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PART I







A LETTER FROM A PROJECTIONIST


October 1, 1971

To Mr. Jim Kepner,

At seven years old, I was the terror of the Emerson Palace Theater. Every Saturday morning, when the disgruntled ticket taker raised the red velvet curtains of the box office booth and saw me standing at the front of the line, he’d curse under his breath. I’d smile at him anyway and plunk a dime onto the counter. Nothing pleased me more in those days than being at the movies.

The Emerson Palace was the only movie theater for Negroes in Rufusville, Ohio. It had a single screen and three hundred seats and ran short action serials and slapstick comedies for children on Saturdays, from nine in the morning until two in the afternoon. The package of film shorts lasted roughly an hour, then repeated, and a ticket cost ten cents no matter when a kid showed up. I always stuck around for the full five hours, in the front row of the theater.

Republic Pictures’ The Adventures of Red Ryder (1940) was my favorite that year. Once, when Red was in the driver’s box fighting to rein in six wild horses, a low-life gunman leaned out of the stagecoach window to fire a coward’s shot into our hero’s back.

I hopped onto my seat and shouted, “Look out, Red!”

Several boys laughed at me. An usher shushed me. My older brother yanked me down onto my ass. But thank goodness I’d said something. Red turned around just in time to thwart the gunman. Relief and pride surged through me. That was when I knew my connection to the movies was stronger than others’ in the audience: The stars on the silver screen could hear me. I could save them.

From then on, I spoke up more often, but the tolerance for my outbursts wore out once I grew louder and began blocking views of the kids in back of me. At ten years old, I was put on notice. The following Saturday, I cupped my mouth with my hands and booed when the enemy submarine appeared on-screen during Freedom Comes High (1944). The usher grabbed me by the ear and dragged me out of the theater to the cheers of the other children. In the lobby, I cried for forgiveness, but the usher ignored my pleas. He marched me toward the entrance. I was about to be cast out from the cool darkness of the movie palace into the burning light.

“Why you hassling that boy?” asked an elderly gentleman in a checkered navy-and-gray three-piece suit.

The usher tightened his grip on my ear. “Boss said I could boot him,” he explained, “if he can’t sit still and quiet.”

“I won’t say another word,” I swore to the elderly gentleman, whom I recognized as the theater’s projectionist.

“Let him loose,” he told the usher. “I’ve got a place for him, and if that don’t take, I’ll show him out.”

The usher shoved me toward the projectionist. His name was Mark Allenson, and he’d held his perch above the audience since the Emerson Palace opened in 1916. Trim and slight, Mr. Allenson was known as a confirmed bachelor. I once overheard a teenage boy refer to Mr. Allenson as a “pansy,” and while I didn’t know what that meant, there was no missing the disdain with which the boy spat the word.

But even as a child, my mind was my own when it came to passing judgment on people, and I liked Mr. Allenson straightaway. Not only had he stopped my expulsion, but he didn’t scowl at me like other old Black men were wont to do when I caught their attention. He carried himself in a courtly manner, and there was serenity in his deep voice. I followed him up a set of stairs that had been off-limits to me as a customer. At the top, we turned left and entered the projection booth.

I felt flutters in my chest. This was the inner sanctum. I considered it a revelation that the moving, talking pictures that enthralled me gathered their magic from the toil and skill mustered by a lonely alchemist in a five-by-eight-foot room. Mr. Allenson took a seat on a metal stool. I stood with my back pressed against the closed door. I’d never felt a sense of reverence like I did laying eyes on the clunky 1934 Super Simplex 35 mm carbon arc projector. The beguiling machine was aglow, spinning and whirring while a reel of nitrate film ran through it. A second Super Simplex projector was on deck, loaded to take command at the changeover.

I rolled up my sleeves. It was warm in the booth despite a low-speed electric fan that Mr. Allenson kept running to circulate and cool the air. Heat had the power of a lit match, and nitrate film could be as flammable as kerosene. So, the booth’s walls were made of brick; its door was metal; its floor was linoleum; a fire extinguisher remained on hand in one corner; a deep sink jetted out from the back wall; and a full bucket of water sat in the sink.

The precautions were in place because of two gruesome tragedies: the 1897 inferno in Paris at the Bazar de la Charité, where nitrate film went up in flames, and 126 people died; and a fire that broke out thirty years later during a run of Hal Roach Studios’ Get ’Em Young at the Laurier Palace Theatre in Montreal with more than 200 children in attendance. Seventy-eight kids perished. The cause of the Montreal calamity was debated, but Mr. Allenson knew there was no arguing about the ever-present dangers of nitrate film.

As a result, Mr. Allenson forbade smoking in the booth. He insisted that the projectors be given time to cool down after five hours of rotational use. He refused to run movies if the temperature outside reached one hundred degrees or higher. After the final showing of the day, prints were stored in the palace’s chilly cellar.

That first day in the booth, I stood at the projectionist’s window watching the children’s package on repeat for the next three and a half hours. I was mesmerized by the godlike distance of my new vantage point. The dust that filtered throughout the expanding beam of light appeared to be carrying the images to the screen. Once the movie filled the frame, I found that I could now swallow it whole because the picture no longer loomed over top of me. Peering down on the crowd’s heads, I caught the delay between the action on film and their collective response in the theater. There was always a moment of perfect silence between a joke and a laugh, a gunshot and a gasp, a happy ending and applause.

When the showing ended at two o’clock, Mr. Allenson told me to return next Saturday at 8:30 AM sharp and I did. When he let me into the Palace for free, I thanked him for his generosity but quickly discovered that he wasn’t extending charity. He ordered me to climb down a ladder into the cellar and retrieve the reels for the animation shorts Donald Duck and the Gorilla; Bugs Bunny Nips the Nips; Goldilocks and the Jivin’ Bears; and The Barber of Seville of the Woody Woodpecker series, along with the theater’s copy of Laurel and Hardy’s short film Thicker Than Water and the latest News of the Day.

The ladder was splintered and wobbly, and they could have hung slabs of meat in that cellar, it was so frigid. A cluster of spiders kept busy spinning elaborate webs. A naked, 110-volt incandescent light bulb burned continuously, giving the cellar a yellowish color. I found the reels stacked on steel shelves no taller than my waist. I brought up the day’s programming from the cellar to the projection booth. Mr. Allenson checked my work and rewarded me with a shiny penny.

“Watch me,” he instructed.

He took the reel for Donald Duck and the Gorilla and threaded the nitrate film into the projector’s feed, through its rollers, and into its film gate. His tapered fingers coaxed the film into position with an efficiency that made the operation look deceptively easy. I should have studied his movements with my full concentration, but I got spellbound by the little paintings on each frame. One tiny frame was almost like the one before it until the small adjustments created the illusion of motion. Each frame a masterpiece.

Once the reel was threaded, Mr. Allenson began looping the film above the gate, which had to be done precisely to ensure the projector didn’t jam while it ran. He explained that a jam could cause a tear in the reel, and a tear would bring a halt to the showing while the projectionist spliced and taped the film back together. The other peril of looping was that if the loop was made too big, then the picture would fall out of sync with the sound. The projectionist’s job was an art and a science.

With the reel loaded, threaded, and looped, Mr. Allenson ignited the carbon arc light and turned the focus on the projector until the picture on the screen was pinpoint and crisp. He turned to me. “Got it?” he asked.

“Yes, sir,” I lied.

“Good boy. Go on and load up Laurel and Hardy on the second projector.”

I made a hash of it, loading the film on the reverse side. But Mr. Allenson didn’t fuss at me. He guided my hands with his own, encouraged me even when I’d done nothing to earn it, and found excuses to plunk pennies into my pockets. Being only ten years old, I couldn’t fathom why he was being so patient and kind with me. No one else in my life was patient or kind with me.

Without filling out an application, sitting for an interview, or formally accepting the position, I became the projectionist’s apprentice at the Emerson Palace Theater. Mr. Allenson paid me with his own money anywhere from five to ten cents a day depending on my performance. It took me several weeks to become proficient at loading, threading, looping, focusing, rewinding the reels by hand, and cleaning the reel with an alcohol-based solution and a cashmere swatch.

I took to the work so eagerly, I didn’t notice how it steadily consumed my waking hours. In addition to the children’s showings on Saturday, I ran to the palace after school on Tuesdays to help stock the new film prints for the changeover on Wednesdays, when new movies made their theatrical debuts. As I grew up and Mr. Allenson grew older, I assumed more of the projectionist duties for first-run movies on Friday and Saturday nights, and I operated solo for the revival screenings during the Sunday matinees. All told, I ran at least two hundred short and feature-length films a year.

From the metal stool in the projection booth, I absorbed movies with a keener eye than the paying customers, because I had to spot the yellow circle when it flashed in the upper-right corner of the print. That yellow circle was a warning that the end of the reel was nearing and that the second projector needed to be cued up to take over. Miss it and the hypnotic trance of the film was broken. The audience was startled into reality. The yellow circle could appear anywhere from ten to fifteen minutes into a reel. Catching the quick cue was the final skill I had to master before Mr. Allenson would let me work on my own. The yellow circle was subliminal to the average moviegoer, but once trained, I would never fail to see it whenever I watched a film on the big screen.

At the same time, arthritis was warping Mr. Allenson’s fingers into curved stone. By the third year of my apprenticeship, he took hold of my arm every time we climbed and descended the stairs to the booth. We didn’t discuss his frailty and ailments. Mr. Allenson died in his sleep on the day after Christmas in 1948. I learned from his obituary that he was seventy-two years old.

The Wednesday after Mr. Allenson’s ashes were interred, I was fired. Since I wasn’t a legitimate member of the projectionists’ union, a seasoned moving pictures machine operator out of Cincinnati, in good standing with the International Alliance of Theatrical Stage Employees, relocated to Rufusville and took over the job. I returned to the audience, handing over my dimes for tickets.

My exile from the projection booth cut deep, and I longed for my lost privileged view. I cared for movies and nitrate film and stars and reel canisters and picture-to-sound sync with an uncommon devotion. Mr. Allenson had initiated me into the rites of a projectionist, and I’d found my calling behind the scenes. I loved being an invisible hand.



My subsequent journey to Hollywood six years later was not direct, but when I accepted a role in the backstage business of the Dream Factory, it was a natural fit for me. I spent time as a security agent for Skyline Motion Pictures, but in the trade papers, I was what’s called a Hollywood fixer.

During my colorful tenure, I rescued my share of stars. There was a song-and-dance lothario who knocked up and ran off with a mobster’s daughter. I brokered an apology, a hefty reverse dowry, and a Vegas wedding.

One cold night, I dove into the LA River to fish out a drunk swashbuckling idol from behind the wheel of his blue convertible Duesenberg. The next day, he didn’t recall the accident and demanded to know why his pocket watch was missing. He insinuated that I’d stolen the timepiece.

In defiance of the law, I mugged a spurned girlfriend who was taking love letters to a gossip columnist to out the archetype of film noir vamps as an insatiable lesbian. I cut the strap on the snitch’s purse, dashed off with her bag, and burned the letters.

The most delicate situation was a musical comedy ingénue plagued by a male stalker. I set up a mousetrap using the ingénue as bait in her own home, and I disarmed the knife-wielding perp on the kitchen floor. It turned out the stalker was her brother-in-law.

At dinner parties, family and friends used to beg me to name-drop and boast. They enjoyed the insider’s thrill of listening to substantiated Hollywood gossip. They wanted a closer look at the stars than what was given to them on the big screen. Often, I’d oblige them, since I had countless stories of philanderers, addicts, closet cases, and blackmail victims with famous names.

I have one story, however, that matters too much to be squandered over cocktails or reduced to a rambling anecdote between courses. I need to thread this one out, frame by frame, so that for once you can see the raw footage.

It began in the spring of 1954, when a Black teenager quit his factory job in Gary, Indiana, and hitchhiked to Los Angeles. Persuasive women who frequented pool halls and vigilant men who loitered in the lavatories at drive-in movie theaters had filled his head with the notion that he was handsome enough to be in pictures. He wanted to see if they were right and if he had the stuff to be an actor. So, he stole himself a new pair of blue jeans, and with nothing more than sweet talk, he hustled a virginal beautician into relaxing his hair into waves. Riding shotgun in Fords, Packards, and LaSalles, he silently rehearsed a James Cagney monologue from The Time of Your Life (1948), and he dropped the slight twang in his accent before he’d crossed Missouri.

No one welcomed him when he reached LA. He spent his days outside the Paramount studio gates waiting in line for cattle call auditions and learned from other hopefuls where he could go in the evenings to get free acting lessons. He managed to land enough work as a background extra in crowd shots to pay for a room by the week at the YMCA, and in his acting workshops, he straightened his posture and discovered how to project his voice.

While he turned in his leotard costume after ten hours of posing as an “acrobat” in a Martin and Lewis comedy (3 Ring Circus), the casting director Peter Lowery spotted him, called him over, and told him there was more than one way to land a part. He was game. So, Lowery gave him the address to a cliff-side house in the Hollywood Hills and instructed him to arrive promptly at nine o’clock on Friday night with a bathing suit. He decided for himself that his dark skin looked best against powder-blue swim trunks. What no one knew was that he was seventeen, claiming to be nineteen.

That first invitation led to others. In the beginning, no one bothered telling him who hosted these private parties or how they were connected to the industry. Such details were deemed dangerous in the hands of young prospects with questionable staying power. What was important was that he was a quick learner. He turned up on time and plied his charm indiscriminately; he didn’t pick lemons off the owners’ trees; he drank champagne when it was handed to him; he didn’t wander through the mansions unattended; he dove into the aqua-green pools when asked; and he didn’t resist the graceless touch of guilty white men.

George Cukor took a real shine to him, which was a minor shock because the revered director had never cared much for colored boys before. That all changed on a dime when Donald Wells, an MGM film executive, just to be cheeky, single-handedly desegregated Cukor’s Memorial Day celebration by inviting the newest Negro stud to be causing a stir among a select circle of men. Eyebrows raised at Cukor’s Beverly Hills estate when the young man from Indiana strode to the edge of the pool and began to undress. Prejudice lost to lust. Cukor asked his Black guest, “What’s your name?”

“Ruben Singleton.”

“No,” the director said, “that won’t do. Let me think on it.” Hours later, at the end of the party, Cukor put his hands on Ruben’s wet, bare shoulders and told him, “Xavier C. Barlow. That’ll suit you. Strength and power for an exquisite buck—almost beyond belief.”

To be fair to the director and other onlookers, Xavier’s physique did challenge the eye to accept what it was seeing. He stood six foot three. His shoulders were broad. His chest tapered into a thirty-inch waist. He filled out the back and the front of his swimsuit, and his legs were muscular and defined in stark contrast to the pale chicken legs of the others on display.

His casual air made him even more attractive. One could believe in those early years that he was an innocent. His older, white, male admirers certainly needed to imagine that Xavier wasn’t aware of his beauty. They reassured each other that he didn’t know the value of what he was seemingly giving away. Heaven forbid they be forced to acknowledge that they were the ones being used. That the young Black beau didn’t have a hard-on for them. That he was getting the better end of the exchange.

Since his untimely death, the gossip rags have packaged Xavier’s life story as the latest cautionary tale—a variation on Marilyn. He was astute and forward-thinking, but they’ve stripped him of his cunning and his brilliance. It’s a sickening travesty. Xavier was not some gorgeous buffoon destroyed by fame, drugs, sodomy, and Hollywood.

I’ve spent four years mourning Xavier. The bond between us was never conventional. Off and on for nearly a decade, it was my duty to keep his nose clean. At first, he unnerved me with his boldness. He challenged me to admit who and what I am.

And I fell in love with him.

It’s not an easy truth to admit or live with—even after all I’ve seen and done. Part of me wants to take back my confession and tear the page I’m typing on into confetti, but my fear is a meaningless reflex. I no longer have any excuse to hide. Lung cancer will kill me before Christmas comes around. Then there will be no one left to tell Xavier’s story, and it deserves to be preserved. That is the purpose of your archives after all.

I hope you will accept this manuscript into your collection. It is my candid recollection as to how Xavier’s life and mine intertwined to form a tragedy. I can think of no other way to damn the men who have Xavier’s blood on their hands. Maybe when you finish reading these pages, you will also find me guilty of ushering my beloved friend to his grave. So be it.

Respectfully,

Aaron Toussaint







1
EASY LIVING



My first Hollywood party was a jazz bash thrown to honor Dorothy Dandridge in July of 1954 at the Dunbar Hotel on Central Avenue. I got pinned against the wall to the left of the bandstand as four hundred Black people crammed into a supper club room meant to hold half that number. Collective body heat and cigarette smoke made the air foul and steamy. I loosened my tie and unfastened the top two buttons on my white dress shirt to keep from sweating through my collar.

The jostling and jockeying didn’t stop for a moment. Elbows poked my ribs. Ladies’ hats smacked my face. My toes got stepped on so much they went numb. Yet I had to count myself among the lucky. Outside the hotel, the fire marshal barred at least a hundred cursing-mad Negroes, who stomped on the sidewalk and waved invitations in vain.

Pressed against the wall, I felt out of my depth. I was twenty-one years old and newly discharged from the navy. I knew diddly about business and squat about managing, and here I was riding Lieutenant Horace “Hornet” Dixon’s coattails as his business manager. Worse still, I was recognizing a side of Horace that unnerved me, and I was starting to chafe under his command.

Onstage, Pearl Bailey sang her signature tune, “Takes Two to Tango.” I spotted Harry Belafonte, standing in the wings, hungry for his turn in the spotlight. Lena Horne had a seat at a front-row table, and Count Basie had a room in the hotel. No doubt they would be called up to perform. To say nothing of the stars I couldn’t see among the crowd or the ones who might be ushered from their limos through the kitchen to the stage for one number and hustled back again in less than ten minutes flat. Even a Hollywood novice like me could tell something special was brewing. We were in for a barn burner.

I figured Dorothy Dandridge would be coaxed to perform a song or two once she arrived. An empty chair next to Lena awaited her. I thought it odd that the party had begun without the guest of honor, but those versed in the ways of show business saw nothing amiss. It took acts of God to delay a curtain.

Twentieth was bankrolling this tribute to Dorothy because she was starring alongside Harry in the studio’s musical Carmen Jones, due for release that fall. Hopes were high that Dorothy would not only snag an Academy Award nomination but win, becoming the first Black woman to be crowned best lead actress. Such a distinction would practically obligate every Negro in America to buy a ticket to see the film, maybe more than once. The estimated box office receipts could dwarf Gone with the Wind. So, the bigwigs at Twentieth prayed Dorothy would receive that Oscar more fervently than Dorothy did.

Not willing to wait for the movie to open in the theaters, Twentieth decided to start Dorothy’s drumbeat to victory in the Dunbar. Major Black stars were chauffeured to the hotel and offered a suite for the night. Minor Black stars shared limos. I got an invitation and had to find my own way to the event, and I only made the guest list because I was the business manager to a war hero that Skyline Motion Pictures, at the time, planned to use for a movie based on his life story. Skyline and Twentieth were known in the business as kissing cousins; during World War II, they split the cost of making and releasing dozens of movies together.

I wasn’t even dressed the way I wanted to be. Horace had insisted that to avoid any confusion that might occur if we both wore our uniforms to the party, I had to put on a gray suit while he donned his dress blues. Of course, arriving in uniform got Horace noticed and ushered to a table next to Ruby Dee. He didn’t even glance back at me as the room quickly grew packed and rowdy, and I got swept farther away from him. From a side angle, I watched Horace smoking L&Ms and drinking whiskey neat all cool and unbothered like peace blanketed the earth.

I averted my gaze. That was when I spotted a slender, pretty man with honey-brown skin cut through the crowd, making his way to the front tables. Although I didn’t then know his name, he received the deference of a man of note, but that wasn’t what made him stunning to me. This middle-age Black dandy swanned over to Lena Horne’s table with his fingers interlocked with those of a white man (the only white man in the room). They were obviously gay and lovers, too.

Lena greeted them both with kisses on their cheeks. The Black man curtsied and bowed his head to her before taking his seat. His hands danced daintily as he talked, and Lena treated him like he was the cat’s meow. I waited for someone else to have a hostile reaction. Nothing. Later, I’d learn the Black man was cabaret singer Jimmie Daniels.

From where I stood, he might as well have been a leprechaun. That was how astonishing he appeared to me. I’d simply never seen anyone behaving like he was in public. Watching him, I must have forgotten to breathe and got lightheaded. Nowhere I had lived before Hollywood would have allowed a Jimmie Daniels to continue existing.

The crowd applauded Pearl, who concluded her set with a brassy rendition of “The Birth of the Blues.” She called Harry out for his numbers, and the women went crazy for him, and Belafonte wallowed in their adoration like a pig in slop. He wasn’t to my liking. He irked me with his double-edged strident persona, too ingratiating when he sang and too uppity when he spoke. He started in on “Matilda,” and I decided I’d rather go empty my bladder.

I wormed my way through heaving bodies until I caught sight of the men’s restroom on the ground floor. To my dismay, the line outside the restroom door snaked down the hall, and it was slow moving. I tapped a hotel bellhop and asked him where I could find another lavatory, and for a fifty-cent tip, he gave me directions to facilities in the basement.

By the time I made my way down the stairs, I really needed to relieve myself, and I hurried along, and I thanked my lucky stars that the way into the basement men’s room was clear. Once inside, I was a little taken aback by how bustling the joint was. Men, in and out. Men minding their own bodily affairs. Such was my first impression.

The men’s room was shaped like an L, with the entrance at the top of the letter. There were three sinks underneath a wide mirror to the immediate left and three more to the immediate right. The long corridor was lined with stalls on one side and urinals on the other. The end of the corridor turned left, where a dead end offered three urinals and two stalls.

Mind you, I wasn’t paying too much attention to the restroom’s layout when I walked through the door. The stalls and urinals along the long corridor were not only occupied, many had people waiting to replace the men currently making use of them. I turned into the dead-end section, and of the three urinals, the one in the middle was free. I walked up to it, unzipped, and relaxed into my flow. I stared down at my cock mindlessly, waiting for my stream to end.

Then the guy to my right tapped his foot faintly, twice. His black Stacy Adams wing tip didn’t even make a sound against the mint-green-and-yellow tile floor. I was assuredly gay, having had sex repeatedly with one man, but I’d never cruised before. However, I picked up on the signals as if they were innate, and I responded as if I’d been taught the code. My eyes took in the fresh polish of his shoe, moved up along the crisp crease in his charcoal slacks, and settled on the open front of his dress pants, where he squeezed the base of his cock, presenting his balls and his hard-on like a prize.

My heart galloped faster than a whipped thoroughbred. The taste on my tongue turned to copper. I pivoted my body toward him, confirming my interest to this daring gentleman whose face I had yet to appraise. I looked up, taking in his chest and broad shoulders. His height surprised and aroused me. And his face—a collage of striking features both masculine (the square jawline; the hooded eyes) and feminine (the deep dimples; the long, curled eyelashes)—beguiled me.

I didn’t realize in that moment I was exposing myself to Xavier C. Barlow and that he was exposing himself to me. Even if we had introduced ourselves, our names wouldn’t have carried any weight. We were two nobodies. Queer strangers on the make.

Xavier began to stroke himself. I followed his lead, masturbating gingerly. A stout man standing in front of the urinal to my left coughed. I was startled, but when I glanced at him, he motioned for me to step back. I was blocking his view. His pants were fastened. He just wanted to watch us.

But I was hesitant to put on a show for him. The stout man had broken the trance Xavier had cast over me, and I suddenly felt very aware of being in a busy men’s restroom with what I presumed were red-blooded heterosexuals who in an instant would transform into gay bashers if they discovered there were pansies in their midst.

I let go of my cock, and I was about to straighten up when Xavier reached over and began jerking my erection. I gasped. His grip and pace were better than my own. I closed my eyes. The sensation was too good to resist. Xavier had me back in a hypnotic blur. Panic drowned out by pleasure.

It was a purifying high, a sin worth the damnation. I realized what I was doing was illegal and dangerous, but it awakened desires and needs that I’d neglected. I opened my eyes. This didn’t feel wrong. I craned my neck up to look at Xavier’s face, and he reassured me with a wink. Then he nudged his head downward, and the message was clear. I extended my arm and started jerking his impressive cock.

We kept bringing each other to near climax, then backing off. I wasn’t familiar with the term edging, but we were practicing it. One of the stalls behind us cracked open, allowing someone a better view, and a bald man peeked around the corner of the L to spy on us for a minute or two. I was in mindless bliss.

Thank goodness the other men in the gay section of the basement men’s room kept their wits about them. An unseen man in the other stall behind me whistled sharply. He was the lookout, and when he sounded his warning signal, Xavier let go of me and stepped in close to his urinal. The stout man headed for the exit. I stood awestruck and too far back from my urinal to be innocently using it when Horace rounded the corner. I tucked myself away right as he found me.

“Aaron,” he barked.

“Man, I had to piss so bad I nearly busted,” I explained as I fastened my pants as quickly as my trembling hands could manage.

Horace looked around in disgust and scowled at me. “You about to bust, and you came all the way down here?”

“It was a madhouse upstairs. A bellhop told me this one would be less crowded.”

He leaned close to my left ear and lowered his voice. “Damn it, Aaron. You better not—”

“Lieutenant Dixon, what an honor to meet you,” Xavier said with what sounded like genuine awe. He’d made himself presentable and flashed that endearing smile of his. “If we weren’t where we are,” he continued, “I’d shake your hand.”

Xavier laughed at his own joke, and I chuckled a little to fake camaraderie, and not wanting to seem standoffish, Horace grinned and nodded as if he’d enjoyed the jest.

“I know that’s right,” said Horace. “Find me in the hall after you wash up, and I’ll be glad to shake your hand and sign an autograph.”

“That would be mighty kind of you,” Xavier replied as he pinched my ass before walking past Horace and me. “You’re our Black ace, and you do us proud.”

Horace beamed, and he wasn’t faking the joy. “Thank you, brother.”

Xavier saluted and walked over to clean his hands in the sink. I tried to slide by Horace, but he grabbed my right arm.

I attempted to put him on the defensive. “Are you drunk?” I asked.

He was straining to keep his temper in check. He didn’t want to cause a scene. Fortunately for him, there wasn’t much foot traffic in the dead-end corridor. Did perfectly straight men have an inborn sense that prevented them from venturing into fairy territory?

“What was you down here so long for? Why was your Johnson out?”

“You know some other way to piss? Jesus. Did you come in here just to see about me?”

Horace was possessive for sure, but when called out on it, he could never cop to it. “I got you a seat at the table,” he said. “I looked for you upstairs, and you’ve been in the men’s room going on fifteen minutes.”

I couldn’t argue with time, especially on account of how I’d lost track of it. “I’m sorry, Horace. There was a line down here, too. It was a big holdup.”

He didn’t believe me. “Let’s get to the table. Lena’s about to sing.”



Backed by Count Basie on the piano, Lena set the house aflame with “I Feel So Smoochie.” She left a suggestive pause between the words so and smoochie that had the audience in pandemonium. The bodies bumping and thrusting into the back of my chair kept scooting me forward until the edge of the table was up against my stomach. Horace and Ruby Dee were in the same predicament. The crowd wasn’t gonna give an inch, so Horace and I pushed our table toward the stage, buying us another song or two of breathing room.

When we moved the table, an enterprising young actress seized an opening to better her position. She slid in shoulder to shoulder with me, propped a wooden apple box to stand longways on the floor, then sat on it as if she had a legitimate spot among us. I took no offense with her cutting in. Who was I to reprimand her? Hell, I was impressed by her gumption.

She, however, had no way of knowing my stance, so when I turned to look at her, she immediately pleaded her case. “I understand perfectly well how unseemly this appears, but I give you my word, I’m meant to be one of Miss Dandridge’s personal guests. I was in the cast of Carmen Jones, and if Miss Dandridge were present, she’d attest to what I’m telling you.”

She was a prim and proper beauty with her hair cut short and a ballet dancer’s figure. She spoke in a confident and elegant way that folks where I grew up called queenly. She was only eighteen years old, but there was nothing childish about her. She wore an olive-green Dior dress with white satin evening gloves—the embodiment of a sophisticated lady. She also had spirit in spades.

I liked her. Besides, Horace didn’t have anything to say to me once we reached our seats. He kept his eyes glued to the stage and shared his small talk with Ruby Dee. I welcomed having a new temporary companion.

“You’re all right with me,” I said.

She nudged me gently. “Thank you, darling.”

“What’s your name?”

“Diahann,” she said. “Diahann Carroll.”

“I’m Aaron Toussaint. Nice to meet you.”

“Likewise.”

I grinned at her. “Were you really in the movie?”

“Yes. I wouldn’t lie about a thing like that.” She patted my hand. “Blink and you might miss me, but I am in the movie.”

“I’ll keep my eyes peeled for you.”

Lena ended her run with “Stormy Weather,” and Diahann and I stopped talking long enough to join the crowd in applauding. Lena began teasing the audience with the promise of a surprise guest.

I playfully needled Diahann with another question. “I gotta know. Did you bring that apple box from home?”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” she said. “I nabbed it from the hotel kitchen.”

We laughed as Lena continued to heap praise on the surprise guest.

“Is she bringing out Dorothy?” I asked.

“Oh, Miss Dandridge won’t be leaving her house tonight.” Diahann explained with just enough emphasis to be certain I caught her drift, “She hasn’t been feeling like herself the past few weeks.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

“It is a pity. She’s such a talent. Nonetheless, the party couldn’t be canceled nor go on as a flop, which is why Twentieth had to fork over a king’s ransom to bring out the grandest of grandes dames.”

“Who?”

Diahann whispered in my ear, “Lady Day.”

I covered my mouth with both my hands to stop myself from crying out. She was the greatest jazz and blues singer ever. Full stop. End of debate. She achieved the pinnacle not on account of the pitch or clarity of her unique voice but due to her unrivaled ability for making those who heard her feel the emotions of her songs. “Good Morning Heartache,” “God Bless the Child,” and “Strange Fruit” are enough to prove her genius. I’d listened to all her albums, but I’d never seen her live.

From the stage, Lena said, “How I wish I could sound like her. Ladies and gentlemen, please put your hands together for the one, the only—Billie Holiday!”

The second Billie walked out from the wings, it was like a bomb went off. The roar was hot, deafening, and sustained. It shook and frightened me with its raw, unchecked power. The hysteria of a mob electrified the air.

With a coy smile, Billie entered the spotlight, stood before the microphone, raised her hand, and said, “If y’all quit all that racket, I’d be happy to sing for ya.”

Four hundred fell silent. I placed my elbows on the table and rested my chin in the palms of my hands. There was Lady Day, radiant in a gold-sequined sheath dress, and with big gardenias in her hair. To witness her easy command and shimmering brilliance, I’d have believed she was a Black goddess—almighty and eternal.

Count Basie played a vamped intro to “Is You Is or Is You Ain’t My Baby,” and Billie had her way with that hit, changing the lyrics to put the question to a man and bending the notes to her fiery mood.

Then she curtailed an offering of applause by going straight into “Easy Living,” and she sang it so slowly, investing each word with melancholy. It was a display of her magic because I found myself hearing the lyrics anew. What I’d always taken as a declaration of love sounded through her intonation like an attempt at self-delusion, and a worn lie at that. Billie’s version forced me to ask if I bought the song at face value: Could being a fool ever be fun?

She closed with “Strange Fruit.” When I tell you grown men and women cried, I mean they wept. Horace dabbed at his eyes before his tears got a chance to run. Undoubtedly, he was thinking about his father. I used my silk pocket square to dry my cheeks, remembering a beloved older cousin who was strung up in South Carolina. Seemed like everyone mourned someone while Billie broke our hearts. One exception was Diahann. Dry-eyed, she leaned forward and studied Billie’s stagecraft.

The audience honored Billie with a thunderous, rolling ovation. She blew them kisses. What came next would be shaped into Hollywood lore eight years later. That night in the Dunbar, it was just a haphazard photo opportunity. Lena, Count Basie, Ruby Dee, Harry, and Pearl joined Billie at center stage. The Jet and Ebony photographers stood on top of a front-row table.

With impish glee, Jimmie Daniels hopped up and perched himself at the feet of the major stars with his legs dangling off the stage and said, “Don’t miss out, kids!”

His message was lost on me, but not Diahann: a photograph that would run in all the Black magazines and newspapers was about to be snapped, and if aspiring stars got themselves in the frame of said photograph, their faces would grace all those magazine and newspaper pages, too. Free publicity. Fame by proximity.

Diahann tugged at my arm. “Come along and help lift me up.”

I pulled at Horace. “Move it. Skyline will want you in on this.”

The three of us hustled over to the edge of the stage, where I hoisted Diahann up by her tiny waist. She was lighter than a sack of groceries. Then Horace and I hopped into our places, but we weren’t the only ones who answered Jimmie’s call. Another half dozen wannabes scrambled forth to pose below the headliners.

“Everyone else stay back!” Harry shouted, and no one dared to defy him.

Jimmie was in the middle of the bottom row with Diahann to his left, me to her left, and Horace to my left. I looked down the line as the photographers steadied their shots. To Horace’s left was the tall, alluring man in a charcoal suit and Stacy Adams wing tip shoes. I faced forward. The double white flash from the cameras’ bulbs was blinding. My expression in the photo was wide-eyed and stricken. Everyone else smiled.

Once the photographers had gotten what they needed, the party broke up in a hurry. Diahann didn’t stick around to say goodbye. Xavier didn’t shake Horace’s hand or collect his autograph. In fact, despite everything that was said and written later, Xavier and Horace never crossed paths again after that night. The sum total of their interaction was in the men’s restroom and onstage for that damn photo.
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OBLIGED THEM WITH LIES



Hollywood wouldn’t have become a part of my life if I hadn’t soldered myself to Horace during our time in the navy, and I never would have enlisted in the navy at the start of the Korean War if my old man and my brother hadn’t tried to kill me when I was seventeen years old and returned home on a Friday night from watching Treasure Island at the Emerson Palace Theater.

Mind you, I’d suffered attacks from each of them before under the roof we shared in our shack on Bridel Road. Those were one-sided fatherly smackdowns and brotherly brawls that only my mama could stop by hollering at them until the devil was chased away. Our last bout on the hottest day in 1950 was altogether different.

My old man prided himself on street-corner boasts. To hear him tell it, he’d never been sick a day in his life, or cried under any circumstances, or lost a fistfight, or been cheated out of money. He was short and wiry in build, but hot-tempered enough to keep other fellas from testing him. In his dreams, he possessed the silver screen swagger of Paul Muni in Scarface (1932). As it stood, my old man lacked much of what counted in the word, which was why he guarded his reputation so fiercely. His epitaph could have read, You best think twice before crossing Benet Toussaint.

He didn’t have a head for money. He couldn’t read or write, and before I was born, he got hired at a refrigerator factory but was fired within a week and wouldn’t tell my mama why. By the time I came along, he was shoveling horseshit out on a ranch in Rufusville, Ohio, ten miles east of Cincinnati. Our family would have been better off if my old man had let my mama, who had some schooling, be a store clerk or, at least, take in wash. He said no wife of his would labor. Hence why we dwelled in a drafty shack with a frigid shower that drew its water from a well. (In the winter when the well froze solid, Solomon and I showered at the school gymnasium.)

Four years older than I, my brother, Solomon, took after our daddy in looks and disposition. He was mean even when there was nothing to gain from it. His favorite movie was Crime School (1938) starring the Dead End Kids. The Warner Bros. morality drama was meant to warn the public about the oncoming scourge of juvenile delinquency; my brother considered it instructional.

Solomon bullied me relentlessly growing up, and I made myself an easy target. I was meek and prone to crying, and to make matters worse, I pestered my brother by following behind him because I was drawn to his friends. Especially brawny Keith Wilson. My desires were still a complete mystery to me, but Solomon must have dimly sensed the crushes I had on his buddies. He’d get furious when one of them patted me on the head or draped an arm over my shoulders or uttered an encouraging word to me. He saw how overjoyed such minimal affection made me.

I struggled to make friends of my own. Not only was I unathletic, I didn’t care to follow sports. I’d rather read than race, and I’d rather watch movies in the dark than read. Other kids viewed me as quiet and emotional, unstably so. No one missed me when I retreated into the Emerson Palace Theater.

My mama, Edith Mae, didn’t question how I was spending my time so long as I didn’t cause trouble. Married to a brute and nursemaid to a hoodlum, she was relieved that I wasn’t a nuisance. I pitied her. My mama had brains, a winning personality when she let it show, and she was beautiful in the mold of her favorite star, Nina Mae McKinney. And she sold herself short for men beyond saving.

Mama thought Solomon was a good boy putting on a gruff front to please our daddy. She considered me sweet and sensitive, maybe a touch too much. My old man, of course, held his own estimations. He adored my brother and deemed me a sissy. He was the opposite of Mr. Allenson. My old man met any whining or crying on my part with the back of his hand. I tried to be invisible around him.

Girls flocked to Solomon when he became a teenager. He shot up a foot taller than our old man, and he maintained a devilish pencil mustache. Fathers knocked on our front door complaining that they’d caught Solomon necking with their daughters in parked cars and inside woodsheds. My old man pretended to be concerned, but he pressed Solomon for details. He egged my brother on if a pretty girl happened to stroll by when we were out on our town’s main drag.

I was jealous. Puberty didn’t light the same flame in me when it came to girls, and I was desperate to feel that fire. Like every other boy in my class, I could see that Yolanda Murphy and Justine Carson were the knockouts in our grade. But I didn’t feel more than that. When I danced with Justine at a church formal, I attempted to will some excitement into my body. I squeezed her hips, and I held her close until the chaperone, Mrs. Brooks, told us to separate. Nothing in me stirred. I was fourteen and frightened and baffled as to why I didn’t get revved up over the opposite sex.

My old man and Solomon ventured a guess. I was called a sissy often enough at home as a child that I answered to the slur when either of them used it to get my attention. As I got peach fuzz on my chin and reached a gangly five foot ten, I continued to admire and stay underfoot of boys a few years older than I was; I was their crew’s errand runner and mascot. Whenever Solomon saw me fetching for those guys, he’d accuse me of being their cocksucker. Even during those fumbling teen years, girls sensed my absence of passion and dropped me after a few dates. When I returned home at decent hours on Friday and Saturday nights, my old man muttered, “You must be a bona fide faggot.”

I chose to act as if I didn’t hear him, because the case against me mounted daily. The sight of Quincy Green sparring against Ralph Webb in the gymnasium; or Niles Ashford jitterbugging in tight pants; or Willie Holmes absentmindedly adjusting his cock while he told a dirty story in the pool hall; or James Chandler sweating as he sang the blues full-throated were provoking the reactions that I’d prayed would be inspired by women. I didn’t seek these flashes of arousal, but I couldn’t extinguish them either. It was starting to feel inevitable that one horrible day, a merciless man would follow my gaze, detect the pant in my breath, or notice the involuntary way my tongue licked my lips when I was lust-struck, and I’d be damned. I needed to shield myself from exposing my nature. Except, at seventeen, sensible answers alluded me.

So, I lied. I made up a girlfriend. I said her name was Darlene Brown and that she lived in Dovencourt, which was two towns over and reachable on the bus line until midnight. I padded the fabrication by traveling to Dovencourt, finding a pretty girl my age, and paying her two dollars to pose as my honey in a photo booth. She hugged me tight and smiled into the lens. We were the essence of puppy love in the four-frame strip.

I wanted Solomon to force the story out of me. So, I wore cologne when I went out, and I came home around eleven o’clock at night. I strutted like I had a secret joy. My mama and the old man didn’t seem to notice, but Solomon invaded my privacy just as I hoped he would. I stepped out of the bathroom one morning to find him plucking the photo booth strip out of my wallet.

“You little sneak!” he cried. “Aaron’s got himself a little girlfriend, and from what I can tell, she ain’t been kicked in the face by a mule!”

My old man grunted, still skeptical. Mama didn’t look up from her morning cup of coffee, but I could tell she was smiling.

Solomon continued, “Dumb chick musta caught the hooves in the back of her head if she mistaken this punk for a man.”

“Stop it now,” Mama said.

My old man laughed.

I snatched back the photo booth strip and my wallet. “Stay out my business.”

With delight in her voice, Mama pried, “Don’t be like that, Aaron. Let me see the picture and tell us somethin’ about the girl.”

I obliged them with lies I’d prepared for their ears: how Darlene’s family was new to Dovencourt, having migrated north from Georgia. I said I couldn’t remember what city in Georgia her people hailed from, because I didn’t want to appear too rehearsed with answers to every question. I volunteered nothing, making Mama chisel loose each nugget of information.

I made Darlene sixteen and claimed that she wrote poetry. Solomon assured me that I’d lose Darlene once I tried to get to second base with her. Then he headed to his shift at the slaughterhouse. My old man didn’t say a word either way about my new girlfriend. Mama insisted I bring Darlene over for dinner. I said, “We’ll see.”

Life at home improved. My old man and Solomon quit accusing me of being a fairy. I overheard Solomon telling his friends that I might even get my “dick wet” if I played my cards right with Darlene. My old man took me aside and advised me to pull out before I came during sex to avoid pregnancy. As crass as it was, they were treating me like a man, and I relished it.

Darlene evaporated six weeks later. The temperature hit 106 degrees that day. By night, it had only cooled to 79. In the movie theater, I sat through the run of the feature movie twice to avoid the humid heat outside.

“Where you been, boy?” my old man asked as soon as I walked through the door.

“Darlene and I took in a movie,” I said, unaware that I was being entrapped.

The old man sat at the kitchen table, skinning an apple with his pocketknife. “Which one?”

“Treasure Island.” I spotted the first oddity: It was half past ten, and Mama wasn’t in the shack.

“You buy her popcorn?”

“Yes, sir.
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