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			—Robert Coles, Washington Post Book World
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			To Linda
who saw through me
and saw me through

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			
				This is a work of non-fiction. All its characters are real, as are their names, the places where they live, the details of their personal lives. Nothing has been disguised or embellished. Where I have used dialogue, it is based on the recollection of at least one participant.

				The three families at the center of my story were not selected as statistical averages or norms. On the contrary, I was drawn to them by a special intensity, an engagement with life, which made them stand out from their social context. At first, I thought I read clear moral imperatives in the geometry of their intersecting lives, but the more time I spent with them, the harder it became to assign easy labels of guilt or virtue. The realities of urban America, when seen through the lives of actual city dwellers, proved far more complicated than I had imagined.

				J.A.L.
New York City
January 1985
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		1
Diver

		Sunlight struck the gnarled limbs outside his window, casting a thicket of light and shadow on the white clapboards. From his desk high under the eaves, Colin Diver could watch students strolling the paths of Cambridge Common or playing softball on the neatly trimmed diamond. It was one of those brisk afternoons in early spring, the kind of day which in years past had lured him into the dappled light, rejoicing in his good fortune. But here he lurked in his study, walled in by books, overcome by doubt.

		People kept telling him this should be the best time of his life, the moment he’d been slogging toward these past three years. He was about to graduate near the top of his class; he’d won a highly prized position on the Harvard Law Review, and even before graduation had a place reserved for him at a distinguished Washington law firm. Altogether his prospects were splendid. But he’d been in the doldrums all that late winter and early spring of 1968.

		It wasn’t the prospect of leaving Cambridge. He was as susceptible as anyone to the springtime charms of this place: the white steeple of Memorial Church breaking clean above the elms; the band, splendid in their crimson blazers, crashing through “Ten Thousand Men of Harvard” on the steps of Widener Library; the eight-man crews at dusk dipping their oars in the Charles. But such pleasures were largely reserved for undergraduates; most law students were simply too busy. Harried from Tax to Trusts, from Equity to Evidence, they drudged their way through a different Cambridge. Many might have agreed with Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr., who entered the Law School in 1864 and recalled later: “One found oneself plunged in a thick fog of details—in a black and frozen night, in which were no flowers, no spring, no easy joys.”

		Colin had no aversion to legal labors, no trouble heeding his professors’ admonitions to “think like a lawyer,” for he had learned the law at his mother’s knee. Ethleen Diver was among the first women to practice law in a major Boston firm, though the stately old house of Choate, Hall & Stewart had made her wait for that privilege. She’d begun there as a legal secretary in 1926, but even after she took her law degree and passed the bar, her employers had kept her passing the Hukwa tea and S.S. Pierce biscuits for a quarter century. Only in 1951, when she threatened to quit, had they reluctantly permitted her to take on cases of her own. Even then she got only the legal scut work—probate, real estate, income taxes—all the stuff nobody else wanted. But Ethleen didn’t mind. She was like a spurned lover who, deep into middle age, had been accepted by the object of her affection. It was all she’d ever wanted.

		When Colin was young, his mother took him along to county courthouses, where he sat in the dim old courtrooms mesmerized by adoption or divorce proceedings. When he was a little older, she put him to work copying ancient deeds from dusty volumes. Now and again she took him to the firm’s State Street offices, where he watched the solemn partners in conference. Colin didn’t like the way they’d treated his mother; he resented it more than she did. But somehow, by the time he was a senior at Amherst, he had inherited his mother’s passion for the law.

		He was very good at it. His first year at Harvard he’d ranked sixth in a class of 550, thereby earning election to the Law Review. Later he became Supreme Court Note Editor, the second-ranking position in the journal’s hierarchy. Colin spent forty hours a week at the Review. His office there was crammed with copies of U.S. Law Week; manuscripts; green, pink, and blue galleys; lawbooks; sandwich wrappings, coffee cups, and aspirin. One day his wife, Joan, asked with a wry grin whether he wanted his breakfast served there too.

		But such labors were well worth it. For the Law Review unrolled a crimson carpet through a lawyer’s life—bringing with it prime clerkships, offers from prestigious law firms, and ultimately partnerships worth six figures a year, professorships at the best law schools, judgeships right up to the Supreme Court, The Review boasted such alumni as Felix Frankfurter, Dean Acheson, Elliot Richardson, Joseph Califano, and Archibald MacLeish. It was a ticket of admission to the American establishment.

		The trouble was, Colin didn’t know whether he wanted to join such an establishment, one which had drawn the country into a terrible war, stirring dissent across the land that spring.

		He was no radical. Having grown to political consciousness in the Massachusetts of John Fitzgerald Kennedy, he had modeled himself on that young paragon: idealistic and energetic, but cool and ironic. In October 1963, during Colin’s junior year at Amherst, Kennedy had come to dedicate the college’s new Robert Frost Library, receive an honorary degree, and deliver one of his most stirring addresses: “What good is a great private college unless it serves a great national purpose?” he had asked. “The problems we face are staggering both at home and abroad. We need the services of every educated man and woman.”

		The President’s visit was marred by what for those days was a most unusual incident. Sixty students and junior faculty stood through the speech with placards calling for a “Civil Rights Law in ’63.” Dressed neatly in ties and jackets, they uttered not a word during the proceedings. But even this most discreet of demonstrations had been widely denounced as “ridiculous” and “unbecoming the dignity of Amherst.” Colin Diver shared that view: he couldn’t imagine why anyone would want to embarrass America’s bold new leader.

		A month later, Kennedy was dead in Dallas. Amherst’s president, Calvin Plimpton, told reporters, “Four weeks ago he was here. We saw him; we heard him; and we knew him. He was one of us, for he was our most recent alumnus.” Colin shared that sense of personal loss, Kennedy had been the bright star at the center of his political universe. For years he would try to navigate by its recollected light.

		But by the time he reached Cambridge, student life had changed beyond recognition. Harvard undergraduates in the mid-sixties were no longer drawn to Kennedy’s detached and prudent style; they sought authenticity, commitment, and confrontation. Even the younger law students coming on behind Colin reflected this shifting mood. In October 1967, fifty law students from Cambridge had joined the March on the Pentagon, parading behind a large crimson banner emblazoned “Harvard Law.”

		Colin was sympathetic to the war protesters, if only because of his precarious draft status. For years he’d stayed a step ahead of the mounting monthly calls, relying first on his college ranking and then—as deferments tightened—on marriage, law school, his first child. But he wasn’t sure how long he could remain exempt. As the war news nagged at him, he had edged cautiously into Cambridge’s anti-war movement.

		On November 9, he had been among four hundred students and faculty who filled Langdell Hall for the law school’s first Vietnam “teach-in.” Professor Paul Bator set the tone for the evening when he warned, “We cannot let the lawyer’s cult of effectiveness reduce us to immobility. Martin Luther King’s bus boycotters in Montgomery didn’t go through a lawyerlike screening process and yet they started a revolution. We have to be a little bold. We have to make waves.”

		With words like those in their ears, members of the Law School class of 1968 began to make their career decisions. A few years before, choice was scarcely necessary; through the fifties and early sixties, the overwhelming majority of graduates entered private practice, generally with large corporate firms. But the new social activism had rendered such conventional careers less automatic. By 1967, the percentage entering private practice—as opposed to clerkships, research, teaching, legal services, or government—fell below 50 percent for the first time.

		Confronted with this new skepticism about establishment careers, the major law firms tried to sweeten the pot. In February 1968, the premium New York firm of Cravath, Swaine & Moore stunned the legal world by raising its starting salary to $15,000. Others quickly followed. But cash alone had little allure for the class of 1968. According to a poll that spring, a majority of Harvard’s third-year law students were more attracted by ample opportunities for pro bono activities on behalf of worthy causes. That majority rose to 75 percent among Colin’s classmates at the Law Review, who were polled during a special meeting at the magazine’s offices. Only four of the twenty-four editors said they would be greatly influenced by an offer of $15,000. Some said they would flatly refuse to work for most big firms, who “always seem to be representing the giant corporations against the little guy.” One of the activists admonished his more traditional colleagues, “Your natural and understandable ambition for illustrious careers seems to be clouding your vision about what is right in this country and what is simply wrong.”

		Such was the dilemma which had bedeviled Colin all that winter. Ranking near the top of his class, he had many options, but each had its drawbacks. Clerking for some eminent judge meant more legal research, just what he’d been doing for years on the Review. Government was more appealing, but none of the low-level jobs for which he qualified captured his imagination. His best route to a responsible government position would be through a private firm specializing in administrative law. But most such firms were heavily involved in lobbying for industry, an activity which Colin didn’t find palatable.

		For months that winter, he’d agonized over his decision. He’d discussed it for hours with Joan, mulling over the alternatives, weighing one against another. He had similar sessions with his best friend and Law Review colleague, David Mann, arguing about “the nature of the law.” Harvard seemed to regard the law as a set of scales designed to keep society in eternal equilibrium. Colin and David could no longer accept that traditional notion, but neither could they endorse the radicals’ concept of the law as a hammer to smash the barricades of vested interest. Slowly, they came to view it as a lever with which to pry up the mossy rocks of privilege, bringing air and light to the teeming precincts beneath.

		Or to use another metaphor of which they were fond, most private law practice was “greasing the wheels of capitalism.” Neither David nor Colin wanted to be a wheel greaser. “Somebody’s got to do it,” David would say. “Perhaps,” Colin replied, “but why does it have to be me?”

		In the end neither of them found a practical alternative to private practice. In mid-February, David signed on with Dinsmore, Shohl, Coates & Deupree, a corporate firm in his hometown of Cincinnati. A few weeks later, Colin accepted an offer from Wilmer, Cutler & Pickering, a prominent administrative law firm with spacious offices three blocks from the White House. His friends congratulated him, for although it was barely six years old, W, C & P already ranked as one of Washington’s most prestigious firms.

		Its prominence derived largely from its most active partner, Lloyd Cutler, who was rapidly emerging as the capital’s principal power broker. More than any other Washington lawyer, he had learned to straddle the public and private interest. A former New Deal official, Cutler was a 1930s liberal who called himself “a believer in social change.” His firm did prodigious pro bono work, from fighting a New Orleans expressway to representing black clients in Baltimore. He was the first secretary to the Lawyers’ Committee for Civil Rights, later general counsel to President Johnson’s Committee on Urban Housing.

		But Cutler also specialized in representing industrial giants in their jousts with government. His firm spoke for J. P. Morgan & Co. against banking reform; for J. C. Penney on consumer legislation; for American Airlines and IBM on tax matters. He personally represented the American Automobile Manufacturers’ Association in its bitter struggles with Ralph Nader over automobile safety, and the Pharmaceutical Manufacturers’ Association in legislative sparring over drug pricing.

		Cutler acknowledged no contradiction between his two roles, firmly believing that differences between big business and big government were reconcilable because they were rooted in honest misunderstandings, not malice or greed. His critics were less charitable. Michael Pertschuk, general counsel to the Senate Commerce Committee, called Cutler “a genius, but an evil genius.”

		Colin’s decision to work for W, C & P had been an uneasy compromise at best. The $14,000 salary was handsome, but to him relatively unimportant; the promise of pro bono work was appealing, but most attractive of all was the prospect of getting his feet wet in administrative law and, ultimately, in the world of public affairs. Yet his decision continued to disturb him. He felt increasingly uneasy about going to work for a man who had defended some of the seamier aspects of American business.

		As the winter wore on, Colin grew more and more depressed. Somehow the future had lost its lure. At the dinner table, he would lapse into prolonged silences, then mope around the apartment all evening. Joan tried occupational therapy. She bought the makings of a rya rug and for hours that March she and Colin would sit silently on the couch, hooking thirteen shades of yarn. Other nights, after working late at the Law Review, he would find himself staring moodily over a cup of muddy coffee at the huge Miró mural which dominated the north wall of the Harkness cafeteria and which somehow echoed his mood. Swimming in a bilious green sea were huge, menacing creatures—an octopus, its tentacles extended, and a sea scorpion, searching for prey. Suspended among the monsters was a humanoid face, staring out through expressionless eyes, one orange, the other green.

		He was prey as well to migraine headaches which incapacitated him for hours on end. Walking through Harvard Square or reading in Langdell Library, he would suffer a blurring of his eyesight, followed by a stabbing pain in his skull. Doctors ascribed these attacks to dilation of the blood vessels near the ocular nerve, but psychological pressures, particularly in highly controlled and self-disciplined people, were also a factor. Most of Colin’s acquaintances regarded him as unemotional, aloof, even cold. Only his closest friends knew what strong emotions ran just beneath the surface. The effort to keep such feelings under control may well have brought on the crippling headaches from which he suffered all that spring.

		Now, on the afternoon of April 4, Colin decided that he’d brooded long enough. Closing the corporate tax volume he’d been idly perusing, he stuffed some papers in his briefcase and hurried down the stairs. Walking across the lawn, he glanced as usual at the stone marker which proclaimed: “Here assembled on the night of June 16, 1775, 1200 Continental troops under the command of Colonel Prescott. After prayer by President Langdon they marched to Bunker Hill.” General William Prescott, who commanded the colonial troops at Bunker Hill and admonished them not to shoot until they saw the whites of their enemy’s eyes, was one of his wife’s ancestors.

		His daily walk through Harvard Yard deepened Colin’s sense of connection to a significant past. Something about the way the sidewalks sliced the lush lawns into neat geometric shapes satisfied his sense of order. The sharp-edged New England purity—kiln-red bricks, black shutters, gleaming white trim—touched him deeply.

		Then he was out again in the dash and hustle of Massachusetts Avenue, past the bicycle exchange, down Mount Auburn Street to the apartment on Flagg Street. Joan was there, feeding one-year-old Brad. Colin stretched out on the bed, picked up the morning Globe, and flicked on the clock radio. For half an hour, a Haydn string quartet mixed with the clatter of pans.

		At 7:16 p.m., a somber voice interrupted the music: “Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., was shot outside a Memphis motel this afternoon. His condition was not immediately known.”

		At 8:19, the voice broke in again: “Dr. Martin Luther King, the civil rights leader and Nobel laureate, was shot and killed late today as he stood alone on the balcony of his motel.”

		Until well past midnight, Colin and Joan sat on their bed, listening to updates from Memphis and other cities—including Boston—which had begun to burn.

		Nothing in Colin’s experience had quite prepared him for what he now felt. King hadn’t been one of his special heroes; he regarded him as a courageous man who had endured terrible hardships to achieve equality for his people, but he felt little for him personally. Colin had followed the Southern civil rights movement closely and sympathetically but, unlike some of his classmates, he hadn’t been impelled to participate in those events. He hadn’t joined Amherst Students for Racial Equality, which sent its members South to help integrate public beaches in Florida or register voters in North Carolina. Bizarre and exotic, those events had seemed remote from his own time and place.

		Yet King’s assassination tapped some secret well of feeling. Perhaps that was because it evoked memories of John Kennedy’s death. It seemed to Colin as if every great man who tried to change this country through personal leadership was going to pay with his life.

		Or perhaps it was because King’s killing echoed the Kerner Commission report, issued only two months before, which had warned: “Our nation is moving toward two societies, one black, one white—separate and unequal.” A paperback edition of the report by the National Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders was selling briskly at bookstores in Harvard Square. Colin and Joan had been shocked by the eruptions of the Newark and Detroit ghettos the summer before and, like many of their friends in Cambridge, were reading the Kerner Report to understand what had gone wrong. Their dog-eared copy was underlined in pencil where they had found telling conclusions. One heavily marked passage said, “In the riot cities we surveyed, we found that Negroes are severely disadvantaged, especially as compared with whites; that local government is often unresponsive to this fact; that federal programs have not yet reached a significantly large proportion of those in need; and that the result is a reservoir of unredressed grievances and frustrations in the ghetto.”

		They had underlined the section that warned: “What white Americans have never fully understood—but what the Negro can never forget—is that white society is deeply implicated in the ghetto. White institutions created it, white institutions maintain it, white society condones it.”

		And they had put a star in the margin by the section that went: “White racism is essentially responsible for the explosive mixture which has been accumulating in our cities since the end of World War II.”

		The Divers knew few Negroes—the notable exception being Howard Thurman, an eminent theologian and spellbinding preacher, long a friend of Joan’s family. Colin had come to know and revere Thurman. When he and Joan were married, they had chosen the black minister to perform the ceremony.

		Thurman was a friend and confidant of Martin Luther King. After the assassination, he delivered a stirring eulogy for his lost colleague. “Tonight,” he said, “there is a vast temptation to strike out in pain, horror, and anger; riding just under the surface are all the pent-up furies, the accumulation of generations of cruelty and brutality. A way must be found to honor our feelings without dishonoring him whose sudden and meaningless end has called them forth. May we harness the energy of our bitterness and make it available to the unfinished work which Martin has left behind.”

		Sitting cross-legged on their bedroom floor the next afternoon, Colin and Joan heard Thurman’s words on WILD, Boston’s “soul” station, to which they had tuned because they wanted to hear what blacks were saying about King’s death. The station had suspended its normal rhythm-and-blues format and was devoting hour after hour to news and commentary on the assassination and on the violence even then rippling through Boston’s streets. The night before along Blue Hill Avenue in the heart of the black community, angry crowds had pelted store windows and cars with rocks and bricks. Nine persons had been injured. The police were out in force. Black ministers and politicians were using WILD’s airwaves to “cool” things while, at the same time, expressing indignation at their leader’s murder.

		Late that afternoon, the station broadcast an impromptu discussion among black spokesmen, chaired by City Councilman Tom Atkins, Boston’s only elected black official. Colin paid particular attention because he knew Atkins, who was then completing his second year at the Law School. Like other black leaders, Atkins had been out in the streets most of the night trying to quiet the crowds. Now his voice was drained and weary as he fielded telephoned questions.

		Much of his audience was still very angry. “You been tellin’ us to do this and do that,” cried one young man, “and it didn’t make any difference. They killed him anyway. Now what you got to say?”

		“Not much,” Atkins said. “Not much, my man. Except stay cool for now and hang in there. We’ll get over somehow.”

		The next caller was a woman from Lexington, the suburban community in which Colin and Joan had both grown up. Hers was a smooth, cultivated voice with that waft of extra breath characteristic of Yankee Massachusetts. But this afternoon it was an agonized voice as well. “Everyone out here feels terrible about this,” she said. “Please, tell us, Mr. Atkins, what can we do to help you? What can we do for the Negro community?”

		For a moment there was silence. Then, his voice rumbling in the lower registers, choosing his words carefully, Atkins began: “Right now, there’s nothing you can do for us. Right now, it isn’t even safe for you to come in here. Right now, the best thing you can do is to leave us alone and let us try to get our act together. If I may say so, what you ought to do is to go back to your own community and try to get your people together. Try to get them to start caring, to start responding, to start looking at themselves, at their own motivations and attitudes on the matter of race. Before you can do anything for us, you have to look into your own souls.”

		As Atkins spoke, Colin felt a terrible anguish for his country. Atkins was saying that America was already two societies—separate and unequal, and already so far apart they couldn’t reach out to each other in this terrible moment.

		Colin contemplated these circumstances all through a weekend marked by further violence in Boston and other cities. On Monday, the Law School’s acting dean canceled classes for the next two days so that “each student may have a full opportunity for uninterrupted reflection on recent events and his position in regard to them.” Later, it was revealed that the dean had acted after threats from the Law School’s Association of African and Afro-American Students that they would picket the school unless it was closed. In any case, Colin took the dean literally: all Monday he remained at home, reconsidering his position.

		At 1:00 p.m. Tuesday—as King’s funeral cortege wound through Atlanta’s streets toward Morehouse College—Colin joined 1,200 Harvard students and faculty in Memorial Church for the university’s own memorial service. High in the pulpit, John L. Burkholder, a professor of divinity, declared, “Dr. King’s death has challenged us to positive action. We must find new, radical approaches to justice and brotherhood.” But it was Charles P. Price, preacher to the university, who pointed out a simple reality that Colin had already noticed but nobody had dared to mention: virtually the entire throng in the church was white, for blacks were holding their own service on the steps outside. The separate services were “a mark of the estrangement between white man and black man that exists today,” Price said. “We meet in sorrow and repentance for what we have done to create a situation and sustain such a gap that we cannot even mourn together.” Then he led the congregation in singing “We Shall Overcome,” and when they reached the words “black and white together,” Colin found himself wondering: will we ever be together?

		As the strains of the hymn filtered through the tall windows, some of the eighty blacks gathered on the church steps jeered. Jeffrey P. Howard, president of the university’s Afro-American Society, told them, “Martin Luther King would have called these people in there hypocrites. If they come out of there with tears in their eyes we want it to be plain we don’t want tears. We want black people to have a place here at Harvard. On this campus there is as much racism as anywhere.”

		After the service, black law students filed across the street to the Ames courtroom at the Law School for a panel on “The Black Man’s View” of the assassination. Colin, still brooding over the day’s divisions, tagged along and took a seat in the back of the courtroom with a few other whites. There he listened as Bishop Hollifield, president of the black law students’ association, told them, “If racism and repression don’t give way to justice and hope, America in a little while will be just a page in a history book. The next time the white man slaps us in the face, black people are going to kick the hell out of him. In the meantime, we here in the cloistered world of the university, we students of the law, must pay closer attention to the condition of the black masses, to the agonized voices of our brothers in the street.”

	
		2
Twymon

		An hour after the transistor radios in the project blared the news of King’s death, Snake and Sly were out on Eustis Street slinging rocks at the police. Around the corner on Dearborn Street, someone had thrown a brick through a grocery window and every few minutes a kid would scamper across, grab a juicy grapefruit or a handful of plums, then dash to safety in the jiving black crowd.

		But soon the frolic turned serious. The Orchard Park housing project, three square blocks of dingy barracks and barren courtyards, squatted on the edge of Roxbury, Boston’s black heartland, but several neighboring streets were still white. Shortly past eleven, John McLaughlin, a twenty-six-year-old white man, rounded the corner in his maroon convertible, with twenty-five-year-old Carolyn MacElroy at his side, their radio blaring a hit tune, oblivious to the turmoil around them. As the car screeched to a halt in the intersection, a brick smashed the windshield. “Get out!” ordered a black kid in overalls. Carolyn MacElroy opened her door and ran back onto Dudley Street, unmolested. But when McLaughlin tried to follow, several teenagers knocked him to the street, blood streaming from his forehead. Policemen quickly pulled him to safety, but soon the crowd had surrounded the convertible, and lifting it by the fenders, they heaved it onto its side. The fuel tank burst into a fierce blaze. At this, a long sibilant sigh issued from the crowd, as if the fire had released hours, perhaps years, of pent-up feeling.

		George, whose street name was Sly, and his brother Richard, known as Snake, had been out on Prescott Street, playing stickball against the factory wall, when a little kid had come by with a transistor radio, chanting in a monotone, “Dr. King is dead, Dr. King is dead.” At first the brothers jeered, “Get out of here, you little bugger,” and lashed the ball harder and higher against the concrete. But when the kid stuck the radio in their faces they heard it too. Although they were only twelve and fourteen, they knew enough about Martin Luther King to feel an acute sense of loss.

		Their mother, Rachel Twymon, wept when she heard the news in her apartment on Prescott Street in Orchard Park. When her eight-year-old daughter, Cassandra, said, “Ma, he wasn’t a member of our family, so why are you crying?” she replied, “Because, Cassandra, what he got killed for makes him my big brother, because he wanted all of us to be equal.” She started to tell Cassandra that there were other reasons why she felt particularly close to King, reasons that went back fifteen years to the days she had known the young theological student they called Martin. But her recollections were interrupted by a knock on the door as two policemen from District 9 appeared to tell her, “They’re breaking into your store, Mrs. Twymon. You better get on down there.”

		Rachel’s Specialty Shop, a women’s ready-to-wear clothing store, stood at the corner of Washington Street and Warren Avenue, in the heart of the area roiled that night by roving gangs of black youths. The rock thrown through one of Rachel Twymon’s display windows had set off a burglar alarm, which rang at the police station. When the police tried to call her at home the line was busy, so they sent a patrol car to alert her. But by then all the buses in the area were halted, as were the Orange Line trains which normally clattered along the elevated trestle over Washington Street, so the police offered to drop her at the store.

		Though they skirted the riot area, Rachel could see fires burning and cars with their windshields shattered on several side streets. Once a group of about fifteen youths with sticks in their hands loped across an empty lot. Rachel knew her children had to be mixed up in this somehow; she only hoped they wouldn’t get hurt. When the police car pulled up in front of the store, she found to her relief that the grate she’d installed inside the plate glass was still intact and the racks of blouses and hot pants were untouched. But she noticed that the windows at Blair’s Foodland down the street had been smashed and that items from a nearby variety store were strewn across the sidewalk. So she decided to spend the night on the cot in the back room. For hours she lay awake staring at the ceiling, listening to the sirens wailing in the night.

		The next morning, Washington Street and Blue Hill Avenue—the black community’s two principal thoroughfares—were pocked with smashed windows and burned-out stores. Police cars prowled the rubble and only a few pedestrians scuffed along the sidewalks examining the damage. By 1:00 p.m., things were heating up again. Several hundred youths began marching down the major shopping streets telling store owners to close up. On the door or window of each shop they pasted a flyer proclaiming, “This store is closed until further notice in honor of Dr. Martin Luther King, the fallen martyr of the black revolution.”

		Rachel saw the marchers coming down Washington Street and at first she determined to defy them. The stores on either side of her had long since closed up: Carroll’s Cut-Rate Drugs, where her brother Arnold worked as a clerk, and Kim’s Kaps, which sold hats, Afro wigs, and costume jewelry. But they were both run by Jews, old-style ghetto merchants who weren’t very popular. Rachel’s was one of only two black-owned stores in the neighborhood. She felt sure the kids wouldn’t molest a “soul sister.” If they gave her an argument, she’d explain that she’d been on welfare until she opened the store a few months before, that she had six kids to feed and simply couldn’t afford to close up. But then the marchers were on her shouting, “Lock up the doors, sister, this is no time to be doin’ business!” Quickly she realized it was no use, so she placed some cardboard over the hole in her window, locked the door, and went home.

		Rachel didn’t notice that Richard, George, and two of her younger sons—ten-year-old Freddie and nine-year-old Wayne—were tagging along behind the marchers, who then numbered nearly a thousand. When they reached the Jeremiah Burke High School they burned a flag flying at half-staff outside, then forced their way into the school and burned another flag. From there they marched to a Stop & Shop supermarket on Columbia Road which was still open. The white manager took one look at the vast throng building up outside his plate-glass windows, then called it a day. By 4:30, the crowd had broken up into roving gangs which began heaving rocks through store windows and car windshields. Back in the Orchard Park project, a light-skinned Negro was riding his motorcycle through one of the courts when a gang of young blacks knocked him off and beat him, stopping only when Bill Wimberly, director of the Roxbury YMCA, persuaded them the man was black. “It isn’t safe to be a white man in Roxbury today,” Wimberly told reporters.

		The mood in Roxbury that afternoon would not have pleased the apostle of non-violence whose memory the demonstrators sought to honor. A leaflet distributed by the Black United Front said flatly, “Non-violence Is Dead. The Black Community Faces Disaster.” Another, issued by two black community groups, warned, “When the riot starts, you can expect martial law which will confine you to your home for as long as a month or more. Start your survival plans now. We must unite for the attacks upon our communities from the police, armed forces, and the white communities. Have a gun and plenty of ammunition. Nothing wrong with a bow and arrow …”

		Others counseled caution. The Roxbury Youth Patrol passed out leaflets that afternoon saying, “Cool it. The riot squad has M-16 rifles—Mace—a machine so high-pitched it will make you deaf. They’re not playing. Keep off the streets. Defend your home and family. Don’t start anything.” Youth patrol members circulated in the crowds shouting the same message through bullhorns.

		They urged young people to stay home that night and watch rhythm-and-blues star James Brown on television. “Don’t go downtown, brothers,” the patrol said. “Stay home. Put on the TV and watch cool James do his thing.” Snake and Sly wouldn’t miss James Brown, so they stayed home, huddled around the tube, pounding their feet as James wailed “Please, Please, Please.”

		On Sunday morning, Rachel and several of her children walked through muted streets to Union Methodist Church, where the Reverend Gilbert Caldwell admonished the congregation, “Don’t give way to anger. Don’t destroy your own community.” Rachel picked up the same theme, telling her children at home that night, “Who do you think you’re hurting with all this stuff? Your friends and neighbors, that’s who. You can’t burn yourself up.”

		Partly as a result of such efforts, Boston began to cool off that weekend. By early the next week peace had been restored at relatively little cost—21 injured, 30 arrested, barely $50,000 in damage. This was mild in comparison with what happened in many of the 197 other towns and cities where riots broke out in the aftermath of King’s assassination: in Washington, for example, where 11 were killed, 1,113 were injured, and $24 million worth of property was destroyed; or Chicago, with 9 killed, 500 injured, and $11 million in damage.

		On Tuesday afternoon, as King was buried in Atlanta, black Boston paused to watch the televised services from the Ebenezer Baptist Church, the sweltering three-and-a-half-hour march through Atlanta’s streets, and, finally, the interment under a marble monument inscribed: “Free At Last, Free At Last, Thank God Almighty I’m Free At Last.” Coretta King’s haunted eyes, Daddy King’s bowed gray head, Ralph Abernathy’s cracked voice brought tears to Rachel’s eyes. And once stirred up, those feelings wouldn’t die, bringing with them memories of soft Sunday evenings years before when, after the Methodist Youth Fellowship meetings at Union Methodist, she and her girlfriends would stroll up Shawmut Avenue to the Twelfth Baptist Church.

		They weren’t all that religious. What drove them up the avenue was gospel—those throbbing hymns which blended a heavy dose of spirituality with more than a pinch of sensuality. They couldn’t get gospel at Union Methodist, an outpost of staid respectability, so they sought it instead at the more soulful Baptist church.

		Usually they had to sit through a boring anthem or two by Coretta Scott, an earnest soprano from the New England Conservatory of Music, who was often on the program because she was the fiancée of the young student minister who preached at Twelfth Baptist through most of 1952 and 1953. When Martin King had come to Boston University’s School of Theology in September 1951, his father told him to look up his old friend and Baptist colleague Dr. William Hester, and soon Martin was preaching most of the Sunday-evening sermons at Dr. Hester’s church.

		Even then, Martin was a commanding figure in the pulpit. The Reverend Mike Haynes, Dr. Hester’s assistant, would normally have delivered those Sunday-evening sermons. For a time he was miffed at the preference given King, but soon he recognized that “Martin was completely out of my league.”

		Rachel too was a bit awed by the young student minister. She didn’t talk to him much—he was twenty-three in 1952 and she was only fifteen—but she found his preaching “spellbinding,” his cool assurance “impressive.” She and her friends agreed he was a real “Bougie,” a middle-class boy destined for great things. When those great things came to pass, she identified even further with King. Every time he came back to Boston, she went to hear him. Several times he appeared at Union Methodist seeking funds for his activities and on each occasion Rachel gave more than she could really afford, partly out of nostalgia for those evenings on Shawmut Avenue, partly out of pride in her association with this great man. She followed his career closely in the papers and on TV, and told her friends he was the greatest black man of his generation (just as Jack Kennedy was the greatest white man). After his death, she kept his memory alive in her apartment.

		Rachel’s walls were covered with inspirational messages: “There are no limits on God’s ability to make things right in my life,” “Grant that I may not criticize my neighbor until I have walked a mile in his moccasins,” “As for me and my house, we will serve the Lord,” interspersed with less reverent slogans, such as “God bless this lousy apartment.” But now King became a principal theme in this display. On one wall was a bronze plaque of the dead prophet, on another a four-color portrait of him, and on her coffee table a memorial candle bearing on its circular shade an excerpt from his “I Have a Dream” speech.

		Not everyone in the family shared Rachel’s admiration for King. One of the skeptics was her younger brother Arnold Walker, who shared many of the reservations then common among Northern blacks. The Black Panthers had denounced King as a “bootlicker,” Adam Clayton Powell called him Martin “Loser” King, and young ghetto dwellers dismissed him, with heavy irony, as “De Lawd.” It was the migration from South to North which, more than anything else, had eroded his constituency. In the settled black communities of Georgia and Alabama, his special amalgam of evangelical rhetoric and middle-class respectability provided the right chemistry for explosive change. But in the bleak ghettos of Chicago and Detroit, these same qualities—and particularly his relentless emphasis on non-violence and integration—proved less effective. When King delivered his “I Have a Dream” speech at the Lincoln Memorial, an angry black voice cried out, “Fuck that dream, Martin! Now, goddamnit, now!”

		Arnold Walker had formed his own judgment of “De Lawd” up close. He owed that opportunity to Mike Haynes, the former assistant minister at Twelfth Baptist, who over the years had remained close to King. King had once asked Haynes to be his assistant in Montgomery, but the young minister had stayed on in Boston and eventually succeeded Dr. Hester at Twelfth Baptist. Whenever King came to Boston, Mike Haynes handled the logistics—meeting him at the airport, driving him around town, scheduling his time.

		Arnold had known Haynes for years, and when Haynes was elected to the state legislature, Arnold—six years his junior—became a member of his entourage. So he wasn’t surprised one morning in April 1965 when Haynes wandered into Carroll’s Cut-Rate and asked whether he would like to be a driver for King during his visit to Boston later that month.

		It was an extraordinary moment in the civil rights struggle—both for America in general and for Boston in particular. Only six weeks before, the nation had witnessed King’s double confrontation in Selma, Alabama—the first on March 9, when state troopers doused the marchers with tear gas, then waded into their ranks swinging clubs and cattle prods; the second on March 11, when a much larger group of marchers—including five hundred from Greater Boston—finally succeeded in crossing the Pettus Bridge. Later that evening, one of the white Bostonians, a Unitarian minister named Jim Reeb, was badly beaten as he emerged from a black restaurant. Two days later, he died of a fractured skull, and for nearly a week the story of Reeb’s death ran side by side with the Selma story on the front pages of Boston’s newspapers, giving Bostonians an acute sense of their stake in those events.

		The movement for racial equality in Boston was gaining velocity at precisely the same moment. On April 14, a committee of distinguished Massachusetts citizens released a long-awaited report on racial imbalance in the state’s public schools. Defining imbalanced schools as those with more than 50 percent black enrollment, the committee found fifty-five such schools in the state, forty-five of them in Boston. It concluded that “racial imbalance is educationally harmful to all children, white and non-white, because separation from others leads to ignorance of others and ignorance breeds fear and prejudice.” Among the remedies which the committee recommended was busing—the first time such a step had been proposed by any public body in Massachusetts. The report stirred predictable protest, with Louise Day Hicks, chairwoman of Boston’s School Committee, calling the busing proposal “undemocratic” and “un-American.” But on April 20, the Boston branch of the NAACP—which had engaged in a steadily escalating confrontation with the School Committee—filed suit in Federal District Court seeking desegregation of Boston’s schools.

		Boston blacks had been in touch with King all that winter, seeking his aid in their hour of need. King felt a large debt to the birthplace of abolitionism, which had supported his Southern campaigns with hundreds of volunteers and thousands of dollars. Besides, he had long wanted to carry his campaign into the North, where racial discrimination, he felt, was as deeply rooted as it was in the South. In that spring of 1965, Boston seemed the logical target for his first Northern venture.

		When King arrived at Logan Airport on the morning of April 22, he wasted no time in reminding Bostonians of the bonds which united him and their city. “I was educated here and it is one of the cities which I call home,” he told reporters at the airport. Then they were off, with Arnold Walker driving the borrowed Lincoln Continental, on a day-long tour of the city, including a call on Governor John Volpe, an address to a joint session of the state legislature, an inspection of slum housing and overcrowded schools in black Roxbury, a news conference, a fund-raising reception at a downtown hotel, and finally, a Passover service at Temple Israel.

		The next morning, when King arrived at Roxbury’s Carter Playground, the crowds were so thick that it took the marshals nearly an hour and a half to herd them into a procession headed toward the Boston Common. It began eight abreast, but soon thousands of spectators joined in, swelling the lines to twenty-five and thirty across. Arnold marched with Mike Haynes in the second rank, just behind King and Ralph Abernathy, and when he turned in Copley Square he saw an awesome stream of determined faces, mixed in nearly equal parts of black and white, some shouldering placards which read: “We Need Better Schools” or “All Men Are Created Equal” or simply “Love,” and one group from the Catholic Interracial Council making a particularly dramatic demonstration of their faith in integration, with the black women carrying white babies and the white women carrying black babies.

		On the flanks of Boston Common, fresh with new grass, the 22,000 marchers converged on the Parkman Bandstand. Gil Caldwell of Union Methodist got the Freedom Rally started with a mass sing-along, black welfare mothers and suburban stockholders, teenage dropouts and Wellesley college girls raising their voices together in the anthem which made each of them feel a bit stronger and more virtuous:

		
			We shall overcome, we shall overcome,

			We shall overcome some day.

			Oh, deep in my heart I do believe

			We shall overcome some day.

		

		Then, after a spate of warm-up speeches, the man whom some that day had called “the Black Moses” advanced to the microphone. It had begun to rain, so Arnold unfurled a large black umbrella which he held over King’s head as the preacher exhorted his flock:

		“I come here not to condemn but to encourage. I would be dishonest to say Boston is Birmingham or that Massachusetts is Mississippi. But it would be irresponsible for me to deny the crippling poverty and the injustice that exist in some sections of this community. The vision of the New Boston must extend into the heart of Roxbury. Boston must become a testing ground for the ideals of freedom…. We must not become a nation of onlookers. This fight is not for the sake of the Negro alone, but rather for the aspirations of America itself. All Americans must take a stand against evil.”

		Standing there next to the prophet, holding the umbrella until his arm ached, Arnold looked out over the crowd, noting in particular the suburban white men in their alligator polo shirts and chino pants, their wives in Lily Pulitzer shifts and silk scarves. As King’s voice soared to a crescendo, the whites looked up at him with rapt faces. Sure, Arnold thought, they just love old Black Moses, just love all us Neeegroes because he’s our leader and he’s so non-violent and peaceful and all. But just let us push to get something of theirs, and you’ll see how they’ll act. Then there’ll be a different look on those well-fed faces. And these are the people King tells us we should treat like brothers and sisters.

		After his thirty-six hours with King, Arnold was more ambivalent than ever about the great man. He made mayors and governors listen when he spoke; he made people on the street straighten up and look as he whipped by in his long black limousine. Arnold was impressed by all that. And he had to admit the man was a powerful speaker; he knew how to grab these people, how to get them fired up.

		But Arnold didn’t care for what the man was saying. He’d never been that hot for non-violence. A few months before, the Southern Christian Leadership Conference had been recruiting people to go down South for the sit-ins. Arnold had gone for an interview, but he’d been rejected because they didn’t think he was non-violent enough. And they were right. Arnold would prefer to be the person doing the crackin’ rather than the one taking the crackin’. He wouldn’t let people beat him with a hose, and prod him with sticks, and hit him over the head with a Georgia toothpick while he just sat there singing “We Shall Overcome.”

		But then King was a Christian preacher man, and Arnold had always had his doubts about them. His mother was a real Christian lady, a pillar of Union Methodist Church who went to church every chance she got, and so did his sister, Rachel. But Arnold’s father had regarded preachers as Father Divines who robbed their own people blind. Growing up in rural Georgia, he’d seen poor sharecroppers giving preachers the choice morsels off their tables while their own kids went hungry. When he married his pious Methodist wife in Boston, he’d laid down the law: He didn’t want no ministers with their feet under his table. And he wasn’t sticking his feet in any minister’s pew.

		Arnold respected his mother as he respected many Christians who used the church to get ahead in the white man’s world. But he saw how two-faced some of those Christians were—preaching piously about “do unto others as you would have them do unto you,” then looking out for themselves at the expense of everybody else. The Christians had never done much for him. Gradually, he began slacking off in attendance at Union Methodist—hittin’ and missin’, as he put it, but doing more missin’ than hittin’.

		Instead, he began drifting over to Muhammad’s Temple #11 on Intervale Street for the Sunday-afternoon services. Although he could never quite bring himself to become a Muslim, he was getting a lot more out of temple in the afternoon than he got out of his mother’s church in the morning.

		After all, he knew the minister over there as well as he knew Mike Haynes. Louis X, or Louis Farrakhan as he was later known, was actually Gene Walcott, who had grown up on Sterling Street, right around the corner from the Walkers’. As early as Arnold could remember, Gene had been a star. People said he was prettier than Cassius Clay, a better singer than Harry Belafonte, a better actor than Sidney Poitier, a better talker than Martin Luther King.

		But then Gene went to Winston-Salem State Teachers College in North Carolina and two things happened. First, this slick, self-confident son of West Indian parents encountered Southern Jim Crow, which was unlike anything he’d experienced in Boston. He started fighting it, using the “white” toilets in Wool worth’s and drinking from the “white” fountains at the bus station, challenging any white man to say him nay. But all that might not have mattered so much had he not been turned down for Belafonte’s spot at a New York nightclub. When white folks rejected him for the New York gig, he quit Winston-Salem and joined the Black Muslims. Putting his talents to the service of his new faith, he composed its most popular song, “White Man’s Heaven Is Black Man’s Hell.”

		Soon he became a disciple of Malcolm X, who had also grown up on Boston’s streets. Malcolm “Red” Little had worked for a time as a rest-room attendant at the Roseland State Ballroom and a busboy at the Parker House before operating a burglary ring out of Harvard Square. Sentenced to the Massachusetts State Prison in Charlestown, he paced his cell for hours denouncing God so vehemently that he became known to fellow inmates as “Satan.” Then he met a veteran con who converted him to Islam. Staring out his barred window at “the white world” of Charlestown, which rose in bleak three-deckers up Bunker Hill, Red Little became Malcolm X.

		By 1958 Malcolm was Islam’s minister in New York and it was Gene Walcott—now Louis X—who founded the temple on Boston’s Intervale Street. When Arnold Walker heard what his old friend was up to, he came by the temple out of sheer curiosity; when he heard Gene preach, he was electrified. He took special pleasure in Gene’s gibes at Christianity as “the white man’s religion,” and at Christian preachers, symbolized by “the Right Reverend Bishop T. Chickenwing.” Through Gene, Arnold was drawn to Malcolm, regularly going to hear him whenever he was in Boston. He was at the Boston Arena on August 18, 1963, when Malcolm derided King’s forthcoming “March on Washington,” calling it “the Farce on Washington.” He applauded as Malcolm condemned “white liberals who denounce what the white man has done to us in the South while they do the same thing in the North—the Northern Fox is more vicious than the Southern Wolf because he poses as your friend.” He cheered three months later when Malcolm told the Ford Hall Forum, “We want no part of integration with the wicked race which enslaved us.” And when Malcolm was gunned down by three black assassins in Harlem’s Audubon Ballroom in February 1965, Arnold remained convinced that whites had somehow contrived the death of the prophet of black pride and self-reliance.

		So when Martin Luther King was assassinated three years later, Arnold Walker and his sister Rachel Twymon saw the event from different perspectives. To Arnold, King was a great man, but also a great temporizer, a timid reformer who had long kept his finger in the dike, restraining the torrent of black rage. His death, Arnold hoped, would free blacks to make a clean break with whites and achieve a substantial degree of autonomy. To Rachel, such hopes were misguided. Boston was a primarily white city, America a primarily white nation. Whether they liked it or not, blacks had to learn to live with whites. If King’s death served any useful purpose, she thought, perhaps it would persuade a guilt-ridden white America to grant a genuine measure of integration.

	
		3
McGoff

		It was the moment she liked best, the vegetables spread out before her in voluptuous profusion: squeaky stalks of celery, damp lettuce, succulent tomatoes, chilled radishes. From the sink rose the earthy smells of wet roots and peels, and from all about her the clamor and fracas of a busy kitchen, gearing up for dinner only minutes away.

		Three nights a week, Alice McGoff served as salad chef at the Officers Club of the Charlestown Navy Yard, a break from her usual job as the club’s hatcheck girl. Taking coats and hats was more rewarding—tips could run nearly $200 a week—but Alice liked the sounds and smells and breezy camaraderie of the kitchen. That April night she was cheerfully tossing her greens when she noticed a commotion across the room. A black busboy was in tears. Eventually someone told her that Martin Luther King had been killed in a Southern city.

		Through her mind flashed a memory five years old, a solemn television announcer reporting the President’s assassination in another Southern city. She’d mourned that night as never before, an anguish so acute it might have been for her husband or brother.

		She didn’t feel that way about Martin Luther King. You had to admit he’d done one hell of a job for his people; if she were black, she would have been the first one in line behind him. And you had to support his crusade down South. No right-minded person wanted blacks to sit in the back of the bus, eat at separate lunch counters, or use different toilets. That sort of thing was just plain wrong. But when King turned northward, Alice had grown skeptical. When King held his big rally on the Boston Common, Alice had asked, “What the hell is he doing up here?” As far as she could see, Boston wasn’t prejudiced against blacks—nobody rode the back of the bus, nobody was kept out of restaurants; Boston wasn’t Birmingham or Selma. King was getting a bit above himself. So while his assassination was a terrible thing, she couldn’t bring herself to grieve for him.

		When dinner at the Officers Club was over and the kitchen had been scoured clean, Alice walked up Decatur Street to her apartment in the Bunker Hill housing project. Her husband, Danny, was still tending bar at the Point Tavern, but their seven children were home, huddled around the television set, watching the riots that had broken out in dozens of American cities. For more than an hour, Alice and her kids watched young blacks racing through the nation’s streets—burning, looting, battling the police. Her daughters, Lisa and Robin, seemed terrified by the violent images flickering across the screen, but her sons, Danny Jr., Billy, Kevin, Tommy, and Bobby, sat openmouthed, absorbing the action as avidly as they did their weekly police dramas. Well past midnight, Billy took her outside and pointed toward the horizon, where the fires of Blue Hill Avenue cast a dull red glow.

		What did the blacks think they were doing? Alice wondered. They acted as though they were the only people who’d ever had it tough in this world. Poor was poor, hungry was hungry. The housing project where the McGoffs lived wasn’t any better than those across town in the ghetto. The widow upstairs who had to get by on social security and food stamps didn’t have any more than those black welfare mothers the newspapers were always writing about. The discrimination which blacks had confronted over the years was no worse than the arrogance and indifference which the Irish had faced when they came to this country.

		The difference between the blacks and the Irish, she thought, was that the blacks had tried to advance through the civil rights movement—sit-ins, marches, demonstrations, ultimately riots—while the Irish had used politics. Alice believed in politics—it was the American way of getting ahead. And for a long while it had paid off. No district in the country had produced a more potent roster of pols than the storied “Old Eleventh,” of which Charlestown was part.

		As early as 1894, in a race marked by bogus “mattress” voters, street brawls, and bully-boy raids on polling places, a tough little mick named John Francis Fitzgerald had won election to Congress from the Eleventh. “Honey Fitz” promptly repaid Charlestown’s support by getting the Navy Yard reopened, bringing hundreds of jobs back to town. But his stock in trade was an appeal to Irish rage against the “blue-nosed Yankee bigots.” In 1905, he rode that anger into the Mayor’s office.

		Eventually, Fitzgerald’s old congressional seat passed to an even more aggressive young Irishman, James Michael Curley, who also exploited Irish resentments against the Yankee nabobs. The very term “codfish aristocracy,” he once said, was “an insult to the fish.” His style was flamboyant, even demagogic, but both as congressman and later as Boston’s mayor he appealed less to narrow Irish ethnocentrism than to the poor of all races. Nowhere was he more popular than in Charlestown and no neighborhood received more of his largesse. One of the most consistently Democratic wards in the nation—Democrats routinely defeated Republicans there by margins of five or six to one—Charlestown did well under the New Deal, receiving one of the country’s first public housing projects (the very one where the McGoffs now lived), relief assistance for 1,200 of its 30,000 residents, and a staggering 400 federal jobs.

		As late as 1942, at age sixty-eight, Jim Curley was returned to Congress from the Eleventh District. Even his subsequent indictment by a federal grand jury for mail fraud didn’t dampen Charlestown’s enthusiasm for the old scoundrel. Reelected in 1944, he withdrew only after winning his fourth term as mayor. That left his congressional seat to be filled by special election in 1946. One of the candidates was Honey Fitz’s grandson—John Fitzgerald Kennedy.

		At first, the
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