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Harlem After Midnight

Thursday, 17 September 1936, 1 a.m.

She let out a sigh as she fell, an exhalation so sweet and soft that not a soul heard it, not even the cop who’d passed by the building not two seconds before; it was the smashing of china and the subsequent thud of her body landing hard against the stone steps three storeys down that made him turn and look.

Patrolman James Freeman was only a few months into his new career. If you can’t beat ’em, join ’em. Forget that his brother hadn’t spoken a word to him since. The paycheque sure made up for it. Or it had done up until this very moment.

He noticed her arm first, thrown above her head but in an elegant manner, her fingers beautifully positioned like a dancer’s. His eyes traced long to her face. So beautiful and still, her cheek resting against the cold step, her hair curling down towards the sidewalk. Her eyes were closed, her face serene as if she had fallen asleep, though the rest of her body was in chaos, sprawled upside down with legs twisted and one foot almost kicking the front door of the building. A broken angel. He was as frozen as she was, staring down at her like a fool. But then she opened her eyes.

A cough. Blood leaking a thin trail from her mouth. A groan that changed its timbre from pitiful to panicked as she tried to move but couldn’t. Freeman ran forward, the spell broken, dropping to a crouch beside her head.

‘Ma’am? You all right, ma’am?’ He cursed himself. How in the hell could she be? He tried to remember his training, but his mind had gone blank. ‘Don’t move. I’ll get help.’

Her eyes rolled shut and he looked around. The street wasn’t quite empty, but the closest people were way down on the other side of the road. He could shout but he didn’t want to draw a crowd. He looked up. She’d fallen from this building. He could see the open window, a curtain fluttering out from the dark, no light visible from the room, but he could hear music playing. A party? A gathering of some sort? Freeman jumped up and rang the bell, pressing his finger hard against the button until he heard the thud of footsteps from within, a man calling out to hang on, can’t you have a little damned patience, don’t you know what time it is?

‘Sir,’ he said, as soon as the door swung open. ‘There’s been an accident. You got a telephone in there? You gotta call for an ambulance. And the police.’

‘Ain’t you the police?’ The man looked him up and down suspiciously. He was in late middle age and had clearly been in bed when Freeman had woken him. A dressing gown hung loose over his pyjamas, and he didn’t look very happy to see a cop on his doorstep.

Freeman didn’t know how to explain and so he just stepped aside, letting the man see past him to the woman behind. ‘Sir, you gotta ring ’em now. Before it’s too late. Please.’

The man flinched as he saw the woman, but he stepped forward. ‘My God.’

‘Sir, please, I need you to let me know if you can make the call.’ Freeman felt the situation slipping from his grasp. It wasn’t supposed to be this hard. A face like his was supposed to make it easier for Harlem residents to trust the police, but all too often it felt like they trusted him less. ‘You got a telephone or not?’

He heard footsteps from inside, heels tapping against wooden floorboards, and then a younger woman appeared from behind the man. ‘Bill, what’s going on?’ Her eyes widened as she took in the scene before them. ‘Jesus help us!’

‘Lynette, go into my apartment and call the police,’ the man told her, tying the belt of his dressing gown around him before stepping outside. Lynette did as she was told, vanishing back inside the building. ‘Son, I’m a doctor. Forgive the shock, but I wasn’t expecting …’ He knelt and checked the woman’s pulse. ‘Weak, but she’s still with us. For now.’

Freeman glanced back up at the window. No sign of anyone else up there. ‘You know who she is?’ There was a dark halo around her head now, a pool of blood that was spreading quickly.

‘I’ve seen her around. Visiting the couple on the top floor. There was a party of some sort. A celebration.’ He shook his head as he followed Freeman’s upward glance. ‘She fell, then?’

‘Looks like.’ Freeman spotted something in the woman’s hand, her arm twisted underneath her so that he had missed it at first. A small book. ‘What is that?’

The doctor pulled it out gently, the woman moaning softly as he disturbed her. He handed it up to Freeman. A passport. Not American, but British according to the embossed letters. Freeman squinted in the poor light to make out the name, handwritten in black ink, that peeked through the cut-out oval in the front cover.

Miss E. Aldridge.






Autumn in New York
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Tuesday, 8 September 1936

I’d only been in the apartment for fifteen minutes but already it felt like home. The bedroom that would be mine for the next fortnight was perfect; I might never want to leave. The bed was immaculately made with blue cotton sheets and a pristine white comforter tucked into the foot, the floor made of the same sturdy varnished wood that ran through the entirety of Claudette and Louis Linfield’s home. Clean towels had been folded and placed on a navy-blue velvet armchair that sat in the ideal position, in a corner close to the window where I could sit and catch the last rays of sunshine at the end of the day. Claud had even laid out a selection of her favourite books on the bedside table, to ensure I had something to read before going to sleep. She was a librarian by trade, so I suppose the habit ran deep.

‘You about settled in?’

Claud Linfield had a constant, easy smile. Considering that she and her husband had been complete strangers only a couple of hours earlier, I already felt that there was no place safer in the whole of New York than in this cosy apartment.

‘Yes. Thank you.’ I moved to let her join me at the window, looking down into the street that was so different to the narrow London roads that I was used to. Wider, the buildings far taller, everything just that little bit bigger and brighter than back at home. ‘It’s so kind of you to let me stay. I know that I could have stayed on at the hotel but—’

‘Hotels are for those without their own people,’ she told me. ‘Far as I’m concerned, you’re with Will and that makes you family. He’s as good as a brother to me and Louis.’

Will Goodman. The reason I was in Harlem and no longer resident in the luxurious but impersonal Sherry-Netherland hotel. We’d met on the voyage over from England. A cliché of a story: I had been a passenger, he was the bandleader, playing to the rich and famous every night in the Starlight Club on the HMS Queen Mary. It had been quite the voyage, and the addition of a whirlwind romance had left my head spinning. Perhaps it was foolish, to throw my lot in with a man I’d only just met, but I trusted Will. There were so many others whom I couldn’t, and so when he’d offered to arrange for me to stay with friends of his, I’d agreed without a second thought.

‘You all grew up around here, you and Louis and Will?’ I could see a group of young boys playing down in the road, shrieking, and laughing loudly, until a woman stuck her head out of a window across the street and shouted a warning for them to keep it down. Some things weren’t so different from home.

Claud nodded. ‘Went to the same school, and Will and Louis went to college together.’

‘Really? I didn’t know that.’ Louis was a paediatrician at the local hospital. Had Will studied medicine as well? Doctor to musician was an odd career change.

‘Come through, Lena. I know you English love your tea but I hope coffee will do.’ Claud left the room before I could quiz her about Will.

Will and Louis were already in the lounge, though they had both chosen to drink beer. The Linfield lounge induced further envy. High ceilings and tall windows, the sashes lifted to let in a breeze and offset the warmth of the early September evening, the fading light bathing the room in a natural glow. An unlit fireplace sat centre stage with a sofa and two armchairs arranged around it.

We were three storeys up, at the top of what had once been home to a single family. Now the Linfields lived above two other couples. An older doctor friend of Louis’s, a mentor from his medical school days, owned the building and occupied the ground floor as well as ran a private practice from the basement. Above him lived his son, a dentist who shared the basement business with his father, and his wife, along with their small son. I was yet to meet them, but it struck me that yet again I was amongst people whose lives were very different to my own. I had left school with the bare minimum of qualifications; in my world they had never seemed that important. I was never going to be a doctor or a dentist or a teacher. Those occupations weren’t for people like me. Or so I had thought.

Claud and I took the sofa with the men already settled in the armchairs. They might have been brothers, Louis and Will. They sat in the same way, one leg straight out, the other bent with their beer bottle resting on the thigh. On the ship, Will had always been dressed in a formal suit, his bandleader persona permanently on display. Now he had dressed down in looser, wide-legged trousers, his shirt sleeves rolled up and no tie in sight. He looked right at home, and I felt my breath catch in my throat as he looked up at me and smiled.

‘So you two met at sea, huh?’ Louis was speaking to me but grinning at Will. I could guess what he was thinking. I’d been worried about what they’d think of me, a woman of loose virtue, but it seemed as though Claud and Louis weren’t the sanctimonious type.

Will took a swig of his beer. ‘I already told you, didn’t I? Lena and I got to talking since she’s a singer. Same line of work. Just a shame the job she had lined up fell through.’

‘All this way for nothing?’ Louis shook his head. ‘A real shame. At least now you get to have a vacation. Do the tourist thing and see the sights.’

‘That’s true.’ I took the cup of steaming coffee that Claud handed me and wondered when it would be acceptable, if ever, to ask for a beer like the men. ‘I managed to get a ticket back to England in a fortnight but until then this city is my oyster. Thank you again for putting me up. It’s really very nice of you.’

‘I, for one, am thrilled to meet a friend of Will’s,’ Claud told me. ‘We hardly see him these days, and when he does show up, it’s always a flying visit, no news to report.’ She aimed this last dig directly at Will, who shuffled uncomfortably in his chair.

‘Will doesn’t bring many friends home then?’ I avoided his gaze as it shifted to me. Of course, I wanted to know. If he made a habit of bringing women back to Harlem, better I found out now.

‘Lord no! You’re the first in the whole time he’s been working on the ships. How long is it now – five years? Six?’

‘Too long.’ Will’s tone made it clear he wasn’t in the mood for Claud’s teasing.

‘Too long,’ Claud agreed. ‘It really is nice to know that he’s not been as lonely away at sea as I’ve been imagining.’

Louis’s laugh was wheezing. ‘Oh come on now!’ he said as Will began to protest. ‘We’re only teasing. It’s what friends do, isn’t it? No need to take it so serious.’

Will looked almost shy as he glanced at me. ‘I don’t want Lena to get the wrong impression is all.’

‘That you’re a man who doesn’t share his affections with every girl who crosses his path? I’d think that’d be a good impression to make.’ Claud eased the barely sipped coffee cup from my hand. ‘You want something a bit stronger than that, don’t you, Lena? I can tell.’ She got up to go to the kitchen, little more than an alcove that had been sectioned off from the lounge.

I looked guilty enough to cheer Will up. ‘Lena, Claudette Linfield is my best friend, as good as a sister and a mother too, plus a mind reader to boot. You’re in safe hands with her.’

‘But you do have a sister as well?’ I was trying to remember what he’d told me in a rush as we’d temporarily parted at the port the day before. A reminder that I really didn’t know very much about him, nor him me.

What I did know was that Will usually stayed with the Linfields when the ship was docked in Manhattan. However, on this occasion, in order to preserve my reputation (though it was far too late for that) he would stay with his sister overnight before returning to the port in time to sail the next day. Stepsister, I reminded myself – he’d been very clear on that for some reason. As much as it was disappointing that our last night together would be spent sleeping in separate beds, I knew how lucky I was to have these last few hours with him. My love affairs tended to end with a lot less civility than this one would.

‘You know, I’ve been telling Will to come home and settle down instead of wasting the best years of his life away at sea,’ Claud told me, returning with a glass full of beer, ignoring the fact that the man himself was sitting right there.

‘Life doesn’t seem so bad on the ship,’ I told her, trying to stick up for him. ‘You don’t have to worry about rent for one thing, or how to afford food. Things run like clockwork, and the people are nice.’

‘But isn’t it dull? Living the same day, over and over again. Same people. Same sights. Anyone of interest only hanging around long enough to get from A to B.’ She gave me a sharp look, and I knew that I was the ‘anyone of interest’, but I had to disagree on one point. At least on the last crossing, life on the Queen Mary had been far from dull. I only wished it had been.

Will and I had decided between us that the events of the previous few days were best left alone. I had brought up the subject tentatively but been glad when Will agreed readily. When I told him that I wanted to put it all behind me, he had thought he understood. There was no easy way to explain to new acquaintances that I’d been at the centre of a murder investigation. That three people had boarded the ship in Southampton alive, and been carried off from the New York docks in a coroner’s van. It felt like a dream – a nightmare – now that I was sitting with these very normal people. How could they understand?

Besides, as far as almost everyone was concerned, the culprit had been found and appropriate action taken. Apart from me, only the murderer knew the truth, and no one would believe me if I told them what had really happened. Even Will was more in the dark than he knew. Still, it was in his best interest to be ignorant. When I’d felt scared and lost on the ship, he had been the one person I trusted, the only person I could find shelter with. It was another reason I’d decided to risk following him to Harlem rather than staying in my fancy hotel. Some of my fellow passengers knew where I was booked to stay. I didn’t think they would come looking for me, but sometimes it was better to be safe than sorry.

‘You’d be surprised at what goes on at sea,’ was all I said to Claud.

‘Well, I think you’re incredibly brave to have travelled all that way alone, Lena.’ Claud pressed her lips together and shook her head. ‘See, that’s why I’m glad I’ve got Louis. I’m far too chicken to do things like that. I’m not intrepid in the least.’

‘You never know, you could surprise yourself one day.’ I managed to smile, a lump forming in my throat as I tried to push down the memories of what had actually happened. I took a sip of my beer and struggled to swallow it. What I wouldn’t give for a martini, or anything stronger. Something to take the edge off …

‘But do you have to go back to England right away?’ Claud pressed, and for the first time I began to feel uncomfortable. So many questions. ‘What if you were able to find another job in New York?’

‘I suppose – well, I haven’t given it much thought.’ I didn’t even know if I was allowed to stay much longer. I’d never travelled before. My passport was brand new, and I’d literally never left England before, so I didn’t know how things worked in America. I had no ties to New York, no bank account or home address, none of the usual mundane things that made life tick along easily. Yes, both my parents had been American, but how to prove that when one was dead and the other would likely rather die than confess to my parentage?

‘Well, I think—’

‘Claud?’ Louis interrupted his wife. ‘Didn’t you say you needed a hand in the kitchen? To carve the meat?’

She stared at him blankly, blinking as she realised she was being told to shut up and leave me and Will alone. ‘Oh, yes. Come on then. Dinner won’t serve itself.’

Will came and took her place on the sofa beside me as she and Louis disappeared into the tiny kitchen. I’d never seen him look nervous before. Usually, it had been me standing before him and trying not to make a fool of myself.

‘Is everything all right?’

‘All right?’ He paused. ‘Why wouldn’t it be?’

‘You don’t seem yourself.’ He seemed nervous, but I couldn’t understand why, when he was the one on familiar territory.

‘Oh.’ He looked down at his hands. ‘I guess … There’s something I wanted to tell you.’

I groaned. ‘Oh God! How bad is it?’

‘Huh?’

‘Are you going to tell me that you’re married? Or that you have a secret child stashed away somewhere?’ I gave him a gentle nudge with my elbow. ‘Come on then, out with it.’

Will grinned as he realised I was teasing, though he looked a little too relieved. Not a wife or a child then. ‘No. This is … It’s a good thing, I hope.’ He looked worried. ‘I don’t want you to think that—’

‘Oh please, will you spit it out?’ The suspense was doing nothing for my nerves.

‘It’s just that I got someone to take my place on the ship for this next trip coming up. I’m not leaving tomorrow. I’m staying in New York and then I’ll travel with you when you sail back to England. If that’s all right. With you.’

‘You’ll stay here? And sail back with me?’ I could hardly believe it.

‘Sure. An old friend owed me a favour. He helped out once before, so he knows how it goes, and it’s only one return crossing. The band will hardly have time to miss me.’

I smiled through my disappointment. For a brief moment I’d thought he meant that he was going to come back with me, to live in England. But that was daft. We barely knew each other. Who would move to another continent for someone they’d only just met? That sort of romance belonged in novels and in movies. But Will was staying in New York. For me. ‘It’s a good thing,’ I confirmed.

He leaned forward and kissed me lightly on the lips. ‘Gives us a little time to get to know one another.’

‘You think I’m worth getting to know then?’ I was fishing and he knew it.

‘I’ve decided it’s worth finding out if you’re worth getting to know.’ He laughed and dodged the teasing swipe I aimed in his direction. ‘I mean, c’mon, Lena. We’re both full grown. We know this ain’t some fairy tale or romantic movie. Likelihood is, you’ll go back to London and I’ll go back to leading the band and sailing back and forth until they get sick of hearing my kind of music. But it’ll be nice to live like a regular person for a couple of weeks. And if I was a regular person, I reckon I’d be wanting to spend my time with you.’

‘I suppose that’s romantic.’ I knew it was too much to expect the man to uproot his entire life on a whim. Besides, maybe after a fortnight with Will I’d decide he wasn’t the one for me anyway. ‘Have you told your sister you’ll be staying?’

‘Bel’ll be fine with it,’ he assured me. ‘I guess you’ll get to meet her sooner or later. And Joey, you’ll love Joey. She’s my niece. Ten years old and smarter than anyone I ever met. Her daddy died when she was a baby, so I try to be there for her, you know? ’Specially since my mama’s gone too.’

‘A father figure.’ I understood. My own father, Alfie, had been everything to me, Will knew that. It was one of the few things that he did know about me.

‘I’m not around much, obviously, but I do what I can. And Bel … well, she’s just Bel.’

‘You don’t get on?’

‘It’s complicated.’ He said the words with heavy sentiment. ‘But hey, while you’re here we can do whatever you want to do. Go dancing. Walk through Central Park. And Claud mentioned you’d spoken to her about going with her to the library tomorrow?’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I want to have a look through the old newspapers and the like. Alfie did used to live here after all. I can’t help wondering if there’s any record of him.’

Or of any family he’d left behind. It was something I’d had in mind since leaving London but now, with free time on my hands, it felt like kismet. There was so much that Alfie hadn’t told me about his past. Maybe there were no more skeletons to find, and God knows I’d be grateful for that, but I couldn’t help wondering. I hadn’t really been sure where or how to start, but Claud’s suggestion of the library archives seemed as good a place as any. Since Alfie had died, I’d felt untethered. Rootless and drifting. Even if I found nothing, I hoped the search might give me purpose.

All these years, I’d thought I knew my father better than anyone else in my life. Now I was afraid that wasn’t true. He’d kept a whole host of secrets, hoping to protect me, but things hadn’t worked out that way. I hoped that someone who had known him as a young man would be able to shed some light on the man he had been before I’d been born. I wanted confirmation that the man I’d placed on a pedestal my whole life deserved his place there.

‘Family is complicated,’ I said aloud, echoing Will’s earlier words. We had talked frankly about friendship and how our friends had become as good as family to us.

‘Sure. But as long as you got friends, things ain’t so bad.’ He smiled as he pulled me in for a longer kiss and I let myself relax.

Will was right. Friendship was worth a lot, and so far he had proved himself a true friend.
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Tuesday, 8 September 1936

‘Dinner is served!’ Claud carried a platter of chicken to the dining table, which sat by the window at the back of the living room. Louis followed with the vegetables and Will was on drinks duty. A fancy dinner for a Tuesday night, but then I was guest of honour. My usual diet consisted of whatever I could afford: bread and soup and sandwiches that I could devour on the hop. On the ship the food had been exquisite, but meals had been tension-filled to say the least, so the simple act of sitting at a table with people I liked was a novelty.

The meal was a light-hearted affair and if Claud and Louis were anything to go by, Will was every bit the man I had thought him to be. Principled, kind, talented. Though I had to keep reminding myself: there was no future for us beyond the next few weeks. Postponing his return to the ship was not a permanent commitment. I couldn’t let myself get carried away by the small gesture of him sticking around a while longer. It was hard though. It was a glimmer of hope after so many bitter disappointments, and it had shone a light on that part of my brain that invited optimism and craved romance. That part that remembered the kisses we’d shared on deck after everyone else had gone to bed, and still felt the rasp of Will’s unshaven chin against my thighs after I’d decided that since there was a good chance I was going to die, then I’d have one last moment of pleasure. My face flushed hot at the memory and when I looked up, Will was staring at me. Had he read my mind? Or maybe he was plotting a way for us to re-enact that scene. The only downside to my sleeping under the Linfields’ roof was that Will, for the sake of propriety, would not be.

‘Walk with me to work tomorrow morning,’ Claud invited me. ‘I’ll show you where the records are kept. Was your father from New York originally or did he come from someplace else?’

It was a shock to realise that I had no idea. ‘He definitely lived here for a few years before he went to England. He left here in 1908 I think, or 1909. He didn’t like talking about the past, so I don’t know much at all. Only that he was a musician and that was why he travelled to Europe, to get work. He played piano, like Will.’

‘Only better, so I’ve been told,’ Will joked. I had said that, but more to annoy Will at the time than because it was true. ‘We should ask around the clubs as well. Some of the old-timers might remember him.’

‘I see how your mind works,’ Claud accused. ‘You just want an excuse to take Lena out dancing.’

‘I don’t need to come up with excuses. I’m more than happy to ask her outright.’ Will rested his hand on mine and I felt my whole body light up. ‘You won’t be coming along then, Claud?’

‘I never said that. Of course, not during the week, but Louis and I don’t mind a night out at the weekend, do we?’

Her husband nodded. ‘And don’t forget this Saturday is a special occasion.’

‘It is?’ Will looked puzzled. ‘Is something happening?’ He burst out laughing as Claud’s eyes shot daggers at him. ‘As if I’d forget your birthday, Claudette. As if I’d dare!’

‘I feel honoured that you’ll be home for once. I can’t remember the last time I got to celebrate my birthday with you.’ Claud looked moved. Whether or not the decision to stay had been about me or a combination of things, I was glad he was getting to spend more time with the Linfields.

‘We’re having a quiet family dinner here first, but then there’s a rent party happening a couple blocks over,’ Louis told me. ‘The perfect opportunity to meet everyone Will’s ever known. Best way to find out what you’re getting into.’

‘Hey, hey, hey!’ Will held his hands aloft. ‘Don’t encourage her. A man needs to keep some secrets to himself. ’Sides, Lena’s not interested in what we got up to in high school.’

‘You mean the time you and Louis got caught trying to brew up moonshine, or the time you disappeared on the trip to the Natural History Museum, and it turned out you’d snuck into a jazz club by posing as the musicians?’ Claud asked.

‘I doubt you’ve done anything worse than I have. I know you don’t have some deep dark secret to hide.’ I was teasing, but then I saw Claud and Louis exchange a look.

Will hesitated a fraction too long. ‘Exactly.’

‘I mean, unless you count the time we accidentally set fire to one of Will’s mama’s wigs.’ Louis started to tell me the story, which involved some cheap hooch, a box of matches, a costume that apparently made sense to Will and the Linfields but left me mystified, and by the end we were all in stitches.

We’d all done things we weren’t proud of, me most of all. I’d certainly never set fire to a wig and then thrown it out into the street for chaos to commence, but I had a list of wrongdoings as long as my arm, even if none of them had been committed with malice. If Will did have a secret then he was in good company, and if the Linfields could forgive it then it wasn’t worth worrying about.

I still felt all at sea. I’d adjusted so quickly to the motion of the ship that I’d barely noticed it after a day or two, but adapting back to dry land seemed more difficult for some reason. When I lay down, I could feel the gentle motion of the ship; not a violent movement but enough to make me feel disoriented.

‘I hope you’re not missing your fancy hotel.’ Will was lying on the bed beside me, both of us fully clothed and the bedroom door wide open. Our shoulders touched but that was as far as I dared to go with Claud’s and Louis’s voices audible from the small kitchen, our pleas to take over the washing-up ignored.

‘I’d rather be here.’ I laced our fingers together, my right hand and his left. ‘Claud and Louis are good people. It’s good of them to let me stay. It’s good of you to let me stay.’

This bedroom, after all, was usually Will’s when he was back in New York. He didn’t normally live with his sister and, as he’d told me earlier, they didn’t have the easiest relationship.

‘You’re worth a few nights sleeping on Bel’s old couch,’ he assured me. ‘I’d rather sleep on Claud’s, but I know she’d be suspicious. She’d think I’d be creeping in here all hours, having my wicked way with you.’

‘And wouldn’t you?’

He kissed the back of my hand. ‘Of course. Which is why it’s safer for everyone that I stay with Bel.’

‘I’m looking forward to meeting her and Joey.’

‘Sure, baby, you’ll meet ’em soon enough. Though you should know we’re nothing alike.’

‘You love Joey though.’ I’d noticed how his tone softened whenever he spoke his niece’s name.

‘She’s a good kid. I know what it’s like to miss out on having a father around. I can’t be here as much as I’d like to be but …’ He sighed. ‘Bel did exactly what my mama did. Fell for the wrong fella and now she has to deal with the consequences. At least she’s not made the mistake of marrying the first man to show an interest. Mama did that, it’s how Bel and I are related. My mama, her papa and suddenly we were expected to be a happy family.’

‘Bel’s father was no good?’

‘A gambler. Ma met him when he was on a lucky streak. He showed her a good time and she thought he could provide for us so she married him. He moved in, went through her savings like water, and she ended up having to work two jobs to keep the roof over our head. He disappeared when I was twelve and Bel was ten. Owed money to the wrong people. To this day I’m not sure if he ran himself or if he was made to disappear. Either way, he left us worse off than when it was only Ma and me.’

‘And Bel’s husband was like that? A gambler?’

‘He used his fists.’ Will’s tone was hard, and I think we were both wishing we’d never embarked on the conversation. ‘But he’s gone now, for good. Got run over by a garbage truck of all things.’

I winced. Perhaps divine retribution was real. Still, I’d come to the Linfields’ in the hope of a quiet fortnight, away from thoughts of death and murder. ‘Let’s talk about something happier. What about the party on Saturday?’

We chatted for a while but were both painfully aware that our hosts were waiting for Will to leave before turning in to bed. It wasn’t late by our standards, only nine o’clock, but the Linfields were normal people with normal jobs; larks not night owls. It seemed disrespectful for Will to outstay his welcome, so we kissed goodbye at the front door and I went to the window to wave him off. Bel lived a couple of blocks away, he’d said. I was curious to meet her. Whatever Will thought about her life choices, I knew that I was in no position to judge. People always looked down on women living an unconventional life, and I had never been one to follow the rules.

It had been a long time since I’d heard the sounds of a household waking: the whispered conversation of a couple trying not to wake their guest, the creak of pipes as the water is turned on, the diminishing whistle of a kettle being whipped from a stovetop. I turned on to my back and stared up at the high ceiling. A home, but not my home. Where was my home now? Not the rented room in Soho which I’d been kicked out of and certainly wouldn’t miss. The one vague plan I had was to go and stay with my best friend Maggie, who’d been left with just her beloved dog Cecil to keep her company now that her husband was dead and gone, but that could only be temporary. As much as I loved her, things had altered between us. We’d left a lot unsaid on our last meeting and the thought of confronting everything that had happened left me nauseated. Even worse was the prospect of not talking about it, of tiptoeing around one another like strangers when before we had been closer than sisters.

I checked my wristwatch: a quarter to eight. Claud had said that we’d leave at half past to go to the library. I sat up in a mild panic. What should I wear? I’d packed for this trip under the strangest of circumstances and I’d left my trunk full of evening gowns in storage at the Sherry-Netherland hotel. Bad memories had soaked into their silk like cigarette smoke, and I hadn’t wanted to bring them into the Linfields’ house. In my trusty carpetbag were stuffed a couple of day dresses, toiletries, clean underwear and a wad of bank notes, half in British pounds, the rest in dollar bills, as many as I’d risked changing in one go without arousing suspicion. Enough to go shopping with, for everyday clothes. That had been the idea anyway.

There was a knock on the bedroom door. ‘Lena? You awake?’ It was Claud, and she came bearing a very welcome gift: a steaming cup of coffee, heavy on the cream and sugar.

‘You’re a godsend,’ I told her.

She was already dressed in a sensible brown skirt and cream cotton blouse. She sat at the foot of the bed. ‘I can’t start the day without a cup. Louis’ll tell you what a nightmare I am without it.’

‘I’m exactly the same.’ I took a sip and wondered how long it would take her to get around to telling me what was on her mind.

‘Bel Bennett’s invited us over for lunch,’ she said. ‘Will’s sister.’ I wondered if Will knew. ‘I speak to Bel often,’ she continued. ‘She’s had her troubles, but she cares about Will a great deal, whether he knows it or not.’

‘Family can be tricky,’ was all I could think to say. A gross understatement. I was intrigued at the prospect of meeting Will’s stepsister though. I hoped that Will didn’t mind, but then he had said himself that I’d meet her sooner or later. Besides, how bad could she be?

‘Well, I’ll let you get dressed. Louis’s out of the bathroom so it’s all yours and you can help yourself to the oatmeal in the pan in the kitchen. There’s bread and butter too, if you prefer.’ She got up and left me to it.

I lay back and drank my coffee. What was Will doing right at that very moment? Was he just waking up like me, or was he already up and about, facing the day? He hadn’t told me what else he’d be doing while he was back in Harlem. We had arranged that he would come over for dinner again at the Linfields’ that night, but before then I had no idea. He must have business to take care of. But then, he usually didn’t stick around this long. He should have been going back downtown today, off to the port to board the Queen Mary, back to that mean little cabin that was his home at sea. Perhaps he wanted to spend some time alone for once, to spread his legs and stroll around these streets that were so familiar to him, to recapture old memories. I realised that I was going to be late if I didn’t get a shift on, and leapt out of bed, determined not to make Claud late for work.

Claud’s library was on 135th Street, an impressive three-storey building that suited her down to the ground. She knew everyone we passed, introducing me to her fellow library workers without breaking stride.

‘I’m only an assistant but I’ve been here long enough I can pretty much do as I like,’ she told me with a wink. It was a whistle-stop tour of the building. ‘You won’t be interested in the children’s books. I guess you want to check out old newspapers?’

‘I suppose so.’ I had no idea where to start but it felt important to make some effort to discover who my father had been, before I’d known him. The life-changing revelation of meeting my mother on the ship had disturbed me. It wasn’t that Alfie had lied to me so much as he’d withheld information. It made me wonder what else he might have kept from me. Nothing, I hoped, but I’d be lying if I didn’t admit I was a little apprehensive. I loved my father. He was the best man I’d ever known, and I understood why he’d not told me the truth, but I wished to God he had. A word of warning would have saved me an awful lot of trouble.

‘Births,’ Claud advised as we landed at the archives. ‘Start out there, the year he was born, and work your way forward. The New York Times, but we’ve also got copies of the Christian Recorder, which is a Black newspaper. And if nothing turns up then I know a couple of church ladies who’ve been around forever. They know pretty much everyone in Harlem, so we can interrogate them on Sunday.’

She left me with a smile and an intimidating pile of old, yellowing newspapers. Alfie had been born in August 1889, but I didn’t turn up anything after a couple of hours apart from ink-stained fingertips. I wasn’t even sure what I was hoping to find, or perhaps not to find. No more surprises.

It had been a shock to discover my long-estranged mother on the Queen Mary, and to then have to watch as members of her family – I would never think of them as my own – were picked off by a murderer who was either deranged or devious, depending on your point of view. Eliza had promised me money, compensation for almost three decades of neglect, but it felt like a pay-off. A pre-emptive strike to ensure that I didn’t tell her legitimate children who I really was. If Alfie had any living relatives here in New York, might they be more welcoming? More like real family? But Alfie had come from nothing. People with no money hardly ever ended up in the papers. Births, deaths, marriages. Perhaps a tragedy befallen, or a crime committed could earn you the right. No news was good news.

It was still too early for lunch, so I decided to look up Francis Parker. Rich folk were a different matter. It was no surprise that my maternal grandfather featured fairly frequently. I had only met him briefly, this divisive figure, a man heading towards the end of a life even before the cyanide had choked it from him, but on these aged pages he was a man in his prime. Making enemies and money with dizzying rapidity as his firm, Parker Godwin, raised itself up from fledgling company to behemoth predator, swallowing up all before it.

My mother’s birth was listed in the New York Times. The daughter of Francis and Eleanor, born into a cage of immense privilege which Alfie had failed to free her from. Down the rabbit hole I fell, reading every article I could find on the Parkers, then the Abernathys: my mother’s society wedding, then the births of first Frankie and then Carrie.

I’d come to find Alfie, I reminded myself, but it seemed futile. He’d been a penniless musician his whole life. His story had always been that he’d struggled to make a living in New York and had travelled to England because he’d heard there were opportunities for Black musicians. If only he hadn’t been stuck with a baby daughter when he was barely an adult himself, perhaps he would have made a go of things. Whenever I’d asked about my grandparents, all he’d told me was that they’d died before he left America. There’d been no mention of siblings and, as an only child myself, it had never struck me as unusual. Alfie though, it had turned out, was the king of omission. There were things he’d kept from me: my mother and her wealthy family, why she’d really walked out on us. If he’d still been alive, I could’ve demanded the truth, but Alfie had died thinking that his secrets would go to his grave with him. Perhaps some of them would. Without even a birth notice to go on, how was I supposed to find out anything about the father who had meant so much to me, and yet had kept his past hidden? It seemed an impossible task.






Alfie

May 1908

It was routine by now, a bad habit that he hadn’t worked out how to shake. Waking up just as the sun had passed its peak and decent people were thinking about the end of the working day, about what to cobble together for dinner and how much they were looking forward to putting their feet up. The relative quiet of the lodging house was beginning to be disturbed as those with regular jobs began to arrive home, eager to change their clothes and eat before turning in. Out on the street, two storeys below, he could hear familiar voices greeting one another over the sounds of horses’ hooves from a cart or wagon, too slow and steady for a carriage.

Alfie stared up at the stained ceiling, the cracks that were now so familiar to him. He could hear the scuttle of some beast beneath his bed. A cockroach if he was lucky. He’d have to get up soon. His bed wasn’t even his own; he shared its broken-down springs with a dockhand who worked early shifts, living an opposite life to Alfie. Time was, he’d considered himself a cut above. Not for him, working the menial jobs that the average Negro was forced to take. No waiting tables, no factory work for low pay or breaking his back down at the port, no Yes, sir. No, sir. It had all seemed incredibly straightforward at the start; he still couldn’t quite see where it had gone wrong.

‘Where to this evening, my good sir?’ Smiles burst in through the door, slinging his bag onto his cot before landing his behind on it so hard that Alfie worried one of these days he’d fall straight through to the floor.

‘What time is it?’ Alfie struggled up to sitting, his throat dry as wood shavings.

‘Just after four.’ Smiles wrestled with the laces on his shiny black boots. ‘Jimmy got a big tip today. Wants to throw it away at the craps table. You in? Think Lady Luck’s still on your side?’

What had happened the night before? There had been gin, lots of it, he could tell from that sour taste at the back of his throat, from the thick coating on his tongue. He tried to swallow but his mouth was too dry, and he felt his stomach twitch. It had been a while since he’d eaten a proper meal but at least he hadn’t been sick.

Thank goodness his mother couldn’t see what had become of her son, though he knew she must be worried. He’d been forced to leave home in such a rush, there’d barely been time for goodbye. He’d sent a note as soon as he’d reached New York but had been too scared to include an address. He’d promised to write, to send money home, but with funds hardly flowing in his direction, he’d been too ashamed to send back a thin envelope, lies scribbled across a sheet of paper because he couldn’t bear his family to know the truth.

But wait – a memory returned from the night before. A couple of hands at the poker table, but that wasn’t his game, and he hadn’t wagered a lot. Leaning over the side of the cot, he saw his trousers lying in a crumpled heap on the floor and grabbed them up. One empty pocket but in the other a couple of folded bills. Twenties. His winnings?

‘You know they gonna want some of that back,’ Smiles told him, his permanent white-toothed grin on show. ‘Come on, see if I can catch some of that luck off ya.’

‘Maybe.’

He shook his head, trying to clear it. The night was a series of images in his head, the zoetrope of a life clinging onto the rungs of the ladder, some of the pictures clear, others blurring into obscurity. After the poker there had been more drinks. They’d gone to a place off Sixth Avenue, a popular club well known with local sportspeople. Someone had won big on the horses and showed off his magnanimity with champagne all around. Alfie remembered lifting a glass to the fella.

‘Who was that white fella you was with last night anyway?’

White fella? The next image clicked into place. More champagne, and then he’d seen that there was no piano player on in the back room, so he’d taken himself in there and sat himself down. This was why he’d moved to New York after all, though he hadn’t really tried to make a living out of music. Not yet. He’d thought that talent would get him by, but it turned out that you also had to know the right people.

The only luck he’d had so far in New York was with a woman, Victoria. She’d come in with friends the first time, rich white folk slumming it. She’d been back a couple of times since with a male acquaintance who Alfie knew was inclined towards young men rather than women. Alfie had seen her eyes on him, had been trying to act aloof around her, but on her last visit she’d thrust her hand down the front of his trousers in the alleyway round the corner and showed him what he could expect more of if he wanted it. He didn’t trust women like her. Why act like a whore when you didn’t need to? He was the son of a dressmaker. He knew that even the clothes that she wore to the Tenderloin were worth more than he’d earn that month. She was playing a game, but he wasn’t completely averse to participating on his own terms.

But Victoria hadn’t been at the saloon the night before. He’d played a couple of ragtime pieces that he’d heard elsewhere. Reading music wasn’t his forte but he had a perfect ear for a tune. He only had to hear the music once and he could recreate it, not identically but close enough, often adding improvements, in his own humble opinion. A change in the rhythm, a slight key change or sometimes a complete removing of the notes from major to minor or vice versa. It was what he was known for back home, and it was his own fault that in the Tenderloin he was better known for losing his dollars at the craps table than for his musical abilities. At least, he had been.

The next sequence of events clicked back into his memory.

‘He offered me a job.’

‘Finally!’ Smiles grinned. He’d never understood Alfie. Had always thought that he was a useless dreamer. A fool who’d end up on the street before doing the right thing and getting a regular job with regular pay, same as everyone else. Smiles played horn himself, but he didn’t trust it to pay his way. ‘A job doin’ what?’

‘Playing piano.’ Alfie felt as confused as Smiles looked. It might have been his dream, but it turned out that he’d never quite believed it would come true. ‘He wants to hire me to play piano.’

Someone had called out to play ‘Go Down Moses’. He’d remembered how his father used to sing it, had surprised himself as his liquor-reddened eyes welled up at the memory. The room had fallen silent as Alfie sang, his fingers nimble despite the gin and the champagne, his voice not his own but that of Alfred Aldridge senior. When he’d finished the song, there had been silence. The same expectant quiet that Alfie knew from theatres when the gas lights turn down and the curtain lifts. And then the requests had come in thick and fast, and he’d somehow, miraculously, kept up. Barely a gap between songs, his glass kept full of champagne, the tips dropping into his pocket, and he’d been carried away by the music, only taking a break when his bladder demanded. The man had approached him then, as Alfie weaved his way along the alley outside to find a safe spot to urinate, his fists clenching as he sensed danger.

‘I just came to say that I thought you played well,’ the man said, either not noticing Alfie’s defensive stance or ignoring it. ‘Do you play professionally?’

Even in his half-drunken state, Alfie could see that this wasn’t the typical sort of fella who came to the bar. Plenty of white people came along, but they were usually day-trippers like Victoria, the Tenderloin their zoo, a sideshow. They’d come in for one drink, their eyes wide as they took in the sights and sounds. The girls would giggle if a Black man dared to flirt with them, the men would make jokes or try and make conversation, showing how they understood the struggle of the Black man. Slavery was a truly a terrible thing, but we got rid of it. Which is what it all came down to in the end. We saved you. Be damned grateful.

But this man was different. For one, he’d come to the bar alone. And this man was rich, not so young, probably the same age that Alfie’s father had been when he died a few years before. He was dressed smart, like a lot of the fellas at the club, but this man had a gold watch that looked like it weighed him down. There was a weariness about him generally, a slowness to his gait and to his voice. Though Alfie came to realise that the man spoke in a leisurely way because he could. Where Alfie had learned to talk fast, to get his words out before his sister could interrupt or his mother told him to be quiet, this man was used to people stopping to listen to whatever it was he had to say. People trusted his opinion, and this man thought that Alfie could play professionally.

‘I reckon I’m better than most who do.’ It was no time to be bashful.

‘I’d agree with that.’ The man pulled out two cigars from his inner jacket pocket, offering one to Alfie. ‘You never wanted to make a career of it?’

Alfie took the cigar. ‘I do, I just haven’t had time yet. I’m kinda new in town.’

It was sort of a lie, depending on how you looked at time and its passing. It had been almost nine months and the great expectations he had arrived with had so far been forgotten, along with his intention to follow his mother’s instructions and stay on the straight and narrow.

Cigars lit, Alfie followed the man through to the main room at the front of the saloon where they took a seat out of the way.

‘Forgive me.’ The man stuck out his hand for Alfie to shake. ‘They call me Tar.’

‘Alfred. Alfred Aldridge.’

‘Good to meet you, Alfred. Well, let me get right to it. I need a boy like you to come along and play a private concert.’


‘A private concert?’ Alfie’s eyes narrowed. He’d heard of all sorts of odd shenanigans going on uptown.

‘My wife’s birthday,’ Tar clarified. ‘Nothing out of the ordinary but she’s been a little unwell, you see. She heard some of that ragtime music being played – one of our daughter’s friends learned to play a tune on the piano, but he’s not a patch on you. Now ordinarily I’d take her out to the theatre to see a real show, but she’s too ill right now so I thought I’d bring the music to her.’

‘Oh.’ Alfie couldn’t see a catch in this. A sick woman wouldn’t be any bother at all. Easy work. ‘Thank you, Mr Tar, that’s kind of you. I can do that.’

‘Excellent. Though it’s just Tar, not Mr Tar. A nickname, you see. Works kind of nicely round these parts.’

Alfie supposed the man didn’t want people to know who he really was. It should have alarmed him, but Tar had slipped him two crisp twenty-dollar bills, so he was ready to overlook his misgivings.

Now, the next day, with Smiles staring at him, waiting for an answer, he pulled out the card the man had given him. He was to go along to the address for three o’clock sharp on Saturday afternoon. Tar would have a suit for him to borrow and a grand piano waiting for him.

‘He’s my new boss.’

He’d give the craps a miss tonight, head over to the club early and see if he could practise some of his best tunes. For the first time in nine months, Alfie smelled opportunity. Maybe he’d finally be able to send some money home and make his mother proud.
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