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Introduction

THE ENIGMA OF RICHARD WRIGHT’S LAST UNFINISHED NOVEL

“I started a brand-new piece of prose, the idea of which had been simmering in my mind for a long, long time. I’m pounding on the machine morning and night. . . . Now I’m free, with white sheets of paper before me, and a head full of wild ideas, ideas that excite me. Maybe writing with me is like being psychoanalyzed. I feel all the poison being drained out.”

Letter from Richard Wright to Margrit de Sablonière,

August 2, 1960

“The last pages written by our great authors on the point of death need our attention. A Father’s Law is one of those rare instances of a thriller within a thriller in our literature. Wright writes the main core of this unfinished outpouring of a novel as a thriller, but the real thriller is that the author will no longer be around to give us the answer because he reaches his ‘breaking point’ through death. Leaving us with mourning and, for his readership, with ‘frustration’ and also a new line of reflection on why thrillers play the role of ‘sedatives’ in our society: you start out reading smugly reassured that the writer owes you the solution for your money and patronage.”

Letter from Julia Wright to Hugh Van Dusen, Editorial Director at HarperCollins, July 25, 2006

As he said it himself, the idea took him by the throat. There was the excitement of feeling slightly better, of beginning over, leaving the much-criticized manuscript of Island of Hallucination (the intended sequel to The Long Dream) on the back burner for a time.

There was the thrill of being gripped by a new powerful idea and, even though he was still feverish and weak, of sitting up at the Underwood for a go at what was to be the first and only draft of A Father’s Law, interrupted by the end of a rainy summer, bureaucratic and political harassment, money-earning concerns, illness, and, unexpectedly, death at the age of fifty-two.

For me, months later, there was the emotion of discovering it where he had left it last. But when? Mourning warps one’s sense of reality, sometimes sharpening memory, other times blurring dates out of sequence. I surely would have paid no heed to it the day after he died when denial filled the pit of panic and aloneness. I was the only member of the family in Paris when his death occurred. Over the phone, I had been gingerly told that he had died, darling, the night before and would I wish to stay where I was, with the French family where I was doing au pair work? “No,” I said, raw instinct surging out of my refusal to believe. “I want to see him at the clinic morgue and then go keep watch over his studio.”

Keep watch. . . . When I read those words later in the manuscript I knew that even the day after, ugly reality was seeping through. I spent the night of November 29 to November 30 alone in his tiny studio waiting for Ellen and Rachel to fly in from London the next morning.

I remember curling up on the green sofa, not even wanting to look at his empty bed with the fake-fur blanket. The papers and objects strewn over his long rustic table of a desk held no possible interest for me. I was like a trapped animal curled around frozen pain but tense with vigilance. No, I didn’t see the manuscript then. It was later, after the funeral, when Ellen went back to London to terminate her business there that I took to returning to the studio, unable to mourn except in denial and vigil.

It was then I found it—or it found me. Did I roll the last page out of the Underwood? Or was it in one of my father’s binders by his bed (he would never go out without the manuscript he was currently working on clasped in one of his favorite cardboard or leather binders)? It all rings a bell. I started to read and never stopped till those 306 pages were finished. And I wanted to protect both protagonists—the father and the son.

That draft—so peculiar, so unwieldy, like a patchwork quilt of psychological horror with some pieces not quite fitting—became an integral part of my mourning. It was almost like a long letter, unsubmitted except to a few loved ones, and now to me. The notes I took ended up in dusty boxes at the other end of the Atlantic but not buried since they are to see the light of day.

I was riveted by the conflict between the generations, by all that is left unsaid and that can lead to violence. All that is written and that can lead to understanding. Ruddy Tucker is not Richard Wright. I am no Tommy. But the interstices between the author and his children, my sister and me, were deeply fascinating to me.

The studio where I read had no doors except two in the back, one leading to his tiny kitchen and one to a miniature bathroom. The rest were archways from bedroom and office to living room. I remembered an anecdote. My mother, Ellen (his recently estranged wife), used to tell us about our living in the big apartment on rue Monsieur le Prince: “Dick used to complain about the noise you kids made in your rough and tumble games at the other end of the apartment. I used to say: ‘Dick, stop complaining, just close your office door.’ And Dick would answer: ‘No, I can’t do that because I wouldn’t hear if something happened to them.’” In A Father’s Law, the black chief of police, Ruddy Turner, feels rejected by his son Tommy’s insistence on shutting himself in his room, endlessly typing. Tommy is a university student, enigmatic, invisible to the rest of the family, pounding away on his machine, aloof to his father’s pride, affection, and concern. In another novel written from exile, Savage Holiday (1954), a brutally slammed door locked by a gust of wind becomes the deadly prop for the tragedy of guilt and murder that ensues. In A Father’s Law—his attempt at psychological thriller—my father goes into one of his favorite fields of study since the portrayal of Bigger Thomas: the psychology of murder, i.e., the sociological, racial, political, cultural, and historical forces that, given a certain context, opportunity, and lack of communication, can lead to the act of murder in most of us. His reading had spanned Freud to Reik, Fredric Wertham to Clarence Darrow.

Reading this faulty, sketchy, sometimes repetitive draft was an opening of a door for me back then, in 1960, because he was voicing words he could not bring himself to voice outloud to us—his family: his own mourning, the recent 1959 loss of Ella, the mother who had believed in his creative gift. Tommy’s sick girlfriend, his repulsion for her congenital syphilis, makes moving reading because Richard had not been able to cure Ella of her life history of seizures. Had he shut the door back then and removed himself because of his helplessness? Far from not being enough, his love for his mother had left him wounded because it highlighted that helplessness.

Now, just a year and a half before he set to work on his last draft from exile, she had died thousands of miles away, in Chicago. He had not spoken a word after wiring the money to the States for the funeral. Silence lay heavy over the studio and the split in my parents’ marriage.

Is the root cause of Tommy’s rage—discovering that the girl he wanted to marry had an illness with a symbolism as grim as AIDS—a screen for the writer’s rage against those who had the financial and political power to give his mother the unsegregated care that would have made her well again, well enough to take a plane to Paris?

My father’s preoccupation with another story—which suggests that Bessie Smith may have bled to death because the white hospital near the scene of her accident would not admit her—is a reflection of this trauma in his ability to love but not to save. In A Father’s Law, this mingling of rage, guilt, self-disgust, and feelings of betrayal are attributed to Tommy—and the targets of the rage are symbols of the power of Law (from moral law to law enforcers), which were already being subjected to the heat of the Civil Rights protest movement. Richard Wright had met and spent hours in discussion with Martin Luther King in Paris in 1958, just after the stabbing attempt on Martin’s life.

But there is more to be said about disease—or dis-ease as R. D. Laing used to spell it. My father had battled a severe amoebic infection for years, and although he had just been told he was clear of it, it is interesting to note that he experienced the infection as a poisoning (the word comes back as a leitmotiv in the draft) and that he would have had issues of confidentiality in his love life.

This manuscript caused Michel Fabre, one of Wright’s earlier biographers, to ask whether A Father’s Law might not be related to “[Wright’s] attitude and questions concerning Julia’s career and the understanding between them.” The answer to this question is long enough to fill a book or two but an incident coincidental in time with my father’s work on Ruddy and Tommy’s relationship does come to mind. Tommy is eighteen in the novel. I was eighteen when my father died. Before his death, I sometimes visited friends of my parents. In one of those French homes, I came across a young black man aged twenty-seven, just out of the U.S. Army and on his way to join the Peace Corps in Africa. He was quiet, broody, handsome. In a rather inexperienced bid to be noticed by him, I invited him back to the studio to meet my father, who had accepted. The young man agreed. But as soon as I left them alone, in the doorless living room, I knew something was very, very wrong. They were not communicating. My father was sullen, the young man silent and edgy. When the former soldier left, my father, who rarely scolded me—and even then did not raise his voice—explained: “Don’t you understand that we are living in times when people who dislike what I write might try to use you to get at me?” “But who would want to harm you, Daddy?”

That day I learned what the cold war was about, that History was something real, that you could breathe it, that you lived in it, that you could be bruised by it and unconsciously hurt those you love. Not quite the “History” they were teaching at the Sorbonne.

Another instance of my father’s concern about me and our relationship is evidenced in his June 1960 letter to me, written two months before he started work on A Father’s Law. In it, he let me know that he approved of my choice of attending university as long as I didn’t forget or leave behind the world “your father comes from.”

In A Father’s Law, we get the sense that Tommy as a brilliant university student has surpassed his police chief of a father in terms of education—and that Ruddy feels Tommy’s “superiority complex.” So we are dealing here with issues of trust and distance between the generations. Furthermore, we are dealing with generations within the black bourgeoisie. E. Franklin Frazier had written in 1957 a book by the same title, Black Bourgeoisie, which my father had considered brilliant and illuminating enough to use as the sociological keystone of his 1958 novel, written from Paris, The Long Dream. In The Long Dream, Tyree Tucker, a character with more charisma but perhaps less depth than Ruddy Turner, becomes rich as the black undertaker of southern Clintonville’s “colored” district, since whites were loath to bury the black dead. Both Turner and Tucker are black bourgeois owing their money and favor to tokenism. But Wright and Frazier were in agreement that tokenism could not solve the problem of race in America—and this was being debated at the dawn of the Civil Rights era.

Tyree Tucker, the father in The Long Dream, is killed by the white police when he has served his purpose. A Father’s Law is a sort of Training Day in reverse, with the police chief father, a good black Republican Catholic, trying to solve his son’s contradictions and attempting to come to terms with the truth about his son’s criminal tendencies.

There is eeriness in my father’s premonition that criminality was doomed to bloom among the elite, that the energies of the Tommies of America might better be used by a cause or a movement for justice, that syphilis would overtake us under another name, and that youth serial killing on American university campuses would eventually inspire a prize-winning film in Cannes.

Tantalizingly, we are left with what appears to be a one-and-only draft. Perhaps, with further drafts, we would have known more about Tommy.

Who, then, is Tommy? We are offered only a door ajar on his mind. He haunts us. He hovers, his mind never really outspoken. He is potentially (had we had a finished, polished novel), as fascinating as Bigger—a tennis-playing, articulate, analytical Bigger.

Just one last thought about where Tommy might have come from: he remains linked to my father’s interest in the Leopold and Loeb case (1924) and Wright’s admiration for Clarence Darrow’s defense based on dis-eased minds. The other piece of the puzzle being Alfred Hitchcock’s film based on the Leopold and Loeb affair, called Rope. My father would definitely have seen Rope, say in the early 1950s. Hitchcock’s scenario portrayed two rich, white, brilliant, neo-Nazi teenager students attempting to commit the “perfect” murder by killing a young Jewish boy and hiding his body in a wooden chest in their dining room, meanwhile inviting their friends and university professor to dinner—with the body concealed right there. It is the teacher, who is in touch enough with the minds of the two young murderers, who becomes suspicious.

Seeing youth through the eyes of parents, teachers, governesses, etc. Yes, Wright liked tales with open-ended, multilayered meanings like The Turn of The Screw by Henry James.

My father never turned the screw with his children.

He was a gentle teacher in times of difficulties, harassment, and blacklisting.

He never told me about Bente because he did not want me to come to grief. But at more or less the same time, he was writing A Father’s Law, he was corresponding with a young Swedish girl who had read his books and expressed to him her despair over a world that could wound human beings so deeply. Her letters seem to have stemmed from a pervasive sadness of their own. She wanted my father to convince her not to commit suicide. He wrote back, again and again, never closing the door. She nevertheless took her life in October 1960. Richard Wright died of officially reported “natural causes” due to an “infarctus” on November 28, 1960.

Was she Tommy Turner’s rage turned inward?

My father left me to discover I had had a twin-in-despair he was trying to save.

Although he had failed with Ella.

I think I know now.

I am alive and kicking.

On the eve of the centennial of his birth, Richard Wright’s lesser-known paper son, Tommy, will see the light of day.

—Julia Wright

Paris, July 17, 2007





Chapter 1

He saw the dim image of the traffic cop make a right-face turn and fling out a white-gloved arm, signaling that the flow of cars from the east should stop and that those toward the south now had the right of way, and at the same instant he heard the cop’s shrill whistle: Wrrrriiiiiieee . . .

Yes, that was a good rookie. He had made change-over in traffic smartly, the exact manner in which the Metropolitan Handbook for Traffic Policemen had directed. The footwork had been perfect and that impersonal look on his face certainly inspired confidence and respect. That’s the way a policeman should work. Well done, Officer, he mumbled in his sleep as the officer now did a left-face turn, again flinging out his flashing white-gloved hand and sounding his whistle: Whreeeeeiiiiiee . . .

“Ruddy!”

“Hunh!”

“Ruddy! Wake up!”

Wrrrriiiiiieeeeee . . .

“Hunh? Hunh?”

“Ruddy, it’s the telephone, darling!”

Wreeeiiieeeeee . . .

 “Oh!”

“It’s the telephone, Ruddy!”

“I’ll get it, I’ll get it,” he mumbled, blinking his sleep-drugged eyes in the dark and fumbling with the bedcovers. He sat half up and sleep rushed over him in a wave, seeking to reclaim him. “This rush-hour traffic . . .” He sighed, his voice trailing off.

“Hunh? Ruddy, are you awake?”

“Hunh?”

“Darling, the telephone!”

Wreeeeeiiiiiii . . .

In one stride of consciousness, he conquered his sleep and pushed his feet to the floor, reached out to the bedside table and lifted the receiver. He cleared his throat and spoke professionally: “Captain Rudolph Turner, speaking.”

A woman’s sharp, crisp voice sang over the wire: “Ruddy, Mary Jane . . . Mary Jane Woodford.”

“Yeah, Mary Jane. What is it? What’s up?”

“Who is that, Ruddy?”

“Wait, Agnes. I’m trying to talk. Switch on the light.”

“What was that?”

“I was talking to my wife, Mary Jane. Spill it. What’s the trouble?”

“A message for you. The commissioner wants to see you at two o’clock,” Mary Jane informed him. “So hustle up here. And don’t wear your uniform.”

“Two o’clock? Tonight?”

“Naw. This morning. It’s past midnight now. And it’s urgent.”

“But what about?”

“I’m not the commissioner, Ruddy. You understood what I’ve said?”

 “I got it.”

“You sound like you were dead to the world.”

“I was sleeping like a log. I was dreaming. I was coaching a rookie to direct traffic.”

“Traffic? I bet it was flowing north and south! Ha, ha!”

“You dirty-minded gal!”

“Ha, ha! See you, Ruddy!”

Click!

He hung up and stared into space, vaguely aware that his wife had flooded the room with light.

“Who was that, Ruddy?”

“Mary Jane. The commissioner’s secretary.”

“Why in God’s name is she calling you at this hour?”

“It’s her duty, honey. I got to go in at the commissioner’s at two . . .”

“Tonight?”

“It’s morning, darling. It’s urgent, she said.”

“She shouldn’t call you like that.”

“She’s doing what she’s told.”

“But she never called you before at this hour.”

“I know. Don’t know what this can mean.”

“Didn’t you ask her?”

“Yeah. I did. But she won’t tell.”

“Well, I never. You’re a captain. They shouldn’t rouse you out of your sleep like that.”

“Something’s up,” he said, idly scratching his chest, vaguely sensing the vivid dream he had had fading from his mind. Was it the Maybrick case? No—that was settled. And don’t wear your uniform! “She said I was not to come in in uniform.”

“Why?”

“The commissioner’s order, she said.”

“That sounds fishy to me.”

He turned and looked down at his wife’s dimpled, peach-colored face, the deep brown eyes clouded and heavy with sleep.

“Now, Agnes, don’t you be a little kitten and start scratching at Mary Jane. She’s not trying to lure me out of the house for her sake . . .”

“I didn’t say that,” Agnes mumbled sulkily.

He glanced at his wristwatch; it was twenty minutes past midnight. He leaned over to his wife and lifted her head with his left palm and kissed her. Gently, he eased her face from him. “You go right back to sleep. I’ll get dressed.”

“When will you get back?”

“I really don’t know, honey. Something’s up. It’s been years since I got a midnight call to come in . . . say, what’s that?”

“What?”

“That noise? Jesus . . . Tommy’s typing. And at this hour. Doesn’t he ever sleep?”

“He’s studying for his exams, Ruddy.”

“Goddammit, he’s overdoing it. A boy his age ought to be sleeping.”

“He sleeps enough. You’ll call me as soon as you know?”

“Sure thing, kitten.”

“And no uniform? Maybe they’ve got a plainclothes assignment for you and—”

“Naw. Those guys are a dime a dozen.”

“Maybe you’re being assigned to guard some bigwig?”

“Could be. But they’ve got hundreds of guys to do that stuff. And I’m the man who assigns ’em. Couldn’t be that.” He rose, yawned, and stretched. “I won’t wear my uniform, but I sure will take my gat.”

“You do that,” Agnes said

“I’ll shower,” he said, turning as a knock came on the door.

 “Dad.”

“Yeah, Tommy. What is it?”

“Come on, Tommy,” Agnes called.

The door swung in and a tall, slender brown youth of eighteen poked his head and half of his body around the doorjamb.

“I heard the phone and heard you two talking,” Tommy began.

“I’m summoned to headquarters,” Ruddy said lightly, poking his feet into his house shoes. “You still up?”

“Cramming,” Tommy said, twisting his lips in a self-effacing smile.

“You ought to get your sleep, son,” Ruddy said. “When I was your age, I was either playing baseball or chasing gals.”

“He knows what he wants to do,” Agnes said.

“A big crime case coming up, Dad?” Tommy asked. He now showed his right hand, which held a smoldering cigarette. He lifted it to his lips and drew smoke deep into his lungs.

“Don’t know, son. Got to report at two. Say, you look damned tired,” Ruddy scolded softly.

“Oh, I’m all right,” Tommy mumbled with a jocular kind of lofty indifference. “See you.” He went out and closed the door.

Ruddy stared dreamily before him, not speaking. Agnes kept her eyes upon the flowery patterns of the quilt.

“I wish I knew what was going on in that boy,” Ruddy said.

“He’s studying for his exams,” Agnes said. “I told you.”

“Yeah. I know.”

“Darling, kids are not now what they were when you grew up,” Agnes reminded him.

“It’s not that,” Ruddy said with tense lips.

“You seem worried. Tommy’s all right.”

 “I hope so.”

“Ruddy, what do you mean?”

“Nothing. Just old-fashioned, I guess. Gee, I got to bathe, dress, and get out of here. . . . See you in a sec.”

He hurried to the bathroom and turned on the shower, testing the temperature of the water with his hand until it was right, hearing all the while the sharp tapping of his son’s typewriter. “What’s wrong with that boy?” he asked himself out loud. For example, that way in which he had said: “Oh, I’m all right.” It had had a strange ring; it had reminded Ruddy of some of the queer characters he had had to handle at the city jail. Why wasn’t Tommy more straightforward? Agnes could not see anything about Tommy. She was the boy’s mother and defended him each step of the way. He paused, stripped off his pajamas, realizing that his condemnation of his son was far severer than any objective evidence warranted. “I’m just nervous for ’im, I guess,” he said, edging his body under the needle-sharp strings of tepid water and seizing the bar of soap. He washed leisurely, lathering his huge, bronzed body, mulling over his son, his own childhood, trying to still a deep and secret worry gnawing at his vitals.

Ruddy was intelligent enough to realize that there was something in him that was clouding his vision of his son, and that no matter how hard he had tried, he had never been able to erect the kind of healthy father-and-son relationship he had always dreamed of and wanted. “Goddamn, everything else in my life is straight, except that,” he grumbled. And there was no doubt that there slumbered deep in Tommy a resentment of him. “But why?” he whispered despairingly through the beating waves of water. “I’ve given ’im every damned thing he ever asked for.” Yet that was not it. In fact, Tommy always accepted what was given to him with a slight attitude of mockery that robbed the gift of its intention. And Ruddy was as sure as he was of anything on earth that there was some secret behind that smiling irony of his son. “But why doesn’t he tell me everything?” he asked himself.

He stepped from the shower, cut off the water, and began drying himself with a towel, feeling that his thoughts and feelings were muddled. How much of what he felt he knew of his son was he misinterpreting? But what worried Ruddy was that he could not help but regard his son somewhat in the same light that he held the criminals he questioned each day. He paused, staring. Goddamn, that’s a hell of a thing to feel about one’s own son. Yes, but it was true. There was that withholding of something vital from the outside world that Tommy shared with the lawbreakers Ruddy dealt with day in and day out.

“Oh, hell, I’m just a stupid, middle-aged father,” he chided himself. “Tommy hasn’t ever done anything wrong.” But that very assurance bothered him. That was just it. Tommy had not ever done anything wrong. He remembered hearing the fellow officers at the city jail complain of their sons:

“Here I am catching hoodlums everyday and my own son seems to be turning into one.”

Indeed, on one occasion, James Hill, his closest friend on the force, had had to talk with his son in jail and watch him being tried in court for car stealing. It had all turned out for the good in the end; the boy had been paroled to the father, who had promised the judge: “If that boy ever touches a car that doesn’t belong to him, he won’t get as far as this jail, Your Honor. I’ll take care of ’im.”

And Jim Hill had. But that episode had been the talk of the department for months.

“You see, even a cop’s son can go wrong.”

“Hell, a cop’s boy is human like everybody else.”

“Who the hell says that an officer’s son won’t steal, when officers themselves steal,” Commissioner King had observed one day.

Well, maybe that was true. But he, Captain Rudolph Turner, had never broken the law in any form or fashion in his life. So there was no earthly reason for Tommy to get into trouble. He stared unseeingly at his underwear. Here I am thinking of the boy as though I knew that he was guilty of something. . . . “I’m crazy,” he said, stung with guilt. I mustn’t treat that boy in a way that will make him go wrong. He realized that there was a danger in that direction. I don’t want to treat that boy in a way that will make him act exactly in a manner that I don’t want. He understood that kind of thing well enough. In his early days on the force he had once been assigned to a juvenile bureau and he had seen how stern action on children would make them rise to the challenge, make them turn brutal, make them defiant. But, hell, nothing remotely like that had ever happened between him and Tommy. Guess I’m worrying about nothing, he tried to soothe himself, hearing the nervous tapping of his son’s typewriter. And after all, he had once had a long talk with Father Joyce about his confused feelings for his son; time after time the good Father had questioned him about Tommy’s behavior and he had not been able to say a concrete thing against the boy, and the Father had counseled him to let the boy be. How ashamed he had been over that.

“Don’t you love that boy?” Father Joyce had asked.

Tears had come to Ruddy’s eyes, and he looked reproachfully into the old priest’s eyes. He had not been able to answer. He could still remember with gratitude Father Joyce’s reassuring pat on his shoulder as he left the church.

“Have faith, son,” Father Joyce had advised. “And remember that more than you or I watches over our sons. God loves us all.”

After that, he had kept his worries to himself. Only to Agnes had he allowed them to become articulate, and now he was finding it hard even to talk to her. Yeah, maybe I’m dumb, he thought, trying to smile, pulling on a shirt. How light and undressed he felt without that heavy uniform! And it was more than just the weight of that blue woolen cloth that gave him a sense of protection; it was the sight and symbol of it that mattered. His function in society was marked out by it, and even the bronze tint of his skin was redeemed by it. When he had donned his gray suit, he was clothed but felt naked still, somehow, some way. Only the presence of his service revolver on his hip served to act as an anchor to his threatened personality.

Dressed, he went to the door of the bedroom, which now stood ajar. The light had been turned out. He hesitated, then called in a whisper: “Agnes.”

There was no sound. As he pulled the door to, he heard her give a sigh.

“Agnes,” he called again, softly.

She still made no reply. He eased the door shut and passed down the hallway, the sound of Tommy’s typing coming louder as he neared the stairway. He paused, glanced at his watch. He had plenty of time. In any case, he might be able to flag down a squad car heading toward headquarters. Then the sheer intensity of the typewriter keys pounding upon paper gripped him. It gave him a strange sensation to know that the man concentrated in thought and feeling behind those flying keys was his son. But what was he studying so furiously? Then it struck him that maybe that was what was wrong; he had no way to get into the secret center of his son’s life! Maybe I’m just jealous. . . . Naturally, the boy would have a life of his own, be preoccupied with ideas of another world and another generation. I’ve got to accept that, he told himself with a pang of contrite guilt. Yes, he’d give the boy a glad hand. He knocked against the shut door and the sound of the racing keys grew still.

“That you, Dad?”

“Yeah, Tommy.”

“Come on in, Dad.”

He entered the smoke-filled room and found Tommy turned smilingly toward him, his fingers lifted just above the level of the typewriter keys.

“Headquarters bound, hunh?” Tommy asked, the cigarette dangling from his lips flopping as he talked.

“Yeah.”

That was what he did not like. Tommy always seemed to anticipate what he would say, always defined the relations between them before he could. There was no doubt that the lad was sharp, too sharp almost. But who am I too judge?

“Mama sleeping?”

“Oh, yeah. Say, this place is smoky. You’re a regular chimney.”

“Ha, ha. I smoke like that when I’m on the homestretch for an exam,” Tommy said, rising now from the machine. “Kind of odd, their calling you like this.”

“Yeah. Something’s up. Something always is. What’s the exam about?”

“Sociology.”

“Oh. Like it?”

“Oh, yeah. It’s all about this South Side of Chicago.” Tommy seemed suddenly effusive, open. Class stratification, poverty, color consciousness, family disorganization . . .”

“Tommy, that’s deep stuff,” Ruddy said with heartfelt admiration.

“No. Not really. Once you get into it, it’s really simple, almost obvious. People who have no family get lost and go bad. People who make money develop airs and manners of other people and become strangers to their own. It’s the women in the setup who catch hell.”

“If that stuff is so easy, why do you grind so hard at it?” he asked Tommy in spite of himself.

“I’ve got only another hour’s work here and I’m through,” Tommy defended himself. “I can sleep until noon.”

“Yeah. Guess so. But you ought to knock around a bit, kid. Relax some. You’ve got plenty of time. You’re ahead in school now. Don’t work too hard.”

“Dad, it’s not work to me,” Tommy said with an offhanded laugh.

There was silence, Ruddy felt offended. This was the core of the difference between them. Tommy had judged him. Had spoken from a core of meaning beyond the scope of Ruddy’s life. And that which was beyond the core of Ruddy’s life was either superior to it or inferior to it. And since he could not imagine that his son could be in some way his superior, he felt that he was, well, not exactly inferior but different, something like those tough young men who were picked up pimping or housebreaking.

“Say, Dad, I’ve been so busy—and so have you—that I’ve not had a chance to ask you about the execution of Thompson,” Tommy said.

“Thompson? Which one was that?”

“Don’t you remember?”

“Oh, that one. He went last month.”

“Remember what I predicted about him, Dad?”

Ruddy frowned. Somehow, for a reason he could not express, he resented Tommy’s keen interest in crime.

“Can’t say I do, son.”

“I said he wouldn’t confess,” Tommy reminded him.

“Yes. I remember. In fact, he didn’t.”

“He didn’t do that job, Dad,” Tommy said.

“Oh, hell, Tommy. There you go. You’re pitting yourself against the police and the courts and—”

“Oh, no. It’s not that, Dad. Look, you and I both agree that a guilty man usually confesses when he’s facing that chair. Hunh?”

“Yeah. There’s no use in holding back then. It’s over for him. And they usually confess. But that Thompson didn’t.”

“And you know why, Dad?”

“I wouldn’t know, Tommy.”

“Because he didn’t do it, Dad. He wasn’t guilty.”

“Oh, Tommy. You’re off, boy. They had the goods on ’im.”

“But he didn’t confess.”

“That’s right. You get hard ones sometimes.”

“But he wasn’t hard. . . . Dad, do you want to know why he didn’t confess?”

“What are you talking about? You just said that you felt he wasn’t guilty; if that’s the case, then what could he confess?”

“That’s not the point, Dad. The guy wasn’t guilty. I’m convinced of that. The police didn’t believe his alibi, but I did.” Tommy sat now, and words poured out, passionate words that held Ruddy spellbound. “That woman told the truth. Of course, she was a drunkard. That’s what made the police reject her story. Thompson was never near that place. . . . Now, Dad, when you get a guy in jail—a guy like Thompson, illiterate and scared—and sentence him to the electric chair, he gets to feel guilty. And Thompson would have confessed to that crime, but he simply didn’t know how to do so.”

“Aw, Tommy, that’s crazy,” Ruddy rejected the theory with heat. “You just said that he wasn’t guilty—”

“He wasn’t,” Tommy said. “Dad, I went and talked to that woman. She told the truth and—”

“You never told me you talked to her!”

“I was doing fieldwork one day near her flat,” Tommy explained. “I went in. I told her I was a social worker. She told me everything. She was scared to death. Thompson was in her flat when that robbery was taking place—”

“But what’s this about Thompson wanting to confess and not being able to?” Ruddy asked, blinking.

“Dad, he wasn’t guilty of that job,” Tommy went on to explain. “But when the law grabbed him, and when he was facing that chair with no hope of getting off, he really wanted to confess to something. Now, you say, at the very end, he tried to confess to some minor jobs in hope of getting the death sentence commuted. You said that the police rejected those confessions. I don’t think he was lying. And if he had really done that murder job, he would have spit it all out.”

“Tommy, I don’t know. I don’t follow you, son,” Ruddy mumbled, scratching his head. This is what he did not like. This son of his holding forth about the vital heart of his police work and with undaunted authority. This is what had made him demand of Tommy that he never talk like this before his fellow officers, who sometimes came to the apartment. “I just don’t believe that there are people who are crazy enough to confess to something that they never did.” He glanced at his watch, and though he still had plenty of time, he felt like fleeing the disturbing presence of this strange son of his.

“Ha, ha . . . I know you don’t get me, Dad,” Tommy said with that cool, superior laugh of his. “We’ll talk about it some other time. I know you got to go now.”

“See you, Tommy,” Ruddy said, doubling his fist and playfully placing it at his son’s chin.

“I got you blocked,” Tommy called out, lifting his elbow just in time.

“Your reflexes are quick,” Ruddy said, glad to change the subject.

“You bet,” Tommy sang.

“See you, boy,” Ruddy called.

“Okay, Dad,” Tommy said, turning back to his machine.

As Ruddy went down the stairway, and even when he was upon the rain-wet front steps, he could hear the diminishing whir of Tommy’s typewriter keys. “Goddamn, if that boy’s right, then I’m crazy,” he muttered half-aloud to himself. A man wanting to confess to a crime that he did not commit just because he is in jail and is ignorant. “Goddamn,” he railed at himself and at his strange son. “I wish to hell he wouldn’t talk like that.”





Chapter 2

Ruddy was relieved to plunge into the faint drizzle of warm rain that greeted him when he stepped into the street. Hazy blobs of yellow streetlamps gleamed to the left and right of him and not a single soul could be seen. “Quiet neighborhood,” he appraised the quarter in which his two-story stucco house stood, in keeping with his officer’s rank. Yes, all in all, he—Rudolph Turner, captain of police, colored, Catholic—had made it. His neighbors were white; he did not have to fear hoodlums loitering about his premises. He had at once, as soon as he had purchased his property, joined the neighborhood protective association to guard the interests of all who owned property in the area, and he had been accepted with enthusiasm.

To his neighbor, Mr. Stonewell Britten, vice-president of the Greenlawn Bank and Loan Association, who had greeted him the morning he had moved in with “We’re damned particular about who lives around here.”

Ruddy had said heartily: “I’m glad to hear that. Now that I’m here, I’m particular too.”

Yes, things were all right with him. His son was in the university, and in a few months, Ruddy would retire. Maybe he would join a private detective agency; no fewer than five had already spoken or written to him, offering inducements. Well, he’d decide when the time came. He strode on, feeling his limbs strangely vulnerable in his civilian suit but feeling comforted by the weight of his gun on his right hip. Now, he could take a taxi to police headquarters or he could take the subway. No, he’d call and see if there was a squad car in the area. As a captain of police, he had the right to commandeer squad cars for his transportation, but he had rarely availed himself of the opportunity. Yes, tonight, being summoned at two o’clock in the morning to the commissioner’s office, he felt that he not only had the legal right to command a squad car but the moral imperative to do so. And what the hell does old Commissioner King want with me at two o’clock in the morning? he asked himself as he neared the end of the block and came in sight of a police alarm call box. He should have worn his raincoat, dammit. The thin rain was thickening to strings that gleamed like lead in the glare of the streetlamps. And in this rain, I sure would be a fool not to ask for a squad car. A short, thick-necked white youth passed him and threw him a quick glance. Run along, buddy, he mentally advised the man. What could you be doing out in this residential neighborhood alone at this time of night? And he felt the weight of his gun again, nestling against his hip. As he reached the box, the youth went from sight, around a corner. Ruddy jiggled the hook of the telephone and at once heard a sleepy masculine voice: “Police Headquarters, Squad Car Detail. Sergeant Simmons speaking.”

“Sergeant Simmons, this is Captain Turner speaking.”

“Oh, yes, Captain. What can I do for you?”

“Is there a squad car prowling about this area?”

“Just exactly where are you, Captain?”

“At the corner of Ninety-first and Blue Ridge Avenue.”

“Lemme check, Captain. I think Jock Weidman ought to be somewhere near there by now,” Sergeant Simmons said. Ruddy noticed with gratitude the respect that had at once crept into Simmons’s voice. He ought to be glad to help me—I endorsed him for promotion. Good boy, that David Simmons. Never hurried, never excited.

“Hello, Captain.”

“Right here, Sergeant.”

“Jock Weidman is about six blocks from you. Shall I call him to pick you up?”

“Right.”

“I’ll do that. You have an appointment for tonight.”

“Yeah. I know. What’s it all about?”

“Wouldn’t know that, Captain.”

“Say, is it raining in the city?”

“Not a drop of rain falling here. Is it raining there?”

“Yes. Just a drizzle, but it’s thickening.”

“I’ll tell Lt. Jock Weidman to rush over.”

“No rush. I can wait under an awning.”

“Won’t be but a minute, Captain.”

“Righto.”

He hung up, went to the entrance of a clothing store, sheltered himself under an awning, and lit a cigarette. That was one advantage that plainclothesmen had over those in uniform; they could smoke when and where they pleased. But never in twenty-five years on the police force had he been summoned to see the commissioner of police at two o’clock in the morning. What could that man want?

Was he to be reprimanded? No, hell—if that was the case, why, he’d have got it in writing, as was the usual routine. . . . A decoration? No, he had had six. And by all fair means, he was certainly not due for any more. Then what? The nearer he came to seeing the commissioner, the tenser he got. But there’s nothing to worry about, he told himself. But he worried. Oh, maybe an officer had been slain? Yeah, cop killing always got the force all worked up. The commissioner always said, “For every cop killed, always kill a crook, no matter how. That’s the only safe way.” And Ruddy agreed with that, for he carried a scar under his right arm where the doctors had to dig out a .38 bullet which a second-story punk had once put into him. “It could have been me,” he muttered aloud each time he remembered that close call of death. He pulled on his cigarette and scanned the streets. Empty. Everything’s quiet. Too quiet. Yeah, they say cops are like mothers: when their children are too quiet, they get more worried than if they were making a lot of noise.

His ears caught the faint and distant sound of a police siren. Yeah, that’s Jock. What a guy. Who’d ever think a man with a sense of humor like that would be on the police force? And what a tender heart. What a practical joker! I’ll bet Jock’s driving tonight. Jock was a guy who wanted to do everything. He had been married four times. His first wife died, his second ran off, and his third killed herself. And everybody swore that none of it was Jock’s fault. He was still with his fourth wife. “After her, I don’t want no more,” Jock was wont to say, shaking his head and waving his right forefinger. Some guys just have hard luck. And Jock was straight. He was an ideal guy to command. He obeyed orders without question, looking you straight in the eye. If I were ever a commissioner, I’d sure have Jock at my elbow, Ruddy muttered, hearing the wail of the siren’s volume growing and swelling through the rainy air. “Jock, take your men and surround the building. Have your tear gas ready,” Ruddy mentally issued orders to a waiting and eager Jock. “Yes, Captain . . . yes, Commissioner.” A gust of rainy wind swept the budding daydream away. Far down the avenue came two gleaming yellow eyes and one red one, seemingly swept along by a sharp siren wail. Ruddy left the awning and stood at the curb ready to toss his cigarette away and step into the car when the door was flung open for him. The car slowed, then a swift and blinding light hit his eyes. “What the hell,” Ruddy muttered, feeling anger rising. Then he saw Wade Williams’s white teeth showing in his black face.

“Escort the prisoner to the car, men,” Wade ordered, tossing back his head and rolling naughty eyes.

“You bastard,” Ruddy said. “You want me to get soaking wet in this rain?”

“Hey there, Ruddy?” Wade asked.

“Hey,” Ruddy said as the rear car door swung open.

“Get on in here, Gangster,” Jock called.

“I’m reporting you for this, Officer,” Ruddy said, grinning, edging his long, lean frame into the car. “Well, well, the car’s full tonight. What’s up? Wade, Jock, Bert, and Ed . . . Who are you guys looking for? Dillinger?”

“Yeah,” Jock said. “And we got ’im. Get on in here. We’re taking you down to headquarters. The commissioner wants to see you.”

“But, Mister, I was just walking along the street. I ain’t done nothing.”

“The hell you haven’t. What were you doing coming out of that shop there?” Jock demanded.

“I just went in there to have my suit repaired.” Ruddy fell into the spirit of play. “I got the receipt here. Want to see it?”

“Show me,” Jock demanded, flashing his electric lamp full onto Ruddy’s face.

Ruddy’s left hand went into his inner coat pocket and then it snaked out and he said with a full throat: “BOOM! Got you, cop!”

The car exploded with laughter.

“You’re dead, Jock,” Wade yelled.

“Jesus Christ, Jock.” Ruddy chuckled, ruffling Jock’s shock of blond hair. “Hell, you fell for the oldest trick in the books. Now, lie down there and be dead.”

“You really got me that time,” Jock admitted. “You see, I wasn’t expecting a guy as well dressed as you to pull a rod on me.”

“Hell, you’ve got to be careful with all of ’em,” Ed said.

“Ruddy, we’re taking you to headquarters anyway,” Wade said. “They got the goods on you this time.”

“What kind of goods?” Ruddy demanded, imitating a surly criminal.

“We dug up those government bonds you buried in your backyard,” Wade announced triumphantly.

“I got an ‘out,’” Ruddy threatened.

“Nothing won’t help you this time, big boy,” Wade cautioned. “You’re going up for twenty years this time.”

“No. I’m going to turn state’s evidence,” Ruddy said. “You forgot that the other half of those bonds are buried in your backyard.”

“Aw, nuts,” Wade muttered. “Forgot that.”

“Well, we’re going to book you anyhow and put you in tomorrow’s lineup,” Ed spoke with mock frustration.

“You can’t put a finger on me,” Ruddy warned. “I got an alibi.”

“We got your dame too.” Jock stalled off Ruddy’s confidence.

“I ain’t got no dame,” Ruddy told them. “I’m a homo. Didn’t you know?”

The car again roared with laughter.

“Jesus, you’re clean.” Ed sighed. “Well, we’ll have to hold you on
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