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Seventh Avenue and 125" Street is the center of Harlem, the crossroads of Black America. On one

corner was the largest hotel. Diagonally across from it was a big credit jewelry store with its windows

filled with diamonds and watches selling for so much down and so much weekly. Next door was a book

store with a big red-and-yellow sign reading: Books of 6,000,000 Colored People. On the other corner

was a mission church. (36)
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They turned on 125" Street and walked toward Seventh Avenue. Neon lights from the bars and stores
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threw multicolored rays on the multicolored people trudging down the sloppy walk, turning their com-

plexions into strange metallic shades. Colored men passed, bundled against the cold, some in new

checked overcoats, others in GI rubber slickers, gabardines, coats that looked as though they’d been

made from blankets. (87)
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Looking eastward from the towers of Riverside Church, perched among the university buildings on the
high banks of the Hudson River, in a valley far below, waves of grey rooftops distort the perspective like
the surface of a sea. Below the surface, in the murky waters of fetid tenements, a city of black people
who are convulsed in desperate living, like the voracious churning of millions of hungry cannibal fish.
Blind mouths eating their own guts. Stick in a hand and draw back a nub.

That is Harlem (135)
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There were more bars on his itinerary than on any other comparable distance on earth. In every one the
jukeboxes blared, honeysuckle-blues voices dripped stickily through jungle cries of wailing saxophones,
screaming trumpets, and buckdancing piano-notes; someone was either fighting, or had just stopped
fighting, or was just about fighting. (48)
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A middle-aged church going man, good husband and father of three school-age daughters, on his way
to work, dressed in clean, starched overalls and an army jumper, heard the tapping of (Imabelle’s) heels
on the pavement when he stepped from his ground floor tenement.
“A mighty light-footed whore,” he mumbled to himself.
When he came out onto the sidewalk he looked around and saw the flash of her high yellow face and
the tantalizing strip of red skirt in the spill of street light. He caught a sudden live-wire edge. He
couldn’t help it. (165)
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(Goldie) turned east on 121" street into the Valley, climbed over piles of frozen garbage, kicked a

mangy cur in the ribs, and entered a grimy tobacco-store which fronted for a numbers shop and reefer

shop. (36)
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(Jackson) caught a taxi on Seventh Avenue, rode down to 125" Street and turned over to the Last Word,
a shoe-shine parlor and record shop at the corner of Eighth Avenue... . While he was putting in his num-
bers behind blown-up pictures of Bach and Beethoven, the girl selling the real stuff played rock-and-roll
records on request, and the shoe shine boys were beating out the rhythm with their shine clothes.(23)
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Maybe it was an unconscious protest against soul brothers always being considered as victims of racism,
a protest against racism itself excusing all their sins and major faults. Black victims of crime and crimi-

nals might be foolish and harebrained, but the soul brother criminals were as vicious, cruel and
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dangerous as any other criminals-I knew because I’d been one.”
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I didn’t really know what it was like to be a citizen of Harlem; I had never worked there, raised children
there, been hungry, sick or poor there. I had been as much a tourist as a white man from downtown
changing his luck. The only thing that kept me from being a black racist was I loved black people, felt
sorry for them, which meant I was sorry for myself. The Harlem of my books was never meant to be
real; I never called it real; I just want to take it away from the white man if only in my books.”
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