

[image: image]






ADVANCE PRAISE FOR OUR MAN IN THE DARK


“Our Man in the Dark is an eye-opening insight into
the troubling times this nation experienced as it struggled to
reset its moral compass. It offers a glimpse into a world where
two races lived together—separately. This is
a well-written journey back in time.”


—NEW YORK JOURNAL OF BOOKS


“Our Man in the Dark is smart, snappy, and fascinating. As the child of civil rights activists, I applaud Rashad Harrison’s wonderfully written debut and his examination of how an ordinary man ended up on the wrong side of history.”


—TANANARIVE DUE,


author of My Soul to Take and Freedom in the Family: A Mother-Daughter Memoir of the Fight for Civil Rights
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A stunning debut historical noir
novel about a worker in the
civil rights movement who became
an informant for the FBI during
the months leading up to the
assassination of
Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.


Feeling underappreciated and overlooked, John Estem, a bookkeeper for Dr. King’s Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC), steals ten thousand dollars from the organization. Originally planning to use the money to seed a new civil rights initiative in Chicago, he squanders the stolen funds.


To the bookkeeper’s dismay, the FBI has been keeping close tabs on Dr. King and his fellow activists—including Estem—for years. FBI agents tell Estem that it is his duty, as an American and as a civil rights supporter, to protect the SCLC from communist infiltration. The FBI offers Estem a stipend, but in case he has any thoughts about refusing the assignment, they also warn him that they know about the stolen money.


Playing informant empowers Estem, but he soon learns that his job is not simply to relay information on the organization. Once the FBI discovers evidence of King’s sexual infidelities, they set out to confirm the facts to undermine King’s credibility as a moral leader and bring down the movement.


This timely novel comes in light of recent revelations that government informants had infiltrated numerous black movement organizations. With historical facts at the core of Our Man in the Dark, Harrison uses real life as a great inspiration for his drama-filled art.
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For Jennifer




“. . . being invisible and without substance, a disembodied voice, as it were, what else could I do? What else but try to tell you what was really happening when your eyes were looking through? And it is this that frightens me: Who knows but that, on the lower frequencies, I speak for you?”


Ralph Ellison  
Invisible Man





Author’s Note


The FBI campaign against Martin Luther King, Jr., and other black activists (known officially as COINTELPRO) has been well documented. Among the most sinister tactics employed were surveillance, wiretappings, disseminating false information, and the use of paid informants. These informants came from all walks of life—they were accountants, policemen, church folk, itinerant preachers, and photographers—all compelled by different motivations, and, in these instances, all African-American.


While the plot of this book is inspired by this factual backdrop, it is a novel. The conversations and thoughts of real people such as Martin Luther King, Jr., Ralph Abernathy, Andrew Young, and J. Edgar Hoover are fictitious inventions (except for those known and documented), created to set the atmosphere of the novel and meet the demands of the narrative. The character of John Estem is fictional, born from my imagination, and not intended to portray any real person. Therefore, his dialogue and actions with respect to persons real and imagined are wholly fictional, as are his family and associates, such as the characters of Candy, Gant, Count, and Mathis and Strobe.
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Night has come, and so have the shadows that once pulled me in against my will. I believed the promises made by those exaggerated figures that followed me, but I am no longer fooled by illusions. Their lies must stay outside. Up these darkened steps, and past that door, is the truth.


My flashlight leads me to the file cabinet. It isn’t locked. There are many files inside, but one in particular intrigues me. It’s labeled JEST in bold letters followed by a sequence of numbers. I open it to reveal a series of black-and-white photos. They show a man leaving a building, crossing a street, and alone inside a telephone booth. At first, I assume they are random individuals of no importance. But then I look closer. They are pictures of me.


I turn to cast my light on the doorway and then back to the photos. I scan them, imagining the clicking of a camera’s shutter as I view each one. I try to make sense of them by placing them in order. The booth, the street, the building. It’s the last one that’s the most telling—it was taken as I left the bank. They were watching me from the beginning.


Atlanta: Summer 1964


I sit at my desk at the headquarters of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, mulling over accounting records and figures. A few years ago, Martin was accused of tax evasion—which is comical, since most of what he earns goes back into the movement. The man lives like a pauper. But we are trying to make sure it doesn’t happen again. Gant has me sifting through the financial records to ensure that Martin hasn’t received any compensation that cannot be accounted for.


I work with a particular column of numbers and notice the sum: fifty thousand dollars. A flash of warmth surges up my neck. This figure is an anomaly, but I don’t suspect any wrongdoing—at least not immediately. Though it troubles me to do so, I feel compelled to bring this to Gant’s attention.


I’ll have to persuade him to see things as I see them, and that is a difficult task. His judgment of me is ruthless and immediate. Anything I question results in a questioning of me. I am exhausted by our exchange before it even begins.


He walks past my open office door in a well-scented hurry. He is one of those handsome men who know they are handsome. Tall, with a face sculpted out of Georgia clay, he has a strange way of using his looks to make you feel inferior. It does not help matters that, as I approach his perfect image, I am slowed by a permanent hobble—my reward for surviving a childhood bout with polio.


I watch Gant and his secretary walk swiftly down the hallway, but before I approach them, I go through my usual ritual of checking that my pant leg has not ridden up to reveal the stirrup of my brace; it creates an unattractive bulkiness under my trousers that annoys me to no end. I adjust my pants and smooth out the fabric so that it falls properly. I don’t want anyone to be uncomfortable in my presence. Even FDR went through strained efforts to appear unaffected by polio. My coworkers shouldn’t feel guilty about their ability to take gallant, even strides as they march alongside Dr. King, while I lurch through the corridors of the SCLC.


I struggle to catch up, asking the back of Gant’s head for a moment of his time, but he insists that he’s in a hurry.


“Mr. Gant. Please . . .” I say, “just five minutes.”


They pause briefly; he asks Susan to grab him some coffee and then turns to me. “Five minutes, Estem. If this is about your Chicago proposal, I haven’t looked over it or discussed it with Martin.”


“No, it isn’t about that. It’s—well, sir, I was going over the figures for the donations . . . and while I’m sure this is probably minor—”


“Your point?”


“A large sum of money, Mr. Gant. And I can’t trace it to any source.”


“Perhaps an old friend of King’s who wants to remain anonymous?”


“There would still be a receipt of some sort.”


“John, the problem? I don’t see it.”


“Mr. Gant, it can’t appear that we—”


“I don’t have time to chase numerical phantoms. Estem, you should remember that we are looking for Martin’s personal transactions that might warrant attention.”


“Sir, it is my responsibility to—”


“I know exactly what your responsibilities are. I made them very clear when I hired you.”


“Yes, Mr. Gant. Yes, and I’m very grateful—”


Susan returns with his coffee. “Mr. Gant, Dr. King is waiting for you in the conference room,” she says.


“Tell Martin I’ll be there shortly. Are we finished here, Estem?”


“Maybe Dr. King could shed some light . . .”


“I’ll try to mention it to him.”


He enters the conference room, and I briefly peer in after him. Martin gives me a knowing nod before Gant quickly closes the door behind him. Muffled sounds soon follow—greetings, laughter, and friendly banter.


It’s fine. This is the way I’m used to being treated. I float around the SCLC like inconsequential vapor, only a vague innocuous presence, giving nothing and taking nothing. I crunch numbers. I stack paper. Occasionally, I move the stack from one end of my desk to the other. If it were not for the creak of my brace, I doubt anybody would know that I’m here. When the secretaries and volunteers gather to form huddled islands of gossip and chatter, I foolishly linger at the edges, hoping to be invited ashore.


My conversation with Gant has left me desperate for a drink, but I need to see her just as much as I need the liquor. After work, I head to my usual nightspot, a bar called Count’s.


The place is a red velvet Ferris wheel of any vice imaginable. Drink. Drugs. Sex. All of them unifying lures for this mixed bunch of seedy characters and squares searching for the cool. I have to hand it to Count: for a place run by a Negro, it does have a certain cosmopolitan feel. Mirrors, tinted Byzantium gold, surround the stone tables and leather booths that are better suited for sipping absinthe than bourbon. Count’s is also marked by integration—but it’s inchoate, one-sided, and gender-specific. You’ll find colored girls with white men, most of whom are policemen. Their presence is meant to keep us safe, but the only things safe in this place are the secrets.


I used to wonder how a man working for the saintly organization of the saintly Dr. King could find himself in such a sinful place. But I’m no saint although I’m a good Christian, and even the best Christians are more familiar with sinners than saints.


The floor vibrates from the dancing patrons and the rolling beat coming from the band on the small stage. I walk along the bar, hoping that my limp appears to be more swagger than stagger. The woman singing with the band is Miss Candy, also known as Candice. She looks just like what her name implies—bad for you, but oh so good. Her singing is awful, but she’s not up there for her voice. She’s like a sepia-tinted dream with fiery red lips flickering in the darkness. Her tight, knee-length dress covered with glittering amber sequins reminds me of a freshly poured glass of champagne. Her hair is pulled back into a tight chignon on the top of her head, à la Josephine Baker. I like it that way.


I watch her hips sway to the final notes of the song, and the crowd applauds as she finishes. They clap for the band, for her hairstyle, and even for that dress—for everything except her singing. However, as she descends from the stage and makes her way through the crowd, some of their cynicism fades. She carries a good portion of her talent behind her, and the men nod appreciatively.


I raise my drink, a signal to her above the noisy gathering. She sees me at the bar and comes over.


“John?” She looks me over with the careful eyes of a fawn. Beads of sweat still linger on her flawless skin.


“Great set tonight,” I say.


“Right. Thanks.” She averts her eyes, looking away from my lie.


“No, really. The crowd seemed to dig it.”


“John, I got the flowers you sent. You’ve got to stop doing things like that. We’ve already talked about this.”


“You didn’t like them?” I’m not looking at her anymore. I stare down into the shadows by her ankles.


“They were fine, but that’s not the point . . .”


Suddenly, white tapered pants and the shine of black patent leather interrupts the darkness. They belong to Count, the owner of the club.


“Candy,” he says.


I don’t look up; his shoes are pointing at me in provocation. Count has warned me before about talking to Candy, and I don’t want to press my luck. I can feel him hover over me, holding his cigarette as if it were a weapon.


“How’s your job going?” she asks.


“Fine . . . making the world better for colored folks everywhere.” I peer up at Count, but I miss his eyes and meet three circular scars on the side of his bald head. He’s proud of them. He must be. At least three times he has made a fool of death.


“It must be exciting working so close to Dr. King.”


“True. I do work closely with Martin. Martin and I are close. I’m the liaison to the financial assistant—”


“Like a bookkeeper or something?”


“Right. A bookkeeper.”


“C’mon, Mama . . . my sugar’s gettin’ low,” Count says, sending a cloud of smoke toward my face.


She gives him an unpleasant look. “I’ve got to run,” she says to me. “It was good seeing you.” After placing a kiss on my forehead, she turns away, and Count guides her by the back of her neck through the crowd.


I turn back to the bar and order a martini, but the bartender gives me a shot of bourbon. It takes six more before I feel man enough to face the room and leave.


I return home that night, drunk and alone. I stand in front of the mirror talking to myself, practicing, awaiting my transition into a superman. It’s a tough feat because of the brace—a strange hybrid of leather and metal, a network of buckles and straps, like stirrup meets straitjacket. I notice, between the open spaces of leather, that the skin of my leg has taken on an ashen hue from the day’s wear, but I do not feel like going through the trouble of removing it just yet.


I go through this ritual after every defeat she serves my ego, analyzing and thinking of ways to improve myself, or at least my appearance. What is Candy’s attraction to Count? It can’t be physical. His expensive clothes can only help him so much. I’m no matinee idol, but with that pockmarked skin, he must shave with broken glass. A vain fellow like Count must have a roomful of mirrors. Someone as ugly as Count should only have bare walls. The torture she must endure, being mounted by that animal.


I go over to my nightstand and pick up evidence of Candy’s ill-fated attempt at a recording career: a dance single called “Do the Gumdrop.” She smiles from the record sleeve holding a large gumdrop the size of a melon above her left shoulder. Count had indulged her by starting a label where she was the only act. I place it on my phonograph, the needle hits the groove and, in a weak tinny voice, Candy instructs me to “Do the Gumdrop, baby. Do it . . . Do it . . . Do the Gumdrop.” I love her and have played her song many times, but I still find it hard to listen to.


Count has created an amusement park full of funhouse mirrors, a place where she can indulge in make-believe and see limitlessly different versions of herself. Trying to decipher what is real must make her dizzy and any attempt to escape futile.


The allure of money and its hold are undeniable. I would love to strut for her and let her have a glimpse of the man I’ve been hiding away. I have tried persistence, but never money. I’ve never tried it because I’ve never had any. This is tragic considering that every day I track its movements. I know money’s habits, I know where it breeds, where it rests, and where it feeds, but it remains elusive. Like a frustrated hunter, I lose its scent somewhere. I look around my meager surroundings. No sign of it here. My apartment is almost unbearable. A simple one-room box. I’ve made no attempt to decorate it. Part of me still senses that there are better things in store for me, and this is not where I want to leave my mark.


Money—no; but power, or something like it, may be within my reach. My idea for a march in Chicago makes sense. Martin, Abernathy, and Young would bring me into the hierarchy once they saw that I was thinking about the long-term advantages for the movement and not just the colorless duties required of my job. I’m just a hopeful pledge, but it could be my opportunity to join their exclusive fraternity. But obviously, I’m being foolish to harbor such aspirations and optimism; Gant would never allow that to happen.


It’ll be morning in a few hours, but I’m not quite drunk enough to sleep so I go to work on my own supply.


I walk my scotch over to the window and light a cigarette. Looking out into the Atlanta night, black with heat, I take a drag and notice that the smoke has taken on a new characteristic. Behind the charcoal and stale tobacco mingled with the bite of menthol is a fourth note: the earthy smell of hand-worn bills.
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I sit at my desk, disheveled and nursing a hangover, when Gant calls me into the conference room. There’s a strategy session with some volunteer law students and Martin’s executive staff, and Gant needs me to pay attention while he dedicates himself to charming the room. As I stand, I feel gravity weigh on my brain.


Andrew Young, executive director, leans to his left and whispers something intently in Martin’s ear, talking emphatically with his hands. Young has the good looks of a soul singer, and his loosened tie gives him an air of detached cool. Ralph Abernathy, SCLC secretary-treasurer, has the unfortunate luck of being seated in close proximity to Gant. Abernathy nods lazily, his hound dog cheeks swaying subtly as he struggles to appear interested while Gant recalls a story about running into Adam Clayton Powell, Jr., in the Caribbean. The rest of the group discusses the horrific attack on two people, a white woman and a colored man, killed savagely on the outskirts of the city.


Martin picks up that thread of conversation. “What do we know about those two?” he asks, addressing his staff. “Were they romantically involved?”


Abernathy ponders the question while Young gives his ready answer. “Not sure. The details are sketchy. The talk is that they were headed down here for Freedom Summer, but we should stay silent on it until we get more info.”


My mind drifts through a foggy attempt at understanding Candy and her unwarranted attachment to Count. Do civil rights activists hold any sway in afterhours juke joints? If she could see me now, here, with the prominent leaders of the movement, challenging America to live up to its promise, she might aim her adoration at me, the more appropriate target.


My attention shifts back to the meeting when I hear Martin mention the president and the plans for an aggressive push for voter registration among Negroes in rural areas. Martin looks at me but quickly shifts his eyes when I nod at him. He leans back in his chair, unbuttons his collar, and puts his hands out in front of him as if preparing to frame an argument. He is about to speak when I interrupt him. “Since we are on the subject, I think it may be a good idea to have a march in Chicago. Housing and job discrimination are horrific there. We could organize and split costs similar to the March on Washington. CORE and NAACP could—”


Gant’s eyes grow wide. “Estem, please . . .”


Martin gives me a pitying smile. Then Young jumps in. “We’re not on that subject exactly, but the idea has merit,” he says, his voice trailing off.


“It’s John Estem,” offers Gant.


“The idea is sound, John, but CORE and N-double-A-C-P are out of the question—that’ll be a three-way fight for control. And we really can’t afford to take on a solo project up North, especially in Chicago. With Daley’s machine? No. We don’t have the resources politically, and we definitely don’t have them financially. . . . You’d think the bookkeeper would know that.”


Everyone laughs.


“Well, Mr. Young, actually, there is a surplus—”


“Hold on one second, Estem,” says Gant. “Could you start working on those contributors’ statements of deductibility? I think we have it from here.”


My headache shifts to my pride. “Of course,” I move to rise, and my brace rattles as I stand. I know everyone has heard it, but suddenly I am invisible. I leave the conference room, turning to peek inside one last time. “There’s a surplus?” Martin asks before I close the door.


I head back to my office and look at the form letter waiting to be sent to past contributors: “Dear So and So . . . Thank you for your contribution. This letter is to remind you that your donation may be completely tax-deductible, but please check with your financial advisor . . .”


I open my desk drawer looking for names to match with donations, when I notice a check. It has already been cleared by the bank. It’s written out to one of the charter companies we use for buses. The signature line bears the imprint of Gant’s rubber stamp. I am the one who applied it.


Gant taps on my door. It’s partially open, and I reflexively tell him to come in before I realize that I am still holding the check with the delicacy and admiration of a stamp collector.


“Well, Estem, I guess you’re full of surprises, huh?”


“I’m sorry, sir. I was out of line.” I place the check back in the drawer face up on top of everything so that I can see it.


“There’s a pecking order you have to respect here, John. The architects don’t want to hear design strategies from the bookkeepers. That sort of thing requires subtlety and finesse. You should learn it, Estem. I admire your ambition, but you have to trust me. I know how these things work.”


“I understand perfectly.”


“There’s something else I need to talk to you about. I want to apologize for the other day.”


“Apologize? That isn’t necessary.”


“No, it is. You were just doing your job. So I hope there are no hard feelings.”


“Sir, there were never any hard feelings.”


“You’ve got an eye for detail. I like that. Which is why I need your help.”


“Help? Of course.”


“First, I need you to close that account. Discretion is key here, Estem. We’ll bring it into the fold gradually. Martin may tell them what they should do, but the balance sheet tells him what he can do.”


“I’ll get right on it.”


“Estem, what I really need you to do—and this is very important . . .” He looks concerned.


“Yes, sir, I’m listening.” Maybe I’ve been too hard on him. He’s finally realized that he can no longer neglect my talents and usefulness. He needs me.


“I need you to pick up my suit from the cleaners. Martin’s giving a press conference at First Baptist. The pants should have a sharp crease and a one and one-quarter-inch cuff. Here’s the ticket. Can I count on you?”


“Why can’t Susan take care of this?”


He looks down at his breast pocket, adjusts the fold of his handkerchief, then looks back at me, “This sort of thing needs a man’s eye.”


While alone at night, I often hear a ringing in my ear. I thought it was just a case of tinnitus, but now I realize that it’s the sound of some sort of internal alarm clock designed to snap me out of my complacency. What would it take to set up in Chicago? Nothing fancy, just an office and a few donations of food and clothing to impoverished children and the sullen men on the unemployment line. That would get some attention, wouldn’t it? Then Martin, impressed with the groundwork I’ve laid, would see the pressing need to come to Chicago and assist me.


Gant leaves. I wait for his footsteps to become faint before I open my desk drawer. There is nothing suspicious about this check. Nothing at all. I have many more just like it. At some point, all of the checks written on behalf of the SCLC end up in front of me. This check has many brothers and sisters resting undisturbed in my office. I begin to wonder if they would be bothered by the addition of one more.


I turn the radio up. Otis Redding should be heard nice and loud. I think the purr of her engine adds a nice accompaniment. She’s not brand-new, but she’s new enough, and the strong smell of the leather seats has already prompted me to reminisce about how I acquired her.


The bank teller was a mousy little thing. Her eyes bounced between the check and my face long enough for the gentleman behind me to begin clearing his throat. She told me to wait a moment while she went up a set of stairs that led to an office with large windows for walls. It was a clear box with a dapper old man inside, who seemed to hover above us, deciding who did and did not receive their money. The mouse’s white horn-rimmed glasses tilted toward me, as did the old man’s double chin. I considered making a run for it—then I remembered that I don’t run. A fast-paced limp is unforgettable, and I imagined I wouldn’t have too much company in the lineup. I decided to stay put and learn the old man’s verdict. She descended the stairs and returned to her station. She nodded, smiled, and said my name, “Mr. Estem,” with a tone of approval that extended the sound of the last letter. I don’t blame her for being concerned. Ten thousand dollars is a lot of money. I don’t know if it was the amount of the check, the fact that I am a Negro, or a problematic combination of both. She was Negro as well, but no one judges like family.


The experience was far more pleasant when I bought my new car, a Cadillac Fleetwood, only slightly used. It was previously owned by a doctor who rarely drove. The salesman was a young Negro with a broad smile and processed hair that was parted on the left. He insisted upon calling me sir, but he wasn’t pushy. He only laughed knowingly as I stared at an ad featuring a white-gloved woman seated in the front seat of their latest model. She stared back seductively as the tiltable steering wheel, shot with the blurred effect of motion, reminded me of a wagging tongue.


He talked about the engine and directed my attention toward the body and its aesthetics. The grille looked like a smile of menace or pleasure or both, and the car’s long lines conjured the image of a woman’s fully extended legs upon a sofa. Yeah, she could make it to Chicago just fine. I thumbed through the brochure, having already decided on a name for my new baby: Black Beauty.


She rides smooth as I drive down Auburn Avenue. I pass the Royal Peacock and slow to the speed of a parade float so that the patrons waiting to see Ike and Tina can see me first. I drive past the Palladium and La Carrousel and repeat my stunt, even though I know my final destination is Count’s.


I pull up in front of Count’s and notice the neon lights reflecting on the car’s hood. A poster outside reads: COUNT’S, FEATURING CANDY. In the picture below, she covers half her face with a lavishly ornamented hand mirror, revealing only a heavily mascaraed eye that shines with lupine brightness.


My visit to the tailor has blessed me with a midnight blue suit: single-breasted and narrow-legged. I think the gray trilby adds some dapper mysteriousness. Inside, the shadows of the energetic crowd leap from wall to wall, and some men watch me with jealousy and admiration as I approach the bartender.


“Candy around?” I ask.


“Nope.”


“When will she be around?”


“Don’t know.”


I reveal a roll of money, pull off a twenty, and hand it to the bartender.


“So, when will Candy be around?”


“I said, I don’t know.”


Listen to those bar toughs chuckle.


“Keep it,” I say. “It’s only money.”


Hours go by and still no sign of her.


I was a fool to call and tell her I’d be here tonight—she probably skipped out to avoid me. I think of Chicago, driving down Michigan Avenue in the Caddy with enough room for her to stretch out those long brown legs. But that’s a fantasy; here’s where reality sets in, making itself nice and comfortable. I feel ridiculous in this suit, drinking alone. I’m stupid for even thinking that she’d come with me. Like so many nights before, I pick up my bruised pride and start for home, but this time I’m stopped by a vision.


The beautiful woman approaching me is obviously a working girl. She says she’s seen me in here before. It embarrasses me to think of all the humiliating scenes she must have witnessed. I too have seen her before, on the dance floor, with the men who come in after work, seducing them with moves designed especially for payday. My focus has always been Candy, although out of necessity, I have occasionally solicited the company of other women; but I have never approached her. She compliments me on my change and evolution, and she makes it easy for me to reconsider. She has the kind of dark brown skin that takes in light and sends it back to you with an extra layer of polish and shine.


We talk. I tell her about work, and she seems genuinely interested until I run out of things to say and reach my limit of what the bartender has to offer. She whispers in my ear while caressing my chest, inviting me to the room in the back. Her torso is small, but taut and athletic and anchored by wonderfully wide hips that, for some reason, invoke the excitement and frustration of an aimless journey. I follow her to a dimly lit hallway in the back of the bar. There are only two ways to enter this passageway: be chosen by one of the girls or offer a secret code at the door that faces the alley. She manages to nibble my ear, even as I limp down the corridor. Talented girl. There are alternating colors coming from the room up ahead—a color wheel of red and blue, spinning in front of a light bulb. Inside the room, she is engulfed by color, and though it’s hard to believe, the man with her, shirtless and smiling, is me.


I stand alone under the changing colors. Once the money is spent, the party must end. As I struggle to get dressed, the girl flees the scene. She’s been paid, so there is no reason for her to stick around. I came here for Candy, for her to see me in a different light, but that’s not how things turned out.


I leave Count’s feeling a little ashamed of the desperate episode that occurred in there. Women, when I am lucky enough to have one, are the source of so many of my troubles. I have hoped to be more complicated than that, but then I think of the company I keep, and the guilt doesn’t last long. A few weeks ago, Martin and I had an encounter that began to shape my perspective.


I was working late one evening when I heard the sound of a man crying. This startled me, to say the least, since I thought I was working alone. I entered the hallway and discovered that the sound was coming from Martin’s office. The door was open and the lights were off, but I could still discern his unmistakable frame. “Dr. King?” I flipped on the light switch, and the fluorescent bulbs flickered and dimly illuminated the office, changing the contours of his face from light to dark. His eyes were red with sadness and fatigue, and a cloying, sweet fragrance seemed to emanate from him. He’d been with a woman, not in the office but somewhere else, and not that long ago. In a way, it made sense that he returned to the office—that place has a way of punishing you and absolving you of your sins.


He motioned for me to have a seat, and I eased myself into a chair facing him.


“It’s Martin,” he said leaning forward to offer me a cigarette. “No need for the formalities.”


“Thanks . . . Martin,” I said, taking the cigarette and immediately feeling uncomfortable. Two buttons of his shirt were undone, and he had draped his tie around his neck like a sleeping snake. A silence followed that did not seem awkward, but completely appropriate. I lit my cigarette, and Martin just nodded.


I wanted to tell him I was proud to be working with him and the organization. Even then, and for some time before, I saw him as a kindred spirit. I considered saying so, but ultimately did not.


The last of the lights finally came on. The smoke drifted up toward them, creating a sheer curtain that covered Martin’s face and the dying scent of perfume.


He hasn’t been the same since that crazy woman in Harlem stabbed him in the chest with a letter opener. I once overheard Gant and Abernathy talking about the incident, and soon after, I too noticed a change. When you talk to Martin, he’s engaging and effervescent. His mastery of such an array of weighty subjects and his interest in you can be both impressive and overwhelming at times. He’d be blind not to see how much people expect of him. Even the most innocent of interactions demand that he charm, impress, and enlighten and prove himself worthy of such adulation. But when the conversation’s over, and the spotlights of admiration are dimmed or cast elsewhere, I can almost see him fading, moving through the SCLC like a gauzy semblance of his public self.


For him, danger lurks everywhere. It was this way from the beginning, but he seemed to be aware of the romantic quality of his adventures, accepting his responsibility to the movement like some gallant knight savoring not only the victory but also the significance of the battle. You can see it in the footage that accompanied his arrival on the national stage, in that first mug shot following his arrest in Montgomery, or when the police officers slammed his shoulder into the counter of a booking station right in front of Coretta—there’s still a roguish glint in his eye. Like the photos of World War II vets broken, beaten, bloody, but smiling from the scorched rubble of Gothic ruins.


Something changed after Harlem. He must have looked down at that blade in his chest, its ornamented handle snapped off and staining the autographed copies of Stride Toward Freedom with his blood, and thought how trivial it is to put your life on the line for a book signing. No blistering water hoses or prodded dogs and their angry masters, no marchers, no protesters—just an endless parade of stargazers. Yes, after that, he was different. Every day, every hour, every second—all of it was borrowed time.
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It’s just a few days since I helped myself to the money, and I’ve already made some big mistakes. My reformation has drawn too much attention from my coworkers. Because of the car and the much-needed visit to the tailor, I have stirred up an unusual level of commotion at work. In this suit, even a man with a limp as severe as mine can look graceful and authoritative. They see the fitted, perfect silhouette of my jacket, the tie, rakishly dimpled, and the shoes shined to a high gloss—it’s all too perfect. I should reel some of it back, but part of me resents having to play the harmless hobbler. It’s as if they are offended that I chose to improve myself.


I decide to ignore them, even though I know they are still watching as I enter my office. The walls of the SCLC are thin. I can hear the murmurs, those envious voices encircling me. Did you see him? Strange . . . where did he get the money for that getup? What is he up to?


I stand at my desk, looking around my office. It now has the unearthly tranquility of a taped-off crime scene. I hear footsteps, and then Gant passes by my open door. The sound of his footsteps stops, then starts again. Only his head appears in my doorway. He looks me up and down and lets out a whistle. “Nice, Estem . . . nice!” His head disappears and his footsteps fade down the hall.


Throughout the day, I continue to have an overwhelming feeling that someone is speaking poorly of me. The walls of the SCLC really are thin, and hostility has no trouble penetrating them. Regretfully, I long for a more receptive audience.


I’m starting to sober up from the drunkenness of easily acquired money, and I’m feeling anxious. I have to see my mother. I need her approval.


I arrive in my brand-new Caddy at my parents’ house, a cottagestyle one-story on the tree-lined end of Auburn Avenue. Little colored children play in the street, chasing a ball and each other. Briefly, I see them looking my way as I get out of the car and give the finish a quick buff with my jacket sleeve. The children grin and wave, their faces lighting up when they see my inspiring visage.


I return to reality and begin to brace myself before I see my father. Too late—my parents have seen me drive up and are already coming outside.


I climb out to greet them, and my mother, practically dancing, smiles upon seeing me. As always, my father dons his mask of stone. She says the car is beautiful, and I offer her a ride. She runs to the car, giddy with excitement, while my father stands still with his arms folded.


“Kind of a fancy car for a bookkeeper,” he says. “How you pay for that?”


“God! Leave the boy alone. He probably got a raise. All that hard work.”


“Yeah, Dad. I got a raise . . .”


“Seems a bit soon. For what?”


“Probably for organizing all those marches,” my mother says, “and helping Dr. King with all those speeches and getting all those ballsy Negroes out of jail.”


“I see. Is that what you do? Get ballsy Negroes out of jail? You help Martin Luther King write speeches?” The old man has a strange way of riling me up. Maybe it’s envy. He’s the son of a sharecropper, a former bootlegger, and a retired gardener. I’m the first member of my family to go to college. When I went away, his biggest concern was whether all the reading and lecturing would do a fine job of turning me into a pansy.


Mother strokes the car’s interior. I get back in and turn the ignition. The car doesn’t start. I look at her and smile. I try again, but it refuses to start.


“Looks like those marches will come in handy,” my father says, “’cause you gonna be doin’ a whole lotta walkin’.”


I stare at his face, his features, searching for a sign that would prove that we are not related. I’ve played this game before, and it’s led to the usual disappointment. When I was a child, the man thought that my acquiring scarlet fever and developing polio was somehow my fault, that my weakness taunted the disease to attack me. Once it was clear that I would live, but never walk normally without the support of a brace, my father didn’t believe it. He would tell me to take off my brace and make me walk around without it. “The boy will walk normal when he gets tired of falling,” he’d say. I don’t know if he truly believed it—maybe it’s an old Negro superstition—but most of his actions are laced with an element of cruelty.


I say a silent prayer while tracing the steering wheel with my open palm. I turn the ignition once more and it starts. I notice a car across the street. There are two men inside. White. I would not have paid any attention to this had they not looked at me with the intensity of hunters in a blind.


I sometimes struggle with the fact that I actually have parents. I often think of myself as suddenly emerging from the shadows fully formed—some sort of nocturnal creature that withdraws during the day, only to resurface as the sun sets and darkness falls.


I want the visit to be over as soon as I turn the corner. The chitchat is tedious. I make an effort at seeming interested, but I can’t stop checking my rearview for those two men. Mama must see that I am troubled, because she asks me to pull over. I put the car in park, but keep the engine running. I stay silent, eyes on the mirror.


“Can I ask you something, son?” I bring my attention back to her. I can already tell this is about money. That’s how family is. They see all that you have done for yourself, and then they start thinking about what you can do for them.


“What is it, Mama?”


“They put a lien on the house.”


“Who put a lien on the house and why?”


“Taxman. I haven’t paid the property taxes.”


“What did Daddy say? Is that why he’s in a bad mood?”


“He don’t know about it. . . . Haven’t told him.”


Of course he doesn’t. My father is the kind of man who breaks his back to earn his money but refuses to crease his brow figuring out the best way to spend it. He leaves it to her to take care of all the taxes and bills. Those things just confuse him.


I want to ask her where the money went, but I already know. My mother is a good Christian woman, so some of it went to tithing—the choir needs robes and the preacher needs wheels—and even more of it went to those custom-made church dresses and hats. Segregationists in this state love to harangue anyone who will listen about how Negroes contribute ten cents for every dollar a white man pays in taxes. Those numbers are dubious, but I can’t help but feel embarrassed—for us both.


“How much do you owe?”


“Five hundred. . . .”


About half of what I have left. “Jesus, Mama. . . .”


“Don’t use his name. . . . I didn’t want to bother you with it. I know money is hard to come by, so I prayed on it. I asked Him to give me a sign. And then you come by in this car, and I knew everything would be okay. . . . Well, can you help me?”


I think about giving her the money, but to be honest, I don’t trust her with it. I’d rather handle it myself. Besides, I didn’t even think of helping them when I got the money. Maybe this good deed will give it a good rinse.


“Don’t worry about it, Mama. I’ll take care of it.”


After taking a short drive around the block, I drop my mother off at home. She’s disappointed that our time together has ended so quickly, but she tells me to keep our conversation to myself. I promise her as I drive away. I don’t know if she heard me, but I’m eager to get out of here. I have a strong feeling that the two white men were following me. They are no longer around, but something inside tells me not to go home—anywhere but home—so I head to the assessor’s office to take care of the tax bill.


Thank God, there are no stairs. The directory leads me through a maze of doors with frosted glass and freckled beige linoleum until I find the right place. The office is appointed with file cabinets, venetian blinds, and dust. Their caretaker is a large woman with bifocals that seem attached to her unconvincing wig. She hears me rattle in and looks at me. “What do you need?” she asks.


“I’m here to pay a tax bill.”


“The girl will be back in fifteen minutes. She deals with the delinquencies.”


“I didn’t mention that it was delinquent.”


I stand at the counter and she stays at her desk.


“Well, is it?”


I don’t answer.


“Fifteen minutes,” she says again.


I take a seat on the hard bench next to the entrance and watch the back of her wig move subtly to the rhythm of her typing.


Fifteen minutes pass and I tap on the counter again. She only blinks lazily at me. “Can’t we take care of this now? I’m sort of in a hurry.” That makes her neck stiffen and the wig shift. “Excuse me, ma’am. . . . I don’t mean to be rude. I’m just in a hurry.”


She calms down but still offers more of the same: “The girl isn’t here yet.”


I wait another fifteen minutes and a young, skinny colored girl enters from the back holding a brown paper bag that presumably contains her half-eaten lunch. “You’re late,” the woman says to her.


“Sorry, ma’am,” the colored girl says. She looks at me as if she’s surprised to see me. “How are you?”


“Fine. . . . And you?”


“Oh, I’ve been fine.” She looks back at her wigged supervisor who has now decided to focus all of her attention on the two of us.


“Well, I’m here to pay a bill that’s a bit past due.”


“Okay. I can help you with that.”


“The name is Estem.”


“Of course it is,” she says smiling. She shuffles through some papers looking for my parents’ house. “Oh,” she says when she sees how much they owe. “You’re going to be taking care of this . . . all at once?”


“Yes.” I pull out a roll of twenties, and the scratch of the currency narrows the eyes of the fat woman. I keep my eyes on her wig and ask the girl for my receipt. She gives it to me and I thank her for her time.


Once outside, I look to see if those two men are around. They’re not. I must be getting paranoid. Maybe it showed back in the assessor’s office. I start the car and turn the corner—and pass the two men in a parked car. It’s strange, but now I realize that I know the girl. We went to school together. Samantha DePlush.


I drive for a long time, frequently glancing at the side mirrors. Eventually, I pass the Royal Theatre, and its faux-Egyptian columns offer me an immediate sense of security. This seems appropriate, given the relationship I had with movies during my early years with polio. Even then, they were a sort of safe haven and appealed to my innate sense of adventure and romance. They were amusing friends that did not taunt or tease, only solicited my approval. Maybe the child inside me still watches all those montages of seductions, cracked cases, double crosses, and car chases. Maybe he watches from the darkened theater of my mind.
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