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				INTRODUCTION
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			When I was twelve years old, my uncle gave me a copy of The Real Cool Killers by Chester Himes. For a nerdy kid who cut his crime fiction teeth on Chandler, Hammett and Macdonald (Ross and John D.), seeing this book written by a Black man about Black people—Black cops and con men, Black madams and Black ministers—this unapologetic zenith of Black identity was a revelation in every sense of the word. It felt both spiritual and inspirational. In short, it changed my life. Even though I was a poor boy from rural Virginia who had never stepped foot in Harlem, Himes spoke to me with a wild and powerful clarion call that can only be heard when an elder speaks.

			If Chandler is considered the poet of crime fiction and Hammett its great journalist, then Himes is the songwriter of the downtrodden. His stories sing with a fire and light that comes from a simmering sense of loss. A loss of respect, of humanity, of honor.

			Grave Digger Jones and Coffin Ed Johnson are not private eyes. They are police detectives and carry with them all the psychological and sociological caveats that come with that occupation in the Black community. And yet Himes is able to garner sympathy and adulation for these two men who, within the world of Himes’ Harlem, try their best to mete out justice equally under an inherently unjust system. They use abhorrent techniques to get information from abhorrent people. They never make the mistake of thinking they are the good guys. To quote another fictional policeman, Rust Cohle, they are “the bad men that keep other bad men from the door.”

			But Coffin Ed and Grave Digger don’t have the luxury of white privilege to assuage their conscience. There is no system in place that assures them the ends justify the means. They are self-aware in a way that few characters in a crime fiction novel were in the Golden Age of Literary Noir. They realized they were not heroes. They were the protagonists; they were among the first antiheroes in crime fiction. But unlike Mike Hammer, they never lied to themselves about who or what they were.

			I had never encountered anything like the world or the words of Chester Himes. But I knew I wanted more. The next book I devoured was Blind Man with a Pistol, a deeply twisted and morally ambiguous novel about the senseless nature of violence. A work that is both terrifying and philosophical, it was a watershed moment for this young wannabe writer that also just happens to have one of the most fearless endings in crime fiction history.

			As I read more of Himes’ work, I came to understand he wasn’t just a great Black crime fiction novelist.

			He was a great novelist.

			On par not only with his contemporaries in the crime fiction world but also with the great novelists of his time regardless of genre. He is a contemporary of Ralph Ellison and Richard Wright, Langston Hughes and William Gardner Smith, of Hemingway and Fitzgerald.

			His implacable drive to examine the Black experience, the disingenuous nature of the American Dream, the reality of pain and sorrow and what it does to the soul, that is what makes him the bard of the existential African American psyche.

			Himes’ life was a tangible journey through that psyche. The son of educators, Himes had his first, but sadly not his last, experience with the vile nature of racism in America at the age of thirteen. Because of some misbehavior on his part, his mother kept him from attending school to help his brother in a science demonstration that used gunpowder as an active agent. Tragically, his brother was blinded in that experiment and then was refused treatment at a white hospital. Himes reflected upon that moment later, saying “White clad doctors and attendants appeared. I remember sitting in the back seat with Joe watching the pantomime being enacted in the car’s bright lights. A white man refusing; my father was pleading. Dejectedly my father turned away; he was crying like a baby. My mother was fumbling in her handbag for a handkerchief; I hoped it was for a pistol.”

			Later, after the family had moved north to Ohio, Himes found a wildness in the streets of Cleveland that spoke to something wild within himself. Arrested and incarcerated for eight years for armed robbery, Himes literally wrote himself out of that Tartarus, finding his voice and his implacable drive within the confines of that stone and iron dungeon. Those years he spent behind bars, cut off from the rest of the world, shaped not only his literary point of view but also his world view. “It seemed so illogical to punish some poor criminal for doing something that civilization taught him how to do so he could have something that civilization taught him how to want. It seemed to him as wrong as if they had hung the gun that shot the man.”

			Himes’ was a life lived at every level and within every hierarchy of the African American experience. From middle class stability to painful poverty to disillusioned expatriate, his life was a parallel to the African American experience of the early twentieth century, and he used this in his work time and time again.

			Himes inspired countless writers, but he was a touchstone for Black writers specifically. His ferocious tenacity in the face of racism and prejudice laid the foundation for the path many of us have walked in the years since he published his first novel. On the family tree of African American crime fiction, there is a direct genealogical link from Coffin Ed Johnson and Grave Digger Jones to Easy Rawlins and John Shaft, to Aaron Gunner, to Blanche White, to Marti MacAlister, to Larry Cole, to Cass Raines and Dayna Anderson. Although Himes wrote in multiple genres and disciplines, including social criticism with novels like If He Hollers Let Him Go and Lonely Crusade, he is most well-known for his Harlem Cycle with its mordant and fatalistic recreation of a Harlem that existed but was embellished and made mythic by Himes’ razor-sharp prose. “The Harlem of my books was never meant to be real; I never called it real; I just wanted to take it away from the white man if only in my books.”

			That is not to say Himes is a humorless, all-knowing guru. His books brim with hilarity, hard-won intimacy, and steely camaraderie. My mother always beamed with the light of memory when she regaled me and my brother with the story of her first date with my father. They’d gone to see the movie Cotton Comes to Harlem, based on Himes’ book of the same name. Years later, I would take a date to see another Himes adaptation, A Rage in Harlem. That kind of serendipity is a magical thing that seems to happen often when one discusses the work of Chester Himes. It’s Black Magic, made with Missouri red clay and Cleveland smokestacks and sprinkled with love, laughter and a smattering of philosophy.

			That’s the power of his words. He helped many generations create memories through a shared connection to his work, a sort of sacred tapestry that weaves its way through souls. His books were the catalyst for this kind of shared consciousness. His work centered Black people and Black life like few artists before him. A broad panoply of feelings, ideas and emotions integral to the Black experience in America filters through the prism of his crime fiction novels.

			I often say crime fiction is the gospel of the dispossessed. If that’s true, it’s in the Book of Himes that we find the parables and the sermons that cry out with unbridled, righteous rage at the unfairness of life in general, and the particular type of unfairness Black people have and continue to experience.

			But in the end, it’s his unflinching portrayal of the rage that lived inside the heart of one who is not simply dismissed but never acknowledged in the first place. As he says in one of his more famous quotes:

			There is an indomitable quality within the human spirit that cannot be destroyed; a face deep within the human personality that is impregnable to all assaults.

			Chester Himes knew this intimately. He lived it. He sat down and articulated it in a way that was neither saccharine nor servile. Just magnificent.

			That is his legacy.

			That is his gift to all of us.

			S. A. Cosby

			S. A. COSBY is an Anthony Award-winning writer from South-eastern Virginia. He is the author of the New York Times bestsellers All the Sinners Bleed and Razorblade Tears, and the highly acclaimed Blacktop Wasteland, winner of the Los Angeles Times Book Prize.
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				DATE

					1909

					

					
					AUTHOR’S LIFE

					Birth of Chester Bomar Himes on July 29 in Jefferson City, Missouri to Joseph Sandy Himes and Estelle Bomar Himes.

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					W. E. B. Du Bois: John Brown: A Biography.
Gertrude Stein: Three Lives. 
Booker T. Washington: The Story of the Negro.

					

					
				HISTORICAL EVENTS

					Rise of “Progressive” movement in US. National Negro Committee formed, reorganized in 1910 as the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP).

					

					
					DATE

					1910

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					Jane Addams: Twenty Years of Hull House.

					E. M. Forster: Howards End.

					Deaths of Leo Tolstoy, Mark Twain.

					

					
					HISTORICAL EVENTS

					Mann Act abolishes white slave trafficking. China abolishes slavery. Mexican Revolution (to 1920).

					

					
					DATE

					1911

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					Du Bois: The Quest of the Silver Fleece.

					Ezra Pound: Canzoni.

					

					
					HISTORICAL EVENTS

					Roald Amundsen reaches South Pole.

					

					
					DATE

					1912

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					Thomas Mann: Death in Venice.

					

					
					HISTORICAL EVENTS

					Textile workers strike in Lawrence, Massachusetts. W. C. Handy’s revolutionary “Memphis Blues.” Sinking of RMS Titanic. New Mexico and Arizona become US states. War in the Balkans.

					

					
					DATE

					1913

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					Willa Cather: O Pioneers!

					Edith Wharton: The Custom of the Country.

					

					
					HISTORICAL EVENTS

					Woodrow Wilson becomes US president. First Woman’s Suffrage procession in Washington on the eve of his inauguration. Death of Harriet Tubman.

					

					
					DATE

					1914

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					E. Burroughs: Tarzan of the Apes.

					James Joyce: Dubliners.

					

					
					HISTORICAL EVENTS

					Beginning of World War I. President Wilson proclaims US neutrality. Panama Canal opens.

					

					
					DATE

					1915

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					Du Bois: The Negro.

					Charlotte Perkins Gilman: Herland.

					Arthur Conan Doyle: The Valley of Fear.

					

					
					HISTORICAL EVENTS

					Revival of the Ku Klux Klan in Georgia. Death of Booker T. Washington. World War I rages in Europe. US begins its occupation of Haiti (to 1934).

					

					
					DATE

					1916

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					D. H. Lawrence: The Rainbow.

					Journal of Negro History founded.

					Alain Locke: Race Contacts and Interracial Relations.

					Joyce: A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man.

					

					
					HISTORICAL EVENTS

					Battles of Verdun, the Somme, Jutland. Marcus Garvey arrives in US. “Organic Act” creates National Park Service. First jazz recording.

					

					
					DATE

					1917

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					William Carlos Williams: A Book of Poems: Al Que Quiere!

					

					
					HISTORICAL EVENTS

					Wilson’s Fourteen Points for world peace. World War I ends (Nov 11). Collapse of German, Habsburg and Ottoman empires. Worldwide flu epidemic kills millions (to 1920). Major anti-Black riots in US. Leonidas C. Dyer introduces Anti-Lynching Bill. Women over thirty gain the vote in UK.

					

					
					DATE

					1918

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					Cather: My Antonia.

					Lola Ridge: The Ghetto and Other Poems.

					

					
					HISTORICAL EVENTS

					Wilson’s Fourteen Points for world peace. World War I ends (Nov 11). Collapse of German, Habsburg and Ottoman empires. Worldwide flu epidemic kills millions (to 1920). Major anti-Black riots in US. Leonidas C. Dyer introduces Anti-Lynching Bill. Women over thirty gain the vote in UK.

					

					
					DATE

					1919

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					Sherwood Anderson: Winesburg, Ohio.

					Birth of J. D. Salinger.

					

					
					HISTORICAL EVENTS

					Paris Peace Conference (to 1920). US Senate refuses to ratify Treaty of Versailles. Punitive war reparations imposed on Germany. German Workers’ Party (later the Nazi Party) founded in Munich. Savage anti-Black riots in Chicago and Washington. Wartime strike wave (1916–22) peaks, with over four million US workers on strike. 18th Amendment ratified, prohibiting alcoholic beverages. US Communist Party organized.

					

					
					DATE

					1920

					

					
					AUTHOR’S LIFE

					Himeses move to St. Louis, Missouri (summer) and then to Pine Bluff, Arkansas (fall). His father takes a job teaching mechanical trades and African American history at Branch Normal College.

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					F. Scott Fitzgerald: This Side of Paradise.

					Sinclair Lewis: Main Street.

					Wharton: The Age of Innocence.

					Lawrence: Women in Love.

					

					
					HISTORICAL EVENTS

					League of Nations created, without US participation. 19th Amendment ratified (women’s suffrage). Marcus Garvey speaks in Madison Square Garden. Gandhi launches non-cooperation campaign against British rule in India.

					

					
					DATE

					1921

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					John Dos Passos: Three Soldiers.

					PEN, international association of writers, founded.

					

					
					HISTORICAL EVENTS

					Warren G. Harding US president. Quota laws restrict immigration. Margaret Sanger founds American Birth Control League. Thompson (“Tommy”) machine gun goes into production (“the gun that made the Twenties roar”). Oxford Group founded: beginning of “Moral Re-armament” movement in US. Charlie Chaplin’s first film (The Kid).

					

					
					DATE

					1922

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					T. S. Eliot: The Waste Land.

					Lewis: Babbitt.

					Claude McKay: Harlem Shadows.

					Eugene O’Neill: The Hairy Ape.

					Carl Van Vechten: Peter Whiffle.

					Joyce: Ulysses.

					

					
					HISTORICAL EVENTS

					Harlem Renaissance. Coal mine and railway strikes. Oklahoma under martial law after Ku Klux Klan terrorism. US Senate votes against Anti-Lynching Bill (no anti-lynching legislation is passed by both Houses until 2022). Broadcasting boom in US: 500 stations operating by end of year. Mussolini marches on Rome; fascist government formed in Italy. USSR established.

					

					
					DATE

					1923

					

					
					AUTHOR’S LIFE

					Chester’s brother, Joseph Jr., is blinded after an accident in a chemistry demonstration at school and is refused treatment at a whites-only hospital. Remembering this incident in the first of his two autobiographies, Himes wrote, “That one moment in my life hurt me as much as all the others put together.” His mother takes Joseph back to Missouri to be treated, and they stay in St. Louis.

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					Jean Toomer: Cane.

					Williams: Spring and All.

					

					
					HISTORICAL EVENTS

					Calvin Coolidge becomes president after Harding’s death. Tri-state conclave of Ku Klux Klan in Indiana, 200,000 members attend. Automatic traffic light developed by Garrett A. Morgan. “The Charleston” song and dance composed, first performed in hit Broadway musical Runnin’ Wild. German hyperinflation. Hitler’s Munich Putsch fails.

					

					
					DATE

					1924

					

					
					AUTHOR’S LIFE

					Chester and his fat her move back to Missouri with his mother and brother before the family relocate to Cleveland, Ohio in 1925. They live with Chester’s aunt, Fannie, and her husband during a time of financial difficulty.

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					Jessie Redmon Fauset: There Is Confusion.

					Walter White: The Fire in the Flint.

					Birth of James Baldwin.

					

					
					HISTORICAL EVENTS

					US Congress grants indigenous people right to citizenship. Gershwin’s Rhapsody in Blue. Duke Ellington’s first recording. Death of Lenin; Stalin’s rise to power. First Labour government in UK.

					

					
				DATE

					1925

					

					
					AUTHOR’S LIFE

					Himeses buy new house in a predominantly white neighborhood (Oct).

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					Countee Cullen: Color.

					Fitzgerald: The Great Gatsby.

					Alain Leroy Locke: The New Negro: An Interpretation.

					Franz Kafka: The Trial.

					

					
				HISTORICAL EVENTS

					Scopes “Monkey” trial in Tennessee. Sweet trials in Detroit: Clarence Darrow successfully defends eleven Black men charged with murder when protecting their home and lives against a white mob. Louis Armstrong’s first recording. Birth of Malcolm Little (“Malcolm X”). Hitler publishes Mein Kampf.

					

					
					DATE

					1926

					

					
					AUTHOR’S LIFE

					Himes graduates high school. Attends Ohio State University with hopes of becoming a medical doctor. Joins fraternity Alpha Phi Alpha. Suffers serious injury whilst working at a hotel, falling down an elevator shaft.

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					Ernest Hemingway: The Sun Also Rises.

					Langston Hughes: The Weary Blues.

					Van Vechten: Nigger Heaven.

					

					
					HISTORICAL EVENTS

					Foundation of the Harlem Globetrotters. John Logie Baird demonstrates the television. Fascist youth organizations set up in Germany and Italy. General Strike in UK.

					

					
					DATE

					1927

					

					
					AUTHOR’S LIFE

					Brings fellow students to a brothel he frequents and is asked to withdraw from college due to “ill health and failing grades.” Sent to prison for committing fraud (September). Mother and father separate permanently, divorcing in 1928.

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					Cather: Death Comes for the Archbishop.

					Hughes: Fine Clothes to the Jew.

					Thornton Wilder: The Bridge of San Luis Rey.

					Virginia Woolf: To the Lighthouse.

					

					
					HISTORICAL EVENTS

					Charles Lindbergh completes the first non-stop solo transatlantic flight. Transatlantic telephone service inaugurated for commercial use. Sacco and Vanzetti executed. First full-length movie with sound sequences, The Jazz Singer.

					

					
					DATE

					1928

					

					
					AUTHOR’S LIFE

					Commits armed robbery and sent to prison in Ohio. Serves eight years of a twenty-year sentence. His injury suffered two years previously exempts him from hard labor and he can dedicate time to writing in prison.

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					Du Bois: Dark Princess: A Romance.

					Fauset: Plum Bun.

					Rudolph Fisher: The Walls of Jericho.

					McKay: Home to Harlem.

					Woolf: Orlando.

					

					
					HISTORICAL EVENTS

					Oscar De Priest of Illinois becomes the first African American to serve in Congress since 1901. The Lights of New York, first all-talking motion picture. Stalin’s first Five-Year Plan.

					

					
					DATE

					1929

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					Cullen: The Black Christ.

					William Faulkner: The Sound and the Fury.

					Dashiell Hammett: Red Harvest and The Dain Curse.

					Hemingway: A Farewell to Arms.

					Thomas Wolfe: Look Homeward, Angel.

					

					
					HISTORICAL EVENTS

					Stock market crash. Herbert Hoover US president. Birth of Martin Luther King, Jr. Museum of Modern Art founded in New York. Charles Hamilton Houston develops outstanding program in law at Howard University (to 1935), training Black attorneys who will lead the battle to end segregation. John Hope becomes president of Atlanta University, which establishes the first graduate school for Black people.

					

					
					DATE

					1930

					

					
					AUTHOR’S LIFE

					Witnesses the Ohio State Prison fire that kills 322 prisoners.

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					Dos Passos: U.S.A. Trilogy (to 1936).

					Faulkner: As I Lay Dying.

					Hammett: The Maltese Falcon.

					

					
					HISTORICAL EVENTS

					US tariff raised to levels which damage world trade. Gandhi drafts the Declaration of Indian Independence and embarks on his “Salt March.” Nazi Party makes great gains in German elections.

					

					
					DATE

					1931

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					Robert Frost: Collected Poems.

					Hammett: The Glass Key.

					Toomer: Essentials.

					Birth of Toni Morrison.

					

					
					HISTORICAL EVENTS

					Scottsboro case: nine young Afro-Americans charged with rape of two white women in Alabama, provoking major civil rights controversy. Trial of Al Capone. Increasing financial panic and unemployment in US. Empire State Building completed.

					

					
				DATE

					1932

					

					
					AUTHOR’S LIFE

					Chester’s father remarries. Brother graduates from Oberlin.

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					Faulkner: Light in August.

					Fisher: The Conjure Man Dies. Aldous Huxley: Brave New World.

					

					
				HISTORICAL EVENTS

					Landslide victory for Democrat F. D. Roosevelt in US presidential election. Amelia Earhart first woman to fly solo across the Atlantic. Nazis become largest single party in German Reichstag.

					

					
					DATE

					1933

					

					
					AUTHOR’S LIFE

					Meets Prince Rico, romantic affair begins whilst in prison. Begins sending short stories to magazines from prison. “Prison Mass” published in Abbott’s Weekly. “A Cup of Tea” published in Atlanta Daily World.

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					James Weldon Johnson: Along This Way.

					George Orwell: Down and Out in Paris and London.

					

					
					HISTORICAL EVENTS

					Roosevelt launches “New Deal” recovery program. By this year 11,000 of the 25,000 banks in the US have failed. Unemployment peaks at nearly thirteen million (nearly a quarter of the workforce). 21st Amendment repeals Prohibition. Hitler appointed Chancellor of Germany; Albert Einstein and other émigrés flee to US. Nazi book burnings.

					

					
					DATE

					1934

					

					
					AUTHOR’S LIFE

					“Crazy Stir” and “To What Red Hell” published by Esquire magazine, Himes strikes up a working relationship with its founder, Arnold Gingrich. “The Black Man Has Red Blood” published by Chicago Defender.

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					James M. Cain: The Postman Always Rings Twice.

					Fitzgerald: Tender Is the Night. Hammett: The Thin Man.

					Hughes: The Ways of White Folks.

					Zora Neale Hurston: Jonah’s Gourd Vine.

					Agatha Christie: Murder on the Orient Express.

					

					
					HISTORICAL EVENTS

					US tariff reduced. Mao Zedong’s Long March. USSR admitted to League of Nations. Stalin’s Great Terror begins (to 1939). Hitler becomes German Führer.

					

					
					DATE

					1935

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					Du Bois: Black Reconstruction in America

					Hughes: Mulatto.

					John Steinbeck: Tortilla Flat.

					Wolfe: Of Time and the River.

					

					
					HISTORICAL EVENTS

					National Labor Relations Act gives workers right to form or join unions. Category 5 Labor Day Hurricane hits Florida Keys. Nuremberg Laws in Germany, legitimizing persecution of Jews. Italy invades Abyssinia.

					

					
					DATE

					1936

					

					
					AUTHOR’S LIFE

					Released from prison on parole (April). Meets writer Langston Hughes.

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					Arna Bontemps: Black Thunder.

					Faulkner: Absalom! Absalom!

					

					
					HISTORICAL EVENTS

					Dust bowl drought, tremendous losses for farmers. Spanish Civil War. German troops occupy Rhineland.

					

					
					DATE

					1937

					

					
					AUTHOR’S LIFE

					Marries his first wife, Jean Johnson (July).

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					Hurston: Their Eyes Were Watching God.

					Steinbeck: Of Mice and Men.

					Christie: Death on the Nile.

					

					
					HISTORICAL EVENTS

					Joe Louis wins heavyweight championship bout. Picasso paints Guernica. Japanese invasion of China.

					

					
					DATE

					1938

					

					
					AUTHOR’S LIFE

					Begins work as research assistant and writer for Cleveland Public Library Project.

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					Wilder: Our Town.

					Richard Wright: Uncle Tom’s Children.

					

					
					HISTORICAL EVENTS

					Munich Pact: Britain, France and Italy agree to German partition of Czechoslovakia. Fair Labor Standards Act sets first minimum wage in US.

					

					
					DATE

					1939

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					Raymond Chandler: The Big Sleep.

					Steinbeck: The Grapes of Wrath.

					Joyce: Finnegans Wake.

					

					
					HISTORICAL EVENTS

					Germany invades Poland causing Britain and France to declare war on Germany. World War II begins. End of the Spanish Civil War. Britain and France recognize the Franco regime as Spain’s government.

					

					
					DATE

					1940

					

					
					AUTHOR’S LIFE

					Fifteen prose poems published in the Cleveland News.

					

					
				LITERARY CONTEXT

					Chandler: Farewell, My Lovely.

					Hemingway: For Whom the Bell Tolls.

					Wright: Native Son.

					Graham Greene: The Power and the Glory.

					Franklin D. Roosevelt wins the US election. Winston Churchill becomes British prime minister. Battle of Dunkirk; evacuation of British forces; fall of France. Hattie McDaniel first African American actor to win an Academy Award.

					

					
					DATE

					1941

					

					
					AUTHOR’S LIFE

					“Face in the Moonlight” published in Coronet. Works as a butler at Malabar Farm (summer) under Louis Bromfield. Bromfield persuades Chester and Jean to relocate to Los Angeles, offering to pitch novel by Himes, Black Sheep, to film producers. (The novel is eventually published as Cast the First Stone then later, unabridged, as Yesterday Will Make You Cry.)

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					Eudora Welty: A Curtain of Green.

					W. Somerset Maugham: Up at the Villa.

					Deaths of James Joyce, Virginia Woolf.

					

					
				HISTORICAL EVENTS

					Japanese Navy launches a surprise attack on the United States at Pearl Harbor. US enters World War II. British cryptologists break the Enigma code.

					

					
					DATE

					1942

					

					
					AUTHOR’S LIFE

					Gains entry-level writing position at Warner Brothers until Jack L. Warner learns that Himes is Black, uses a racial slur against him and has him terminated immediately.

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					Mary McCarthy: The Company She Keeps.

					

					
					HISTORICAL EVENTS

					American success at the Battle of Midway is a major victory. The Declaration of the United Nations is signed. Manhattan Project begins.

					

					
					DATE

					1943

					

					
					AUTHOR’S LIFE

					Publishes several short stories in NAACP’s Crisis magazine. Starts writing column in union magazine War Worker.

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					Chandler: The Lady in the Lake.

					Antoine de Saint-Exupéry: The Little Prince.

					

					
					HISTORICAL EVENTS

					Allied forces take back North Africa. Mussolini ousted and arrested; Italy surrenders to Allied Forces. The United States Congress passes the War Labor Disputes Act.

					

					
					DATE

					1944

					

					
					AUTHOR’S LIFE

					Receives year-long writing fellowship from the Rosenwald Fund, approved by Vandi Haygood. Moves to New York, stays in Harlem with his cousin, Jean remains in LA.

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					Saul Bellow: Dangling Man.

					Lillian Smith: Strange Fruit.

					

					
					HISTORICAL EVENTS

					The Siege of Leningrad ends after 872 days. Allied forces land in Normandy during the D-Day invasion. Paris is liberated from Nazi occupation. Franklin D. Roosevelt becomes the only US president to be elected for a fourth term.

					

					
					DATE

					1945

					

					
					AUTHOR’S LIFE

					First novel, If He Hollers Let Him Go, published. Meets Ralph Ellison and Richard Wright. Death of Himes’ mother, Estelle.

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					Robert Penn Warren: All the King’s Men.

					Wright: Black Boy.

					Orwell: Animal Farm.

					Evelyn Waugh: Brideshead Revisited.

					

					
					HISTORICAL EVENTS

					President Roosevelt dies, succeeded by Harry S. Truman (April). Germany surrenders. War in Europe ends on VE Day (May 8). Atomic bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. VJ Day (Aug 15).

					

					
					DATE

					1946

					

					
					AUTHOR’S LIFE

					Meets Carl Van Vechten. Article in Chicago Defender names Himes, Ellison and Wright as “blues school of writers.”

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					Death of Willa Cather.

					

					
					HISTORICAL EVENTS

					United Nations’ first meeting held in London.

					

					
					DATE

					1947

					

					
					AUTHOR’S LIFE

					Lonely Crusade published.

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					Arthur Miller: All My Sons.

					Greene: The Heart of the Matter.

					

					
					HISTORICAL EVENTS

					US Secretary of State George C. Marshall announces the “Marshall Plan” to help rebuild Europe. The Cold War begins.

					

					
					DATE

					1948

					

					
					AUTHOR’S LIFE

					Receives a scholarship from the Yaddo artists’ community where he stays and works (April). Meets Patricia Highsmith.

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					William Gardner Smith: Last of the Conquerors.

					Orwell: Nineteen Eighty-Four.

					

					
					HISTORICAL EVENTS

					Israeli declaration of independence. Soviet blockade of Berlin and Allied airlift (to 1949).

					

					
				DATE

					1949

					

					
					AUTHOR’S LIFE

					“Journey Out of the Fear” published in journal Tomorrow. “Mama’s Missionary Money” published in The Crisis.

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					Simone de Beauvoir: The Second Sex.

					

					
					HISTORICAL EVENTS

					Senator Joseph McCarthy’s Communist “witch-hunt” begins. Communist leader Mao Zedong establishes the People’s Republic of China. The Fourth Geneva Convention is agreed.

					

					
					DATE

					1950

					

					
					AUTHOR’S LIFE

					Lectures at North Carolina College for Negroes. Black Sheep, the novel based on his prison experience which was initially accepted by Henry Holt, is rejected when he arrives to sign the contract.

					

					
				HISTORICAL EVENTS

					President Truman sends US military personnel to assist French forces in Vietnam. Korean War (to 1953).

					

					
					DATE

					1951

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					Frost: The Complete Poems.

					J. D. Salinger: The Catcher in the Rye.

					

					
					HISTORICAL EVENTS

					US government begins Nevada nuclear tests. Development of birth control pill. First color television pictures broadcast from the Empire State Building.

					

					
					DATE

					1952

					

					
					AUTHOR’S LIFE

					Separates from first wife, Jean. Cast the First Stone published (unexpurgated text published in a new edition, Yesterday Will Make You Cry, in 1998).

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					James Baldwin: Go Tell It on the Mountain.

					Ralph Ellison: Invisible Man.

					

					
					HISTORICAL EVENTS

					57,000 children are paralyzed by polio in the US.

					

					
					DATE

					1953

					

					
					AUTHOR’S LIFE

					Chester’s father dies (January). Rekindles friendship with Richard Wright. Travels to France by boat, settles in Paris (April). Meets James Baldwin. Spends three months in London (from July).

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					Bellow: The Adventures of Augie March.

					Chandler: The Long Goodbye.

					Wright: The Outsider.

					Samuel Beckett: Waiting for Godot.

					

					
					HISTORICAL EVENTS

					Dwight D. Eisenhower inaugurated as US president.

					

					
					DATE

					1954

					

					
					AUTHOR’S LIFE

					The Third Generation published.

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					Kingsley Amis: Lucky Jim.

					

					
					HISTORICAL EVENTS

					McCarthy is censured by the Senate. Ellis Island closes as an immigration station. Brown vs Board of Education: US Supreme Court rules that segregation in education is illegal, though this proves difficult to enforce. French defeat in Vietnam at battle of Dien Bien Phu; peace talks in Geneva; French withdrawal; Vietnam divided into North and South.

					

					
					DATE

					1955

					

					
					AUTHOR’S LIFE

					Travels back to New York (January). Leaves New York for France, never to live in US again (December). The Primitive published (new edition, The End of a Primitive, published in 1990 with Himes’ original introduction).

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					Vladimir Nabokov: Lolita.

					

					
					HISTORICAL EVENTS

					Rosa Parks arrested after refusing to give up her bus seat to a white passenger.

					

					
					DATE

					1956

					

					
					AUTHOR’S LIFE

					Writers’ colony, La Ciotat (till June).

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					Baldwin: Giovanni’s Room.

					John Osborne: Look Back in Anger.

					

					
					HISTORICAL EVENTS

					Suez crisis in Egypt caused by nationalization of the Suez Canal (to 1957). French colonial rule ends in Tunisia and Morocco. USSR invades Hungary. Khrushchev denounces Stalin.

					

					
				DATE

					1957

					

					
					AUTHOR’S LIFE

					First installment of the Harlem Detective series, For Love of Imabelle (republished as A Rage in Harlem, 1965).

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					Jack Kerouac: On the Road.

					Boris Pasternak: Doctor Zhivago.

					

					
				HISTORICAL EVENTS

					European Economic Community founded (France, Belgium, Italy, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, West Germany). “Little Rock Nine”: Governor of Arkansas calls in National Guard to prevent nine African American students from entering the Central High School; President Eisenhower calls Federal troops to escort them in. Beginning of communist insurgency in Vietnam. USSR launches Sputnik 1, beginning the Space Race.

					

					
					DATE

					1958

					

					
					AUTHOR’S LIFE

					For the Love of Imabelle is translated as La Reine des pommes, and published in Gallimard’s Série noire, followed by Il pleut des coups durs (French version of The Real Cool Killers). La Reine des pommes receives the Grand Prix de Littérature Policière for the best detective fiction in French.

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					Chinua Achebe: Things Fall Apart.

					

					
					HISTORICAL EVENTS

					Fall of Fourth Republic in France, result of Algerian crisis. Charles de Gaulle returns to power (Fifth Republic), elected as president. Recession in the US brings large increase in unemployment. NASA created. US launches Explorer 1 satellite, USSR launches Sputnik 3.

					

					
					DATE

					1959

					

					
					AUTHOR’S LIFE

					The Real Cool Killers published in the US. French (Couché dans le pain) and US editions of The Crazy Kill published. Lesley Packard meets Himes to interview him for The Herald Tribune (spring). They move in together by winter in the south of France. Suffers the first of several strokes that will occur over the course of his life.

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					Bellow: Henderson the Rain King.

					

					
					HISTORICAL EVENTS

					Fidel Castro comes to power in Cuba. US vice-president Richard Nixon and USSR premier Nikita Khrushchev engage in the impromptu “Kitchen Debate,” arguing the merits of capitalism and communism. Resnais and Truffaut spearhead “New Wave” cinema in France.

					

					
					DATE

					1960

					

					
					AUTHOR’S LIFE

					All Shot Up and The Big Gold Dream published.

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					Harper Lee: To Kill a Mockingbird.

					John Updike: Rabbit, Run.

					Death of Richard Wright.

					

					
					HISTORICAL EVENTS

					The US sends its first troops to Vietnam to fight. France conducts nuclear weapons tests, Algeria. “Sit In” movement to oppose segregation spreads from North Carolina to colleges throughout the country; the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) founded.

					

					
					DATE

					1961

					

					
					AUTHOR’S LIFE

					Pinktoes published in French (in English, 1965). Meets Pablo Picasso. Meets with Arthur Cohn and accepts $4000 deal for a screenplay – begins writing Baby Sister, retracts deal following April, suspicious of Cohn’s treatment of director and friend Pierre-Dominique Gaisseau.

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					Joseph Heller: Catch-22.

					V. S. Naipaul: A House for Mr. Biswas.

					Frantz Fanon: The Wretched of the Earth.

					

					
					HISTORICAL EVENTS

					John F. Kennedy becomes US president. SNCC organizes “Freedom Rides” in the South. Erection of Berlin Wall. Algerian demonstrators killed by Paris police.

					

					
					DATE

					1962

					

					
					AUTHOR’S LIFE

					Assists on a French documentary in Harlem. Meets Malcolm X.

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					Nabokov: Pale Fire.

					

					
					HISTORICAL EVENTS

					Algeria wins independence from France. Cuban Missile Crisis.

					

					
					DATE

					1963

					

					
					AUTHOR’S LIFE

					Une Affair de viol (A Case of Rape) published in French. “Harlem: An American Cancer” published by Présence Africaine.

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					Baldwin: The Fire Next Time.

					McCarthy: The Group.

					Sylvia Plath: The Bell Jar.

					

					
					HISTORICAL EVENTS

					Assassination of President Kennedy. Lyndon B. Johnson becomes US president. Protest march on Washington; Martin Luther King Jr.’s “I have a dream” speech. De Gaulle vetoes British entry into the EEC. Nelson Mandela jailed for life, South Africa (released 1990).

					

					
				DATE

					1964

					

					
					AUTHOR’S LIFE

					Retour en Afrique (Cotton Comes to Harlem) published in France (in US, 1965). Meets Carlos Moore. Himes featured on front cover of French magazine, Adam.

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					Bellow: Herzog.

					Carl Van Vechten dies.

					

					
				HISTORICAL EVENTS

					Civil Rights Act prohibits discrimination in US. Brezhnev becomes Communist Party General Secretary in USSR.

					

					
					DATE

					1965

					

					
					AUTHOR’S LIFE

					Pinktoes is a bestseller after publication in US.

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					Baldwin: Going to Meet the Man.

					Claude Brown: Manchild in the Promised Land.

					Martin Luther King: Why We Can’t Wait.

					Malcom X: The Autobiography of Malcolm X.

					

					
					HISTORICAL EVENTS

					De Gaulle re-elected. US bombing in Vietnam begins. Malcolm X assassinated.

					

					
					DATE

					1966

					

					
					AUTHOR’S LIFE

					Run Man Run and The Heat’s On published.

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					Truman Capote: In Cold Blood.

					Thomas Pynchon: The Crying of Lot 49.

					Achebe: A Man of the People.

					

					
					HISTORICAL EVENTS

					Mao’s Cultural Revolution launched, China. Race riots across US.

					

					
					DATE

					1967

					

					
					AUTHOR’S LIFE

					Builds house in Moraira, Spain after much searching for the right spot with Lesley.

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					John A. Williams: The Man Who Cried I Am.

					Gabriel García Márquez: One Hundred Years of Solitude.

					

					
					HISTORICAL EVENTS

					Arab-Israeli Six-Day War. President Johnson commissions a report on racial violence in US. De Gaulle visits Canada. First heart transplant operation.

					

					
					DATE

					1968

					

					
					AUTHOR’S LIFE

					If He Hollers, Let Him Go! released as a film, directed by Charles Martin.

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					Eldridge Cleaver: Soul on Ice.

					Alexander Solzhenitsyn: Cancer Ward.

					

					
					HISTORICAL EVENTS

					National strike sparked, France, by student protest. Anti-Vietnam War demonstrations across US. Martin Luther King assassinated. Civil Rights Act prohibiting housing discrimination based on race, religion, national origin and sex in the US, signed. Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia.

					

					
					DATE

					1969

					

					
					AUTHOR’S LIFE

					Blind Man with a Pistol published.

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					Maya Angelou: I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings.

					Ray Bradbury: I Sing the Body Electric.

					James Alan McPherson: Hue and Cry: Stories.

					Mario Puzo: The Godfather.

					

					
					HISTORICAL EVENTS

					Moon landing. De Gaulle resigns. Pompidou elected president of France. Richard Nixon becomes president of US.

					

					
					DATE

					1970

					

					
					AUTHOR’S LIFE

					Cotton Comes to Harlem film released, directed by Ossie Davis, breaks box office records in New York, Chicago, Washington D.C., and Detroit. Meets Maya Angelou.

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					Toni Morrison: The Bluest Eye.

					

					
					HISTORICAL EVENTS

					De Gaulle dies. US invades Cambodia.

					

					
					DATE

					1971

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					Toni Cade Bambara: Blues Ain’t No Mocking Bird.

					Flannery O’Connor: The Complete Stories.

					

					
					HISTORICAL EVENTS

					Four Power Agreement on Berlin signed.

					

					
				DATE

					1972

					

					
					AUTHOR’S LIFE

					The Quality of Hurt, The Autobiography of Chester Himes (volume 1) published.

					Come Back, Charleston Blue (based on The Heat’s On) released as a film, directed by Mark Warren. Television interview on Soul. Suffers from a stroke (December).

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					Ishmael Reed: Mumbo Jumbo.

					Hunter S. Thompson: Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas.

					

					
				HISTORICAL EVENTS

					Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty (SALT) signed by USSR and US. Watergate Scandal: Democratic National Committee headquarters burgled. Nixon visits China. US bombs Hanoi. Shirley Chisholm first black person to bid for the Democratic presidential nomination: is unsuccessful.

					

					
					DATE

					1973

					

					
					AUTHOR’S LIFE

					Black on Black, collection of short work, published.

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					Pynchon: Gravity’s Rainbow.

					Alice Walker: In Love and Trouble: Stories of Black Women.

					

					
					HISTORICAL EVENTS

					Arab-Israeli War. Middle East oil embargo – power crisis in West. France instigates Messmer Plan for nuclear power expansion. Spanish prime minister Carrero Blanco killed by Basque separatists. US troops leave Vietnam.

					

					
					DATE

					1974

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					Henry Dumas: Ark of Bones and Other Stories.

					Heller: Something Happened.

					Erica Jong: Fear of Flying.

					Robert Persig: fen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance.

					Reed: The Last Days of Louisiana Red.

					

					
					HISTORICAL EVENTS

					Pompidou dies, Giscard d’Estaing president. Nixon resigns after Watergate scandal. Gerald Ford becomes US president.

					

					
					DATE

					1975

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					Bellow: Humboldt’s Gift.

					Gayl Jones: Corregidora.

					

					
					HISTORICAL EVENTS

					Vietnam war ends. Death of Franco, succeeded as Spanish head of state by King Juan Carlos; transition from dictatorship to democracy begins.

					

					
					DATE

					1976

					

					
					AUTHOR’S LIFE

					My Life of Absurdity, The Autobiography of Chester Himes (volume 2) published.

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					Raymond Carver: Will You Please Be Quiet, Please?

					Alex Haley: Roots.

					

					
					HISTORICAL EVENTS

					Jimmy Carter elected US president. Chairman Mao dies. First Apple computer.

					

					
					DATE

					1977

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					Stephen King: The Shining.

					McPherson: Elbow Room: Stories.

					Morrison: Song of Solomon.

					

					
					HISTORICAL EVENTS

					Elvis Presley dies. First free elections in Spain for four decades.

					

					
					DATE

					1978

					

					
					AUTHOR’S LIFE

					After a long engagement, Himes marries Lesley.

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					John Cheever: Collected Stories. Marilyn French: The Women’s Room.

					John Irving: The World According to Garp.

					

					
					HISTORICAL EVENTS

					Camp David Agreement signed by Carter, President Sadat of Egypt and Israeli prime minister Menachem Begin.

					

					
					DATE

					1979

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					Octavia Butler: Kindred.

					Jayne Anne Phillips: Black Tickets.

					Gilbert Sorrentino: Mulligan Stew.

					William Styron: Sophie’s Choice.

					Updike: Too Far to Go.

					Italo Calvino: If on a winter’s night a traveler.

					

					
					HISTORICAL EVENTS

					Soviet troops occupy Afghanistan. Carter and Brezhnev sign SALT II. Shah of Iran forced into exile; Ayatollah Khomeini establishes an Islamic state; American embassy siege in Tehran. Margaret Thatcher becomes the UK’s first woman prime minister.

					

					
					DATE

					1980

					

					
					AUTHOR’S LIFE

					A Case of Rape published in the US.

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					Cade Bambara: The Salt Eaters.

					Marilynne Robinson: Housekeeping.

					Eudora Welty: Collected Stories.

					

					
					HISTORICAL EVENTS

					Ronald Reagan elected US President. Iran—Iraq War begins (to 1988).

					

					
				DATE

					1981

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					Carver: What We Talk About When We Talk About Love.

					Updike: Rabbit Is Rich.

					Salman Rushdie: Midnight’s Children.

					

					
				HISTORICAL EVENTS

					Mitterrand elected French president. Right-wing coup attempt fails in Spain. Sadat assassinated (Egypt). AIDS cases first reported in US and UK.

					

					
					DATE

					1982

					

					
					AUTHOR’S LIFE

					Wins Before Columbus Foundation’s American Book Award for Lifetime Achievement.

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					Audre Lorde: fami: A New Spelling of My Name.

					Gloria Naylor: The Women of Brewster Place.

					Walker: The Color Purple.

					García Márquez: Chronicle of a Death Foretold.

					Primo Levi: If not Now, When?

					

					
					HISTORICAL EVENTS

					Falklands War. Socialist victory in Spanish elections. Spain joins NATO.

					

					
					DATE

					1983

					

					
					AUTHOR’S LIFE

					Final installment of Harlem Detective Series, Plan B, published (unfinished).

					

					
					HISTORICAL EVENTS

					Carver: Cathedral.

					Bobbie Ann Mason: Shiloh and Other Stories.

					

					
					HISTORICAL EVENTS

					US troops invade Grenada after government overthrown. Martin Luther King Jr.’s birthday becomes federal holiday.

					

					
					DATE

					1984

					

					
					AUTHOR’S LIFE

					Death of Chester Himes, aged 75 (November 12), buried in Moraira.

					

					
					LITERARY CONTEXT

					Phillips: Machine Dreams.

					Updike: The Witches of Eastwick.

					

					
					HISTORICAL EVENTS

					Indira Gandhi assassinated. Reagan re-elected in landslide.

					

			

		

	
		
			A Rage in Harlem

		

	
		
			I

		

		HANK COUNTED THE stack of money. It was a lot of money—a hundred and fifty brand-new ten-dollar bills. He looked at Jackson through cold yellow eyes.

		“You give me fifteen C’s—right?”

		He wanted it straight. It was strictly business.

		He was a small, dapper man with mottled brown skin and thin straightened hair. He looked like business.

		“That’s right,” Jackson said. “Fifteen hundred bucks.”

		It was strictly business with Jackson too.

		Jackson was a short, black, fat man with purple-red gums and pearly white teeth made for laughing, but Jackson wasn’t laughing. It was too serious for Jackson to be laughing. Jackson was only twenty-eight years old, but it was such serious business that he looked a good ten years older.

		“You want me to make you fifteen G’s—right?” Hank kept after him.

		“That’s right,” Jackson said. “Fifteen thousand bucks.”

		He tried to sound happy, but he was scared. Sweat was trickling from his short kinky hair. His round black face was glistening like an eight-ball.

		“My cut’ll be ten percent—fifteen C’s—right?”

		“That’s right. I pays you fifteen hundred bucks for the deal.”

		“I take five percent for my end,” Jodie said. “That’s seven hundred and fifty. Okay?”

		Jodie was a working stiff, a medium-sized, root-colored, rough-skinned, muscular boy, dressed in a leather jacket and GI pants. His long, thick hair was straightened on the ends and burnt red, and nappy at the roots where it grew out black. It hadn’t been cut since New Year’s Eve and this was already the middle of February. One look at Jodie was enough to tell that he was strictly a square.

		“Okay,” Jackson said. “You gets seven hundred and fifty for your end.”

		It was Jodie who had got Hank to make all this money for him.

		“I gets the rest,” Imabelle said.

		The others laughed.

		Imabelle was Jackson’s woman. She was a cushioned-lipped, hot-bodied, banana-skin chick with the speckled-brown eyes of a teaser and the high-arched, ball-bearing hips of a natural-born amante. Jackson was as crazy about her as moose for doe.

		They were standing around the kitchen table. The window looked out on 142nd Street. Snow was falling on the ice-locked piles of garbage stretching like levees along the gutters as far as the eye could see.

		Jackson and Imabelle lived in a room down the hall. Their landlady was at work and the other roomers were absent. They had the place to themselves.

		Hank was going to turn Jackson’s hundred and fifty ten-dollar bills into a hundred and fifty hundred-dollar bills.

		Jackson watched Hank roll each bill carefully into a sheet of chemical paper, stick the roll into a cardboard tube shaped like a firecracker, and stack the tubes in the oven of the new gas stove.

		Jackson’s eyes were red with suspicion.

		“You sure you’re using the right paper?”

		“I ought to know it. I made it,” Hank said.

		Hank was the only man in the world who possessed the chemically treated paper that was capable of raising the denomination of money. He had developed it himself.

		Nevertheless Jackson watched Hank’s every move. He even studied the back of Hank’s head when Hank turned to put the money into the oven.

		“Don’t you be so worried, Daddy,” Imabelle said, putting her smooth yellow arm about his black-coated shoulder. “You know it can’t fail. You saw him do it before.”

		Jackson had seen him do it before, true enough. Hank had given him a demonstration two days before. He had turned a ten into a hundred right before Jackson’s eyes. Jackson had taken the hundred to the bank. He had told the clerk he had won it shooting dice and had asked the clerk if it was good. The clerk had said it was as good as if it had been made in the mint. Hank had had the hundred changed and had given Jackson back his ten. Jackson knew that Hank could do it.

		But this time it was for keeps.

		That was all the money Jackson had in the world. All the money he’d saved in the five years he’d worked for Mr. H. Exodus Clay, the undertaker. And that hadn’t come easy. He drove the limousines for the funerals, brought in the dead in the pickup hearse, cleaned the chapel, washed the bodies and swept out the embalming room, hauled away the garbage cans of clotted blood, trimmed meat and rotten guts.

		All the money he could get Mr. Clay to advance him on his salary. All the money he could borrow from his friends. He’d pawned his good clothes, his gold watch and his imitation diamond stickpin and the gold signet ring he’d found in a dead man’s pocket. Jackson didn’t want anything to happen.

		“I ain’t worried,” Jackson said. “I’m just nervous, that’s all. I don’t want to get caught.”

		“How’re we goin’ to get caught, Daddy? Ain’t nobody got no idea what we’re doing here.”

		Hank closed the oven door and lit the gas.

		“Now I make you a rich man, Jackson.”

		“Thank the Lord. Amen,” Jackson said, crossing himself.

		He wasn’t a Catholic. He was a Baptist, a member of the First Baptist Church of Harlem. But he was a very religious young man. Whenever he was troubled he crossed himself just to be on the safe side.

		“Set down, Daddy,” Imabelle said. “Your knees are shakin’.”

		Jackson sat down at the table and stared at the stove. Imabelle stood beside him, drew his head tight against her bosom. Hank consulted his watch. Jodie stood to one side, his mouth wide open.

		“Ain’t it done yet?” Jackson asked.

		“Just one more minute,” Hank said.

		He moved to the sink to get a drink of water.

		“Ain’t the minute up yet?” Jackson asked.

		At that instant the stove exploded with such force it blew the door off.

		“Great balls of fire!” Jackson yelled. He came up from his chair as if the seat of his pants had blown up.

		“Look out, Daddy!” Imabelle screamed and hugged Jackson so hard she threw him flat on his back.

		“Hold it, in the name of the law!” a new voice shouted.

		A tall, slim colored man with a cop’s scowl rushed into the kitchen. He had a pistol in his right hand and a gold-plated badge in his left.

		“I’m a United States marshal. I’m shooting the first one who moves.”

		He looked as if he meant it.

		The kitchen had filled with smoke and stunk like black gunpowder. Gas was pouring from the stove. The scorched cardboard tubes that had been cooking in the oven were scattered over the floor.

		“It’s the law!” Imabelle screamed.

		“I heard him!” Jackson yelled.

		“Let’s beat it!” Jodie shouted.

		He tripped the marshal into the table and made for the door. Hank got there before him and Jodie went out on Hank’s back. The marshal sprawled across the table top.

		“Run, Daddy!” Imabelle said.

		“Don’t wait for me,” Jackson replied.

		He was on his hands and knees, trying as hard as he could to get to his feet. But Imabelle was running so hard she stumbled over him and knocked him down again as she made for the door.

		Before the marshal could straighten up all three of them had escaped.

		“Don’t you move!” he shouted at Jackson.

		“I ain’t moving, Marshal.”

		When the marshal finally got his feet underneath him he yanked Jackson erect and snapped a pair of handcuffs about his wrists.

		“Trying to make a fool out of me! You’ll get ten years for this.”

		Jackson turned a battleship gray.

		“I ain’t done nothing, Marshal. I swear to God.”

		Jackson had attended a Negro college in the South, but whenever he was excited or scared he began talking in his native dialect.

		“Sit down and shut up,” the marshal ordered.

		He shut off the gas and began picking up the cardboard tubes for evidence. He opened one, took out a brand-new hundred-dollar bill and held it up toward the light.

		“Raised from a ten. The markings are still on it.”

		Jackson had started to sit down but he stopped suddenly and began to plead.

		“It wasn’t me what done that, Marshal. I swear to God. It was them two fellows who got away. All I done was come into the kitchen to get a drink of water.”

		“Don’t lie to me, Jackson. I know you. I’ve got the goods on you, man. I’ve been watching you three counterfeiters for days.”

		Tears welled up in Jackson’s eyes, he was so scared.

		“Listen, Marshal, I swear to God I didn’t have nothing to do with that. I don’t even know how to do it. The little man called Hank who got away is the counterfeiter. He’s the only one who’s got the paper.”

		“Don’t worry about them, Jackson. I’ll get them too. But I’ve already got you, and I’m taking you down to the Federal Building. So I’m warning you, anything you say to me will be used against you in court.”

		Jackson slid from the chair and got down on his knees.

		“Leave me go just this once, Marshal.” The tears began streaming down his face. “Just this once, Marshal. I’ve never been arrested before. I’m a church man, I ain’t dishonest. I confess, I put up the money for Hank to raise, but it was him who was breaking the law, not me. I ain’t done nothing wouldn’t nobody do if they had a chance to make a pile of money.”

		“Get up, Jackson, and take your punishment like a man,” the marshal said. “You’re just as guilty as the others. If you hadn’t put up the tens, Hank couldn’t have changed them into hundreds.”

		Jackson saw himself serving ten years in prison. Ten years away from Imabelle. Jackson had only had Imabelle for eleven months, but he couldn’t live without her. He was going to marry her as soon as she got her divorce from that man down South she was still married to. If he went to prison for ten years, by then she’d have another man and would have forgotten all about him. He’d come out of prison an old man, thirty-eight years old, dried up. No one would give him a job. No woman would want him. He’d be a bum, hungry, skinny, begging on the streets of Harlem, sleeping in doorways, drinking canned heat to keep warm. Mama Jackson hadn’t raised a son for that, struggled to send him through the college for Negroes, just to have him become a convict. He just couldn’t let the marshal take him in.

		He clutched the marshal about the legs.

		“Have mercy on a poor sinner, man. I know I did wrong, but I’m not a criminal. I just got talked into it. My woman wanted a new winter coat, we want to get a place of our own, maybe buy a car. I just yielded to temptation. You’re a colored man like me, you ought to understand that. Where are we poor colored people goin’ to get any money from?”

		The marshal yanked Jackson to his feet.

		“God damn it, get yourself together, man. Go take a drink of water. You act as if you think I’m Jesus Christ.”

		Jackson went to the sink and drank a glass of water. He was crying like a baby.

		“You could have a little mercy,” he said. “Just a little of the milk of human mercy. I’ve done lost all my money in this deal already. Ain’t that punishment enough? Do I have to go to jail too?”

		“Jackson, you’re not the first man I’ve arrested for a crime. Suppose I’d let off everybody. Where would I be then? Out of a job. Broke and hungry. Soon I’d be on the other side of the law, a criminal myself.”

		Jackson looked at the marshal’s hard brown face and mean, dirty eyes. He knew there was no mercy in the man. As soon as colored folks got on the side of the law, they lost all Christian charity, he was thinking.

		“Marshal, I’ll pay you two hundred dollars if you let me off,” he offered.

		The marshal looked at Jackson’s wet face.

		“Jackson, I shouldn’t do this. But I can see that you’re an honest man, just led astray by a woman. And being as you’re a colored man like myself, I’m going to let you off this time. You give me the two hundred bucks, and you’re a free man.”

		The only way Jackson could get two hundred dollars this side of the grave was to steal it from his boss. Mr. Clay always kept two or three thousand dollars in his safe. There was nothing Jackson hated worse than having to steal from Mr. Clay. Jackson had never stolen any money in his life. He was an honest man. But there was no other way out of this hole.

		“I ain’t got it here. I got it at the funeral parlor where I work.”

		“Well, that being the case, I’ll drive you there in my car, Jackson. But you’ll have to give me your word of honor you won’t try to escape.”

		“I ain’t no criminal,” Jackson protested. “I won’t try to escape, I swear to God. I’ll just go inside and get the money and bring it out to you.”

		The marshal unlocked Jackson’s handcuffs and motioned him ahead. They went down the four flights of stairs and came out on Eighth Avenue, where the apartment house fronted.

		The marshal gestured toward a battered black Ford.

		“You can see that I’m a poor man myself, Jackson.”

		“Yes, sir, but you ain’t as poor as me, because I’ve not only got nothing but I’ve got minus nothing.”

		“Too late to cry now, Jackson.”

		They climbed into the car, drove south on 134th Street, east to the corner of Lenox Avenue, and parked in front of the H. Exodus Clay Funeral Parlor.

		Jackson got out and went silently up the red rubber treads of the high stone steps; entered through the curtained glass doors of the old stone house, and peered into the dimly lit chapel where three bodies were on display in the open caskets.

		Smitty, the other chauffeur and handyman, was silently embracing a woman on one of the red, velvet-covered benches similar to the ones on which the caskets stood. He hadn’t heard Jackson enter.

		Jackson tiptoed past them silently and went down the hall to the broom closet. He got a dust mop and cloth and tiptoed back to the office at the front.

		At that time of afternoon, when they didn’t have a funeral, Mr. Clay took a nap on the couch in his office. Marcus, the embalmer, was left in charge. But Marcus always slipped out to Small’s bar, over on 135th Street and Seventh Avenue.

		Silently Jackson opened the door of Mr. Clay’s office, tiptoed inside, stood the dust mop against the wall and began dusting the small black safe that sat in the corner beside an old-fashioned roll-top desk. The door of the safe was closed but not locked.

		Mr. Clay lay on his side, facing the wall. He looked like a refugee from a museum, in the dim light from the floor-lamp that burned continuously in the front window.

		He was a small, elderly man with skin like parchment, faded brown eyes, and long gray bushy hair. His standard dress was a tail coat, double-breasted dove-gray vest, striped trousers, wing collar, black Ascot tie adorned with a gray pearl stickpin, and rimless nose-glasses attached to a long black ribbon pinned to his vest.

		“That you, Marcus?” he asked suddenly without turning over.

		Jackson started. “No sir, it’s me, Jackson.”

		“What are you doing in here, Jackson?”

		“I’m just dusting, Mr. Clay,” Jackson said, as he eased open the door of the safe.

		“I thought you took the afternoon off.”

		“Yes sir. But I recalled that Mr. Williams’ family will be coming tonight to view Mr. Williams’ remains, and I knew you’d want everything spic and span when they got here.”

		“Don’t overdo it, Jackson,” Mr. Clay said sleepily. “I ain’t intending to give you a raise.”

		Jackson forced himself to laugh.

		“Aw, you’re just joking, Mr. Clay. Anyway, my woman ain’t home. She’s gone visiting.”

		While he was speaking, Jackson opened the inner safe door.

		“Thought that was the trouble,” Mr. Clay mumbled.

		In the money drawer was a stack of twenty-dollar bills, pinned together in bundles of hundreds.

		“Ha ha, you’re just joking, Mr. Clay,” Jackson said as he took out five bundles and stuck them into his side pants pocket.

		He rattled the handle of the dust mop while closing the safe’s two doors.

		“Lord, you just have to forgive me in this emergency,” he said silently, then spoke in a loud voice, “Got to clean the steps now.”

		Mr. Clay didn’t answer.

		Jackson tiptoed back to the broom closet, put away the cloth and mop, tiptoed silently back toward the front door. Smitty and the woman were still enjoying life.

		Jackson let himself out silently and went down the stairs to the marshal’s car. He palmed two of the hundred-dollar bundles and slipped them through the open window to the marshal.

		The marshal held them down between his legs while he counted them. Then he nodded and stuck them into his inside coat pocket.

		“Let this be a lesson to you, Jackson,” he said. “Crime doesn’t pay.”

	
		
			II

		

		AS SOON AS the marshal drove off, Jackson started running. He knew that Mr. Clay would count his money the first thing on awakening. Not because he suspected anybody would steal it. There was always someone on duty. It was just a habit. Mr. Clay counted his money when he went to sleep and when he woke up, when he unlocked his safe and when he locked it. If he wasn’t busy, he counted it fifteen to twenty times a day.

		Jackson knew that Mr. Clay would begin questioning the help when he missed the five hundred. He wouldn’t call in the police until he was dead certain who had stolen his money. That was because Mr. Clay believed in ghosts. Mr. Clay knew damn well if ever the ghosts started collecting the money he’d cheated their relatives out of, he’d be headed for the poor house.

		Jackson knew that next Mr. Clay would go to his room searching for him.

		He was pressed but not panicked. If the Lord would just give him time enough to locate Hank and get him to raise the three hundred into three thousand, he might be able to slip the money back into the safe before Mr. Clay began suspecting him.

		But first he had to get the twenty-dollar bills changed into ten-dollar bills. Hank couldn’t raise twenties because there was no such thing as a two-hundred-dollar bill.

		He ran down to Seventh Avenue and turned into Small’s bar. Marcus spotted him. He didn’t want Marcus to see him changing the money. He came in by one door and went out by the other; ran up the street to the Red Rooster. They only had sixteen tens in the cash register. Jackson took those and started out. A customer stopped him and changed the rest.

		Jackson came out on Seventh Avenue and ran down 142nd Street toward home. It came to him, as he was slipping and sliding on the wet icy sidewalks, that he didn’t know where to look for Hank. Imabelle had met Jodie at her sister’s apartment in the Bronx.

		Imabelle’s sister, Margie, had told Imabelle that Jodie knew a man who could make money. Imabelle had brought Jodie to talk to Jackson about it. When Jackson said he’d give it a trial, it had been Jodie who’d gotten in touch with Hank.

		Jackson felt certain that Imabelle would know where to find Jodie if not Hank. The only thing was, he didn’t know where Imabelle was.

		He stopped across the street and looked up at the kitchen window to see if the light was on. It was dark. He tried to remember if it was himself or the marshal who’d turned off the light. It didn’t make any difference anyway. If the landlady had returned from work she was sure to be in the kitchen raising fifteen million dollars’ worth of hell.

		Jackson went around to the front of the apartment house and climbed the four flights of stairs. He listened at the front door of the apartment. He didn’t hear a sound from inside. He unlocked the door, slipped quietly within. He didn’t hear anyone moving about. He tiptoed down to his room and closed himself in. Imabelle hadn’t returned.

		He wasn’t worried about her. Imabelle could take care of herself. But time was pressing him.

		While trying to decide whether to wait there or go out and look for her, he heard the front door being unlocked. Someone entered the front hall, closed and locked the door. Footsteps approached. The first hall door was opened.

		“Claude,” an irritable woman’s voice called.

		There was no reply. The footsteps crossed the hall. The opposite door was opened.

		“Mr. Canefield.”

		The landlady was calling the roll.

		“As evil a woman as God ever made,” Jackson muttered. “He must have made her by mistake.”

		More footsteps sounded. Jackson crawled quickly underneath the bed, keeping his overcoat and hat on. He heard the door being opened.

		“Jackson.”

		Jackson could feel her examining the room. He heard her try to open Imabelle’s big steamer trunk.

		“They keeps this trunk locked all the time,” she complained to herself. “Him and that woman. Living in sin. And him calls himself a Christian. If Christ knew what kind of Christians He got here in Harlem He’d climb back up on the cross and start over.”

		Jackson heard her walk back toward the kitchen. He rolled from underneath the bed and got to his feet.

		“Merciful Lawd!” he heard her exclaim. “Somebody done blowed up my brand-new stove.”

		Jackson flung open the door to his room and ran down the hall. He got out of the front door before she saw him. He went upstairs instead of down, taking the stairs two at a time. He had scarcely turned at the landing when he heard the landlady run out into the corridor, chasing him.

		“Who you be, you dirty bastard!” she yelled. “It you, Jackson, or Claude? Blew up my stove!”

		He came out on the roof and ran to the roof of the adjoining building, past a pigeon cage, and found the door to the stairway unlocked. He went down the stairs like a bouncing ball but stopped at the street doorway to reconnoiter.

		The landlady was peering from her doorway in the other building. He drew back his head before she saw him, and watched the sidewalk from an angle.

		He saw Mr. Clay’s personal Cadillac sedan turn the corner and pull in at the curb. Smitty, the other chauffeur, was driving. Mr. Clay got out and went inside.

		Jackson knew they were looking for him. He turned, running, and went through the hallway and out of the back door. There was a small concrete courtyard filled with garbage cans and trash, closed in by high concrete walls. He put a half-filled garbage can against the wall and climbed over, tearing the middle button from his overcoat. He came out in the back courtyard of the building that faced 142nd Street. He ran through the hallway and turned towards Seventh Avenue.

		A cruising taxi came in his direction. He hailed it. He’d have to break one of the ten-dollar bills, and that would cost him a hundred dollars, but there was no help for it now. It was just hurry-hurry.

		A black boy was driving. Jackson gave him the address of Imabelle’s sister in the Bronx. The black boy made a U-turn in the icy street as though he liked skating, and took off like a lunatic.

		“I’m in a hurry,” Jackson said.

		“I’m hurrying, ain’t I?” the black boy called over his shoulder.

		“But I ain’t in no hurry to get to heaven.”

		“We ain’t going to heaven.”

		“That’s what I’m scared of.”

		The black boy wasn’t thinking about Jackson. Speed gave him power and made him feel as mighty as Joe Louis. He had his long arms wrapped about the steering wheel and his big foot jammed on the gas, thinking of how he could drive that goddam DeSoto taxicab straight off the mother-raping earth.

		Margie lived in a flat on Franklin Avenue. It was a thirty-minute trip by rights, but the black boy made it in eighteen, Jackson biting his nails all the way.

		Margie’s husband hadn’t come home from work. She looked like Imabelle, only more proper. She was straightening her hair when Jackson arrived and had a mean yellow look at being disturbed. The house smelled like a singed pig.

		“Is Imabelle here?” Jackson asked wiping the sweat from his head and face and pulling down the crotch of his pants.

		“No, she is not. Why did not you telephone?”

		“I didn’t know y’all had a telephone. When’d y’all get it?”

		“Yesterday.”

		“I ain’t seen you since yesterday.”

		“No, you have not, have you?”

		She went back to the kitchen where her hair irons were on the fire. Jackson followed her, keeping his overcoat on.

		“You know where she might be?”

		“Do I know where who might be?”

		“Imabelle?”

		“Oh, her? How do I know if you do not know? You are the one who is keeping her.”

		“Know where I can find Jodie, then?”

		“Jodie? And who might Jodie be?”

		“I don’t know his last name. He’s the man who told you and Imabelle about the man who raises money.”

		“Raises money for what?”

		Jackson was getting mad. “Raises it to spend, that’s for what. He raises dollar bills into ten-dollar bills and ten-dollar bills into hundred-dollar bills.”

		She turned around from the stove and looked at Jackson.

		“Is you drunk? If you is, I want you to get out of here and do not come back until you is sober.”

		“I ain’t drunk. You
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