took a deep breath. “That first day, when you came here, I warned you about the walk from the Peabody to Beale—”

      “Yes?”

      I sighed. “There’s a group of professional thieves that work this street. The cops call them the Beale Street Professionals, and you—”

      “Look like a target, I’ll bet.” She laughed. “You’re telling me to dress down.”

      “If that’s possible.”

      Her grin widened. She was beautiful when she smiled. “I have been known to go into a Woolworth’s from time to time.”

      I smiled back, relieved, then went to the box. “Now, what did you bring?”

      She joined me. She was wearing a light perfume, so faint that I wouldn’t have noticed it if her movement hadn’t made the scent drift between us. “What I had. Pictures. Financial records from the last year. My stuff.”

      “Is your birth certificate here?”

      “In my purse. Why?”

      I didn’t answer her. I wasn’t going to tell her anything, yet. “May I see it?”

      She opened the clasp on the purse, pulling out another small envelope. The inside of her purse was incredibly neat: a thin wallet, a checkbook with gold pen attached to the leather cover, lipstick, eyeliner, rouge, and a comb. Every woman’s purse I had ever seen had been filled with receipts, tattered paper, ancient gum, pens that no longer worked, and makeup that had caked shut. That seemed normal to me. Laura’s seemed obsessively tidy.

      I took the envelope, opened it, and saw all her important identification. I was about to say something, when she said, “I know. I was trying to be cautious,” so I left it at that.

      I took the certificate and handed the envelope back to her. Then I walked to my crusted windows. Thin morning light filtered in through the grime and dirt. I held the certificate up to it.

      “Is this the original?”

      She frowned. She was still standing near the box, clutching the envelope, watching me. “I don’t know. It’s the one I’ve used my whole life.”

      It didn’t look like an original. A retyped copy would have all the pertinent information, but would be missing the baby prints that hospitals often took, foot and hand prints. But my certificate didn’t have the prints, and it was an original. I didn’t know what the customs were in Alabama.

      Time and date of birth were duly noted. Laura Anne Hathaway was the name on the birth certificate, daughter of Dora Jean and Earl Ray Hathaway. The attending physician was named Beaumont Calhoun. The certificate was issued from Birmingham in Jefferson County, Alabama.

      I stared at that for a moment. A retyped copy, which so many birth certificates were, told me nothing.

      “When did you lose your original birth certificate?” I asked her.

      Laura turned her head slightly. “I never did.”

      “Then who requested this copy?”

      “How do you know it’s a copy?”

      “I don’t for sure. But originals usually have infant footprints on them or near them. Parents usually kept that sort of thing.”

      She walked up to the window beside me. “It’s the only certificate I’ve ever seen.”

      “And you’re certain your parents were passing through?”

      “That’s what my mother said.”

      “That’s interesting,” I said.

      She peered over my shoulder. “What are you seeing?”

      “Note the line next to the attending physician’s name.”

      “Yes?”

      “It’s blank.”

      “So?”

      “What hospital were you born in?”

      “St. Mary of Mercy.”

      “There is no St. Mary of Mercy Hospital in Birmingham. There has never been one.”

      I could feel her stiffen beside me. “You’re sure?”

      “Positive.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “I found out yesterday, just like you asked me to do.” I tapped the certificate with my left forefinger. “That blank line, it’s for the hospital’s name. Now, not having the line filled out is pretty common for 1939. Most folks, especially in the South, still preferred home births, often with the family doctor attending. But your mother said she was traveling through, and I doubt any doctor would come to a hotel room. I’m pretty sure he’d insist on having a traveling woman come to his hospital.”

      “You get all of that from a blank line?”

      “And the wrong hospital name. And the fact that your folks were pretty secretive about their family.”

      “You think I was born at home in Birmingham, and then my parents left?”

      “It’s a start,” I said. “It gives me a direction.”

      I handed the certificate to her and sat down in my chair. She remained standing, staring at the document she had seen all her life as if it had suddenly grown legs.

      “Why wouldn’t she have told me?”

      “There could be a thousand reasons, Laura.” I had been looking through the envelope she had given me. I stopped. “You’ll have to be ready for anything, you know.”

      “I am ready,” she said, but her voice shook.

      This was my opportunity. I hadn’t expected it so soon. “All right, let’s test your resolve.”

      She raised her chin. Her lower lip trembled. She bit it to hold it in place.

      “In early 1960, I received an anonymous cash payment of ten thousand dollars.”

      She let out a small breath.

      “I was never able to find out who sent it or why. The attorney who dispersed the money wouldn’t tell me where it came from, of course, but he did receive a phone call from your detective last week.”

      Her skin had gone so pale that she seemed to have no blood in it at all. “You think my mother sent it?”

      I nodded.

      “Why?”

      “Hadn’t your father just died?”

      “Oh.” She sat on the chair across from me so hard that it nearly scooted out from underneath her.

      “In all these photographs,” I said, “your mother looks haunted, somehow, as if she were afraid of something or resigned to it. Do you know what that is?”

      She shook her head. “You think they did something criminal, don’t you?”

      “I think it’s likely, but I’m not sure.” And then I said softly, “We can stop here, if you want.”

      She licked her lower lip. “How is all of this related to my messed-up birth certificate?”

      “I don’t know yet,” I said. “You know that the word in Chicago was that your father worked with the mob.”

      “It’s a lie,” she said.

      “Is it?” I let the words hang between us for a moment, and then I said, “These are the sorts of things you’re going to have to look at, Laura. What you may learn may be innocuous—a family feud that led your parents to build a new life in Chicago—or it might be ugly. What if your father had been in prison?”

      “He never—”

      “What if, Laura?”

      She looked down at her manicured hands. She didn’t answer me for a long time.

      “Laura?”

      She raised her head. The color was back in her cheeks. “You warned me,” she said. “You can stop now.”

      “I want to make sure you understand—”

      “Oh, I understand,” she said. “And I’m ready to know.”

      I hoped she was. Because the person she would blame if she didn’t like what she learned wouldn’t be herself or her dead parents. It would be me.

      “All right,” I said, dismissing her. “Bring me the other boxes when you get them. And I’ll let you know when I have anything.”

      But I had a funny feeling that wouldn’t be any time soon.
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      After she left, I picked up the phone and dialed the operator in Birmingham, Alabama. These were the times I thanked every god I could think of for my education. I could sound whiter than Bobby Kennedy if I really wanted to.

      When the operator came on the line, I asked for Beaumont Calhoun out of Birmingham, then I clarified: Dr. Beaumont Calhoun.

      “There’s no professional listin’,” the operator said. “But I have a Dr. and Mrs. Beaumont Calhoun.”

      “That’ll do,” I said, and waited while she read me the number. Frankly I wasn’t surprised that there wasn’t a professional listing for Beaumont Calhoun. The man would have had to have been a very young doctor in 1939 to still be practicing—although some doctors continued to work until they died. But I wasn’t surprised at the personal listing. Doctors were stable creatures; they remained in their communities from the day they settled there.

      I dialed the Calhoun number, not really expecting an answer in the middle of the day. I figured I would have to call back later in the evening, after the errands were run, but before the important social events—if there were any in Birmingham—began.

      The answer, on the third ring, startled me. A woman’s voice with an accent I recognized—the one that identified her as black, the one I was trying to avoid—answered the phone with “Calhoun Residence.”

      “Doctor Calhoun, please,” I said, knowing on the one hand that no self-respecting white man would have a conversation with the maid, and feeling embarrassed at my own brusqueness on the other.

      “Ah—jes a minute.” Without giving me a chance to say anything else, the woman set the phone down. I heard her footsteps as she walked away, so crisp that I knew she had to be walking on a wooden floor—probably one she polished daily—and then the murmur of voices—female voices—in the background.

      Footsteps came back to the phone, slower footsteps, with a bit of uncertainty in the sound.

      “This is Mrs. Calhoun,” a deep, rich voice with patrician southern accents said to me.

      “I’m sorry, Mrs. Calhoun,” I said, “I was calling for the doctor.”

      “The doctor’s been dead nigh these past fifteen years.” She spoke with a dryness that suggested she fielded these requests often.

      I hadn’t prepared for this contingency. I simply decided to move ahead. “My name is—Billy—Dalton. I am—investigating a case for a client from Chicago, and I was hoping to get some information from your husband.”

      “Well now, Mr. Dalton,” she said. “You don’t sound like you’re from Chicago.”

      “I’m from Memphis, ma’am.”

      “Memphis, Lordy. That’s some distance too.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “And you’re working for a Chicago man?”

      I decided not to correct her. “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Whatever could my husband have done with someone from Chicago?”

      “I have a birth certificate, which your husband signed. It seems a bit odd to me as there is no hospital listed.”

      “My husband believed in helping women in their home, Mr. Dalton,” Mrs. Calhoun said archly. “Although most doctors don’t do that anymore.”

      “Perhaps you can help me then,” I said. “I’m dealing with some contradictory information in this case. I was wondering if I might have access to your husband’s records in this birth to help me sort things out.”

      “Such records are confidential, Mr. Dalton, even now.”

      “I understand, Mrs. Calhoun, but it is the now-grown child on the birth certificate who is requesting the information.”

      “That sounds a mite strange, Mr. Dalton. If he wants the information, why doesn’t he contact me himself?”

      I suppressed a sigh. “Because this is just one detail in an on-going case, ma’am.”

      “Well, I couldn’t answer any questions over the phone, no matter who was callin’ and why. It’s not right. I wouldn’t know if you are who you say you are.”

      I gripped the receiver tightly. The last thing I wanted to do was go to Birmingham, Alabama, and try to get some information out of a white doctor’s wife. I’d do it, and I’d find a way to make it work, but I certainly didn’t want to.

      “I understand,” I said. “But my client really doesn’t want to come to Birmingham. I’d have to be the one—”

      “Mercy, there’s no need for that,” Mrs. Calhoun said. “Just have him send me a letter making a request for his files. That’ll keep everything confidential, just as the doctor would have wanted it. It’ll still take me some time to get to the information, of course. We don’t keep it here. It’s in storage, and I’ll need to send a man to get it…”

      Finally I understood what she was about. Old Doctor Calhoun apparently hadn’t provided well enough for retirement. “I forgot to ask,” I said, working to make sure I sounded polite. “Is there a fee for this type of thing?”

      “It’s a token,” she said. “Fifty dollars covers my man and the expense of sending the file.”

      It was an outrageous sum and we both knew it. “Forgive me, ma’am,” I said, “but I thought the standard fee for something like this was twenty-five dollars.”

      “Oh it is,” she said, her voice fluting slightly, as if discussing money made her happy. “But that’s for a working office. Since my husband is gone these past fifteen years, there’s extra effort in gaining the information.”

      In other words, she wouldn’t budge. I supposed it could have been worse; she could have said the files were destroyed. In fact, she probably still could, after cashing our fifty-dollar check.

      “The records are intact?” I asked.

      “Oh, yes,” she said. “The doctor never threw anything out.”

      I had that much at least. “Well, then. I’ll have my client write to you and we’ll send a check for the information. May I have your address?”

      She gave it to me. As I knew almost nothing about Birmingham—having learned long ago to avoid that place—I had no idea if she lived in a good neighborhood or not. I promised to send the letter and the money, and thanked her for her prompt response.

      I hung up and put my head in my hands. I had expected a quick and easy phone call on this, not an elaborate game that an elderly woman seemed to like playing with her husband’s former clients. But, as I had noted before, our communities were different. No black doctor in Memphis would charge for that sort of information—at least not one his former patients.

      I made notes about the conversation, typed up a letter for Laura to sign, and then set it on my desk along with a check, ready to go.

      I put Laura’s personal papers in the small cast-iron safe that I used for important things. The safe was hidden by a haphazardly built wooden frame—something I put together to make it look as if there was nothing of value in my office. The safe itself was bolted to the floor and was too heavy for one man to lift alone, but I didn’t believe in taking chances. Over the years, my office had been tossed five times, and no one had ever found the safe. I figured her belongings would be fine there.

      Then I went outside. As I crossed the sidewalk to my car, I saw Joe in Handy Park. He wore his leather jacket and was smoking a cigarette. Two men I didn’t recognize were talking earnestly with him. Jimmy was sitting cross-legged beneath the statue of W.C. Handy, his back to Joe. Jimmy had a pile of schoolbooks on his lap—too many to be his. One was open, but he wasn’t looking at it. He was staring at the street as if he could wanted someone, something, to save him.

      I started to cross the street, but he saw me and shook his head slightly. He didn’t want me to come there. I held up a finger, silently asking him to stay, then I went back to my office and got the pea coat.

      By the time I came back down the stairs, Jimmy and Joe were gone. I stared at the park for a moment, as if I could make them magically appear, but they didn’t.

      After a moment, I put the coat in my car, and wished, not for the first time, that good intentions made life easier.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            8

          

        

      

    

    
      A PHONE CALL WHEN I ARRIVED at my office the next morning took me away from Laura’s case for the day. I freelanced for several attorneys, and one of them needed me to act as a process server for him on a critical case. I spent all of the morning and most of the afternoon tracking down a day laborer so that I could receive the most vituperative dressing down I’d received in weeks. I went back to the office, typed up my bill, and served that to the attorney before I went home for the evening.

      I also called Roscoe Miller and asked him to meet me at Club Handy the following night. I still hadn’t figured out a way around Henry’s request to do security, but I figured Roscoe could help me.

      I didn’t see Jimmy that day, but I did call the school. He was there. I dropped off the coat and asked the office secretary to make certain he got it. She promised that she would.

      The next day, Friday, the first of March, Laura came to my office with the boxes. She wore a short rabbit fur jacket and blue jeans and had her hair long with no styling at all. She carried a crocheted purse. If anything, her style was a bit too hip for a white person on Beale, but someone probably would think her one of the many musicians who came to town and not give her a second glance.

      At least, that was what I hoped.

      After she set the boxes down, she closed the door, took off the rabbit fur, and hung it on the coat rack. Underneath, she wore a tight ribbed turtleneck and no bra. I made my gaze move toward the boxes.

      “I’m helping you,” she said.

      “I see that.” I didn’t get up from my desk. Instead, I shoved the letter forward. “Sign this.”

      She came forward, her kid boots leaving damp prints on the marble floor. She bent over the letter, read it, then frowned and looked at me.

      “What’s this?”

      I explained my phone conversation with the doctor’s wife.

      “What do you hope to find?” she asked.

      “Something in the records that might tell us more about your parents.”

      “But fifty dollars, isn’t that unreasonable?”

      I made myself smile. “Very. I tried to talk her down.”

      “Maybe I should call her.”

      I shrugged. “I get the sense that the harder we try, the more she’ll up her price.”

      “Why would she do that? She’s a doctor’s wife. She doesn’t need the money.”

      “We don’t know that.” I took a ballpoint out of my top desk drawer. The pen was slender and blue. I’d already tossed out a number like it. They tended to leak. I set it on top of the letter. “A lot of doctors, particularly white southern doctors, worked in parts of town that they would never admit to if they were dealing with whites.”

      “But you’re black.”

      “I didn’t tell her that. She lives in Birmingham.”

      “Oh,” Laura said, a slight flush rising in her cheeks.

      Everyone had seen the rioting in Birmingham five years ago. The televised images of police dogs going after teenagers, and black folks getting knocked over by high pressure hoses stayed with everyone who saw them. I knew people who lived in Birmingham, and they said it had its good points. I just didn’t want to find out.

      “Will she send you the right information?” Laura asked.

      “Or any information for that matter,” I said. “That’s the $64,000 question.”

      She frowned. “This doesn’t seem very efficient to me. I mean, if she doesn’t, we’re out fifty dollars.”

      I smiled. “If she doesn’t, we send you down there in your prom girl get-up and have her look it up while you’re there.”

      She wiped her hands nervously over the front of her jeans. “You think that’ll work?”

      I nodded. “And I have other ideas if it doesn’t.”

      Although I didn’t want to pursue them. I figured I would probably have to make a trip to Birmingham, which I wasn’t too thrilled about. But I wanted to postpone that trip as long as I could.

      “Well, then,” she said, and bent over to sign the letter. Her breasts moved independently of each other as she did so, and I felt a sudden surprising desire to touch her.

      I stood and turned toward the grimy window. She’s a client, I reminded myself, and clasped my hands tightly behind my back.

      “You know, Smokey,” she said, “I think it might be better if I send a check directly. Having one from your agency looks a bit suspicious, don’t you agree?”

      I turned. Her hair was swinging slightly against her face, her cheeks were still flushed, and her body was too sharply defined in that outfit. She was beautiful in a way I hadn’t noticed before, a way that actually appealed to me.

      I could almost feel my aunt’s hand on my cheek, telling me that black boys didn’t ogle rich white girls. In my mind’s eye, I saw Carole Lombard’s famous platinum hair against the gray Atlanta sky.

      “Smokey?”

      “Yes,” I said, then cleared my throat. “Um, yes. You’re right. It would be better if the check came from you.”

      Laura rummaged in her crocheted bag, removed her checkbook, and then took my pen. As she leaned over the desk again, I turned my attention back to the window. I didn’t want to watch her. I didn’t want to be thinking the things I was thinking, and not just because of my aunt, whom I hadn’t seen in nearly thirty years.

      There was no place for a woman like Laura in my life. Not now. Not ever.

      “There,” she said. “Did you type up an envelope?”

      “Under the letter.”

      Papers rustled behind me.

      “Where’s the nearest mailbox?” she asked.

      “I’ll take care of it.” I turned, took my check off the desk and tore it up. Then I set the letter near my coat, and made myself take a deep breath. “Are those all the boxes?”

      She nodded, biting her lower lip. Her small white teeth tugged a bit at the flesh. Her lips were chapped, something I hadn’t noticed before. Usually those lips were hidden under a thick layer of lipstick.

      “I got the last ones from Chicago yesterday.” With the thumb and forefinger of her left hand, she swept her hair off her face. “I’d like to go through them with you, Smokey.”

      She was asking permission. I had thought, when she hung up that hideous rabbit coat, that she would simply stay and I would have to work with her around.

      I almost said no. I preferred to work alone. But rather than go through boxes that remained from two lives I knew nothing about, it would be better to have her there to answer questions as they came up, to explain documents, and to provide a second eye.

      “As long as you don’t bury anything,” I said. “I see everything.”

      She nodded.

      “That sounds easy, but it might not be. Prepare to be embarrassed, Laura.”

      She blinked, sighed, and shook her head slightly. “I’ve already been embarrassed a lot on this trip. What’s another few times?”

      I studied her for a moment. She seemed subdued this morning. I wondered if she was afraid of what we would find.

      “All right,” I said. “Have you looked through these?”

      “Enough to know everything is out of order.”

      I had expected that. I also expected the records to be incomplete. Some of the best ways to keep secrets was to make it hard to find them. Hiding them in plain sight, but in such a jumble as to make it time consuming to put them together was one method that I expected her parents to have used. Another was to destroy more incriminating records. I suspected they had used that one too.

      I rounded the desk, grabbed a box, and pulled it toward me. Then I sank down on the floor and started digging.

      Papers were littered haphazardly throughout the box, mixing with photographs, receipts, newspaper articles, and folders. Dust rose as I pulled everything out, and I resisted the urge to sneeze.

      Laura watched me for a moment, then she sat down next to me and grabbed another box. “How do you want to do this?”

      “Let’s see what we have first,” I said. “Then let’s sort by year, by month, and by date. Photographs, everything, go in the same piles. This stuff might be related.”

      “All right,” she said. She pushed up her sleeves and dug her hands into her box, pulling papers out one at a time. She paused to look at each.

      “Don’t read them yet,” I said. “Just look for dates.”

      She nodded and kept digging.

      We made piles that ran from 1945 to 1967. There didn’t seem to be much material that was dated before the war. What there was, we put in its own pile, which, I said, could be sorted out later.

      It took us nearly two hours to go through the boxes before us. Finally, Laura wiped her face with the back of her hand, smearing dirt and newspaper ink on her light skin. “I’m hungry.”

      “All right.” I stood, brushed the dust and dirt off, and extended my hand. She ignored it as she got off the floor herself, brushing the dust off her jeans.

      We bundled up and went outside. I hesitated just for a moment in front of the door. I debated taking her into West Memphis where blacks and whites mingled at the blues clubs, but most of those places weren’t open yet. I could have taken her to a few other businesses as well, but none of them were close.

      Finally I turned left and headed to the Little Hot House. Part of me was hoping that Suzy was working, and part of me hoped I didn’t see anyone I knew. I could have taken Laura to any of my other haunts, but this one occasionally got white patrons because of its proximity to Schwab’s. To be fair, all of the black-owned businesses on Beale had white customers. It was simply that the restaurants here were as segregated as the ones in the ritzy white sections of town. The only difference was that here, the segregation was voluntary.

      I opened the door for her and let the familiar smells of old beer and grease wash over me. Laura went in and headed toward a small table in the center of the restaurant. I took her elbow and led her to my booth near the narrow bar.

      The movement felt proprietary, even though I hadn’t initially meant it that way. Laura didn’t even seem to notice, nor did she seem aware of how out of place she was. I was the one who was aware of it, just as I would be aware of how out of place I would be as her dinner guest in the Peabody.

      Apparently I was more conscious of the eyes following us than she was.

      Suzy was working. She watched us walk in, her face shadowed in the restaurant’s dim light. I usually didn’t like coming here for lunch—the place was as dark as it was at night, and I didn’t like the feeling that it was 3:00 A.M. instead of noon. Suzy crossed her arms when she saw me take Laura’s elbow. Suzy waited until we were seated before coming to the booth.

      She set two torn, grease-stained menus in front of us, chosen, I suspected, because they were the worst in the place. “Today’s special,” she said, looking at me as if she didn’t know me, “is homemade chili with fried cornbread.” She snapped her gum, pulled out her notepad, and said, “You ready?”

      “I’m afraid I need a minute,” Laura said. The Miss Prim voice. She did it unconsciously, but I had only just learned that. I knew how that voice grated.

      “Could you bring us something to drink?” I asked and made sure I smiled. Suzy didn’t smile back.

      “Sho’nuf,” Suzy said, exaggerating her accent, and waited.

      “Coke-a-Cola,” Laura said without looking up.

      Suzy looked at me. The flatness of her gaze made me shiver. “Well?”

      “The usual,” I said, showing her that I recognized her disapproval. I tried to mitigate it. “Suzy, this is Laura.”

      Laura looked up in surprise. She apparently hadn’t expected me to know the waitress. Maybe being on a first-name basis with waitresses wasn’t done in her world. Of course, sitting in a restaurant with newspaper ink smeared on her chin probably wasn’t done in her world either.

      Then she smiled her widest smile, transforming her face from something attractive into something beautiful. No man, black, white, or blue, could have resisted that smile. But it was the wrong wattage for Suzy.

      “Hello,” Laura said.

      Suzy nodded, glared at me, and disappeared behind the bar.

      Laura raised her eyebrows. I shrugged.

      Suzy brought us our drinks and we both ordered the chili. We were the only patrons in the place. Normally when that happened to me, Suzy, the bartender, or the chef came over and talked. But no one did. The chili arrived and Laura and I ate in relative silence. She finished her Coke before I did—obviously she wasn’t used to the chili’s heat—and I had to go to the bar to get her another, since Suzy hadn’t come back to the table after serving our meal.

      Laura seemed to eat with relish, but her movements were dainty, filled with society polish that seemed out of place in this rundown room. She glowed—her white jacket, her hair, her skin. It felt as if she were wearing a neon sign, advertising that she was slumming.

      Not that she did anything to make me feel that way. She tried to start a conversation once or twice, but I grunted my responses. I could feel Suzy’s gaze on me, the judgment in it, judgment that I usually had when I saw a black man with a white woman.

      So I studied my food. The chili was thick, the cornbread fried perfectly. I concentrated on filling the spoon, eating slowly, not making a mess. I didn’t enjoy it, though, and I doubted that Laura enjoyed hers either.

      When we were done, I paid at the bar and led Laura outside, placing one hand at the small of her back as I ushered her through the door. I was touching her too much. She didn’t seem to notice or mind, but I did. Although that didn’t make me stop.

      The thin gray light on Beale street seemed bright as summer sunshine after the darkness of the Little Hot House. We walked down the sidewalk to the Gallina Building. Laura opened the door, went inside, and it wasn’t until she was on the stairs that she spoke.

      “I’ve never been so uncomfortable in my life,” she said.

      “It wouldn’t have been that bad if you’d been on your own.” I smiled. “The freeze-out was for me.”

      “Because of me.”

      “Yes.”

      I unlocked my office door and was vaguely relieved to see the boxes and piles as we had left them. We went in, removed our coats, and returned to our places without saying much.

      I started a new box. So did she. We sorted in silence, searching for dates on the tiniest scraps of paper. She hadn’t asked any questions, although I expected her to. Maybe she understood more than I gave her credit for.

      Or maybe she had vowed never to go through anything like that again.

      After a few moments, she handed me a folder.

      “I don’t want to look at anything until we’re done separating,” I said, handing the folder back to her.

      “You need to look at this one,” she said.

      I took the folder from her. It was officially bound in fake leather, with metal clips holding the pages together. Inside the window flap someone had taped a title and an address:

      

      
        
        INVESTIGATION INTO THE WHEREABOUTS OF

        BILLY (SMOKEY) DALTON

      

        

      
        Report prepared by: Edward Levy

        April 18, 1960

        The William Kowolski Detective Agency

      

      

      

      My hands were shaking. I smoothed the cover of the report with my left hand. Laura had stopped looking through her files.
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