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    For Uncle Omar, 

whose story was cut short, 

but continues in mine.



    



  	
        
            
             "It was a period when every season there was at least one hit play on Broadway acted by a Negro cast . . . It was a period when white writers wrote about Negroes more successfully (commercially speaking) than Negroes did about themselves. It was the period (God help us!) when Ethel Barrymore appeared in blackface in Scarlet Sister Mary! It was the period when the Negro was in vogue."

                                             –  Langston Hughes
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Chapter 1
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Her blonde curls bounced in the wind as she sailed through Lennox Avenue, her palms gripping mine so tightly it hardly had the room to sweat. In her other hand was her black hat, carelessly sailing with the wind. Her silky black dress was loose so that as she ran, her frills danced violently and clumsily. She was careful to step over the rubbish and rubble in the street, keeping her white round stilettos sharp and clean. She ran with all her God-given speed, maintaining a giddy but steady rhythm in her step, desperate to get to the most celebrated site in the Emerald City. 

Alice skipped through the night, dragging me behind her, my feet helplessly lagging. She would glance back every few seconds, presumably checking if I was still breathing, and once this was confirmed, would flash me a dazzling smile. As we ran, I took in as many brief glimpses of the notorious Harlem nightlife as I could. Through my spotty vision—blurred by fatigue—I could see us push through crowds of brightly decorated and staggering partygoers flashing smiles as dazzling as my sister’s. As I registered the exclamations of soprano saxophones and the pleas of alto trombones protruding from seemingly every building we whizzed by, it became exceedingly clear that my sister and I were not in Kentucky anymore.

Alice came to a halt and we stood on the sidewalk, yellow and white cars lined up behind us, our noses now pointing to our destination. It was a humble yet aesthetically grand building—a club adorned with eye-catching bright white lights. Its name, “The House of Music” was well-lit and spelled out on a colossal marquee in big letters. Underneath was information for partygoers: “Dinner for $1.45” and “no cover charge.” But of course, due to my sister’s resourcefulness and perhaps questionable acquaintances, we would be going underground where there was most certainly a cover charge, and they most definitely did not serve dinner. 

As Alice released my hand, it grew warm almost instantly as the blood she had restricted with her grip flowed back to it. Using the door as a mirror, she readjusted her long white pearls and put on her hat. She turned to me, sporting her infamous smirk, her left eyebrow arrogantly arched. 

“Ready?” she asked teasingly.

“Alice,” I began. “Are you sure? We can go somewhere else.”

“Oh sweet brother,” she said, in her usual condescendingly charming tone. “There’s nowhere else to go. This is it.”

As we entered the House of Music, the previously dull singing of saxophones and  trombones instantly transformed into loud and lively tunes. Within the modestly sized room, excited patrons sported sharp, polished, and colorful attire. The stage was even more brightly lit than the sign out front with green and white lights strung along the roof, beaming onto the performers. The stage hosted colored women in glittering outfits dancing in a way I had never seen people dance, accompanied by a colored band—men beating drums, strumming guitars, and blowing trumpets, saxophones, and trombones in a way that I had never heard people play. 

“Just grand!” Alice exclaimed. 

Alice took my hand again, squeezing it excitedly, and led me to an empty seat, at the very back and in a corner, a little bit away from the rest of the white audience.

She leaned over and whispered, “Here. I was told to sit in the last seat of the last row on the left side. We should be greeted—”

“You two can come with me,” declared a gruff voice. 

I turned around to see a stubby, bearded man. A Jew. He wore a gray suit, almost fully covered by a long, buttoned gray jacket. His cream hat tilted so much over his face, I could hardly meet his eyes. I began to feel uneasy. 

“Alice,” I whispered through gritted teeth. “I don’t know about—”

“Hush,” she breathed back.

She stood up, pulling me with her. As soon as we were up, the Jew turned around and began walking across the room. We followed closely behind him. We were met with stairs that led to a dimly lit corridor. As we entered the corridor, the music began to die and, as we traveled further down, all I could hear was the clank of Alice’s heels and my own uneven breathing. My unease had not left me.

“Alice,” I said, this time more forcefully.

“Oh please just grow a pair,” she responded assertively, an eager grin plastered across her face.

We approached a small brown door, adorned with a large silver padlock.

The Jew paused, then questioned.“Do you have the money?” 

“Yes,” Alice said, pulling out her purse and handing him cash.

He reached into his pockets, pulling out an impressive collection of keys hanging loosely around a silver ring. As he approached the lock, hunched over and ready to reveal our destination, he abruptly paused once again, lifting his head towards us. 

“Password?” he asked, his strained tone revealing his frustration at forgetting.

Alice chuckled, her snow-white cheeks now painted with a blushing red.

“We’re here to experience a true Harlem night,” said my sister in that same condescendingly charming tone known to make Kentucky boys stutter.

The Jew smiled at her, matching her excitement. I did not like it. I squeezed her hand, making sure it stung.

“Husband?” he asked her, nudging his head towards me.

“No. Brother,” Alice said. 

The Jew nodded and swung open the door—the only thing separating us from a true Harlem night. 

***
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THE ROOM WE ENTERED was too hot, too small, and too loud, but though I didn’t truly understand it that night, it was the grandest thing I had ever seen. Unlike the scene upstairs where sober white audiences merely spectated before Black performers, here colored sax and clarinet players played with white drummers and guitarists. Glittering blonde girls danced with sharply dressed colored boys and intoxicated white boys clumsily leaned on their colored dates-turned-caretakers.

And even when their legs gave out, they wouldn’t stop dancing. It seemed like everyone was dancing, and yet it was so packed that they hardly had room to dance.

The air felt moist and tasted bitter. Liquor bottles swung from person to person, seemingly flying through the crowd, raining alcohol. It was either a dream or a nightmare—truth be told, at the time, I couldn’t decide which one. It was something out of a movie that’s never been made. It was Sodom and Gomorrah, plagued by liquor and miscegenation. 

“Oh my! Can you believe it?” squeaked Alice, jumping up and down and pulling me with her.

The Jew chuckled, locking the door behind the three of us.

“I take it, this is your first time?”

“Oh, but certainly not our last,” Alice exclaimed.

“You’re from down South?” he asked.

“Yes sir,” Alice said, wearing a wide-eyed expression as she surveyed the room. 

“How do two kids like you even hear about a place like this?”

“By knowing the right people,” she said matter-of-factly.

The Jew smiled, took off his hat, nodded at Alice, and, to my relief, moved on.

“Alice,” I muttered. “What—”

“Can’t hear you!” she yelled back, pulling me into the crowd, right into the heart of true Harlem.

“Let’s dance!” she exclaimed, still firmly gripping my hand.

I didn’t know where to turn. There was so much going around me—too much. Alice blended right in. She removed her hat excitedly, letting her blonde locks loose. As she danced, her ocean-blue eyes beamed at me, feigning innocence.

“Did I do something?” she yelled over the music.

“Where are we, Alice?” I sighed.

She chuckled slyly.

“Harlem,” she said, backing away into the crowd, slowly releasing my hand.

“Alice!” I exclaimed.

Left alone, I began to clumsily move through the crowd. Weary of meeting the eyes of partygoers, I shifted my attention to my wingtips and readjusted my trousers repeatedly in an attempt to occupy myself. Eventually, I found an empty seat by the bar, close enough to the stage. I shiftily surveyed those around me. After confirming that my wallet was indeed still in my trousers, I considered asking for a drink when I noticed two girls looking at me from the other side of the bar—one white, and one colored, giggling and whispering to one another. I swiftly turned around, now facing the stage. And that is when I noticed him. 

He was one of the guitarists. He had curly, brown hair, strands of which clung to his forehead, glued there by sweat. He wore a blue dress shirt tucked into oversized black trousers, with black suspenders pulled over it. Though it was hard to tell due to the brightness of the stage lights, he had bronze skin. It looked like his eyes were colored—perhaps a light green. Mulatto. 

He had an uncertain demeanor. It was like he couldn’t quite decide if he wanted to smile or not so he settled for something in between, and he wasn’t quite sure whether he wanted to stand up straight or lean back so, again, settled for something in between. But he was happy, noticeably happy. He glanced from face to face in the crowd as he played effortlessly, like he hardly remembered he had an instrument in his hand—as if playing was like breathing. 

There was an entire band to look at, but I couldn’t stop looking at the guitarist. My neck grew stiff, and I felt stuck. Eventually, his eyes met mine. I was right. His eyes were hazel green. I wanted to turn away, but I couldn’t. He tried to smile, but again, it felt uncertain. He continued to play, but continued to meet my gaze. I wondered if he had the same problem as me—if his neck felt stiff and if he was stuck, but eventually, he looked away, glancing at other faces in the crowd. 

I turned around abruptly, once again facing the giggling girls. I sighed, but eventually waved at them and decided to walk over. As I did, I swept the dancing crowd behind them to see if I could spot the elusive Alice. I couldn’t.

“Hello,” I said.

The colored girl answered first, “Hello. You alright there?” Though her tone was flowery, her voice and disposition revealed an understated confidence that felt almost intimidating. 

I nodded. The other girl took my hand excitedly.

“Well, welcome to Harlem! A welcome is in order right? I take it you’re new?”

“Very new,” I said, looking around and shifting uncomfortably.

They laughed. 

“Well, I am Elizabeth, but everyone calls me Betty and my friend here is Jeane.”

Betty, a brunette, wore a black dress that was almost a replica of Alice’s, though she didn’t have a hat, and her shoes were black. Jeane wore glittery attire paired with black shoes, her dark curly hair slicked back into a tight updo. Both had a drink in hand.

Jeane took a long swig. “Want some?” she offered.

I declined.

“Are you a performer?” I asked Jeane. “Isn’t that a costume? From upstairs right?”

She smiled. 

“I am, yes.” 

I tried to muster a smile back and noticeably failed. Betty chuckled.

“Oh, don’t be so nervous honey! She’s only a colored woman.”

Jeane smirked. They both started giggling. 

“I wouldn’t worry if I were you though. You’re blonde and Jeane likes blondes.”

Jeane gasped.

“Betty, I will spill this drink on you if it’s the last thing I do!”

Betty’s face reddened with laughter. 

“I—”

“You ain’t from around here are you?” a loud tenor voice questioned from behind me.

“Jesse!” Jeane exclaimed. 

I turned around to meet the steely gaze of the mulatto guitarist. I looked towards the stage. The band had switched. He smiled at me, still uncertain. He reached around me to grab Jeane’s arm, planting a tender kiss on her hand, and then did the same to Betty.

“So are you?” he inquired once again, and this time I could hear the slightest hints of a Southern drawl in his speech.

“No,” I said simply, remaining mute as he listened in anticipation.

He chuckled loudly, flashing angelic white teeth.

“Man of many words I see.”

“I tell you,” said Jeane, shaking her head teasingly.

“Where are you from?” he continued.

“Kentucky.” 

His smile disappeared almost as quickly as it came, his hazel green eyes trained cautiously on mine. 

“Okay, man from Kentucky, will you tell me your name then?”

“Scott,” I said.

He took my hand and shook it. 

“Well, delighted to meet you.”

Releasing my hand, he continued, “Scott from Kentucky . . . well aren’t you a long way from home.”

I remained silent, but before I even knew I was doing it, began to smile . . . a real smile, perhaps for the first time all night. He smiled back, his cautious glare beginning to soften. He planted his hands heavily on my shoulders. 

“Alright Scott, I figure you came to a bootlegging club for a reason. So how ‘bout we get you a drink?”
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Chapter 2
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Though the bar stood at the very center of the packed dance floor, the ear-splitting music and screams of partygoers dulled as I watched Jesse lean over the light brown countertop. He nonchalantly reached a hand toward the colored server and grabbed the collar of his padded blazer, pulling him towards him. Though he probably yelled at the top of his lungs, as the band banged on, his words landed as a mere whisper. The server nodded and Jesse flashed a satisfied grin.

He finally took a seat, his arm folded as he eyed me with that same cautious look. He motioned for me to sit. As I sat, I believed I was still smiling at him, though I felt so disconnected from myself, it was hard to tell. 

“What did you order?” I asked shakily. 

“Old fashioned for you and a gin rickey for me,” he said coolly.

“Why an old fashioned?” I breathed. 

He shrugged mockingly.

“Felt fitting.”

I laughed, and this time I was sure that I really was. 

“So he does laugh!” Betty exclaimed, a remark that sparked a fit of laughter from Jeane.

I’d hardly remembered they were there. Jesse’s sudden shift in composure told me he felt the same. 

Betty surveyed the crowd and said, “Well it’s about time we got to dancing.” She rested a dainty, neatly painted hand lightly on my shoulder and remarked, “It appears that you’ve found better company.”

Wearing a clever smirk, her pair of dark-brown eyes still curiously trained on mine, she took Jeane’s hand and, after Jeane placed a playful peck on Jesse’s cheek, they disappeared into the ever-boisterous crowd. 

Jesse and I sat silently for a moment, meeting each other’s eyes. His somewhat hesitant expression was difficult for me to understand‒an intentionally impenetrable barrier. 

Finally, I leaned towards him and asked, “So, you a musician, or do you just play for fun?”

He delivered an easy smile. “Maybe a bit of both, depending on how you look at it.”

I decided he must be younger, likely around my age. He had the confidence of someone who’d lived a lot of life but the noticeably uneasy tone of someone who was young. Whatever self-assuredness his body conveyed, his voice and eyes betrayed him. He couldn’t be more than twenty-one. 

“So, Scott from Kentucky,” he began. “Have a last name?”

“Do you?” I asked coyly.

His smile grew wider.

“Where exactly in Kentucky are you from?”

I shrugged indifferently.

“What brings you to Harlem?” he pressed. “Come here for work?”

“No, I wouldn’t say so.”

He leaned back in his chair, his smirk expressing distrust but his eyes exuding intrigue. 

I laughed sheepishly. “I came here for . . . with my sister.”

“Where is she?”

I surveyed the crowd. “Around here somewhere. She’s a bit of a . . . she’s something.”

He nodded. 

“So y’all Kentucky kids packed up and came to Harlem. Just like that?” What y’all running from?” He chuckled.

“Well, it’s a vacation of some sort.”

“Sure,” he said acceptingly, but with a taunting grin.

“Here y’all go,” the bartender interrupted with our drinks. 

“Thanks, Tony,” said Jesse, with a pair of gracious eyes now trained on our server.

He was the type of person that looked people in the eye with the kind of force that kept you meeting his gaze‒a gaze delivered with such intensity and intentionality, it almost dared you to look away. Tony nodded. 

Jesse dug into his drink, and I sipped mine carefully. The warm, bitter syrup massaged my throat and lit a fire in my chest.

“What brings you to Harlem?” I asked.

“A long, extended vacation of some sort.”

We laughed.

After a moment he said, “I ‘spose the same thing that brings every colored person in this room to Harlem.” 

“Well,” I began. “I think—”

Jeane appeared suddenly, tugging at Jesse’s collar. She was followed by a number of beaming, extravagantly dressed companions, including Betty and . . . Alice?

“Alright boys!” Jeane exclaimed. “It’s Friday night and dance clubs ain’t for talking.” She pulled Jesse to his feet with what appeared to be all her God-given might and as she pointed forcefully towards the dance floor, remarked, “Start walking mister.”

With that, Jesse and his companions ran headfirst into the inebriated mob. Alice ran to me and gently held my face, her cheeks flushed.

“I found friends Scotty!” she yelled shakily, her breath reeking of Scotch. “And looks like we’ve found the same ones!”

Her iron grip pulled me into the mob and we darted after them. Once we were swallowed by the crowd, beads of sweat began to swim across my forehead almost instantly. 

The mob was young. Most people did not look a day over twenty-five. It was an infectious display of angst and vitality as they moved and laughed and shoved and drank and yelled and swayed and jumped. Their sweat-stained clothes clung to their skin. They were unrelenting in their desire to keep moving, pausing only when the band did in their frequent but swift transitions. 

We finally caught up to our newfound “friends.” Though Alice seamlessly joined in, I stood resolutely at a distance, surveying our new companions. Dancing alongside Betty, Jeane, and Jesse were three strangers. 

There were two colored men, both sporting quirky, baggy suits with padded shoulders. One, who wore a blue suit, was about my height. He had deep gray eyes and straight glossy hair, smoothened into a stiff afro. The other, who wore a black suit, was as tall as the eiffel tower. He had short, wavy jet black hair, and eyes the color of charcoal.

I recognized them from earlier. They were both in Jesse’s band. The tall one was the trombonist and the other had been the lead singer. The third gentleman, who I recognized as the drummer, stood with his hands draped protectively over Jesse’s shoulders. Though on stage, he appeared to be tanned, it was now clear that he was white as day. He had short dark hair and piercing green eyes, but a darker green than Jesse’s. 

“Loosen up!” Betty exclaimed as she trotted towards me.

I stiffened. She took my hand and I flashed her a distrustful glare.

“Scott . . . a little dancing’s not going gonna kill you darling,” she pressed.

Alice let out an obnoxious, high-pitched guffaw and said, “Well you’ve never seen him dance, and . . . honestly, it might.”

At that, the whole group sniggered. My cheeks grew red hot and my chest tightened, as I eyed them. 
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