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Author’s Statement

Every American has been impacted by the Great Migration and by Bronzeville.  My connection is personal. My 
grandparents were a part of the wave of “immigrants” to Bronzeville. My father told me stories about the ever 
changing cast of characters he knew growing up in his grandmother’s rooming house – the slick and wicked, the 
brilliant and noble, many of them recent transplants from the South, all seeking a better life. 

But, in our nation of immigrants, the story of Bronzeville is one that touches all Americans. Without this 
Great Migration, untold lives that significantly shaped our nation may well have come and gone, unknown, 
unaccomplished and unfulfilled. If not for Bronzeville, would the music that came from the cotton fields to 
recording studios, influenced countless musicians of future generations? If not for Bronzeville, would Chicago 
have elected its first black mayor in the 1980s and produced the first black President twenty-five years later?

It is my hope that Runny Walker and the characters you’ll come to know in the Runny Walker Mystery Series will 
do justice to this American legacy.

~ Donald Brooks Jones

Illustrator’s Statement

The images that accompany the Dateline: Bronzeville narrative are the latest expression of the 
trajectory of my work that spans the last 15 years. They derive from memory, real and imagined, of 
formative experiences on the South Side in the 1950s and 60s, insights gleaned from parents, grand 
and great grandparents, and extensive research. Each image is a meditation on, and celebration of, the 
lore and legends of the long-vanished world that was Bronzeville.

Each image is one view of a three-dimensional modeled scene, which is also an element in the Dateline: 
Bronzeville video game, which is in-development.

~ Philip Mallory Jones
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Dateline: Bronzeville
A Runny Walker Mystery

PROLOGUE

A short while before boosting himself onto the moving train, Runny Walker was reading a book. At the 
end of each day, he enjoyed reading with his back propped against his favorite tree in the woods behind 
the house he shared with his older brother and mother. Soon, the sun would dip behind the barn and 
then lose its glow over the horizon ending the few waning minutes of daylight and solitude. Runny 
looked up from his reading as he heard the voices of two men approach the clearing at the tree line. 
He recognized one voice as that of his brother, Willie Junior. The men talked softly for a few seconds. 
Runny began to stand as he heard the men share a brief laugh. Then it happened. The man pulled a 
revolver from his overalls and shot Willie in the chest.

Runny stood, frozen behind the tree, and watched as the life drained from his brother, his hero, onto 
the muddy Mississippi Delta soil. His brief moment of absolute shock dissolved and he involuntarily 
jerked his hand toward his mouth in an attempt to stifle a gasp. He made a sound. The murderer 
looked Runny’s way. The man’s lopsided grin displayed crooked teeth that shone eerily in the dusky 
light. There should have been no witnesses. Runny knew this, and so did the man with the gun. The 
year was 1923. Runny was seventeen years old. The face of the murderer with the crooked grin was the 
stuff of nightmares for years to come.
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Hopping trains was nothing new to Runny. He had done it many times before. This time was different. 
He would not return home. On the night that would change his life, he dashed along the gravel bed 
of the train tracks, parallel to the rolling boxcars. Timing his jump carefully, he launched himself 
headlong into an empty freight car as the train slowed at a bend on the outskirts of Mound Bayou, 
Mississippi.

He crawled and scooted to a corner of the dark boxcar and huddled there. The rushing air slipped 
through the slats of the walls on faint shafts of light from the clear moonlit sky. It created a ventilated 
cabin that would have been pleasantly cool, if he had not been shivering with anxiety.  Fortunately, he 
had worn his only jacket when he left the house that morning. A different and colder climate was in his 
future.

Runny was leaving behind a Mississippi Delta that was tabletop flat to the horizon. It was verdant 
green in the spring and summer, then brown and white when the cotton was ripe in the fall. In the 
winter, the leftover cotton balls gave the brown stalks in the fields the look of snow. His destination 
was Chicago; a place that was brown and grey, made vertical by stone and steel.

He looked down at his copper-brown hands. They were grimy at the end of the long day. Every time 
he hopped a train, he got splinters in his palms. The freight car floor planks and rusted fittings of the 
train doors invariably scraped them raw. Today was no exception and he began to pluck the splinters.  
He was counting on those rough hands, and his capable brain, to help him maneuver his next steps 
and the rest of his life. Runny hunched further into the corner of the boxcar, insulating himself against 
the chilly draft and the unknown, hopeful that he knew enough to survive.
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One hundred miles later, the train eased into the rail yard in Memphis. Runny jumped from the train 
into the dirt and sawgrass tufts that bordered the tracks. As he did so, he reflexively looked over his 
shoulder. He knew they were looking for him. He brushed himself off as best he could and made his 
way to the ticket counter where he bought a ticket to Chicago’s Union Station. He had not dared to buy 
his ticket at the train station in Mound Bayou. There were too many big ears and loose lips hanging 
around the platform deck.  He also knew it would have been a mistake to delay departing, even a few 
hours. Runny had to leave town in a hurry, without saying any goodbyes. He had seen too much that 
night. His only hope was to disappear.

###
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DATELINE: BRONZEVILLE
Monday, April 1, 1940

Several years before, Runny Walker positioned the desk intentionally. When seated there, he could 
look out of the window behind his chair and observe the goings-on at an important street corner. To 
Runny, there was no more important street corner anywhere in the world. This corner of 47th Street in 
the great black metropolis on Chicago’s South Side, was where all the action happened. Fortunately for 
Runny, it happened to be the location of his employer. His desk, at the offices of The Chicago Advocate, 
a leading newspaper of the ever-growing Negro community provided this unique birds-eye view and the 
base from which he operated around the city, day to day.  

The place was Bronzeville. Although many called Chicago the Second City, Bronzeville took a backseat 
to no other place. It was a vibrant place of strivers and survivors. They were the slick and the wicked, 
the brilliant and the noble; many of whom were transplants from southern sharecropper farms. Since 
his arrival seventeen years before, tens of thousands had come to Bronzeville for a chance at a new life, 
just as he had.
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Looking straight ahead from the window, he saw men and women on the platform of the elevated train, 
the “L”.  Most of those waiting on the train, stared into the middle distance, braced for another long 
day. They carried their daily weights; shopping bags and lunch pails in hand. All shared a genetic 
memory of working from “Cain see to cain’t see”. 

Below them, on the street level, the barbershop and beauty parlor stirred to life. These were front-
row seats for the passing parade. The procession included the day laborers and the smart set; tired 
mothers with bad feet. Young cats with glistening, processed hair sporting silk and wool suits hummed 
the latest Duke Ellington tune as they strode, like peacocks, down the street. Old men who had seen 
it all, set up their checkerboards and milk-crate chairs preparing for a day of running commentary. All 
were making a way out of no way in Bronzeville. 

###
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It was a new home, for the nascent hope, borne of a new beginning. A hope spawned over, and over 
again, in thousands who fled from the harsh fields and plantation stores that offered no hope, only 
despair.

###
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This was the world of Runny Walker. These were the souls who nurtured him and his aspirations. 
He knew many of them, personally. A goodly number, whom he did not know, claimed to know him. 
He was the chief photojournalist and columnist for The Chicago Advocate; so, Bronzeville movers 
ushered Runny into all the best events and salons and the shakers welcomed him to every crap game 
and dive in the section of town known as the Bucket of Blood.  Runny never met a stranger.  He was 
the man with the camera and the pen. He could make you famous, or infamous, week-to-week, in his 
newspaper column. Everyone wanted a mention in the paper, or wanted to be in his company until the 
wee hours.

The offices of The Chicago Advocate occupied two floors of a four-story building near the bustling 
intersection of 47th Street and South Parkway Boulevard, or, as South Siders called it,  Forty-Seventh 
and South Park. The corner was a hot spot of commerce and shenanigans known locally as “The 
Square”. Runny loved that term, “On the Square”.

If someone said they were “On the Square”, it usually indicated two things to Runny Walker. One, 
you were officially a Bronzeville resident because you had lived there long enough to pick up the 
local jargon, or, two, if you knew “The Square”, you knew the location of the Advocate offices, a very 
important fact to know, in Runny’s estimation. He was the paper’s biggest promoter and did so at every 
opportunity. As Runny’s notoriety grew, so did opportunities for him to promote The Chicago Advocate 
newspaper. The rate of new residents on Chicago’s South Side was well into the hundreds per day.

Over more than thirty years, The Advocate established itself as a powerful new voice for the Negro 
community. It became a source of pride to people of color in the cities of the North and West. It also 
became a vital mechanism for disseminating information to folks back home, in the towns and hamlets 
down South.
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Recent transplants posted notes and missives informing of a new job or a new baby. Plaintive pleas for 
money or a search for loved ones filled the pages of the classified section. Most important, however, 
The Advocate, with its articles on entertainment and sports, politics and social movements - even 
the existence of the The Chicago Advocate itself - was tangible proof there was an opportunity for a 
different life beyond the fields. It was evidence of a chance to come within hailing distance of an elusive 
American Dream.

There was another ramification of the newspaper’s reach. It also attracted the attention of those whose 
positions and livelihoods were threatened by the paper and what it represented. For those Americans, 
The Chicago Advocate was an affront to their view of the role of Negroes in society. Some went so far as 
to label the paper an organ of sedition. These champions of the status quo sought to perpetuate a way 
of life void of concerns arising from black aspirations. 

Pullman porters on the North to South railroad lines were unheralded heroes, as they put their jobs, 
and sometimes their lives, on the line to deliver the news. Several generations before, it had been 
beyond dangerous to consider escape from the South on another “Railroad”. This irony was not lost 
on Runny. He often ruminated on those railroads past and present and his small role in this twentieth 
century iteration that brought the light of freedom to black people in the South. 

###
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The train porters could not simply toss a fresh bundle of copies of The Advocate onto the platform at 
the various stops along the rail line south of the Mason-Dixon. There had to be a plan to get papers off 
the train and into the hands of the distributor at each town. In Mound Bayou, the distributor had been 
Willie Walker, Jr., Runny’s older brother, and the person whom Runny most admired.

When Runny was a boy, Willie always made sure that his younger brother had access to a copy of the 
latest paper. Runny pored over the papers weekly, enthralled by the possibility of a life of excitement, 
glamour and wonder far removed from the cotton fields of Mississippi. There was no doubt in Runny’s 
mind that the encouragement he received from Willie at an early age set the stage for his career choices 
and success.

With his feet crossed at the ankles and propped on the desk, Runny settled into his Monday morning 
routine. First, he checked his calendar for the upcoming week, and then he settled in to peruse that 
week’s edition of The Advocate that hit the streets every Monday morning. It was then that Runny 
reviewed his column, “There’s More Here than Meets the Eye”. As with his meticulously tailored suits 
and spit-shined shoes, he was very exacting with his words and the way they appeared in print. 
He liked to confirm the copy of his text appeared just as he drafted it, down to the last comma and 
semicolon. After that, he checked the classified ads. Runny had posted a personal item in the previous 
weekly.  He wanted to ensure the ad was included again in the edition that was hot off the press.

Seeking information about the murder of William ‘Little Willie’ Walker, Jr., 
in 1923, in Mound Bayou, Mississippi. Contact Jefferson Walker, POB 369, 
Wabash Station, Chicago, Illinois.

When Runny left Mound Bayou, he tried not to look back. This proved to be futile. The murder of his 
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brother, and the searing mental picture of the murderer’s sinister grin, was always in the back, or 
the front, of his mind. From the moment he arrived in Bronzeville, Runny knew he had unfinished 
business back home. The intervening years had not diminished that truth. If anything, his job as a 
newsman made him all the more aware of a central story in his life that remained without a resolution. 

Runny’s first job at The Advocate was as a copy boy and he quickly thrived among those who toiled as 
journalists. The veteran newsmen joked at the sheer volume of Runny’s questions as they went about 
the daily grind of publishing. As he listened to the reporters and their careful use of language, his 
love of journalism grew. Soon he joined their ranks as a reporter. From there he advanced rapidly to 
photojournalist and columnist.

He prided himself in always being “in the know” and he became a valued source of information, not 
only for his readers, but also for the cops. At times, he provided assistance to those who did not work 
in concert with the police. His news beat required that he have friends on both sides of the fence. 
That is not to say that Runny didn’t respect the law. His moral compass generally pointed due North. 
However, Runny learned early on that sometimes what was legal was not always right, or just.

His reputation for using the power of his pen and his weekly column to flush out wrongdoing and 
misdeeds gained steam. On one recent occasion, Runny snapped a photo of a couple at a charity event. 
The picture ran in his column and it led to the apprehension of a prominent Detroit businessman 
wanted for embezzlement and extortion. At some risk to himself, Runny tipped the man’s new wife of 
her husband’s impending legal complications. It enabled her to avoid any undeserved repercussions 
from her man’s fall from grace.
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His ad in the classified section had now run for the second week. Runny hoped it would lead to the 
closure of his personal nightmare. Willie Junior’s murder haunted his dreams for seventeen years. 
His previous sleuthing prepared him for this moment. He would now help his brother, or at least his 
brother’s memory, as only he could.

“Hey, Friday”, he called over to his young and talented protégé, Friday Mosley. She sat at her desk 
across the newsroom. He hired Friday after she walked into the office one day and announced she 
would be working there. She took a seat in the lobby area and told all who would listen that she was 
prepared to wait for as long as it took for an interview. After watching her sit in the lobby all morning, 
through lunch, and into the late afternoon, Runny finally spoke to her. Three minutes into the 
interview, he knew this recent graduate from a fine Nashville college was a terrific job candidate. She 
had unbound potential, only needing a mentor to nurture her as she grew. He hired her on the spot.

“Yes, sir?” Friday responded, eager for a new task.

“Did we confirm Boss Brawley’s press conference on the new housing developments?”

###
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Big Ben Brawley, “The Boss”, was a Bronzeville political operative and ward heeler of the first order. He, 
too, had migrated to Chicago in the 1920s and had quickly risen through the rough and tumble ranks 
of local politics. The first smart thing Boss Brawley did was to forge an alliance with the authorities in 
City Hall. The second smart thing he did was to cultivate a quiet understanding with the mobsters who 
sought control of Bronzeville’s seamy criminal underbelly. He would stay out of their way, if he was 
free to ask for the occasional favor. Like Runny, Boss Brawley knew where the bones and bodies were 
buried. In Boss Brawley’s case, he most likely knew exactly who put them there.

Before Friday could respond to Runny, the phone rang on his desk. “Newsroom. Runny Walker 
speaking.”

“Hey, Runny. This is Roscoe, the desk clerk at the DuSable Hotel. We have a situation over here that 
you should know about.”
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“What’s cooking, Roscoe?”

“You know Ramona, the Northside girl who’s always hanging around in Bronzeville?”

“Oh, yeah. What about her?”

“Right ... well, she was found dead in your buddy Slick Rick’s suite. Must have happened last night and 
now the place is swarming with cops. If I were you, I’d get over here right away. Looks like this is going 
to be big news. White girl found dead in a colored gangster’s apartment. It won’t take long for this to 
get around.”

“I’m on my way.”

###
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Bitter winters, scorching summers and bracing lakefront winds are hallmarks of Chicago weather. 
There is an old saying, “If you don’t like the weather today, stick around. It will change tomorrow.” 
As long as the weather cooperated, Shoe Booty held court at his shoeshine stand just outside of the 
barbershop on the street level of The Chicago Advocate building. He enjoyed the autonomy of his own 
space away from the barbers. By setting up outside, he didn’t have to compete with the know-it-alls in 
the shop for the attention of his customers. He could bend their ears with the latest news and gossip to 
his heart’s content.

Everyone knew when they were approaching the Northwest corner of 47th and South Parkway by 
the distinctive dry cackle of Shoe Booty’s laugh as it pierced the normal din of noise at the bustling 
intersection. Shoe Booty, however, was no one’s fool. He was an excellent listener and he missed 
nothing. This made him a fount of information for those in whom he confided. Runny was Shoe Booty’s 
chief confidante.

Shoe Booty was of indeterminate age, and most could not remember a time when he was not in front 
of his stand, popping a rag on a shoe or boot. He got his nickname as a child because he was so poor 
he wore a shoe on one foot, and a boot on the other. As Runny exited the building, he saw Shoe Booty 
was unoccupied, so he stopped to get his daily shine before heading over to the DuSable Hotel. Before 
Runny could say hello, Shoe Booty was talking.

“You heard about that white girl, right?”

Runny smiled. Shoe Booty never failed to amaze. “And good morning to you, sir. Yes, I heard about it. 
How did you know? Apparently, it just happened. What did you hear?”
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“I got the straight scoop right from the po-lice, from Two Gun Pete himself. He pulled up a little while 
ago. He sat there in his car for a minute, talking to a detective in the front seat with him. Well, you 
know how I keep my ears open, and since they had the windows down I couldn’t help but overhear.” 
Shoe Booty gave Runny a sideways glance and grin as he provided this commentary. 

“Well, plain as day, I heard him talking about a murder at the DuSable. Something about Hugh 
Fairchild’s daughter. You know me, Runny.  I can put two and two together. You remember a few 
months back when old Hugh was in the papers, talking to the Mayor about crime in Bronzeville. 
Well, the only reason he did that was because word was getting around about his precious baby girl 
and Slick Rick. He don’t care about Bronzeville numbers runnin’. What he does care about is his 
reputation.”

Runny listened, and agreed with Shoe Booty’s analysis. Those on the North Side didn’t care too much 
about South Side business, so long as it remained south of the Loop. The shoe shine man continued.

“I’ll tell you what. I had a feeling about Slick Rick and that white girl. She’s been going all up and down 
63rd Street with him. Seemed like just a matter of time before something went wrong.”

“Have you seen Rick this morning?” Runny asked.

“Nope. Pete asked the same thing when he jumped back into his car.”

###
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As Runny stepped into the shine chair, he wondered what he might find when he arrived at the 
DuSable. He also pondered the potential peril facing his oldest Bronzeville friend.

As a teenager, Runny began his life in Chicago when his train arrived at Union Station. As his feet hit 
the railway platform, a stream of travelers propelled him forward and the current carried him along. 
Everyone seemed to move with a purpose, but the dense throng prevented anyone from navigating 
swiftly. He was moving along, getting into the rhythm of the crowd when he felt a forceful tap on 
his shoulder. Runny turned quickly and looked into the scowling brown face of a stranger. Then it 
registered that this colored man was wearing a uniform. He was a police officer. Runny had read about 
Negro policemen, but actually seeing one was startling. There had been no blacks in law enforcement 
in Mississippi, even in the all black town of Mound Bayou.  

“Hey, boy. What’s your business here? Where’s your luggage?  I think you need to come with me.”

Runny had a quick decision to make. As a country boy from Nowhere, Mississippi, he didn’t know 
much, but Runny knew enough to avoid the law at all costs, irrespective of skin color. As the cop 
reached for Runny’s shoulder, his instincts sent a jolt of adrenaline to his feet. He ran.

Sprinting up the marble staircase of the Great Hall of Union Station. Runny dashed through the 
enormous lobby, zigzagging around people in his way.  He nearly slipped on the polished tiles as he 
skidded out of the door and onto Canal Street. As his feet hit the sidewalk, Runny looked to his left 
and right. He had never seen such wide streets. The scale of the buildings was enormous, and there 
were people everywhere. However, he didn’t have time for sightseeing. The authorities were at his heels. 
Runny dashed across the street, dodging automobiles and carts. At the corner, he turned right onto 
West Adams Street, heading toward the river.  
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Rick Hemingway met the newcomer soon after Runny shot out of the terminal. Their relationship began 
with a punch to the gut, literally. With the train cop in hot pursuit, Runny ducked into the first loading 
area he saw, hoping to get lost in the mix of trucks and freight. He would have run right up Rick’s back 
had Rick not turned at that precise moment with his hand extended and balled in a fist. Runny ran 
full speed into a right jab to the solar plexus. It stunned him, but not for long. His immediate objective 
remained paramount and the policeman was gaining on him by the second. Whether the kid he’d just 
run into was friend or foe would have to be determined quickly.

“Whoa, whoa ... what’s the rush, Country?” Rick asked as he took note of Runny’s tattered and soiled 
jacket, pants and shoes.  

Out of breath, Runny wheezed, “Cops ... and he’s colored!”

Rick’s eyes glistened with newfound excitement, “Well, why didn’t you say so, Country. This way, and 
hurry up. The black ones can lock you up same as the white boys.”

They sprinted away, ducking between two warehouses just as the cop was turning the corner. As they 
reached the river, a safe distance away, they were grinning at each other. In short order, they had given 
the cop the slip. This wasn’t Rick’s first experience in evading the authorities. Rick provided Runny 
with his first lesson in making a way out of no way on the streets. More important, each boy gleaned 
something in the other that grew into a bond for life.
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Rick and Runny came into their adulthood on the streets of Bronzeville. They went on double dates at 
the Savoy Roller Rink and boxed together in Golden Gloves at the CYO.  The pair generally competed 
and conspired as brothers as they made their way through their formative years, pitching pennies and 
pinching pennies along the way.

Their lives diverged as they moved into manhood. Rick became Slick Rick, a broad shouldered rough 
customer steeped in the Southside underworld, and quite the Bronzeville figure he was.  When 
considered individually, the features on his dark brown face were irregular and misshapen, but the 
whole made a handsome picture. With dark, magnetic eyes and a ready, mischievous smile, he brought 
all who encountered him into his orbit. Wherever Rick was and whatever he was doing, he was the 
alpha dog. Slick Rick was always the headliner of the show. Others were the supporting cast.

Rick lived life in the fast lane with no brakes. His substantial policy and book-making empire afforded 
him the wine, women and song of a dangerous, twenty-four hour a day player; but Rick was no fool. 
He was calculating - a cultivator of relationships, often taking the long view. A perfect example of this 
was his well-noted benevolence and largesse. Slick Rick regularly provided turkeys and Christmas trees 
at the holidays, gifts for the neighborhood kids on their birthdays and help with the rent to friends 
or strangers when times were tight. Rick knew that the support of the people in the community was 
critical to his ambitions.

Runny was determined to find out exactly what happened at Rick’s DuSable Hotel suite. He, too, had 
seen Rick in his convertible coupe accompanied by the blonde bombshell from the North Shore. Rick 
and Ramona were flouting every convention and doing it with relish. “Lord, I hope Rick hasn’t gotten 
himself into a mess he can’t get out of”, Runny thought. With the last pop of Shoe Booty’s shine rag, 
Runny flipped him a quarter and hailed the first jitney he saw for the quick ride to the crime scene.
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“So what’s new, Speedy? We need to get over to the DuSable as quick as you can.” Runny said as he 
slid into the back seat of the car.  Any time of the day until midnight, you could find Speedy driving his 
jitney between 29th and 63rd Streets along South Parkway.  

Jitney cabs were a prime transportation mode up and down the main arteries of Bronzeville.  Most 
major taxi companies and their white cab drivers would not pick up Negro passengers. For slightly 
more than the Chicago Transit Authority bus fare, you could ride anywhere along a straight-line 
thoroughfare, sometimes alone, sometimes with two or more crammed in with you. Speedy didn’t mind 
that this trip deviated from the main thoroughfare. Runny was a friend and the additional fare didn’t 
hurt, either.

“Man, traffic is crazy around the DuSable Hotel. I heard the cops are swarming over there. It’s funny. I 
took a fare over to that hotel last night and didn’t think too much about it at the time. You know how 
it is, those white boys can jump into our cabs, but we had better not jump in theirs. Oh well, helps me 
make a living so I can’t complain.”

“Anyway, I picked up Bradley Hollingsworth, yeah, those Hollingsworths from the North Shore. Well I 
picked him up at the Club DeLisa drunk as a skunk. He was going on and on about Ramona and how 
she had played him for a fool for the last time. He asks me, he says, ‘What will the people at the club 
think about my fiancée running around with a colored boy?’ He told me, ‘I know she’s with that damn 
Slick Rick. Take me to the DuSable so I can settle this once and for all.’ Me? I just listened and tried to 
get him out of my car as soon as I could. I didn’t want no trouble. No, sir.”

“What time did you drop him off, Speedy?”
“Must have been about midnight, maybe a couple minutes either way.”
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“Have you seen Rick around this morning?” Runny asked.

“Nope. His car is usually parked at Oza’s Cafe about this time, but I didn’t see it when I passed by a 
few minutes ago.”

“OK. Hey, if you could step on it there’s an extra half a buck in it for you. I need to get over to the 
DuSable right away.”

“You bet, Runny.”

There were so many cars parked and double-parked at the DuSable that Runny jumped out of the 
jitney half way up the block. The press and inquisitive neighbors crowded the street as Runny slipped 
into the lobby through a side door. He nodded to the bellhop and looked around until he spotted his 
friend Roscoe, the desk clerk. Runny gave him the signal to meet him over in the corner of the lobby so 
they could talk, partially concealed by the phone booth.

“We were really busy last night. The new show opened at the Rhumboogie and we had how folks and 
want-to-be show folks in and out of the hotel all night. The elevator was on the fritz for a little while, so 
folks we’re complaining about having to take the stairs,” Roscoe explained.

“Does the elevator go out often?” Runny asked.

“Nope, never knew it to happen before.”

“Do you know who might have gone up to Rick’s suite last night?”



38
—   Monday, April 1, 1940   —

Dateline: Bronzeville

“Well, when I got here about eleven o’clock, I don’t know if Rick was here or not. Of course, I can’t see 
who goes in and out the back way from the lobby desk. Ramona came through the lobby door and went 
up there a little while after I got here. She goes up there quite a bit. I think she has her own key. I’m 
not sure who else went up there, but Rick’s wife came in, so I assume she went up. She didn’t stay 
long.  A drunk white boy came in around the same time. Man, was he hot and yelling at the top of his 
lungs. Caused quite a scene. Said he was looking for Ramona. I wanted to try and calm him down, but 
I was tied up with a bunch of check-ins.”

“Thanks, Roscoe.”

“No problem, Runny, One more thing, Cool Papa Joe monopolized the pay phone for a long time and he 
was hanging around, in and out, all night long. You know there’s always the chance for fireworks when 
Rick and Joe are in the same neighborhood.”

When Runny reached the seventh floor, he looked down the hallway. There he saw an old friend, Officer 
Lance “Rock” Bottoms, chatting with the bellhop as the two of them looked in through the open door of 
Rick’s suite. Officer Bottoms well deserved the nickname. He stood a shade over six feet tall with biceps 
the size of honeydew melons. Runny and Lance had earned the respect of the other over the years. 
Runny was glad to see Lance on duty.

Runny’s relationship with Lance was not unusual. He had cultivated a lot of friends within the Chicago 
Police Department, and the police granted Runny wide latitude at crime scenes. They trusted him to 
know his place, and Runny did nothing to abuse their faith. Even if loathe to admit it, they appreciated 
his occasional contributions to their efforts. On more than one occasion, Runny had provided a 
perspective that moved a case forward.



39

—   Monday, April 1, 1940   —

a Runny Walker Mystery

“Hiya Runny, I figured it wouldn’t be too long before you got here. You can go in until the brass shows 
up, but don’t touch nothing. By the way, where is Rick? I know the detective wants to talk to him.”

“Yeah. I wanna talk to him, too.” Runny thought as he entered the room.

Notepad and flash camera in hand, Runny entered the front room of an apartment he had been 
in many times before. He stood within three long strides of the corpse. The morning light filtered 
through gauzy curtains. There was an eerie haze over the floor. Runny thought now, as he often did, 
that homicide scenes are nothing like you see in the movies. There was no dramatic music adding 
poignancy to the moment. Death was a cold reminder of life’s gift. There was only the morbid tableau 
before him. It featured the lifeless body of Ramona Fairchild.

She was clad in lingerie. This suggested that she was either very comfortable opening the door in that 
condition or she was interrupted and unprepared for her final visitor. Her only other adornment were 
diamond bracelets, gifts from Bradley, on each wrist. Runny noted four twenty dollar bills on a table 
near the sofa.  Ramona had apparently been bludgeoned with a heavy, blood-coated vase that was 
lying near her body. Blood was everywhere. It pooled around her head and a spray of droplets radiated 
from there. Runny imagined the explosive rage it took to club someone to death in this manner. If 
this wasn’t a highly emotional, personal attack, there must have been another very strong motivation 
at work. Whoever committed this murder wanted to leave no doubt that Ramona Fairchild would not 
survive to leave the room under her own volition.
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Runny spent several minutes thoroughly documenting the body and furnishings with his camera. 
Officer Bottoms along with the bellhop watched Runny’s every move, ensuring the reporter didn’t 
disturb any potential evidence. Over time, Runny had developed a rhythm for photographing crime 
scenes. He called it going “inside out” and then “outside in”. He would take a series of pictures from 
the point of view of the victim. Then he would step away and walk the perimeter of the subject taking 
snapshots directed inward, toward the body. Runny found this was his best chance of capturing even 
the smallest detail that might lead to a better story or an answer to a future question.

###
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After taking his last photo, Runny left the room. Just outside of Rick’s apartment door, JT Lawson, 
Slick Rick’s right hand man, had arrived and chatted amiably with Officer Bottoms and the bellhop, 
George. As Runny entered the hallway, JT was speaking.

“You fellas know I love Rick like a brother, but I’ll tell you what, it doesn’t look good right now. I always 
told him to avoid that girl, but he wouldn’t stay away from her. She had a way of making him so mad 
sometimes. It was scary. I had a feeling it might not end well.”

Runny observed JT as he spoke. In some ways, he was everything Slick Rick was not. Where Rick was 
unpolished and unlettered, JT was East Coast educated and urbane. Rick seemed to appreciate having 
the bright and smooth young brother at hand to circulate among those who may be a little put off by 
Rick’s bruiser image and rough-hewn table manners.

JT was the perfect counterpoint. His smooth persona allowed Rick to extend his empire beyond the 
relative twos and fews of the ghetto economy to the bigger rackets, where negotiations occurred over 
five course meals. The access to another social strata led to opportunity for the young lieutenant. 
He was beginning to make quite a name for himself both south and north of the Loop, and his wallet 
began to fatten as he reaped the rewards of proximity to the seats of power. Runny wondered where 
JT might be in the next five or ten years. “He’s on a fast track somewhere. That’s for sure,” thought 
Runny.  

“Hi-ho, JT. What’s the good word? Where’s Rick?” Runny asked.

“I don’t know, man. I saw him very briefly yesterday evening, but I was busy last night and I didn’t see 
him after that. I hope he’s OK”, he replied, his eyes bouncing between Runny and the policeman.
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The three men left Officer Bottoms at his post in front of Slick Rick’s suite. As Runny got on the 
elevator, George and JT chose to take the stairs, expressing concerns about the balky elevator service. 
When Runny reached the lobby, he turned and took the steps down another flight to the basement 
level. Above him in the stairwell shaft, he could hear JT and George talking softly. The echoing stairwell 
walls amplified their voices, but the distance muffled their words.

In the bowels of the building, Runny found Big Laura, the housekeeper who discovered Ramona’s body. 
She was smoking a cigarette in the women’s locker area. Laura was what the old folks used to call a 
big-boned woman. She had a loud, raspy voice and a personality to match. She didn’t hide the fact that 
she had a deep appreciation for the opposite sex.

Big Laura had previously worked at the Pershing Hotel, and the old Essex before that. She knew her 
way around a hotel room, both as an employee and as a guest. Laura was quite the party girl among 
the Bronzeville fast-set back in her prime. Runny knew she would have an opinion about Rick and 
Ramona.

“Hey Runny, I ain’t surprised to see you. I’m just surprised it’s before the cops talked to me.”

###
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“How you doin’, Laura. It’s good to see you.” Flatteringly, he added, “You’re looking as fine as ever. Did 
you see Rick in the hotel last night?”

Then she continued, “All I know is I saw his wife Alice. She was banging on the door to the suite to beat 
the band. I was on the seventh floor getting the big bucket from the closet. I didn’t see if she went in 
the suite or not.”

“This happened after that loud, drunk white boy had stumbled out the back lobby door into the alley. 
He was holding something to his face when he left. Looked like a white scarf or a handkerchief. I coulda 
swore there were red smears on it, but I couldn’t say for sure if it was blood. I didn’t see where he went 
when he first came in. The lobby was crowded with folks all night, but he was cussing up a storm 
about the elevator, so I imagine he was mad about having to use the stairs.”

“What do you know about Rick and Ramona?”

“Well, I guess I can say this, now that she’s dead and all. Those two got mighty loud sometimes, both 
with the fightin’ and with the lovin’, if you know what I mean.”Runny paused before he asked, “Has 
Alice ever caught them together?”

“That I don’t know, but I do know she’s well aware of Rick’s habits. I overheard her on the phone in 
the lobby one day. She must have been talking to one of her girlfriends. She was going on and on, 
complaining about one hussy after another. Blaming the women. You know what I say. It takes two to 
tango. If I was a few years younger, I might give her a run for her money with him.”

###
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The lobby, with its soft glow of artificial light, stood in sharp relief to the tunnel of crystal, mid-morning 
daylight framed by the exit door. Runny’s photojournalist eye was always alert for interesting lighting 
and staging possibilities. He paused in the lobby to capture the unique light display on film. As he did 
so, the night switchboard operator, Maggie Sands, discreetly caught his eye. Maggie was an old friend 
from their younger days in and around Bronzeville. At one time, she was the ticket taker at the Regal 
Theater and they were a part of the same crowd who would to go to Saturday night rent parties. She 
had her coat on, but she waited around to say a word to Runny before she went home.

###
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Maggie spoke to Runny quickly and in hushed tones as they stood in the half-soft and half-bright light 
near the entrance door. The police had interviewed her, Maggie said. She could tell they thought Rick 
did it, so she decided not to tell them all she knew.

“I’ll give you a call later, Runny. I don’t want to talk about it around here.” Maggie was obviously quite 
nervous, and Runny decided not to force the issue. He would talk to her later and he watched as she 
hurried out of the door.

On the street outside of the hotel, the crowd of neighbors and onlookers was beginning to disperse as 
the excitement, and gossip opportunities, faded. These were working people with jobs to do and lives to 
lead. Although the details sparked by lurid rumors were highly salacious, the fact of Ramona’s murder 
did not surprise them much.

Runny spotted Detective Sylvester “Two Gun Pete” Washington, double-parked. He was studiously 
observing the individuals in another vehicle, parked across the street. Early in his career, Officer 
Washington had emptied his revolver in a shoot-out. Thereafter, “Two Gun Pete” began carrying a 
second handgun for backup and his reputation as a brute with a badge grew.
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“Hey Runny. Have you seen your buddy Slick Rick around?” He snickered as he said it.

He followed with, “Looks like an open and shut case, to me. I sure hope he doesn’t resist arrest. When 
I do bag this sucker, I will make sure to give you an exclusive interview. I’ll even invite you to my 
promotion party. That’s a promise.”

Two Gun Pete revved the engine of his black coupe and sped away creating a squeal of tires within the 
billows of exhaust. His departure revealed the car he had been watching on the far side of the street. 
A cloud of cigar and cigarette smoke filled the interior of a black Lincoln sedan. Inside were three 
henchmen of Slick Rick’s rival, Cool Papa Joe.

“Well,” Runny thought. “This certainly has Cool Papa Joe’s interest. I wonder who else might be 
interested in the crime scene at the DuSable Hotel?”

###
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There is something comforting and familiar about all black barbershops. If you relocated the Top Notch 
Barber Shop in Bronzeville onto any street in any black neighborhood, large or small from coast to 
coast, you would think it had been there for a decade or more. When Runny entered the Top Notch, 
the first thing he noticed was the familiar smell. It was a combination of witch hazel, tobacco smoke 
and talcum powder. The next thing he noticed was something he appreciated every time, the relaxed 
atmosphere. Certainly, men went there for a haircut or a shave. They also went to let their hair down. 
Life wasn’t always a bowl of cherries in Bronzeville. The respite found in the company of those fighting 
similar battles was a comfort.

As the gathering place for men and boys from all walks of life, it was the neighborhood clearinghouse 
for the latest gossip and rumor. Tall tales and hyperbole were never in short supply. The barbershop 
also served as an unofficial office and barter exchange for the deals and dealers that made up the 
underground economy. The Top Notch Barber Shop was Runny’s first stop after leaving the DuSable 
Hotel.
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The conversation in the barbershop was raucous and non-stop. Typically, the topics of banter would be 
sports, women and politics, in that order. Today, virtually all conversation swirled around the events at 
the DuSable and Slick Rick. For many, Rick was the Robin Hood of Bronzeville, a swashbuckling rogue 
who routinely outwitted his competitors and the law. He was the undisputed, devil-may-care Prince of 
the Underworld.

“Have you cats heard about the new housing project Boss Ben Brawley is working on? I heard Rick put 
up some of the money. I wonder what will happen to that now.”

“Man, my old lady went and spent eighteen dollars on a dress and some shoes! Eighteen dollars! Who 
does she think I am, Rockefeller? I’m gonna tell her, ‘If you don’t take that stuff back today, you might 
end up like Rick’s girlfriend.’ “

###
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Ramona’s death and the potential of Rick’s complicity had occurred less than twelve hours before. 
Within that brief time, everyone in the barbershop had become an expert on the relationship between 
Slick Rick and Ramona. What they didn’t know, they made up on the fly. You would have thought 
that each one of them, particularly the barbers themselves, had access to the coroner’s report and the 
investigating officer’s notebook. All agreed it looked bad for Slick Rick.

“Too bad,” they concurred. “He’s a good dude and he certainly was coming up in the world. Such a 
shame to see him take a tumble all due to a white chick.”

In a rear corner of the shop was the telephone. This was the erstwhile office of Cat Daddy. He 
was the neighborhood bookie and numbers runner. Cat Daddy possessed more than just a knack 
for numbers. He was able to compute pari-mutuel odds in his head and, consequently, he was a 
master handicapper. In a different time with equal opportunity, he could have been a well-respected 
mathematician of renown, tenured at a prestigious university. As it was, he brought his prodigious 
talent to bear in the underground economy, managing hundreds of three digit transactions per day.

Along with his math skills, Cat Daddy had a photographic memory. This fact alone made him a 
key player in Slick Rick’s operation. He could remember your policy number from last year without 
ever using pen or paper. Runny went to the back of the shop and placed a bet on the third race at 
Sportsman’s Park.  Then he gave Cat Daddy a second nod to let the bookie know he wanted to play 
his regular daily number as well. The phone was available, so Runny dropped a nickel in the slot and 
dialed the office to talk to Friday.

“Friday? Listen up. We’ve got a lot of unanswered questions on our hands, all related to the murder. 
Right now, Rick is the main suspect, but if Rick didn’t do it, the motive becomes a real mystery. From 
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the looks of the body, this was certainly no accident. Ramona’s jewelry and cash were untouched, so 
the motive wasn’t robbery. No one has seen Rick and the cops are swarming like buzzards.”

“Got it. What do you need me to do?” Friday asked.

“I need you to hit the streets and see what you can find out. Let’s get back together later today and 
compare notes. I’m going to stop by to see my Aunt Bertha this afternoon. She usually has a good 
sense about this kind of thing. Maybe she can help me think it through. I’ll catch up with you this 
evening.”

Runny’s Aunt Bertha was the sister of his grandmother, Cora. Grandmother Cora was born a slave at 
the tail end of The War of Northern Aggression. This was what her father called the Civil War. Cora’s 
father was a white man, a landowner with substantial holdings around Bolivar County in the Yazoo 
Delta region. Cora was the oldest of thirteen children and even though eleven of her twelve siblings 
were born after the War, their common father continued to rape their mother just as he had during the 
period of legal bondage.

###
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Bertha was born on the same day that her sister Cora gave birth to her first child, Runny’s mother, 
Mayrene. His great aunt and his mother not only shared a birth date, but the coincidence of their 
nearly simultaneous birth resulted in an unusually close kinship between the two. Although they were 
aunt and niece, Bertha and Mayrene grew up much as twins do. They were devoted to each other. 
Mayrene was the strong one and quickly developed into an indispensable field hand. Bertha was the 
smart one, learning to read and write by the age of five. They learned life’s lessons together through 
shared experiences and developed a worldview through a common lens.

Runny suffered from frequent boyhood ailments. His mother experienced great pangs of guilt during 
these episodes. Many mornings she woke up, forced to choose between caring for her sick child and 
going into the field. The straw boss pressured her to do the latter. Often it fell to Bertha to tend to 
Runny, which she did with all the love and care of his mother. Runny had two mothers. He grew to 
consider this a blessing.

Bertha was a charmer with a keen ability. She could read the slightest ticks of facial expressions and 
unconscious “tells” of body language. Whereas Mayrene was content to live on the farm and raise her 
boys, Bertha wanted to experience the world. She would sit for hours on end, weaving intricate tales to 
a very young and impressionable boy about her fantasies. Runny absorbed the nectar of her dreams 
like a sponge. He would ask questions, and Bertha would make the stories even more fantastic. Runny 
and Bertha were similar in that respect. While many viewed life as the reality of the day to day, these 
two dreamers lived a life bound only by imagination.

When the opportunity presented itself, Bertha jumped at the chance to run off with smooth talking 
Rufus Rincon of New Orleans. He billed himself as Rastus the Black Rascal: Master of Sleight of Hand 
and Legerdemain. Rufus was a mainstay with Cap’n Billy’s Carnival and Medicine Show.
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No one had ever met or seen the real Cap’n Billy, because there was no Cap’n Billy. The leader of the 
traveling show was Mama Hope. She was a wise and crafty conjure woman who, as it turned out, was 
also a master of disguise. Mama Hope created Cap’n Billy out of whole cloth, but he was as real as 
Santa Claus. Cap’n Billy and the carnival brought joy and excitement. These were commodities in short 
supply to black patrons across the South.

On the occasions when Cap’n Billy had to appear, Mama Hope transformed herself into the hard-
nosed, cigar-smoking businessman, Cap’n Billy Woods. She pulled it off with flair, self-assurance, and 
a healthy dose of foul language. She knew that her chances of surviving the rough times and hard 
knocks of carnival life increased dramatically if the face of the business was a man. As Mama Hope 
was quick to say, “You don’t have to give the people what they want; but you gotta give them what they 
expect.”

When Rastus introduced Bertha to Mama Hope, they connected immediately. Mama Hope and Bertha 
shared larcenous minds and giving hearts. Bertha had learned many traditional healing techniques 
at her mother’s knee. Mama Hope broadened Bertha’s education by providing a training ground 
and finishing school for the healing and criminal arts. She educated Bertha in the science of herbal 
remedies and the con artist tactics of mentors from years gone by. These lessons would become the 
hallmarks of Bertha’s career.

The Bertha-Rufus romance was short lived; however, when word got back to Mound Bayou that Bertha 
had surfaced in Chicago as Madame Bertha - Spiritual Reader and Advisor, no one back home was 
surprised in the least.

###
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The jingle of bells attached to the doorframe announced Runny’s visit. He heard voices coming forward 
from the back room. A young woman preceded Bertha through the beaded curtain of the séance parlor 
into the foyer area of Bertha’s combination flytrap and kitchenette. The customer was distraught, in 
tears. Bertha consoled her.

“Do not fret, sister. He will return, and when he does, he will be home to stay. A wise woman named 
Mama Hope once told me ‘That which is done in darkness, will surely come to light.’ Believe that, my 
child. One day you, too, will know this truth. It has been passed down through the generations.”

“Oh, thank you so much, Madame Bertha. I’ll be back next week at the same time for my follow up 
reading. Thank you ... thank you.”

###
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Runny and Bertha shared a glance as her client exited. The tinkling of the bells at the door followed in 
her wake. No further mention of the customer occurred. Runny was quite familiar with the peculiarities 
of Bertha’s profession. They exchanged greetings with the few words required by family who were closer 
than close.

“Oh, Runny! I’m so glad to see you! I heard about the mess your friend, Rick, is in ... That scalawag,” 
she said, teasingly, knowing full well that she respected everything about Slick Rick. 

“Yes, I’ll admit, it doesn’t look too good for him right now. No one knows where he is, so I don’t know 
what to think. I do know there was a lot of activity at the DuSable last night, and there was no shortage 
of people with access to Rick’s suite. But, until I can talk to Rick, I just don’t know.”

“You know I’ll do whatever I can to help you,” Bertha said, “I’ll keep my eyes and ears open. One thing I 
do know ... there’s a lot of people in Bronzeville that stand to gain if your friend Rick is out of the way. 
If Rick didn’t kill that girl, then whoever done this is probably working for somebody else. Two things 
old Mama Hope taught me, ‘always watch what the other hand is doing’ and ‘follow the money’.”

Bertha went on, “I was going to call you this morning, so I’m glad you stopped by. I just got a telegram 
from your cousin, Thorlo, about the classified ad you ran in the paper. It seems that as soon as the 
Pullman porter dropped off the latest edition of The Advocate, things started happening around town.”
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Runny’s mind went back seventeen years. Immediately after the murder of Willie Junior, the man 
who pulled the trigger disappeared. He was a roughneck from the neighboring town of Cleveland 
who would do anything, for a price. Most folks figured he headed West so he wouldn’t be around to 
answer questions. For seventeen years, Runny wondered, “Why was Willie Junior killed?” Actually, 
the question was largely rhetorical. Runny knew why his brother died. Willie had acquired a deserved 
reputation.

He was a troublemaker to some and hero to others.  He openly questioned authority. He held meetings 
encouraging the unthinkable - the right to vote. It was an open secret that Willie Junior was no favorite 
of the county magistrate, sheriff and the holders of the largest economic interests in the area.  So, yes, 
he knew why Willie Junior died.

Bertha continued. “Word is that the men responsible are none too happy that you’re trying to stir up 
that old hornets’ nest. They’re so upset that they may try to do something about it. Everyone down 
there knows who killed him. Just so happens that the man who disappeared all those years back 
turned up again maybe six months ago. I guess he figured the coast was clear. He was right. The past 
was dead until those newspapers came down there asking for information. You should know that no 
one has seen that man around town for the past few days. If he’s not in Mound Bayou, he may be here, 
or on his way.”
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This information gave Runny more than a moment’s pause. He suspected running the classified ad 
might have the potential for danger. It was a risk he had been willing to take. Now that the potential 
became real, he had to be alert. Willie’s murderer and those associated with the killer had every reason 
to keep that incident buried in the past. With Bertha’s news, the six-hundred and fifty miles between 
Mound Bayou and Bronzeville did not seem very far ... at all.

By the time Runny returned to the office that night, it was late and he was tired. The office was empty. 
There was a note on his desk next to the telephone. Friday arranged an appointment with Rick’s wife, 
Alice. She agreed to meet with them the next day at the family home on South Parkway. “Well, that’s 
progress,” thought Runny.

Runny was anxious to develop the pictures taken at the DuSable before he stopped for the day. He 
was already writing the sensational headline for the developing story in his head.  Quiet time in the 
darkroom, was what he needed. The dark space and solitude was a place to gather his thoughts, 
particularly on a day like this with its gruesome images and uncertainties. The orderly step by step 
process of developing prints; from lights out, to developing tray, to fixing agent, to the stop bath, helped 
ease the day’s tensions as he watched images appear from negatives as if by magic.

###
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As he was finishing the final print, the phone rang.

“Runny, it’s Maggie. I’m at work on the switchboard. I want to talk to you, but I’m scared to death.”

“What happened?”, asked Runny.

“I put a call through last night about midnight, I heard two men talking briefly. I really want to tell 
you about it, but something just happened that really has me frightened.” Maggie took a breath and 
continued.  “I just got a scary phone call. A man told me keep my mouth shut about anything I think I 
might know about last night if I know what’s good for me. I don’t know what to do, Runny.”

“Maggie...”

“No, Runny. Listen to me. I’ll meet with you tomorrow evening. I have to get out of here right now. 
Maude is going to finish my shift for me. I just want to go home. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

With that, the phone disconnected and Runny was at a loss, totally and completely. Tomorrow had to 
be a better day.

###
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DATELINE: BRONZEVILLE
Tuesday, April 2, 1940

Runny lived in a comfortable building on Chicago’s South Side. The three-story building was known 
as a three-flat apartment, with a unit on each floor. He left his apartment early on the morning after 
the murder. He would meet Friday for breakfast before their meeting with Rick’s wife, Alice. After the 
late night call from Maggie, he had more questions than answers, but he was not disheartened in the 
least. Runny was an optimist. His office colleagues said that Runny Walker could find a silver lining in 
a monsoon. Getting to the bottom of things in Bronzeville was Runny’s forte. To his benefit, Runny had 
numerous friends in stations both high and low, who were willing to help him at a moment’s notice.

One person in his information grapevine was Oza Bramlett. She was the owner of the very popular 
Oza’s Deluxe Cafe. Since migrating to Bronzeville from Tennessee, Oza had used mother-wit and 
dogged determination to acquire several pieces of real estate in Bronzeville. Her holdings included a 
rooming house at the corner of 41st Street and South Indiana Avenue, along with a half dozen rental 
properties on the South Side.

Runny and Rick had occasional business dealings with Oza. All three invested in Bronzeville real 
estate, at times collectively. Runny and Oza were very close. As time went on, Runny observed that 
Oza never completely warmed to Rick. Runny attributed this to her need to protect the cafe licensing 
and inspections from Rick’s reputation. Sometimes the slightest thing, or affiliation, could make the 
difference in the eyes of City Hall bureaucrats. That is, unless you were willing to grease the palms of 
the inspectors with extra cash. 
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Oza knew that once you start down that road, you’ll find yourself on a perilously slippery slope. Word 
gets around. The pay-offs continue in larger and larger amounts. Soon she would find herself working, 
not for herself, but to meet a payroll consisting of “employees” who never cooked a meal or bussed a 
table. That was the way of the world in Bronzeville.

Runny was well aware of Oza’s concerns. One day, he would run a feature article on the issue of 
inspector pay-offs. Today, Runny hoped Oza would pass along any tidbit of information that came her 
way. Her cafe would surely be abuzz with talk of Slick Rick and Ramona.   

Friday and Runny arrived at Oza’s at the same time. As they entered the cafe, Runny heard the usual 
cries, “Hey, Newsman! Take my picture!” “Hiya, Runny. I got a new suit on. I sure would look good 
in the paper next week”. Runny snapped off several shots of patrons. Then he took a picture of Oza 
behind the counter. He was developing a substantial portfolio of photographs for a project. His working 
title was, “The Heart of Bronzeville”.



67

—   Tuesday, April 2, 1940   —

a Runny Walker Mystery

Runny envisioned a gallery installation at the new South Side Community Arts Center. It would consist 
of a collection of candid and portrait photographic images of the inhabitants of this new Black Mecca. 
Runny had discussed the notion with the art center director. Perhaps the collection of photographs 
would accompany prose and poems of some of his writer friends like Richard Wright, Gwendolyn 
Brooks and Langston Hughes. Both he and the director felt the idea was a sure winner, if only he could 
find the time to work on it with a focus.

The intense interest around Ramona’s murder and Rick’s disappearance had only heightened 
overnight. Undoubtedly, the absence of Rick’s voice attributed to the escalation. Without the benefit of 
Rick’s version of events and his alibi, imaginations ran rampant. As it stood, the speculation created a 
narrative unchecked by facts and fueled only by the latest rumor.

###
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Of the three dozen souls packed into Oza’s small diner on Tuesday morning, thirty-four were engaged 
in rabid speculation and overly loud discussions. Runny and Friday were the exceptions. They weren’t 
doing much talking, but their ears were wide open. They listened for any morsel of information that 
might lead them to either Rick’s whereabouts or an inkling of a possible motive for the murder of a 
Northside socialite in the apartment of a Southside gangster. They took stools at the counter, and 
Runny waved to Oza.

 “Good morning, sweetie.” Oza said to Runny. “I know what you’re going to ask. Don’t you worry. I’ll get 
word to you if I hear anything about Rick.” Runny nodded to Oza. He hoped that was true.

Slicing through the crowd to take the two stools next to Friday were JT Lawson and a young woman 
whom Runny did not know.

“Hi Runny, Hello, Friday. I’d like you to meet my fiancée, Clara Piper.”

After a round of how-do-you-do, Clara and Friday began chatting like old friends. Clara was gushing 
with big news.

“Yes, it’s all very exciting. JT proposed last night.” Clara continued. “Of course, I said ‘yes’. My mother 
is so pleased, particularly when I told her JT has recently closed on a house in Woodlawn. We’ll be able 
to start our life together in our own home!”

JT chimed in, “Yeah, Runny. We’re living the American dream, yes sir. Some new friends were able to 
help me get a great deal on the house and the financing. Clara will graduate from the University Of 
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Chicago School Of Social Work next June. I hope that we’ll be able to start a family soon. Things are 
looking up.”

Runny and Friday offered their warmest congratulations to the happy pair and left them at the counter. 
They did not want to keep Alice waiting. On the sidewalk, Friday remarked, “My, it seems as though 
they are very happy together.”

“Yes, very happy ... .” said Runny. He was deep in thought. Something just didn’t fit right. The young 
JT Lawson was a puzzle. He exuded a very attractive self-confidence. JT was a very sharp young guy 
with a bright future in front of him. Runny wondered just how long he would be content as a second-
in-command to Slick Rick when he obviously had the makings of a man in charge.

###
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The gracious ambiance of the Hemingway family home on South Parkway stood in stark contrast to 
the mean streets image of Slick Rick. Alice certainly spared no expense in her choice of furnishings for 
the four-story home. Even more, she exhibited an understated taste that would have pleased the most 
discriminating Evanston matron.

Alice answered the door herself, although there was a maid standing at her right shoulder. She was 
dressed to go out, and quite well, in suit, hat and gloves. Alice escorted her guests into the front parlor 
and perched herself on the edge of a high backed chair. She folded and unfolded her hands in rapid 
succession as Friday began.

“Thank you so much for agreeing to see us, Mrs. Hemingway. Has there been any word from Rick?”

“No.”

Friday continued, “So, when you arrived at the DuSable late Sunday night, did you see your husband?”

Runny grinned inwardly. He admired the way his young assistant constructed her question. She placed 
Alice in the position of having to admit she was there, or lie in contradiction to whatever evidence they 
had to the contrary.

“No,” replied Alice.

Runny thought to himself, “Approach her another way, Friday. Alice has to loosen up and elaborate. 
We won’t get anywhere with one syllable answers.”
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With no words spoken between the two, it was as if Friday heard him word for word. She obliged.

“As you know, ma’am. Runny here is an old friend of Rick’s. Of course, we’re reporters and this is 
bound to be a very important story. However, we want to help find Rick. Everyone wants to know that 
he’s safe. If we can determine where he was for at least part of the evening, that would be a good start. 
So, would you mind telling us what you did from the moment you arrived at the DuSable? What time 
did you get there?

“I got to the hotel about midnight,” Alice said. “I rarely go up there. He meets some unsavory types 
sometimes. I know who my husband is and what he does. He provides a good life for the children and 
me. Runny, did Rick tell you that Martha will be graduating from Corpus Christi grammar school this 
year? Anyway, I know about Rick and his women. I’ve come to a certain peace about it, because I know 
he loves me. However, this white woman was too much for me to stomach. The way she flaunted herself 
was simply shameful. The last straw was when one of my club members saw her with Rick in his car 
and they were doing more than just chatting, at least according to her. She quite indiscreetly circulated 
this bit of news at our bridge luncheon on Saturday afternoon. By the time we finished the canapés, 
the whole sordid mess was common knowledge. I was mortified. I made an excuse about a headache 
and came home, and stewed. Rick didn’t come home on Saturday night. This is not unusual. However, 
by late Sunday, I felt I had to confront him. So I drove over there hoping to find him.”

“And if you found him there, what would you have done?” Friday asked.

“I don’t know.”

“Has Rick ever hit you?”
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“Oh, no. Never. He does have quite a temper, though.

Runny jumped in. “What did you see when you walked into the lobby that night, Alice?”

“Well, it was really crowded. There were a lot of people milling around. I saw that hoodlum, Joe Willis, 
and, of course, he had some of his hoodlum pals hanging around. They call him the Cool Papa ... Ha! 
Joe Willis is nothing but a hound dog. Every time I see him, he’s making snide remarks and catcalls. 
The nerve. He once told me he’d get rid of Rick himself if I would just tell him I’d have him.”

Runny smiled at Alice calling Joe a hoodlum. Something about pots and kettles came to mind, but he 
understood Alice’s rancor. Runny had his own unique history with Cool Papa Joe.

“So, what did you do then? After you saw Cool Papa Joe in the lobby.

“Well, I rode the elevator up to Rick’s floor. The hallway was empty. I got to his door and knocked and 
then I knocked harder. No one answered. I tried to turn the knob, but it wouldn’t turn. I don’t have 
a key so I went back to the elevator. I did hear steps on the stairwell. It sounded as if the person was 
going down the stairs.”

“Alice, what has Rick been most concerned about lately?” Runny asked.

“He doesn’t talk to me much about his business, and I really don’t want to know. However, I overheard 
him talking to JT one night on the phone. The dollar amounts they were discussing were staggering. It 
seems JT received a call from someone connected to the Caliendo family. Rick didn’t like that one bit. 
He screamed at JT ‘What do you mean, a feeler.’ That’s all I know.”
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As Runny and Friday left the Hemingway home, Runny took stock of exactly what they knew, and it 
wasn’t much. No one had seen Rick. He didn’t know if Rick had murdered Ramona. In fact, he didn’t 
know if Rick himself was alive or dead. One sure way to get Rick out the picture would be to have him 
framed for a murder. On the other hand, perhaps, Ramona finally pushed Rick too far. One thing was 
certain; the police were hunting for Rick as the prime suspect in the murder of a young woman from 
a prominent family, and Two Gun Pete was leading the charge. Everyone knew Pete didn’t like to take 
prisoners. He shot half a dozen men in the line of duty. Some of them had been unarmed. Famously, 
Two Gun Pete also shot his own brother for resisting arrest. Runny was well aware that if Two Gun 
Pete had you in his crosshairs, you were in a world of trouble.

It was getting dark by the time Runny approached his office building. Runny’s Tuesday evening routine 
included a stop at the Mocambo Lounge. He found that an after-work cocktail gave his creative juices 
one final push to make it through the end of the day. Then he would go to the office to write and to 
develop the day’s photos. He liked developing pictures at night. The quiet of the empty office allowed 
for uninterrupted work time. He would go to the Mocambo shortly, but he wanted to speak to Shoe 
Booty first. As Runny approached the empty shine stand, it was apparent Shoe Booty had gone for the 
day. He scribbled a quick note and tucked it in a crack between the seat and the stand. He knew Shoe 
Booty would see it first thing when he returned.

I need your help. I have to locate Rick ASAP. Do whatever you can to put the word out 
on the QT.

Runny
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The Mocambo Lounge occupied the same block as the DuSable Hotel. It was a favorite hangout for 
people in the Sporting Life including big and small-time hustlers, pimps and their girls. It was also the 
home of high-stakes gamblers with a special room in the back for poker games. Policy runners and low-
level foot soldiers were regulars, as they were the mechanics that ensured the underworld machinery 
hummed along.

The Italian mob owned The Mocambo and operated it as a money laundry. They were known as “the 
Outfit” and, like any smart business, they did not start a new franchise in a losing location, and the 
smart money said that Bronzeville was the next frontier of the Chicago underworld economy. It would 
be a gold mine for those ruthless enough to take business away from the colored gangsters who 
currently ran the Bronzeville rackets.

Mocambo regulars were generally a discreet bunch. Everyone kept their own counsel and minded their 
own business. Tonight the mood was a little different; Rick was one of their own. The murder and 
the implication of Rick’s involvement vicariously affected all of them. The possibility, or to some the 
probability, of Rick being involved in the murder hit close to home with each of them.

The unwritten rules of the club demanded quiet conversations; there were big dollars on the line, and 
there may have been big ears listening. Tonight, they spoke quietly, but what they said was raw, and 
real.
 
The Northside and Westside guys from “the Outfit” were obviously making moves to control the existing 
order of power in Bronzeville, starting with its rackets. Runny knew the dynamics at play, and the 
considerations of all involved. There was a lot at stake. The game was changing, and those in the game 
were in no mood to request photos tonight.
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Coming out of the restroom, Runny bumped into George, a bellhop at the DuSable . Runny last saw the 
day before at the DuSable. George was in his street clothes, a sharp pinstriped suit with a dark shirt 
and tie. He stepped out of the men’s room with the loose limbed walk of a player. The handkerchief 
in his breast pocket was artfully tucked so the stitched monogram flashed above the pocket. With his 
clothes and comportment, George blended right in with the sharp cats at the bar. So much so, that 
Runny nearly missed him. He did not recognize George without his brass buttoned uniform jacket 
and bell cap that he wore when he chatted with Runny, JT and Officer Bottoms at the hotel. Runny 
snapped a quick flash photo of him. George didn’t mind and smiled broadly.

###
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“Brother Runny, I’m glad to run into you. I didn’t mention something to you at the hotel yesterday. I 
was on duty the other night, you know. I saw someone that might have been Rick coming down the 
stairs shortly after I heard a commotion coming from his suite. I didn’t say anything to the coppers, but 
I figured you’d want to know, you being pals and all.”

“Gee, thanks George. Seems there were more folks at the DuSable night before last than at Union 
Station. You’re lookin’ mighty snazzy tonight. Got a hot date or did you hit a number?”

“No date tonight, just having a few pops with the fellas, but Cat Daddy knows my favorite number. It 
hasn’t hit recently, but it will. It just takes one! I’ll be seeing you, Runny.”

With that goodbye, Runny took a stool at the bar and ordered his drink. An old friend sat next to him 
and picked up Runny’s tab.  Heavyweight boxing hero, Joe Louis, was in town. They chatted about the 
“wave and nod” appearance for the champ on Thursday at the new South Center department store. 
Runny thanked him as he got up to leave. He still had pictures to develop. The way things were going, 
Runny didn’t know if he would have time to “wave and nod” at the Brown Bomber.

###
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Chicago, like most major cities had both morning and afternoon newspapers. The Chicago Tribune 
and The Chicago Sun-Times were the morning papers. The Chicago Daily American hit the streets 
about three o’clock in the afternoon. Runny’s morning coffee cup made several wet brown rings on the 
newspapers on his desk - each sip of the cup was designated by a ring on the papers. What he read in 
the Daily American and in his own Chicago Advocate made his stomach churn. 

As he looked out of his office window and sipped his morning coffee. He watched a mother on the L 
platform with three small children. One was in a stroller. He stared absently at the young family, but 
his mind was on articles that he read in both newspapers about Jericho Watts, a newborn gnawed to 
death by rats while sleeping in his bassinet.

The Daily American ran the story as a human-interest profile, implicitly blaming the parents as it 
bemoaned the death of the child. The Advocate, on the other hand, made the compelling case that the 
overriding issue facing Bronzeville was the lack of affordable and adequate housing. The column in the 
black press laid blame for the death of the infant, squarely at the doorstep of the political bosses and 
civic leaders. According to the news story, the willful neglect of the city leadership allowed the squalor 
of vermin-infested tenements to persist in Bronzeville.

“The time for action to address this human crisis is now!” 

The Advocate’s editorial page screamed this, almost as a front-page headline.
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Politicians and their historic indifference to Southside concerns caused the wheels of progress to turn 
slowly in Bronzeville. When those gears ground, progress was even slower. After years of public outcry, 
there were tangible indications that the mayor and civic leaders acknowledged the hideous slum 
conditions. Most important, they acknowledged that those conditions were bad for business. 

This revelation undoubtedly came about because building new housing was potentially good for 
business; very good for business. Better still, housing meant more tax revenue. Not coincidentally, 
it also meant more opportunities for graft among those members of a notoriously corrupt political 
machine.

Boss Brawley was never one to ignore an opportunity knocking. He was the leading community official 
spearheading the current push for new housing development. He, and other civic leaders, scheduled 
a press briefing at Brawley’s Pershing Hotel headquarters. There, the leaders, South Side and beyond, 
provided an update on the progress of a major housing development project under way. Runny had his 
concerns about the project. Without other institutional changes, the construction of housing was, at 
best, a Band-Aid.

One key point of contention was that certain Italian families controlled many of the building trades 
in Chicago. These business concerns felt no compunction about providing quality in building, when 
it came to Bronzeville. No one even remotely related to them would be living there, and there was a 
significant question as to whether even blood relatives would stand in the way of the enormous profits 
and illegal benefits generated by building a substandard product.

Big Ben Brawley was at his natural best in front of a crowd. He could spew a load of bull with the 
best of them. His forte was the ability to provide just enough information so that there could be no 
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accusations of lying. Then he would convince his listeners of the value of something they otherwise 
would oppose if they had all the facts. On paper, the project appeared to be a worthy endeavor. It would 
provide thousands of new inhabitants sorely needed housing. Whether the project would successfully 
achieve its lofty ambition remained an open question. At the conclusion of Boss Brawley’s dog and 
pony show, Runny took a few final pictures of the Boss, his sycophants, and other attendees, then left 
to pay a visit to the construction site. He wanted to see the site for himself and interview construction 
workers for a story on the project.

As Runny was leaving the Pershing Hotel, he saw his friend Roscoe from the DuSable on the sidewalk 
waiting for a bus.

“Hey, Roscoe. What’s cookin’?”

“Hiya, Runny. I’m on my way to work. I’ve been working overtime the past couple of days. You know 
Maggie, the night switchboard operator. She hasn’t been at work since Monday. No phone call or 
anything. I’ve been filling in. The hotel manager is mighty upset.”

The bus pulled up to the curb, and Roscoe boarded with a wave. Runny hardly noticed Roscoe’s 
departure. He was too busy kicking himself for not following up with Maggie.  Late on Monday night, 
Maggie said she would call the next day. Now it was two days later, and Runny was no closer to 
figuring out who killed Ramona Fairchild, and why.

Promotional material advertised the Embassy Gardens apartment complex as the next generation 
of modern apartment living. It boasted the latest in radiant steam heat and basement-level electric 
laundry facilities in every one of its ten, six-story concrete bunkers. The project was massive. It 
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encompassed twelve hundred units on eight Bronzeville acres, which spanned nearly six Bronzeville 
square blocks.

When Runny arrived at the construction site, he noticed black construction workers framing one of the 
units. One hundred yards away, a couple of men in white hardhats, undoubtedly supervisors, leaned 
into the window of a blue, Mercury coupe, talking to a couple of men with snap-brimmed fedoras. 
Runny walked toward a group of laborers. As he passed stacks of lumber, he noted large knotholes in 
the wood. The two by fours were clearly economy grade, as opposed to the construction grade material 
that was customary on major construction sites. He glanced up at the cloudy sky and decided to 
use his flash to take a quick photograph of the substandard material. His camera flashes caught the 
attention of the men at the car.

As he approached the workers, a couple of the men recognized Runny. Their friendly greeting put the 
other framers at ease. When Runny casually mentioned the obviously inferior grade framing material, 
all of the men started talking at once.

“I told the foremen they shouldn’t be using that junk on these buildings.”

“You should see the wiring over on lot seven, that whole building is going to burn down before winter, I 
betcha.”

“If we say anything to the foreman about these problems, he just tells us to shut up and do the job.”

“Somebody’s going to get killed on this site. Just you wait and see.”
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Runny took out his notebook and wrote as fast as the workers talked. After they vented for a few 
minutes, he began taking pictures of the workers posed in front of the skeleton of the building. At 
that moment, the doors to the coupe flew open and the occupants in their snap-brims and gleaming 
winged tip shoes joined the foremen in a dash toward Runny and the workers. Runny recognized the 
men bolting from the car. They were not incidental passers-by, but Caliendo family associates. Their 
reaction to potential photographic documentation confirmed their interest as more than merely casual.  

“Hey, you! What are you doing, boy? No pictures allowed on the construction site. Give me that camera. 
You’re asking for trouble!”

Runny quickly assessed the odds and didn’t like them one bit.  He used a fifty-yard head start to his 
advantage and took off at a sprint. A couple of blocks later the pursuers were nowhere in sight. Runny 
knew he was sniffing around yet another big story in Bronzeville and Boss Ben, who was no fan of Slick 
Rick’s, was in the middle of it.  

He had work to do. If he couldn’t find Rick, he knew someone he could find, and a meeting with Cool 
Papa Joe was always one to approach with some degree of trepidation.

###
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Runny’s girl, Lona Faye, was a chorine with Sam Dwyer’s Regalettes at the Regal Theater on The 
Square. She had the natural, fresh-faced beauty of a cover girl. Her raven hair, full lips and  the shape 
of her Coca-Cola bottle figure added a dimension of sex appeal that was undeniable. Runny met her 
when she was eighteen, but from the time Lona Faye was a schoolgirl, she had not lacked suitors. They 
quickly found their interest in each other was much more than merely physical. Runny and Lona Faye 
enjoyed spending time just talking about their love of books and their dreams. The young sweethearts 
became best friends, too.

They met for the first time at the George Cleveland Hall Branch of the Chicago Public Library. Lona 
Faye spied the handsome young man through the open shelves of books. She thought to herself, “Well, 
he’s good looking enough, and if he’s in the library on a Sunday afternoon, he can’t be all bad.” She 
made it her business to position herself in his line of sight. Runny spotted her immediately. Lona Faye 
was hard to miss. He introduced himself and made an innocuous comment about her lovely hands. 
Lona Faye always remembered this comment and they would laugh about it whenever they held hands, 
even years later.

They lost sight of each other after the brief encounter in the stacks, but coincidence or fate found them 
when they met again at the circulation desk. Each had several books. This fact was not lost on either of 
the voracious readers. Lona Faye noticed that one of Runny’s books was a volume of Langston Hughes 
poetry, The Weary Blues; an interesting choice, she thought. Hughes was her favorite writer. They 
confirmed a mutual appreciation for the writer’s work as they chatted amiably about literature at the 
desk. In future years, they would argue about who said what to whom, but indisputably, the pair left 
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the library together. They had coffee at a shop nearby and decided to take in a movie, all in the same 
afternoon. When he escorted her to the door of her building after the movie, she shook his hand, but 
also patted him gently on the back. Needless to say, Runny was smitten, and so was she. Sometimes 
the stars align. This was the case for Lona Faye and Runny on that Sunday afternoon.  

Over the years, their dating relationship evolved. They had periods when they did not date one another 
exclusively. However, when the chips were down, Runny and Lona Faye were always arm in arm. It 
took the heartaches of break-ups and the joys of reconciliations for each of the two to fully appreciate 
the other. Runny acquiesced to the constant attention Lona Faye received at both work and play. 
Lona Faye, on the other hand, came to terms with Runny’s growing celebrity status and outgoing 
personality. They tap-danced gingerly around the subject of marriage. Invariably one or the other would 
skitter away. For now, it was enough that they adored each other. That was the beginning and the end 
of it as far as each was concerned.

They began to date at the start of their respective careers. Runny landed a job as a copy boy with The 
Advocate. Lona Faye knew she wanted to dance. Her ambitions were as large as Runny’s imagination. 
She wanted to be a headliner in big shows, but she waited on tables until she caught a break...

Some of their young friends were in college during those years. Generally, opportunities for post-
secondary education were rare for Bronzeville youth. The chance was almost nonexistent at colleges in 
the Chicago area. Custom and bigotry prevailed leaving most black youngsters, even the best and the 
brightest, out of luck.

Most Negro students who were able to attend college went to colored schools down South in places 
like Atlanta, or back home, where other family lived. There, the black intelligentsia taught the next 
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generation with a welcoming and nurturing spirit. The resultant graduates further demonstrated that, 
given the tools and an equal opportunity, they were every bit the equal of their white counterparts - 
the doctors, lawyers and educators in Bronzeville showed as much.  The schools they attended were 
separate and, decidedly, unequal in terms of facilities and programs, but they represented a step on 
the next rung of the ladder toward a better future.

When the gang came home on holiday break, there were always great parties and lots of excitement. 
The Alpha Phi Alpha fraternity house in the 4300 block of Michigan Ave was a glorious, granite block, 
three-story building. An older couple lived and work there as caretakers. They maintained a standard 
of decorum appreciated by all, even if unacknowledged by some of the young people at the time. 
Invariably, they would look back on those years with appreciation.

The Alpha brothers converted its many second and third floor rooms into bedrooms and suites. 
Brothers could rent rooms, by the week or month, and it was a gathering place for fraternity members 
in the area.

The first floor rooms were the common areas, reserved for social functions. Its status as the place to 
be for the best weekend house parties was near legendary. Runny’s first encounter with Cool Papa Joe 
occurred there. At the time, Joe was a low-level street hustler named Joe Willis. Joe had his eyes on 
Lona Faye.

Joe Willis grew up at the corner of 41st Street and Indiana Avenue. To be precise, he actually grew 
up behind the building owned by Oza at that intersection. From the time he was six years old, the 
orphaned boy named Joe lived in a succession of crates and lean-to shacks in the alley behind her 
rooming house. On many nights, Oza took out the garbage only to hear Joe rummaging through the 
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scraps before she made it back to the rear porch. Joe knew what it was to be hungry and by the time 
his voice began to change, he resolved never to be hungry again. He would take what he wanted. One of 
his wants was Lona Faye.

Runny had no idea that Joe fancied Lona Faye. Of course, it would have come as no surprise as most 
males of a certain age in Bronzeville had eyes for her. He had only heard about Joe from the boys on 
the street corner. What he had heard did not paint Joe in a favorable light. Joe put truth to the adage 
that there is no honor among thieves. His reputation as a ruthless thug continued to percolate along 
the Bronzeville grapevine. He would cheat his partner or his mother, if he had one.

As Runny approached the Alpha house one Saturday night, he saw a rusted Packard with a hint of 
fog on the interior of the windows. As he got closer, he was surprised to see Lona Faye, sitting in the 
front seat with Joe Willis. She sat closer to Joe than she was to the passenger side door. A thousand 
unspoken words passed between the three of them through the windshield.

Joe grinned. Lona Faye gasped. Runny, with a measured cool worthy of a Hollywood movie star, made 
a quick turn to walk up the steps to the party. Before he could reach the front door, Lona Faye was by 
his side, spewing explanations. Runny looked over the shoulder of Lona Faye to see Joe, cursing them 
both through the car window as his car sped away from the curb. More than ten years later, none had 
forgotten that night.



89

—   Thursday, April 4, 1940   —

a Runny Walker Mystery

Cool Papa Joe operated several legitimate businesses as a front for his illegitimate revenue. His coin 
laundry and two corner grocery stores served their purpose, but his unlicensed after-hours saloon 
was his primary base of operation. The entire 63rd Street block was patrolled twenty-fours a day by 
members of his organization. At least one gang member or relative lived in each of the more than thirty 
buildings immediately surrounding his headquarters.

At ten-thirty that morning, henchmen serving as gatekeepers waved Runny through the front door of 
the closed tavern. Inside, it was dark and smoky. It smelled of perspiration and stale beer. Runny saw 
a couple of wide-brimmed hats hunched over the bar. They were sifting through small slips of paper 
and sorting coins and bills by denomination. One looked up and nodded for Runny to have a seat at a 
table. Then the other man got up from his stool and walked through a curtain in the rear of the room.

A woman appeared at Runny’s shoulder and, without saying a word, placed a shot glass of brown 
liquor in front of him. Runny nodded and ignored the glass. He waited, unsure if Joe was on the 
premises and willing to talk to him. Within a few minutes, the same wide-brimmed hat reappeared 
and motioned for Runny to follow him through the curtain. Down a short hallway flanked by two more 
tough guys, Runny entered the private lair of Cool Papa Joe.

###
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Joe sat with his back to the door with his feet propped up. He was on the telephone.

“I don’t care. Did you hear me? I DO NOT CARE!  I’m gettin’ mighty tired of your excuses, Dusty. Just 
do what I say and we’ll be fine.”

He slammed the phone onto the cradle and spun around quickly in his chair to face Runny. The two 
men assessed each other intensely for a long moment. Runny smiled. Joe did not.

“What do you want, Runny? I’m busy,” Joe growled.

“I can see that. I’m busy, too.”

The staring match continued with neither man blinking. A forced smile crept onto the face of Cool Papa 
Joe. It turned into a malicious grin as he said, “By the way, Lona Faye says hello”

The hard stare on Runny’s face relaxed. Internally, he shook his head as a parent does in response 
to an impertinent outburst from a child. Cool Papa Joe wanted to get the Runny off stride before the 
contest even began. He did so by playing one of the oldest tricks in the book. Runny wouldn’t fall for 
Joe’s small needle today.

It was clear that Runny wouldn’t get any information from Joe. The only reason he allowed Runny into 
his inner sanctum was to deliver that jab. Joe harbored the insult from years before and it still stung. 
He sought to soothe the wound by hurting Runny in return. When Runny ignored the taunt with the 
same cool he exhibited at the Alpha house years before, he scraped Cool Papa Joe’s sore spot once 
more. Runny pressed on.
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“Look, Joe. I’m not here to get in a pissing contest with you. I’m just a reporter trying to get a story. Is 
there is anything you can tell me, even off the record? If there is, I’m all ears.”

That’s when Runny’s peripheral vision sensed something. There was a person seated in a chair by the 
door. Moments before, when he entered the room, the door concealed anything or anyone behind it. 
Now Runny could see that it was a man, a white man. Runny’s eyes adjusted to the shadows created 
by the door and walls. It was Rocco Caliendo, the son of a “made” man, Vincenzo Caliendo who was a 
confidante of a rising player in the Outfit named Sam Giancana. Rocky was leaning back in his chair 
with a huge grin on his face. He did not say a word. Then Cool Papa Joe broke the silence with a verbal 
explosion.

“Get outta here! ... I ain’t tellin’ you nothin’ punk. But just remember, half of Bronzeville wants Rick 
out of the picture. Keep it up and I’ll tell you about some stuff you may not want to know.”

At that moment, two men opened the door and held it there. The implication was perfectly clear. 
Runny could leave his way, or their way. Less than a minute later, Runny was on the street. He had 
walked out on his own accord, but rather quickly and aided by several not so subtle nudges to be sure. 
Standing on the sidewalk, Runny fought the urge to scream. He was getting nowhere. This needed to 
change fast. There were a lot of wolves at Rick’s door. The question remained whether Rick knew this 
or not.  

###
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Every Thursday was amateur fight night at the Savoy Outdoor Boxing Arena. The Thursday night fights 
were almost as popular as the pro matches on Fridays. Many of the smart set and the fast lane took 
full advantage of the opportunity to see, and be seen, at the Thursday night action. For Runny, the 
action and atmosphere was always lively and provided good copy and photos for his column.

Runny particularly enjoyed the fights. When he boxed as a Golden Gloves amateur, he weighed 135 
pounds. His friend Rick fought at 175. Runny was undistinguished as boxers go, known more for his 
guts than his skill. Rick, on the other hand, was very good. He exhibited uncommon strength coupled 
with technical proficiency. Trainers would often remark that Rick fought with a ferocity that came 
naturally.  Rick Hemingway lost to the eventual 1928 Golden Gloves champion, Dave Maier, in an early 
round fight. The touts and trainers on hand thought Rick had him licked, but the Irishman won in a 
split decision.

As usual, Runny started working as soon as he entered the arena. He spent a full twenty minutes 
snapping flash pictures of attendees and taking notes for column quotes before moving into the seating 
area to watch the fights.  Runny had placed a $10 bet on Sugar Cane Lemmons, an aging 175 pound 
light heavyweight who just wouldn’t stop fighting although his dreams of professional stardom faded 
long ago.  His opponent, the favorite, was a kid slated to turn pro the next year. As he eased into his 
ringside seat, he felt the familiar surge of the pre-fight adrenaline. It never failed. An old cornerman 
had once told him, “No matter how old you get, that’s a tingle that don’t stop.” Runny knew this to be 
true.
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The preliminary bouts were winding down and the fashionably late-arriving crowd was filling in the 
choice seats. Runny inched forward in his seat, anticipating the first round, when he felt and smelled 
hot, nicotine-tainted breath on the collar over his left shoulder. Runny turned around, and looked into 
the face of a street-wise character known as “No-Name”. Runny greeted him, but cautiously.  

No-Name was a local smart-aleck. One day years ago, one of Chicago’s Finest was questioning No-
Name regarding some suspicious activity. No Name famously grinned and told the city police officer, 
“If I tell you my name, Mister Officer, sir, I’m going to have to kill you.” The cop returned the grin and 
had a good laugh all the way to the precinct house. After three nights in jail, the jokester became “No-
Name” to all he knew.
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“Hey Runny, I heard you’re looking for Slick Rick. Memphis Red might know where he is. He was with 
him the other night. Red should be over at his favorite spot right about now. He usually hangs out with 
the cats at the 8-Ball Pool Room over on East 58th Street around this time every night.”

Runny was out of his seat and into the aisle in a flash, maneuvering against the tide of boxing fans. 
He had been waiting for a break, perhaps this was it. As he approached the exit, he heard the crowd 
roar. Apparently, the main event was shaping up to be a good one. Runny glanced over his shoulder at 
the ring. Sugar Cane was standing in the far corner. His opponent struggled to stand up at the eight 
count. “Stay down, stay down”, Runny whispered to himself. The kid collapsed and the referee raised 
Sugar Cane’s hand in victory, a first round knockout. The cagey old fighter still had something left. It 
was back to the drawing board for the upstart. Runny hoped this was an omen. Maybe his luck was 
beginning to change. He could certainly use the extra sawbuck, less the vigorish, of course.

There were about a dozen blocks between the Savoy Boxing Arena and the 8-Ball Pool Room. Locals 
called that area of Bronzeville the Bucket of Blood for good reason. As Runny jumped out of the jitney 
in front of the 8-Ball, he hop-stepped over a drunk lying half on the sidewalk and half over the curb. To 
the left of the poolroom entrance, two young men were arguing heatedly. One held his hand menacingly 
behind his back. Runny slipped past them and entered the dark space of the poolroom.

###
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The primary illumination was the glow from the lights suspended over the tables. There was cursing 
and razzing by the sharks and hustlers, punctuated by the taps and clacks of cue on ball, and balls 
careening off each other. Runny approached the bar and asked the bartender if Memphis Red had been 
around.

“Yeah, Runny. He just left. He was on the phone when Two Gun Pete walked in. I saw Red duck out the 
back door and head down the alley toward The Hole in the Wall. I guess he didn’t want to see the cops.”

The Hole in the Wall was a juke joint of some repute, mostly ill. It was only a few doors down from the 
8-Ball, so Runny eased past the two young toughs still arguing on the sidewalk and stepped over the 
drunk, now stretched fully across the width of the sidewalk pavement. The music from the gut-bucket 
blues trio performing at the honky tonk spilled into the street. It gained volume as Runny approached 
the tavern door. At times, the raucous shouting and laughter drowned out the live musicians.

###
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As Runny reached for the door to enter, he heard gunshots, BANG! ... BANG! ... coming from the alley 
behind the buildings. He entered The Hole in the Wall in a rush. Either the patrons had not heard the 
shots or they were simply unfazed by the crack of firearms. When Runny exited into the alley from the 
rear door, he saw two people. Two Gun Pete, pistol in hand, stood over the prostrate, bleeding corpse of 
Memphis Red.

Runny dropped to his knees next to the supine body. He saw Red had a fountain pen in his hand. 
Red’s fall to the pavement caused the ink reservoir to burst, releasing blue liquid over Red’s hand and 
wrist. It was obvious to Runny. Red was dying. He put his ear to the mouth of Red. Nearly lost in the 
last and dying gasp of breath, Runny heard Memphis Red say “7-1-4”. With that, Memphis Red inhaled 
and exhaled deeply one last time, and then he was gone.

###
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Runny raised his eyes from the corpse to the face of Detective Two Gun Pete. With his flat gaze piercing 
straight into Runny’s eyes, Pete uttered the same thing he said when he shot his own brother, “He 
resisted arrest.”

The reporter closed the eyelids of the dead man after he snapped a photo of the corpse. Pete’s pistol-
drawn pose over the body of Slick Rick’s aide-de-camp made the picture all the more grisly. The 
message of the scene was obvious.  Slick Rick is a wanted man, still at large. Two Gun Pete is gunning 
for him and anyone who gets in his way does so at his or her peril.
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Runny needed a drink and a telephone in that order. He walked back down the alley to the 8-Ball and 
took a stool at the bar. By then, a crowd had gathered at the back doors of both the tavern and the pool 
hall. All eyes stared at the spot behind The Hole in the Wall that was the gravel deathbed of Memphis 
Red. Runny’s mind was spinning. Red was a trusted member of Rick’s organization. Because Rick did 
not travel with an entourage, Red was often the de facto bodyguard when he and the boss were out and 
alone. Everyone knew this, including the cops. If the shooting of Memphis Red was a message that the 
cops were closing in on Rick, it couldn’t have been louder, or more clear.

Runny opened the phone booth to call Friday. On the wall of the booth next to the phone were various 
phone numbers and messages. Some were lewd, some funny. All were yesterday’s news ... except for 
one. Runny’s eyes focused on a set of numbers on the wall that had to be more than coincidence. 
Someone had scrawled the numbers 7-1-4 on the phone booth wall in fresh blue ink. Memphis Red. 
Runny called Friday and asked her to meet him at the office. As he spoke to her, he stared at the 
numbers wondering, “What in the world is 7-1-4?”

Late that night at The Advocate offices, Runny and Friday stood across a table from each other. They 
focused on the developing tray in what had been a broom closet and now served as their makeshift 
darkroom. The eerie glow over the developing tray framed their faces as they waited for the images to 
float to the surface in the solution.

###
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Runny perused the negatives as Friday developed the last sheets from their Speed Graphic camera. 
Then something caught his eye. He grabbed the magnifying lens for closer examination. Smiling 
brightly in the photograph was Big Ben Brawley, the Ward Boss. The picture captured him with his 
overly glamorous wife, Delores, her diamond brooch sparkling against the sable background of her 
stole.

Behind them in the frame, maybe a dozen feet away and slightly out of focus, were JT Lawson and 
George, the bellhop from the DuSable Hotel. They stood in a doorway to the men’s room with their 
heads together. Between them was a folded newspaper. As Runny studied the picture through the 
magnifying lens, he saw what looked to be a rather well stuffed envelope tucked into the folded 
newspaper. Runny couldn’t be quite sure. The shadows on the photo made for uncertainty.

“Hey, Friday. Can you take a look at this? What does this look like to you?”

He passed the image and magnifier to Friday and she examined the spot on the picture Runny 
identified.

“Looks like an envelope sticking out of a newspaper.”

“So it does.”

###
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DATELINE: BRONZEVILLE
Friday, April 5, 1940

Shoe Booty had one customer in the chair and another man waiting for a shine when Runny turned 
the corner to go up to his second floor office.

“Hey, Runny”, Shoe Booty hollered. “Can you wait one second? I need to tell you something.” Runny 
stopped at the building entrance. Obviously, the customer in Shoe Booty’s chair was a first timer. He 
was getting the full treatment. Runny grinned as he watched the performance. Shoe Booty put his 
trademark flourish on the end of the shine. The routine guaranteed an increase of the tip amount by 
fifty percent from those who had never experienced the shoeshine master. Shoe Booty accepted the 
gratuity with the class of a Palmer House maître d’, and then he asked his waiting customer to ascend 
the shine throne while he stepped away for a brief moment to confer with his colleague on a matter of 
great importance. Runny gave a mental tip of the hat to the grand performance by his friend.

Runny and Shoe Booty stood slightly off to the side of the stand, just out of earshot of the shine 
customers and a couple of old geezers playing dominoes on a sidewalk table. The old timers had no 
interest in Shoe Booty’s conversation. They were too busy slapping the tiles and having their version of 
fun with scowls on their faces.

“Runny, I got your note the other day and I checked around. Rick is in the kitchenette above Pearl’s 
Beauty Parlor. The only way I know is Oza’s grandson, Harold, gets his shoes shined a couple of times 
a week. He said he’s been leaving hot plates of food upstairs at Pearl’s, two or three times a day for 
the past couple of days. The funny thing is, he just leaves the plates at the top of the stairs and when 
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he comes back with the next meal, the empty plate is there on the landing. I asked Harold what he 
thought about that and he told me to mind my business, then he winked at me and said, ‘Grandma 
says Runny might want to know I’ve been dropping these plates off, but don’t tell nobody else.’ I’ve 
known Harold all his life. He knows the score.”  

Runny approached Pearl’s Beauty Parlor from the opposite side of the street. He glanced between 
parked and passing cars through the plate glass front and saw several patrons and beauticians 
working and chattering away. Runny smiled. But for the gender of the patrons and the timbre of the 
voices, the atmosphere was a mirror reflection of the Top Notch Barber Shop in tone and substance. 
There was a lot of what the old folks called signifyin’ going on both at the Top Notch and in Pearl’s. 
Hopefully, the ladies’ gossip would preoccupy them as Runny slipped in to see Slick Rick.

###
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Runny walked past the shop, and then circled around the block to approach the building from the 
backside. He entered through a side door, undetected by the women at the wash sinks and hair dryers. 
Runny climbed the stairs to the second floor and knocked quietly on the door. There was no immediate 
answer. He knocked again and very softly said, “Rick, it’s Runny. Open up before someone sees me 
standing out here.” The door cracked and there, grinning ear to ear, stood the underworld’s Prince of 
Bronzeville, Slick Rick.

###
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“Hiya, Country. What took you so long to get here?”

“What took me so long to get here?” Runny whispered tensely, but with a grin spreading across his face 
at Rick’s use of the old nickname. “Do you have any idea what’s going on out there?”

If Rick was concerned about being the subject of a citywide manhunt, he looked remarkably composed. 
His slacks and shirt were freshly pressed, his face freshly shaven.

“Yeah, I’ve heard about everything. Two Gun Pete would do anything in his power to arrest me for 
Ramona’s murder. If he takes me into custody, I’ll never come out alive. He would see to that.” Then 
Rick looked directly into Runny’s eyes. “One thing is for sure, I didn’t kill Ramona.” Rick paused before 
continuing.

“She was a lot of fun. We actually talked about running away together. Of course, anywhere we ran 
would have to be far away from here, like the middle of the Pacific.” Rick quipped, smiling at his little 
joke. Runny did not respond to that bit of news. There was no benefit in discussing a moot point, 
Ramona being dead and all.

Runny took a deep breath. He placed the satchel with his camera equipment and photographs on the 
floor next to his chair, one of two in the sparsely furnished room.  He took a second deep breath and 
began a recital of his investigation since Monday morning starting with Two Gun Pete and the apparent 
execution of Memphis Red in the alley behind the Hole in the Wall. Runny opened his satchel and 
removed the photographic prints. He showed Rick the photographs of Red’s body, prostrate in the pool 
of blood, Rick’s lower lip quivered as he bit it, and, try as he might, he could not stop the involuntary 
reflex. “That damn Pete didn’t have to kill Red.” Rick sighed and looked away from Runny.
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Runny told Rick about Bradley’s drunken visit to the DuSable on the night of the murder. Rick 
chuckled as Runny retold his conversation with Speedy, the jitney driver. Rick’s chuckle became a 
guffaw as he heard of Bradley’s drunken rage. Rick knew Bradley hated his guts, and that the hatred 
was fueled solely by Rick and Ramona”s torrid affair. 

When he stopped laughing, the gangster smirked at the mental image of weak and ineffectual Bradley, 
lashing out against a dragon he could not slay.  In Rick’s mind, Bradley was no threat; although, Rick 
knew he could never get too cocky when it came to Bradley. The fact remained, Rick, who operated 
largely outside of the law, was black. On the other hand, Bradley, who was born on third base, was 
white. This dynamic could always tip a scale to Rick’s detriment. But in the end, Rick couldn’t shake 
the feeling that Bradley didn’t have the guts to kill Ramona, no matter how mad or drunk he got. 

Rick surprised Runny when he said, “You know, the police pulled Brad Hollingsworth in for 
questioning on Tuesday. They let him go, but he doesn’t know the cops have assigned a loose tail to 
follow him around. Apparently they’re not totally sure about him.” Runny looked at Rick and simply 
shook his head and smiled.  He didn’t know why he should be surprised. Rick’s livelihood depended 
on gathering information fast. If Runny had forgotten, his pal just reminded him not to underestimate 
Rick Hemingway.

Next, Runny relayed the appearances of both Alice and Cool Papa Joe at the DuSable on Sunday night. 
Runny had spoken to both of them, and neither had completely cleared themselves of culpability, at 
least, in Runny’s mind. They both had the motive and opportunity to kill Ramona. Rick knew intuitively 
that both of them possessed the guts to kill at close range and each had the conniving nature to 
conceive a frame-up. Whether they were savvy enough to orchestrate and execute the frame, and then 
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evade implication, was an open question. Rick had bested Cool Papa Joe for years and generally played 
chess while Joe fumbled around setting up his pieces on a checkerboard. Alice, on the other hand, was 
sophisticated enough, but she probably enjoyed the fruits of her lifestyle too much to risk it.  

Runny detailed his subsequent interviews with both of them as Rick listened. He interrupted only once 
to ask a series of very pointed questions. Rick wanted to know about Rocky Caliendo at the den of Cool 
Papa Joe and the snap brimmed gangsters who chased Runny from the Embassy Gardens project.  

“You know that housing project is just the tip of the iceberg,” Rick said. “Before long, the Outfit is going 
to control every aspect of City Hall. Boss Brawley and I have had some interesting discussions about 
the project. He wanted my support, in other words, he wanted my money. I didn’t like the contractors. I 
know they’ll do lousy work. Boss does too, but he doesn’t care. There’s a huge story there if you want to 
go after it, but a word to the wise, be careful. These are the toes of some big feet you’ll be stepping on.”

Rick appeared lost in thought for a moment before he began again. “Runny, you know, back home we 
have a saying for this kind of situation. We call it “nut-cuttin’ time”. There’s a couple of old wives’ tales 
about where the expression came from. One of them had to do with the old bulls on the farm that were 
no longer good for breeding. Another referred to that rusty nut you just can’t loosen up with a wrench. 
Sometimes, when you’ve tried everything and nothing has worked, you just have to cut that sucker 
off to get rid of it. Well, that’s how I feel about the Caliendo family. We’ve come to nut-cuttin’ time. 
Something has to give.”

There was frustration in Rick’s voice. His tone was soft but Runny heard the strain in Rick’s vocal 
chords. Slick Rick had spent the last decade building his business in Bronzeville. Admittedly, it was 
a criminal enterprise, but in some ways, it represented a source of pride within the community. Rick 
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had figured out a way to make a way. Not everyone in Bronzeville could make that claim. Now he faced 
an opponent who was better equipped to sustain a protracted turf war. Rick was not a quitter, but he 
wasn’t crazy either. If the Outfit had the backing of the political machine, their ambitions would be 
hard to contain.

Runny pondered this in light of Rick’s current dilemma. He reminded himself of Aunt Bertha’s words, 
“Follow the money.” In this case, the salient question was, “Who benefits?”

One might say with a reasonable certainty that the Caliendo family had the most to gain with Rick out 
of the picture. They could seize the lion’s share of Rick’s operation. They also had the wherewithal to 
make a frame-up stick. The Bronzeville rackets were a significant percentage of the overall underworld 
economy in the Midwestern United States. It would soon be nut-cuttin’ time in Bronzeville over control 
of the rackets. Rick had forecast another five years before the showdown would occur. He figured this 
would be enough time to get his ducks in a row and then smoothly segue into the next phase of his life. 
Perhaps, he had miscalculated. It seemed quite possible the Caliendos had forced the action by framing 
Slick Rick for Ramona’s murder.

###
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Rick asked to see the pictures Runny had taken of the crime scene at the DuSable. Runny handed him 
those and several dozen other exposures snapped during the course of the week.  Rick sat and looked 
at the photos pensively for a long time. Each picture was a piece of a world moving forward without 
Rick’s presence, for nearly a week. Runny broke the silence. “Where were you on Sunday night, Rick?”

“For the past month and a half, I’ve been working on setting up a high-stakes poker game. It finally 
came together and it was even better than I anticipated. Memphis Red was with me all night. He 
worked as security at the door. We started the game about seven o’clock on Sunday evening and the 
last hand finished about five o’clock Monday morning.  At different times we had ward bosses, an 
alderman, police brass and a cat from the Mayor’s office.” Rick pointed to a large, leather valise in 
the corner of the room, “That’s my take for ten hours work and a hundred hours of preparation. The 
problem is everyone who came in and out of that game over the course of the night saw just how much 
money I was making. I don’t trust any of them as far as I can throw them. They all knew I made a 
bundle. It was dangerous for me to go to the DuSable or for me to go home. I’d be a sitting duck for an 
ambush. I didn’t want to risk transporting the cash that far, so I ducked in here. Pearl and I have an 
understanding. I’ve been here ever since Monday morning about six o’clock.”

“So white folks were at the game, too?”

“Absolutely, that’s why an alibi is so tough to come by. None of these characters is willing to vouch for 
me. I can’t really blame them. If the tables were turned, I would probably be scarce as well. It’s up to 
me to get myself out of this jam.”

“Well, if I found you, it’s only a matter of time before the cops show up.”
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“You’re telling me?”

The two old friends sat in tense but companionable silence for a few moments before Rick began.

“I’ve had a lot of time to think over the past few days. It’s been rather relaxing, actually. Do you know 
what I thought about most? Boxing. CYO and Golden Gloves. Do you remember my trainer and 
cornerman, Ivo, and the fight I had with Hezzie Williams? Hezzie was a good fighter. He was strong as 
an ox. He ended up being a Golden Gloves champion, you know, but I was a better boxer. The wise 
guys said the fix was in and I was not going to win, no matter what.” Rick paused. “You know what, 
Runny? I should have won; I could have knocked that sucker out. I always thought something was 
fishy in my corner. Something got in my eyes; I couldn’t see and Ivo told me don’t worry about it. The 
way he said ‘Don’t worry about it’ just didn’t sit right. I think he sabotaged me. The person closest to 
me set me up for the fall. Who knows? If that night had gone differently, maybe I would have turned 
pro. Been a champion. Not been in this fix.”

Runny jumped in at that point. “Yeah, maybe you would’ve walked outside and got hit by a car and be 
dead. On the other hand, maybe you would be some old punch-drunk rummy who can’t find your ass 
from your elbow. You cannot ‘what-if’ life. You just have to go with what you got.”

Rick stared at his old friend and said, “Damn, Runny. When did you get so smart?” They both started 
laughing spontaneously, trying to muffle the sound with their hands to prevent Pearl’s customers from 
overhearing. These two old friends delighted in the company of one another. Today was just another 
chapter in their on-going saga. They would figure it out together.

###
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Runny picked up the conversation. “Maggie was on the switchboard at the DuSable the night of the 
murder. She told me she had something to tell me. She was going to contact me the next day, but she 
never did.  Now she has totally disappeared. No one has seen her for three or four days.”

Later in the evening, he went to the Regal Theater. The Friday night floor show was always a lot of fun, 
and after his talk with Rick, the diversion would be welcomed. It would also give him a chance to see 
his sweetheart, Lona Faye.

Older than the legendary Apollo Theater in Harlem, the Regal Theater was a prime venue on the 
“Chit’lin Circuit” for top black talent and one of the first theater halls built specifically for the Negro 
community. Every night its marquee lights lit up the sky with a red glow. People saw the red tint 
overhead for blocks around. The interior dome of the cavernous theater featured the atmospheric 
design popular in grand palaces of the period, transporting patrons to a seat under an Arabesque night 
sky. Elaborate arches and trellises added to the exotic theme. As the entertainment was about to begin, 
lighting effects created the illusion of a setting sun, as colors changed from yellow to red to mauve. 
Small lights in the pattern of the stars twinkled in the ceiling to create a sense of infinite space. The 
overall effect was nothing short of stunning. It was a grand palace and by any measure, the Regal was 
the crown jewel of Bronzeville’s considerable nightlife and entertainment franchise.

It featured a twenty-two piece house band and the Regalettes, glamorous chorines who were bathing 
beauty gorgeous. They were showstoppers, easily as talented as the chorus girls at Harlem’s famed 
Cotton Club. Lona Faye was a rising star in their ranks. She got a break when a family friend, 
Bronzeville society maven, Lovlyn Evans, made proper introductions on her behalf. Lona Faye took it 
from there and, a short time later, she landed as a member of the Regalettes. Now, she was next in line 
for a starring role as lead dancer.
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Runny’s nights at the Regal always began backstage. He knew all the chorus girls and he could 
usually get a quick interview and a photo with the night’s headliner. This night was no exception. 
Jackie “Moms” Mabley, the bawdy comedienne, and Louis “Satchmo” Armstrong, jazz trumpeter 
par excellence, were featured performers and old friends. Runny was having a few laughs with the 
headliners in the anteroom when Lona Faye came in to say hello to her beau. She thought they could 
have a quiet moment and did not anticipate the crowd.

Both Moms, a known admirer of the fairer sex and Satchmo, quite the ladies’ man in his own right, 
eyed Lona Faye hungrily. Runny recognized the looks before Lona Faye did. He sensed a potentially 
delicate situation. Neither he nor Lona Faye wanted to bruise the egos of the top-flight performers. An 
outright rejection of their impending advances could put the entire engagement at the Regal at risk.  
Nevertheless, Runny would never knowingly expose Lona Faye to a situation as precarious as this. He 
had to extricate her from the den of these two wolves carefully and with aplomb.

“Oh, hi, dear. Are the girls ready to take those pictures now?” Runny was out of his chair in a flash 
and moved to the side of Lona Faye as she stood in the doorway. As he put his hand around her waist 
he said, “It was so good seeing you both. Hey Moms, the next time you see Pigmeat, tell him I haven’t 
forgotten he owes me twenty bucks. And Satch, I want to do a full feature on you. I have some ideas 
that could really be hot. Let’s talk about it. I’ll see you folks later. And don’t take any wooden nickels!”

With that, Runny and Lona Faye closed the door behind themselves before Moms or Satch could 
breathe a word in reply.  As they stepped into the hall, Runny said, “They had their eyes on you before 
you even got in the door.”

###
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“But my hero saved the day.” And she added demurely, “We couldn’t have that, could we?”

“No, ma’am, we certainly could not.” Runny smiled.  

Runny reached into his coat pocket and removed a small gift box with the Marshall Field’s logo 
embossed. “This is for you, sweetheart.”

Lona Faye beamed as she opened the present. Inside the box were a small set of beautifully hand-
crafted Russian nesting dolls. Each wooden doll of decreasing size rested, one inside another. The 
painting and detail on each of the small treasures was magnificent. As she examined each of the 
delicate pieces, she drew a quick gasp when she arrived at the smallest one. Embedded as the eyes 
of the tiniest doll, were two small sapphires. When Lona Faye looked up and into Runny’s eyes, there 
were small pools in the corners of hers.

“Oh, baby! These are absolutely exquisite. And would you look at this the little one? Jewels!  How did 
you know that I would love them?”

“Girl, don’t you know I know everything single thing about you, and that I love each and every one of 
those things?”

“You better hush; you’re making me blush and cry at the same time. I love you, too, Runny. See you 
after the show?”



121

—   Friday, April 5, 1940   —

a Runny Walker Mystery

“I sure hope so, but this mess with Rick has really got me stumped. Now you go out there and break a 
leg tonight, I’ll be watching, so don’t start laughing when you see me blow you a kiss.”

They looked into each other’s eyes once again and shared a quick kiss. For a brief moment, they 
blocked out their troubles, shielded by the door that stood as sentry between them and the wolves 
dressed as big-time entertainers in the dressing room.

After floating down the hallway on the cloud of Lona Faye’s perfume, Runny took up his customary 
position among the stagehands and entertainers, just off stage left. From this spot behind the curtain, 
he had not only a clear view of the stage, but of the entire house, as well. As he surveyed the gathering 
crowd, he spied Ben Brawley in an aisle near the back of the theater. The Boss, with his trademark 
cigar stuck between his teeth, was glad-handing with constituents to beat the band.

As Runny watched, he noticed Brawley nervously glance at his wrist three times in succession as if 
confirming, and reconfirming, a time on his watch seen only moments before. Boss Brawley clearly had 
an appointment to make and Runny watched as the Boss eased toward the exit with a purpose cloaked 
in nonchalance.  On a hunch, Runny abandoned his post near the stage curtain and quietly slipped 
through a side door to the street in time to see Boss Brawley exit the theater and walk directly to a 
waiting black sedan. Runny jumped into the nearest jitney and said, “Follow that car!”

###



122
—   Friday, April 5, 1940   —

Dateline: Bronzeville

Runny did not know who was with the Boss until the long black car stopped in front of the Club 
DeLisa.  As Runny’s jitney pulled to a stop a half block away, he saw Brawley exit the car along with 
the two snap-brimmed contractors from the Embassy Gardens construction site. Their group was 
ushered into the club, past the line of patrons at the door. Runny hustled down the street to the 
entrance of Club DeLisa. As good luck would have it, an old friend of Runny’s was on the door. Runny 
had recently loaned him a few dollars to pay his rent. He was glad to return the favor and Runny 
slipped into the club without delay.

If the Regal Theater represented the Bronzeville establishment, the one thousand seat Club DeLisa did 
not. The four DeLisa brothers opened the club in 1934, and by April of 1940, Club DeLisa was a very 
popular Bronzeville nightspot, well known for its ties with the Italian mob. As the evening was still 
young, the crowd was sparse and Runny had a clear view of a table in a back corner of the main space. 
There sat Boss Ben Brawley leaning over a cocktail table with the contractors and another man who 
was hatless. The fourth man seemed to be leading the conversation. Runny angled his way around the 
room to get a better look at their table. From his new vantage point, he could clearly see the hatless 
man. It was Vinny Caliendo himself, speaking directly, and quite sternly, to Brawley. The Boss’s head 
was bobbing up and down like a buoy on Lake Michigan.

The four men got up from the table and continued to talk as they walked to a hallway leading toward 
the back room of the club. Runny retraced his steps through the lobby to the sidewalk. Once outside, 
he ducked around the corner to the alley that ran alongside the building. Runny had a feeling that 
Caliendo and Boss Brawley were up to more than just cocktails and skirt chasing this evening. Exactly 
what they had cooking, Runny aimed to find out.

###
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He could hear muted voices coming from inside a window about halfway down the exterior wall. 
Climbing onto two produce crates, Runny removed his hat and inched his head up and over the 
windowsill. His eyes peered just barely over the ledge. At a table sat Boss Brawley, Vinny Caliendo and 
one of the contractors. They all had big smiles. The men were looking into an open briefcase filled with 
cash. The fourth contractor stood just inside the door with a blank stare, making sure nothing went 
sideways during the transaction. From Runny’s vantage point, he saw only one hundred dollar bills 
in the briefcase. Still smiling, Ben Brawley closed the case and stood up. Runny had seen enough. He 
quietly stepped down from the crates and jogged toward the alley entrance. If there was ever any doubt, 
this was proof that the Caliendo family bought and paid for Boss Brawley lock, stock and barrel. The 
residents of Bronzeville and the new Embassy Gardens housing development would be none the better 
off for it.

There were many shadows in the alley. The street light caused the fences, poles and garbage cans to 
cast long dark images on the pavement and walls. As Runny walked toward the street, he had the 
unnerving feeling someone was watching him.

###
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DATELINE: BRONZEVILLE
Saturday, April 6, 1940

Every Saturday morning, Runny and Friday met at Oza’s for a late breakfast. By ten-thirty or so, the 
breakfast crowd had cleared out before the beginning of the lunch rush. From their window table, 
they could enjoy the view of 47th Street and compare notes from the week. The meal and conversation 
served as their weekly editorial meeting. The column contents were due on the desk of the Chief on 
Sunday afternoon by five o’clock. The weekly Advocate edition hit the streets every Monday morning. 
Although Runny stretched the deadline on more than one occasion, the paper had never been late to 
press. 

Later that evening, Runny would serve as Master of Ceremonies for the Artists’ and Models’ Ball. 
The developing South Side Community Arts Center began holding these events a few years before. 
They were glamorous spectacles for the artistic community in Bronzeville. The initial galas were huge 
successes largely due to the impressive fundraising of Marva Louis, wife of the heavyweight boxing 
champion.

The events created community-wide support for the establishment of the Center and raised funds for 
the purchase of a dilapidated mansion on South Michigan Avenue. The affair’s program had a full 
complement of art, artists and musical talent including Lona Faye and the Regalettes who had the 
honor of opening the festivities that night at eight o’clock. Runny and Friday planned their strategy for 
photos and interviews over bacon and eggs.
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“After the great success of the Egyptian-themed event, I heard the committee is planning on something 
that will even top that,” Runny said as he tucked into his steaming plate of food and sipped his coffee.”

“Yes, but I don’t know if it’s possible to top the last one” replied Friday. “Who can forget the spectacle; 
Elizabeth Catlett, decked out as Cleopatra, six gorgeous Nubian bearers carrying her high aloft for the 
grandest ballroom entrance ever? It was magical!”

“Indeed,” Runny said.

###
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After a long silence, Runny looked up from his plate to see Friday staring out of the window.

“Runny?”

“Yeah.” He said between mouthfuls.

“Uh, Runny. I might be seeing things, but I think that’s Maggie, the switchboard operator, getting on a 
bus across the street.”Runny knocked over his coffee cup as he spun around in the booth and followed 
Friday’s line of sight through the window and into the street to the idling bus. Neither he nor Friday 
had seen Maggie since she called on Monday night. She promised to contact Runny the next day with 
important information. He saw the bus, but could not see who had already boarded. Runny jumped up. 
He ran outside to see if he could get a better look inside the bus as it pulled away from the curb and 
headed South. Through the rear window of the bus, he saw a female take a seat near the rear, but he 
could not identify the passenger with certainty.

He went back into the cafe, used his napkin to wipe the spilled coffee and resumed his seat. “I don’t 
know. It might have been her. Have you heard anything about her lately?” Runny asked.
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“Not a word. It’s like she dropped off the face of the earth,” Friday replied.

From the time Runny left Friday at their Saturday breakfast, the remainder of the day was a blur. 
Runny spent hours at the South Side Community Arts Center preparing for the event that evening. 
It was late as Runny headed back to the office to drop off his camera equipment. The affair at the 
Parkway Ballroom was a success. The Regalettes were outstanding, Lona Faye winked at Runny more 
than once from the stage and he would wiggle his eyebrows at her like Groucho Marx. However, overall, 
the benefit did not have quite the sizzle of the previous spectacle. Perhaps, the organizers should have 
waited a while longer before they dipped into the pockets of patrons again. The previous event raised 
over one thousand dollars, quite a tidy sum. “They’ll be lucky to raise half that amount tonight,” mused 
Runny.

###
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He passed a group of young men crooning a cappella in tight four-part harmony under a lamppost. 
They were rehearsing for Amateur Night at the Regal Theater, which was the premier launching pad 
for show business careers. Runny paused to listen as they mimicked first the Ink Spots, then the Mills 
Brothers. “These young cats have talent”, he thought. He used the last exposure in his camera to take 
their picture. “Thanks, fellas. You might be famous one day. I’ll be able to say I knew you when.” The 
young men laughed along with Runny.

###
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It was after one in the morning. Runny’s steps softly sounded off of the quiet Bronzeville sidewalks. 
With every sunrise over Bronzeville, the streets would spring to life once again. Until then, the city 
rested. He continued up the block and turned the corner near Shoe Booty’s stand. Then it happened. 
The force of the blow to the back of his head knocked him from his feet. As he hit the ground face first, 
he felt a searing pain from his chin to the crown of his skull. A flurry of hands and feet landed blows 
to his face and torso. The pummeling may have come from two attackers or there may have been as 
many as four, Runny couldn’t tell. The dim moonlit shadows and the ferocity of the attack impaired his 
ability to count bodies or call roll.

 At the first blow, Runny’s throat constricted in a vice grip of fear. He thought he would suffocate. Then 
pain and urgency overrode fear. His focus became razor-sharp. His body pulsed with adrenaline as it 
surged with the most primal fight or flight reflex. He tried to get up and away from his attackers, but as 
he attempted to rise, the incessant blows beat and kicked him back down to the pavement. Try as he 
might, Runny would not win this fight.

“You think you’re so damn smart”

“You need to mind your own business, Next time, we won’t be so nice.”

“Lay off the snooping, if you know what’s good for you.”

With a final kick to the kidneys, they left Runny, bleeding on the pavement of the deserted street.
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Miraculously, Runny discovered he had suffered no broken bones. At least, he didn’t think so. It took 
him ten minutes to hobble the fifty feet to the building door. There he rested to regain his breath, and 
then it took another ten minutes or more to half-crawl up the short flight of stairs to the offices of The 
Advocate.

Runny made his way into the darkroom, but did not turn on the light. At this moment, the dark 
stillness of the room was a small, but welcome, comfort. It was equipped with a mop sink that was 
deep and wide, and he turned on the water. Resting his arms on either side of the deep tub, Runny 
let the water run down and over his head, neck and face. He turned his head from side to side so that 
the water could wash over one side of his face, then the other. Soon, he felt revived enough to turn off 
the water and walk, slowly to his desk. When he fell into his chair, Runny laid his head on his folded 
arms splayed flat across his desk. He tried to close his eyes, but his body was still racing with nervous 
energy. The message from the attack was clear. Stop doing what you’re doing. What Runny did not 
know was, “Who” was delivering the message, and “What” do they want him to stop?” 

Did they want him to lay-off investigating Ramona’s murder? Was minding his own business a 
reference to the investigation of the construction project malfeasance? On the other hand, did posting 
the classified ad about the killing of his brother in Mississippi prompt the attack?

###
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Exhaustion began winning the battle against his adrenaline and panic. It was late, but Runny didn’t 
want to go home. Admittedly, he was a bit nervous about going outside. “Taking a beating will make 
you a little skittish,” he thought as he tried to make a small joke to himself. However, the night was 
no laughing matter. Events had taken a dangerous turn. He also felt there was more he should be 
doing about the myriad questions that bounced around his brain and made his stomach churn. He 
pulled out the stack of photographs from the past week and began to examine them closely with his 
magnifying lens.

He arranged the photographs in a stack chronologically. At the top of the pile were photos of the 
murder scene at the DuSable. After flipping through the first few, he came to the pictures of the room 
taken from the vantage point of the corpse. He spotted something. To the naked eye, it appeared as a 
tiny gold speck under the sofa. With the magnifying lens, he could see it was a brass button.

###
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Runny finally went home and slept fitfully on Saturday night and into Sunday morning. The aftermath 
of the assault left him vulnerable, physically and emotionally. He needed treatment for the cuts and 
contusions to his body. If the truth were told, his bruised psyche felt the insult just as acutely. His 
lack of success during the course of the week made for a dour mood. This was contrary to his normally 
indefatigable spirit. He didn’t like the feeling and proceeded to give himself a mental pep talk, “Snap 
out of it! What was that Aunt Bertha used to say, ‘This ain’t no hill for a stepper.’”

With that, he pushed himself out of bed and willed himself to action.

As he dressed, he thought of Lona Faye. He smiled at the thought her - the warmth of her embrace. 
But he resisted his impulse. He had always been her hero. She called him her black knight in worsted 
wool armor. Runny winced inwardly as he thought, “I’m not so much of a dashing knight right now.” 

As much as he wanted to see her, he didn’t want her to see him beaten and defeated.

Intellectually, he knew he was wrong. Lona Faye deserved to know what happened the night before. He 
simply didn’t have the strength to shoulder an additional depth to their relationship at the moment. 
For now, Runny would go to Aunt Bertha. She was his first nurse. In his Aunt Bertha, Runny had one 
in whom he could confide unconditionally, without the complicating wrinkle of courtship. He would 
talk to Lona Faye, after the passing of this crisis.

###
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When Bertha opened the door and saw his physical condition, she gasped and then, without a word, 
ushered him to the safe cocoon of her kitchen. Runny felt a warmth within the confines of the room 
that defied measurement by a thermometer. The aroma from the simmering pots was therapeutic. 
Bertha’s love provided insulation. It was a buffer from the unforgiving world of Bronzeville on the other 
side of the front door.

Runny’s face was swollen and distended. His left eye was a purple balloon from the blows he absorbed 
to the socket and cheekbones. Bertha turned on the gas and lit the pilot under the teakettle. Then she 
fetched her tonic bag. 

As she began to treat his physical wounds, she sensed his emotional abrasions as well. She didn’t 
know all of his troubles, but she knew enough. Her Runny Boy was hurting. If it were within her power, 
she would help him. Her soothing herbal ministrations were a balm to his body and mind. They talked 
quietly as she tended to him.

“Runny, I told you the other day about the word from back home. Your ad in the paper created quite a 
stir. Well, sure enough, there has been a man up here in Bronzeville asking about you. I haven’t seen 
him, just heard about him, but I wouldn’t be surprised if he is from Mound Bayou. I heard he has a 
cousin who works for Cool Papa Joe.”  

“Ummm ...”

“Don’t be discouraged, dear child,” she said as she stroked his cheek tenderly. “We’ll get through this 
just like we always have. Do you ever think about Greater Mount Zion Baptist Church back home? 
Of course, you do. You were the best Sunday school student in the class.  I know you remember your 
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bible, too. The Lord sometimes puts obstacles in our way, just as with Job. I once heard a man say, 
‘With faith the size of a mustard seed’...well, you know the rest.”
.
“Yes, I know the rest,” Runny said, “and, no, Aunt Bertha, I haven’t forgotten Greater Mount Zion or 
anything else back home. It’s a big part of who I am.” Runny smiled at the memory. “I’m not trying to 
move a mountain. I just want to figure out what’s going on in Bronzeville. Lord knows, it ain’t easy.” He 
winced even as he spoke those few words.

Bertha smiled. “I have faith in you, Runny Walker. Remember what we used to say, ‘This trouble 
here ain’t no hill for a stepper’.”  With that, Bertha laughed and Runny chuckled softly at the recent 
memory, buoyed by just a few minutes with his precious aunt.

“Now you need to go talk to Rick and figure this stuff out before you really get hurt.” Bertha said 
emphatically.  “Yes, ma’am.”, Runny said in a mock sheepish way.  They smiled at each other.

Bertha’s next question surprised Runny.

“Why are you here?”

“Huh?”

“Why didn’t you go to Lona Faye?”

He looked at her, but said nothing.
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“She’s a good woman, Runny. You have to share both your joys and your sorrows. Love means trust. 
Keep that in mind.”

Runny nodded at the mild rebuke. His Aunt Bertha put a strong voice to that which his conscience 
whispered. 

They sat for a few more minutes in silence. The combination of Bertha’s tea and herbal salves improved 
Runny’s condition by the minute. By the time he stood to leave, he was feeling, if not good, at least 
better than he had when he walked in the door.

Runny made his way slowly, to the front room of Bertha’s place. As he opened the door, the familiar 
jingle of the bells signaled a “Goodbye” from his aunt and a “God’s speed” from Bertha to her Runny 
Boy.  Bertha heard, but didn’t hear, the door bells. Her mind was elsewhere. She was back in the 
Mississippi Delta. She had no natural children, but her love for Runny was as strong as any mother’s 
love. As the door shut behind him, her eyes smiled around the pools of tears formed in their corners.

###
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On the sidewalk outside of Pearl’s, the ten o’clock sun cast long shadows. A few doors down, Runny 
saw ten-year-old Dottie. She was a bright and precocious girl who took great pride in being the reigning 
Double Dutch champion of the block. Runny had seen her around since she was a toddler. He always 
encouraged her curiosity and he could count on a dozen questions from Dottie. Today, she was quite 
busy with another project. Dottie was writing the alphabet in large block letters with chalk on sidewalk. 
Below each letter was its corresponding number. The letter “A” was number 1. The letter “B” was 
number 2, and so on, through “Z” with number 26.

“Hi Runny, I’m making a secret code. I can spell anything with numbers. The code for my name is 
4-15-20-20-9-5. I can figure out your name, too. Do you want me to show you? It’s as easy as 1-2-3.

“Thanks. Dottie. That’s a great idea. I think you’re one very clever young lady,” Runny remarked, 
smiling inside at the child’s simple substitution code. “Next time I come over, we’ll work on it together.”

Runny had other things on his mind. He left Dottie on the sidewalk, poring over her letters and 
numbers. Perhaps, Rick could provide some answers.

###
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When Runny entered Rick’s room above the beauty shop, the first thing he noticed was the smell. The 
air in the room was stagnant, musty from human body odor and lack of ventilation. Rick’s appearance 
surprised Runny, as well. Only two days before, Rick looked fresh and rested. This morning he 
was haggard and disheveled. He had a scruffy, two-day stubble on his face adding to his unkempt 
appearance. After nearly a week in the solitary confinement of Pearl’s kitchenette, around-the-clock 
solitude was not wearing well on Slick Rick.

Despite the boost Runny received from his Aunt Bertha, he still moved slowly. It had been less 
than twenty-four hours since the vicious attack and the next-day pains were more acute than he’d 
anticipated. He sat gingerly on the tiny bed next to Rick and described the assault of the night before. 
The news shook Rick visibly. Runny could see Rick’s mind working through the same possibilities 
Runny considered. Neither man had clear answers.

Runny removed photos from his satchel. He needed Rick to examine the pictures again, with particular 
attention to what appeared to be a button under the couch in the DuSable suite. As he handed 
the photos to Rick, Runny paused and studied his friend closely. He noticed a disturbing, empty 
expression on Slick Rick’s face. Runny could not be sure, but Rick appeared to be descending on a 
dark slide. Runny wanted to do whatever he could to forestall that decline. By giving Rick a task and 
a way to be productive, Runny hoped to accomplish two things. He would get more insight into the 
button under the sofa, while providing his friend a desperately needed ray of hope.  

Rick took Runny’s magnifying lens in hand and began to examine the dozens of photos again. Rick 
became absorbed in the exercise, periodically chuckling or commenting briefly.

“Hey, Runny? Have you seen JT around lately? I haven’t heard anything about him all week.
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“I saw him on Monday at the DuSable,” Runny responded, then thought again. “Now that you mention 
it, I also saw him at the fights the night Red was shot. Actually, I don’t remember seeing him, but we 
caught him in a picture of Boss Brawley and his wife. Let me find it in the stack.”

Runny thumbed through the snapshots until he found the one he was looking for. “See, here he is in 
the background. He’s with George, the bellhop from the DuSable. Friday and I were talking about this 
picture. It looks like they are passing this newspaper between them. We thought it looked like there 
was an envelope stuck in the paper.”

“Yes, I see it. Hand me the lens, will you?”

Rick took the magnifying lens and held it at a close angle. Then Rick remarked, “George is mighty 
sharp, ain’t he? Looks like he is wearing a hundred dollar suit. Look. He even has a monogrammed 
pocket square. Initials G-A-D stitched right on the hankie. Very snazzy.”

Runny handed Rick another photograph. “Take a look at this picture, Rick.” He handed him the image 
of the crime scene with the button under the sofa. “Do you have any idea why there would be a shiny 
button under your furniture?”
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Rick studied the photograph with the magnifier. “As often as you’re at the DuSable, I’m surprised you 
didn’t recognize this. This is a brass button from a DuSable employee’s uniform. All the uniforms have 
these buttons. Look, you can see the name embossed on the shield of the button.” He showed Runny 
what he saw. “You might want to check the uniforms in the employee locker room. A missing button 
might not mean anything, but it may be a clue. Someone might have seen something and is too scared 
to come forward.”

Runny immediately thought of Maggie. What did she know? “Thanks, Rick. Let me get over to the 
DuSable and see what I can find out.”

###
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At the DuSable Hotel, Runny approached the unattended front desk. He was just about to ring the 
desk bell, when Roscoe popped his head up from beneath the counter.

“Hiya, Runny.” When he saw Runny’s face, his mouth dropped open. “Wow, what happened to you? 
Looks like you ran into a truck or something.”

Runny didn’t respond to the comment. “Listen, man. I need another look inside Rick’s apartment. Can 
you let me in?

“Sure, Runny. I’ll call a maid and she can open it for you,” Roscoe said.

“If you don’t mind, my friend, I’d like to do this on the QT. If you could let me in yourself, I’d really 
appreciate it.”

“Oh, OK. By the way, Maggie still hasn’t come back to work. No one has seen her around either. Give 
me a couple of minutes to finish up here and I’ll take you up to the apartment.
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Once inside the front room, Runny’s eyes shifted to the spot on the floor where he had last seen 
Ramona Fairchild. She was no longer there, of course. The coroner removed her body shortly after 
Runny’s first visit on Monday. The hotel staff had removed the blood-soaked rug on which she expired. 
Her obituary ran in the Tribune two days after her death. He wondered if Rick saw the notice.

Eerily, Runny still felt her spirit in the room. Runny forced himself to look away from the spot and 
direct his gaze to the area under the couch. There it was. The brass uniform button. Runny picked it 
up, dropped it in his pocket and left, all within the same moment. He felt as if remaining for even a few 
more minutes was an intrusion into the memory of Rick’s dead mistress.

###
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When Runny looked down the row of uniforms in the basement locker room area, he realized there 
was no short cut to the task. The shirts, vests, jackets, coats and dresses worn by a staff of nearly two 
dozen were on the racks. He had to inspect each garment. He realized finding any clue in the search 
was a long shot. Someone may have already replaced the button on the garment. There were no name 
tags on the clothing, so it was difficult to determine exactly who wore what when. Further, there was 
no definite connection between the button and the events on the night of Ramona’s demise. The button 
may have been on the floor for weeks or even months. Nevertheless, it was all Runny had to go on. He 
took a deep breath, or as deep as he could take with bruised ribs, and began his inspection of the first 
piece of clothing.

After twenty minutes, he had examined well over one hundred pieces of clothing. Runny determined 
the most likely home for the button was on one of six pieces - four bellman jackets, one vest and one 
house cleaner’s dress. All were missing a brass button that matched the one in Runny’s pocket. He 
carefully searched the contents of each garment, pulling scraps of paper, a few coins, and a lot of lint 
from the pockets. As he unfolded a slip in the last pocket, he saw the numbers 7-1-4 scrawled on a 
scrap of paper from a hotel notepad. They were the same numbers Memphis Red whispered with his 
dying breath, and the numbers etched on the phone booth wall at the pool room.
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“7-1-4. 7-1-4. What is so special about these numbers? They obviously mean something to someone, 
but who?”, he questioned aloud.

Runny went up the stairs to the hotel lobby and out the front door. As he started down the sidewalk, 
his mind turned to two people. The first was his confidante, Cat Daddy, the bookmaker, numbers 
runner and Dream Book seller. Cat Daddy had forgotten more about the three-digit numbers than 
anyone else in Bronzeville would ever know. Interestingly, another, and unexpected, person crossed 
Runny’s mind. He remembered the words of his young friend, Dottie, on the sidewalk with her chalk, 
reveling in the cleverness of her substitution code. “A-B-C is as easy as 1-2-3.” He hoped 7-1-4 was as 
easy as 1-2-3, too. Somehow, he doubted it would be quite that simple.

###
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Sundays meant a change of venue for Cat Daddy. With the barber shop closed on the Sabbath, he 
and other back-alley entrepreneurs moved down the street to Tyson’s Corner Store. Bronzeville street 
commerce proceeded seven days a week, and the mechanics of the underground economy required 
a base of operations every day. Tyson’s fit the bill largely because Tyson didn’t give them a hard time 
about loitering and he had a phone in the rear of the shop. The availability of cheap refreshments was 
a plus as well, and Tyson appreciated the additional revenue from the hustlers on Sundays.

Runny walked into the store and saw Cat Daddy in the back corner by the phone. Two people were 
trying to place bets with him simultaneously. 

Runny waited his turn. When Cat Daddy completed the business immediately in front of him, he 
greeted his pal.

“What’s cookin’, Runny? D’you want me to put you down for your regular number? It didn’t fall 
yesterday.”

“Yeah, put me down. I want you to look at this. Does it mean anything to you?”

Runny handed Cat Daddy the slip of paper from the DuSable garment with no additional comment. Cat 
Daddy responded immediately, “George Alan Davis.”

“Huh? What is George Alan Davis?” Runny asked.

“That’s what this slip says. It says George Alan Davis.”
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Runny looked at the bookie with a blank stare. Cat Daddy continued.

“The slip belongs to George Alan Davis. You know George.”

“I do?” Runny was still lost.

“Yeah. He’s the bellhop over at the DuSable. He plays the same number every day. He calls it his 
special system. He brags about it all the time. He claims he was born under a special sign because 
he was the seventh son of a seventh son. He says the initials of his name are special. G-A-D. G is the 
seventh letter of the alphabet. A is the first and D is the fourth. G-A-D equals 7-1-4. He’s a little crazy, 
but he has won more than his share with that number.”

You could have knocked Runny over with a feather. He almost sat down right on the floor in front 
of Cat Daddy. Then the past few days came flooding back through Runny’s consciousness. The 
images streamed - the pocket square in the fancy suit with the G-A-D initials. Dottie’s excitement in 
constructing her substitution code, and George and JT’s muffled chat in the stairwell of the DuSable. 
Then there was the photograph of the two of them, again in cozy conversation, at the fights. As Runny 
processed these thoughts, the pay phone rang loudly beside him. Absentmindedly, he picked up the 
receiver.

###
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“Hello?”

“Runny? Is that you? It’s Friday. I’m at Oza’s. I’ve been calling everywhere for you. I just saw Maggie ... 
he’s at Pearl’s right now. How quickly can you get there?”

Runny slammed the phone down and ran out of Tyson’s Corner Store at a sprint. He didn’t hear Friday 
also say that Bertha was looking for him, and that it was important.

When Runny jumped out of the jitney in front of Pearl’s, he saw Friday standing on the sidewalk. 
Apparently, she had hustled over to Pearl’s from Oza’s knowing that Runny would be there as quickly 
as he could. She was flailing her arms, furiously pointing at a bus a block and a half a way. Runny did 
not stop to ask questions, he took off after the bus at a sprint.

Unfortunately, on that stretch of 47th Street, bus stops were few and far between so the gap 
widened. As the bus, slowed at each stop, Runny would make up some ground. Before he closed the 
distance, the bus would take off again. After a couple of these teases, Runny would have screamed 
if he possessed sufficient lung capacity. It was all he could do to keep running. The fact that he had 
absorbed a beating of epic proportions the night before did him no favors either. However, he persisted, 
running as hard as he could; his lungs burning like hot rocks in his chest.
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Runny’s pace slowed and he began to fade. Friday, smart young woman that she was, had jumped in 
a jitney, and followed Runny and the bus. If the situation at hand were not so serious, it would have 
been quite comical. A bus was motoring through Bronzeville. The bus driver and passengers were 
oblivious to the frantic chase occurring behind. Runny, running like a bat out of hell, was on the verge 
of collapse. On the heels of the stumbling reporter and the bus was Friday in a jitney, screaming at 
the top of her lungs. The windows of the cab were open so all passersby on 47th Street listened in 
amusement. It was the stuff of the matinée funnies on a Saturday afternoon at the Regal Theater, 
except, in this case, no one knew if there would be a happy ending.

###
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After eight blocks Runny got lucky, and not a moment too soon. The bus driver pulled to the curb and 
the driver exited to check a tire. This allowed Runny, barely jogging by now, enough time to catch up. 
Friday’s jitney got stuck behind a stalled car in the road. So, Runny and Friday arrived at the stopped 
bus simultaneously, just as Maggie calmly exited to the sidewalk. The trio looked at one another, each 
with their mouths open. Runny bent at the waist with his hands on his knees. He was barely able to 
breathe, let alone speak. Friday took charge. With remarkable composure, she calmly said, “As soon 
as Runny can catch his breath, why don’t we all go down to Oza’s and have a cup of coffee.  I think we 
should chat.”  

Once they sat in a booth, Oza came over to check on her friends. As she heard the story of the madcap 
chase, she began grinning like a Cheshire cat and sucking her teeth at Runny and his condition. She 
brought him a damp towel for his forehead. “Please don’t say a word, Oza,” Runny remarked from 
behind the towel. This made his friend Oza laugh out loud as she left the booth, shaking her head as 
she departed.

A server brought them coffee and left the pot. For someone who had been missing in action for a week, 
Maggie looked quite poised. She sat before them with her hands folded quietly. Her demeanor was 
not the least bit nervous. In fact, she seemed surprisingly pleased, even anxious, to sit and talk with 
Runny and Friday.

Friday began, “Maggie, the last time we heard from you, you were quite upset. You wanted to talk to 
Runny about something, but were afraid. You said someone had threatened you. We were worried 
about your safety. When you missed work, we didn’t know what to think. What happened?”



154
—   Sunday, April 7, 1940   —

Dateline: Bronzeville

“A call came through from Rick’s apartment about ten minutes ‘til midnight,” Maggie began. “I know 
I shouldn’t, but I listen in on the calls from Rick’s place sometimes. Believe me; I hear a lot of stuff. 
His life is so exciting. I was surprised when I heard two men on the line. I knew Rick wasn’t there, so 
I expected one of the voices to be Ramona, but it wasn’t. I recognized one voice. It was George, the 
bellhop.  He told the other man, ‘It’s been taken care of, I turned off the elevator. I’ll turn it back on 
when I leave.’ The other man said, ‘Smart move. That should cut down traffic on the floor. There can’t 
be any loose ends. If we mess this up, we’re both dead men, you get me?’ Then George said, ‘Don’t 
worry. She’s dead as a doornail. I messed her up pretty good. Cops will think Rick was really mad.’ 
Then he said, ‘I want my money, and I want it now.’ The response was, ‘You’ll get it as soon as I get 
paid’.”

Runny was still catching his breath, but he had recovered enough to ask, “What happened then?”

“That’s when I got in trouble. An ashtray fell off the switchboard and they heard the thump through 
the mouthpiece of my headset when it hit the floor. The other man said, “What was that?” Then George 
said, “It ain’t me, someone might be listening in.” Then they hung up. They must have figured out I’d 
heard the conversation”

“OK. George was one voice on the phone. Do you know who the other man was?”

Maggie responded quickly, “Oh, yeah. The other voice was definitely JT Lawson. I would know that 
smooth talker anywhere. He brings me flowers at the switchboard desk from time to time.”
Friday and Runny shared a brief glance. Each admirably maintained their composure. Both wanted to 
burst.



155

—   Sunday, April 7, 1940   —

a Runny Walker Mystery

Runny continued, “Maggie, was it JT who called you later to tell you not to talk?”

“Oh no. That voice was definitely not JT. It sounded like a white man and not a very nice one either. 
He told me if I knew anything, I had better take it to my grave with me. He said if I don’t keep quiet, 
I would be six feet under sooner than later. His voice sent shivers down my spine. I was so scared I 
couldn’t even cry. I didn’t know what to do, Runny. I just hid for a few days. Didn’t go out at all. It has 
taken me a while to get my head screwed back on straight. I know I have to do something to get my life 
back. I figured I would talk to you and maybe you could help me.”

Runny thought, and thought quickly. There was much to consider. The immediate concern was for the 
safety of Maggie, as well as Friday and himself. They were all in danger now that they knew the story. 
He had to arrange the inevitable interview with the cops and figure out the best way for Rick to re-
emerge. Runny had work to do, and he had to do it fast.

“Maggie, I want you to go with Friday. She’ll take care of you for now. We’re going to have to notify the 
police. We’ll do that soon enough.  They will want statements. I just want to make some arrangements 
to make sure everyone comes out of this OK.”

###
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Runny left Maggie and Friday with specific goals. He wanted to put the cops on the trail of George and 
JT and make it safe for Rick to come out of hiding. His challenge was to accomplish these things while 
protecting his own personal safety and that of Maggie and Friday, too. Until the police took over, the 
three of them were at risk.

His first stop was the DuSable Hotel. George Alan Davis was on duty at the bell stand. He nodded 
toward Runny when the reporter arrived at the front door.  From the hotel lobby telephone, Runny 
made a call to the police precinct. He hoped that Officer Bottoms was available. When his friend, Lance, 
came on the line, Runny exhaled a quick breath of relief. Then Runny chose his words carefully.

“Hey, Lance. Runny here. How’re you doing?”

“I’m OK, Runny. What’s up?”

“I’m going to run a story in my column about Ramona’s murder.”

“Why am I not surprised? Is that what you called to tell me?” Office Bottoms asked impatiently.

“No, what I called to say was that my column will include the fact that JT Lawson and George, the 
bellhop at the DuSable, have been mighty cozy since Rick has been out of the picture. What I’m saying 
to you, off the record, is that your career may take a boost if you question them about the murder.”

“What? You’re kidding, right?” Now Runny had the policeman’s full attention.
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“That, my friend, is something I would not kid about. I’ll see you around, Lance.”
.
The next part of his plan required a delicate touch. Runny called George over to a quiet corner of 
the lobby. As George approached, Runny appraised him in a different light. “You never know what 
people are capable of,” Runny thought. The memory of Ramona’s smashed skull made him swallow 
involuntarily and his jaw muscles tightened. When they were face to face, he gathered himself and 
spoke to George in a very concerned voice. “Hey, George. You know I hear things. Just wanted you to 
know that I heard Two Gun Pete was asking about you. I’m not sure why he wants to talk to you, but I 
thought I’d let you know.”

About the time he mentioned Two Gun Pete, George started to shift from one foot to the other. By the 
time Runny stopped talking, all of the color was gone from George’s face and he looked like someone 
who needed to use the closest restroom in the worst way. “Gee, Runny. I wonder why he would be 
looking for me? I’ll certainly look into it. I’m always happy to help our friends in law enforcement. 
Thanks for the heads up.” George turned abruptly, and moved quickly to the phone booth.

Runny walked over to the front desk to speak to Roscoe. When he looked back, he saw George coming 
out of the phone booth and moving toward them with a purpose. George was a man in a hurry.

###
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“Hey, Roscoe, I’m not feeling well today. I think I’m gonna go home and get some rest. Sam is coming in 
early to cover for me. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

With that, George was out of the door without bothering to change from his uniform. He made a valiant 
attempt to portray an air of calm; however, the perspiration stains in the armpits of his jacket and the 
sweat beads across his brow told the story. It belied a concern bordering on panic.

As Runny left the DuSable, an unmarked detective’s car pulled to a stop in front of the hotel. Runny 
did not wait around. He wanted to stop by his office and get a quick shine from Shoe Booty while he 
formulated the plan for his meeting with the police. The walk to the office would allow him to get as 
many ducks in a row as possible.

An hour passed from the time Runny left the DuSable until he walked into Tyson’s Corner Store. As 
Runny entered, the customers, clerks and Cat Daddy were completely stock-still and silent. The only 
voice came from the radio near the front of the shop. There was a breaking news story on WSBC, the 
Negro radio station. It was news that Runny had not anticipated. Within the past half hour, police 
responded to a call at a bungalow in the Woodlawn neighborhood. The police found two men dead 
at the scene. One fatality was the homeowner, Bronzeville businessman, JT Lawson. The identity 
of the second man was unknown. The reporter noted that the man was wearing a uniform and the 
investigation continued. The preliminary report classified the deaths as a murder-suicide. However, the 
police were actively searching for a blue Mercury coupe seen leaving the vicinity at a high rate of speed 
shortly after the shots were fired.
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When the announcer paused, the shop exploded in chatter. It was as if a dam had broken; the small 
store was awash in shouts and questions.  The news was sensational. Everyone knew JT Lawson. Only 
Runny knew the winding road that led to this moment. Soon, all would know that JT and George were 
pawns in a very deadly game.

Standing in the doorway of the store, he thought about the beautiful set of Russian nesting dolls he 
had given Lona Faye. Increasingly larger dolls insulated the doll at the core. If JT and George were the 
outer dolls of this Bronzeville mystery, how many layers remained between them and the core buried 
within? Whoever rested at the center was ultimately responsible for the fates of Ramona, Memphis Red 
and now, JT and George. As Runny ruminated, the radio announcer came back on the air.

“In other breaking news, this afternoon, doctors performed emergency surgery on Southside political 
figure, Benjamin Brawley. An ambulance transported him to Provident Hospital following an explosion 
near Washington Park. According to eyewitnesses, an automobile parked in front of his home burst 
into flames as he opened the car door. Brawley, a fixture on the Bronzeville scene, has been in the 
headlines lately for his efforts to bring modern, affordable housing to that community. Doctors report 
that his injuries, including second-degree burns, are serious, but not life threatening. We will report as 
developments warrant...And now, we move to news on the national scene ...”

Exhaustion rolled over Runny like a wave. He was suddenly as tired as he had ever been in his life. He 
had writing to do. The column for The Advocate this week would be one of his best, but it would have 
to wait. The only thing he wanted to do was sleep. As he started down the sidewalk, words of wisdom 
from the elders - Bertha, Mama Hope and untold others - reflexively crossed Runny’s lips, “That which 
is done in darkness, will surely come to light.”  
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Runny’s midday nap extended into the early evening. His body, mind and soul needed the healing 
only extended rest could provide. Once he washed his face and piddled around the apartment for a 
few unnecessary minutes, he could delay the task no longer. He picked up the phone and dialed Lona 
Faye’s number.

From the moment he opened his eyes from his nap, he could only think of Lona Faye. The urgency and 
pressure of the week had profoundly affected Runny. He now knew with a certainty borne of experience 
that any promise of tomorrow is a lie. There was no room for false pride between them. Runny wanted 
to be her knight, her hero, but he knew he also wanted more. If their relationship was to be all it could 
be, she deserved to share in his most vulnerable moments. Although he was having trouble putting it 
into words, what Runny wanted was true intimacy.

Lona Faye’s phone rang and rang. There was no answer. She had already gone to work. Runny would 
go to the Regal after he completed his column at the office. He would wait there for her until she 
finished for the night. Then they would talk.

He gave Friday a quick call before he left home. She and Maggie were getting along famously. 

“Good, I’ll address that piece of business tomorrow. Right now, I’m hungry,” he thought as he headed 
out of the door.
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After a quick bite to eat, Runny would go to the office. The Sunday evening newsroom at The Advocate 
was always a lively, bordering on frantic, place, as they prepared the paper for overnight printing. He 
looked forward to the time with his colleagues at the end of an exhausting, but remarkable, week. For 
now, he needed the time alone with his thoughts. He still had a very important column that needed 
final touches. “Fortunately for me,” he thought, “some weeks the column pretty much writes itself.”

An hour later, he walked toward the office. The streetlights bore holes in the darkness. The night 
was crisp with a breeze from the lake that blew thick air into his face. Runny pulled the collar of his 
sport coat up and around his neck and leaned forward into the headwind. As he raised his eyes from 
the pavement, he stood directly in front of a man, separated by no more than eight feet. Instinct told 
Runny to stop, and to keep the distance between them.

 “My, my, my. If it ain’t Runny Walker. Look at you,” the man said, eyeing Runny up and down. “You’re 
all grown up. I understand you’re a big man up here. How’ve you been? We need to have a little talk.”

Runny’s throat tightened. He did not speak. He could not. He watched as the lines around the man’s 
eyes crinkled into a smile. They contradicted the ice-cold buttons that were his pupils and corneas. The 
lips on the face turned upward. The mouth opened exposing the same misaligned teeth Runny had last 
seen seventeen years before. In his mind’s eye, images exploded like a flash bulb. The clearing behind 
the house in Mound Bayou. The inside of the boxcar during the frantic train ride to Memphis. And, 
most of all, the life blood of his brother as it created a reddish-black Mississippi sludge.

They stood there on the sidewalk, eyes locked on the other, and Runny’s mind jumped to his thoughts 
about George, earlier in the day. You never really know what a person might be capable of doing. This 
was not the case here. Runny knew the exact capacity of the man with the crooked smile.
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