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The fathers may soar
And the children may know their names
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Part 1




Chapter 1

The North Carolina Mutual Life Insurancaggnt promised to
fly from Mercy to the other side of Lake Superior at three
o’clock. Two days before the event was to take place he tacked
a note on the door of his little yellow house:

At 3:00 p.m. on Wednesday the 18th of February,
1931, I will take off from Mercy and fly away on
my own wings. Please forgive me. I loved you all.

(signed) Robert Smith,

Ins. agent
Mr. Smith didn’t draw as big a crowd as Lindbergh had four
years earlier—not more than forty or fifty people showed up—
because it was already eleven o’clock in the morning, on the
very Wednesday he had chosen for his flight, before anybody
read the note. At that time of day, during the middle of the
week, word-of-mouth news just lumbered along. Children were
in school; men were at work; and most of the women were
fastening their corsets and getting ready to go see what tails or
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entrails the butcher might be giving away. Only the unem-
ployed, the self-employed, and the very young were available—
dchbcrat.cly available because they’d heard about it, or acciden-
tally available because they happened to be walking at that exact
moment in the shore end of\Not Doctor Strect,\a name the post
oﬂige did not recognize. Town lmaps registered the street as
Mams‘Avenue, but the only colored doctor in the city had lived
and died on that street, and when he moved there in 1896 his
patients took to calling the streetwhich none of them lived in or
near, Doctor Street. Later, when other Negroes moved there,
and when the postal service became a popular means of transfer-
ring messages among them, envelopes from Louisiana, Virginia,
Alabama, and Georgia began to arrive addressed to people at
house numbers on Doctor Street. The post office workers re-
turned these envelopes or passed them on to the Dead Letter
Office. Then in 1918, when colored men were being drafted, a
few gave their address at the recruitment office as Doctor Street.
In that way, the name acquired a quasi-official status. But not for
long. Some of the city legislators, whose concern for appropriate
names and the maintenance of the city’s landmarks was the
principal part of their political life, saw to it that “Doctor

 Street” was never used in any official capacity. And since they
knew that only Southside residents kept it up, they had notices
poste.d in the stores, barbershops, and restaurants in that part of
the city saying that the avenue running northerly and soucherly
from Shore Road fronting the lake to the junction of routes 6
and 2 leading to Pennsylvania, and also running parallel to and
between Rutherford Avenue and Broadway, had always been
and would always be known as Mains Avenue and not Doctor
Street.

It was a genuinely clarifying public notice because it gave
Southside residents a way to keep their memories alive and please
the city lczglslators as well. They called it Not Doctor Strceg and
were mchncq to call the charity hospital at its northern cndLNo
Mercy Hospitalince it was 1931, on the day following Mr.J
Smith’s leap from its cupola, before the first colored expectant

)
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mother was allowed to give birth inside its wards and not on its
steps. The reason for the hospital’s generosity to that particular
woman was not the fact that she was the only child of this
Negro doctor, for during his entire professional life he had
never been granted hospital privileges and only two of his pa- |
tients were ever admitted to Mercy, both white. Besides, the
doctor had been dead a long time by 1931. It must have been
Mr, Smith’s leap from the roof over their heads that made them
admit her. In any case, whether or not the little insurance agent’s
conviction that he could fly contributed to the place of her
delivery, it certainly contributed to its time.

When the dead doctor’s daughter saw Mr. Smith emerge as
promptly as he had promised from behind the cupola, his wide
blue silk wings curved forward around his chest, she dropped
her covered peck basket, spilling red velvet rose petals. The
wind blew them about, up, down, and into small mounds of
snow. Her half-grown daughters scrambled about trying to
catch them, while their mother moaned and held the underside
of her stomach™ The rose-petal scramble got a lot of attention,
but the pregnant lady’s moans did not. Everyone knew the girls
had spent hour after hour tracing, cutting, and stitching the
costly velvet, and that Gerhardt’s Department Store would be
quick to reject any that were soiled. )

It was nice and gay there for a while. The men joined in
trying to collect the scraps before the snow soaked through
them—snatching them from a gust of wind or plucking them
delicately from the snow. And the very young children couldn’t
make up their minds whether to watch the man circled in blue
on the roof or the bits of red flashing around on the ground.
Their dilemma was solved when a woman suddenly burst into
song. The singer, standing at the back of the crowd, was as
poorly dressed as the doctor’s daughter was well dressed. The
latter had on a neat gray coat with the traditional pregnant-
woman bow at her navel, a black cloche, and a pair of four-
button ladies’ galoshes. The singing woman wore a knitted navy
cap pulled far down over her forehead. She had wrapped herself
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up in an old@ instead of a winter coat. Her head cocked to
one side, her eyes fixed on Mr, Robert Smith, she sang in a
powerful contralto:

O Sugarman done fly away
Sugarman done gone
Sugarman cut across the sky
Sugarman gone bome. . . .

A few of the half a hundred or so people gathered there
nudged each other and sniggered. Others listened as though it
were the helpful and defining piano music in a silent movie.
They stood this way for some time, none of them crying out to
Mr. Smith, all of them preoccupied with one or the other of the
minor events about them, until the hospital people came.

They had been watching from the windows—at first with
mild curiosity, then, as the crowd seemed to swell to the very
walls of the hospital, they watched with apprehension. They
wondered if one of those things that racial-uplift groups were
always organizing was taking place. But when they saw neither
placards nor speakers, they ventured outside into the cold: white-
coated surgeons, dark-jacketed business and personnel clerks,
and three nurses in starched jumpers. A

The sight of Mr. Smith and his wide blue w"‘:@ transfixed
them for a few seconds, as did the woman’s singinig and the roses
strewn about. Some of them thought briefly that this was prob-
ably some form of worship. Philadelphia, where Father Divine
reigned, wasn't all that far away. Perhaps the young girls hold-
ing baskets of flowers were two of his virgins. But the laughter
of a gold-taothed man brought them back to their senses. They
stopped daydreaming and swiftly got down to business, giving
orders, Their shouts and bustling caused great confusion where
before there had been only a few men and some girls playing
with pieces of velvet and a woman singing.

One of the nurses, hoping to bring some efficiency into the
disorder, searched the faces around her until she saw a stout
woman who looked as though she might move the earth if she
wanted to. -
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“You,” she said, moving toward the stout woman. “Are these
your children?”

The stout woman turned her head slowly, her eyebrows lifted
at the carelessness of the address. Then, seeing where the voice
came from, she lowered her brows and veiled her eyes.

“Ma’am?”

“Send one around back to the emergency office. Tell him to
tell the guard to get over here quick. That boy there can go.
'Iil;at one.” She pointed to a cat-eyed boy about five or six years
old.

The stout woman slid her eyes down the nurse’s finger and
looked at the child she was pointing to. ;

“QGuitar, ma’am.”

“What?”

“Guitar.”

The nurse gazed at the stout woman as though she had spoken
Welsh. Then she closed her mouth, looked again at the cat-eyed
boy, and lacing her fingers, spoke her next words very slowly to

“Listen. Go around to the back of the hospital to the guard’s
office. It will say ‘Emergency Admissions’ on the door. A-p-m-I-
s-1-0-N-s. But the guard will be there. Tell him to get over here—
on the double. Move now. Move!” She unlaced her fingers and
made scooping motions with her hands, the palms pushing
against the wintry air.

A man in a brown suit came toward her, puffing little white
clouds of breath. “Fire truck’s on its way. Get back inside.
You'll freeze to death.”

The nurse nodded.

“You left out a 5, ma’am,” the boy said. The North was new
to him and he had just begun to learn he could speak up to white
pe;)([iale. But she’d already gone, rubbing her arms against the
cold.

“Granny, she left outas.”

“And a ‘please.’ ”

“You reckon he’ll jump?”

“A nutwagon do anything.”

i
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“Who is he?”

(Collects insurance. A nutwagon.” )

“Who is that lady singing?”

“That, baby, is the very last thing in pea-time.” But she smiled
when she looked at the singing woman, so the cat-eyed boy
listened to the musical performance with at least as much interest
as he devoted to the man flapping his wings on top of the
hospital.

The crowd was beginning to be a little nervous now that the
law was being called in. They each knew Mr. Smith. He came to
their houses twice a month to collect one dollar and sixty-eight
cents and write down on a little yellow card both the date and
their eighty-four cents a week payment. They were always half
a month or so behind, and talked endlessly to him about paying
ahead—after they had a preliminary discussion about what he
was doing back so soon anyway.

“You back in here already? Look like I just got rid of you.”

“I'm tired of seeing your face. Really tired.” [

“I knew it. Soon’s I get two dimes back to back, here you
come. JI(VIore regular than the reaper. Do Hoover know about
you?”

Thcsf kidded him, abused him, told their children to tell him
they were out or sick or gone to Pittsburgh. But they held on to
those little yellow cards as though they meant something—laid
them gently in the shoe box along with the rent receipts, mar-
riage licenses, and expired factory identification badges. Mr.
Smith smiled through it all, managing to keep his eyes focused
almost the whole time on his customers’ feet. He wore a business
suit for his work, but his house was no better than theirs. He
never had a woman that any of them knew about and said
nothing in church but an occasional “Amen.” He never beat
anybody up and he wasn't seen after dark, so they thought he
was probably a nice man. But he was heavily associated with
illness and death, neither of which was distinguishable from the
brown picture of the North Carolina Mutual Life Building on
the back of their yellow cards. Jumping from the roof of Mercy
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was the most interesting thing he had done. None of them had
suspected he had it in him. Just goes to show, they murmured to
each other, you never really do know about people.

The singing woman quieted down and, humming the tune,
walked through the crowd toward the rose-petal lady, who was

ill cradling her stomach. '
sn‘l‘l\(f:ou shguld make yourself warm,” she v.vhfspered to hfni;
touching her lightly on the elbow. “A little bird’ll be here wit
the morning.” o

“Oh?” said the rose-petal lady. “Tomorrow morning?

“That’s the only morning coming.” )

“It can’t be,” the rose-petal lady said. “It’s too soon.

“No it ain’t. Right on time.” ’

The women were looking deep into each other’s eyes when a
loud roar went up from the crowd—a kind of wavy oo sound.
Mr. Smith had lost his balance for a second, and was trying
gallantly to hold on to a triangle of wood that jutted from the
cupola. Immediately the singing woman began again:

O Sugarman done fly
O Sugarman dome gome . . .

Downtown the firemen pulled on their greatcoats, but when
they arrived at Mercy, Mr. Smith had seen the rose petals, heard
the music, and leaped on into the air.

The next day a colored baby was born inside Mercy for the
first time.\Mr. Smith’s blue silk wings must have left their mark,
because when the little boy discovered, at fopr, the same thing
Mr. Smith had learned earlier—that only birds and mrplanes
could fly—he lost all interest in himself.\To have to live without
that single gift saddened him and left his imagination so beref.t
that he appeared dull even to the women who did not hate his
mother. The ones who did, who accepted her invitations to tea
and envied the doctor’s big dark house of twelve rooms and the
green sedan, called him “peculiar.” The others, who knew that
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the house was more prison than palace, and that the Dodge
sedan was for Sunday drives only, felt sorry for Ruth Foster and
her dry daughters, and called her son “deep.” Even mysterious.

“Did he come with a caul?”

“You should have dried it and made him some tea from it to
drink. If you don’t he'll see ghosts.”

“You believe that?”

“I don’t, but that’s what the old people say.”

“Well, he’s a deep one anyway. Look at his eyes.”

And they pried pieces of baked-too-fast sunshine cake from
the roofs of their mouths and looked once more into the boy’s
eyes. He met their gaze as best he could until, after a pleading
glance toward his mother, he was allowed to leave the room.

It took some planning to walk out of the parlor, his back
washed with the hum of their voices, open the heavy double
doors leading to the dining room, slip up the stairs past all those
bedrooms, and not arouse the attention of Lena and Corinthians
sitting like big baby dolls before a table heaped with scraps of
red velvet. His sisters made roses in the afternoon. Bright, lifeless
roses that lay in peck baskets for months until the specialty
buyer at Gerhardt’s sent Freddie the janitor over to tell the
girls that they could use another gross. If he did manage to
slip by his sisters and avoid their casual malice, he knelt in his
room at the window sill and wondered again and again why he
had to stay level on the ground. The quiet that suffused the
doctor’s house then, broken only by the murmur of the women
eating sunshine cake, was only that: quiet. It was not peaceful,
for it was preceded by and would soon be terminated by the
\ presence of Macon Dead.

Solid, rumbling, likely to erupt without prior notice, Macon
kept each member of his family awkward with fear. His hatred
of his wife glittered and sparked in every word he spoke to her.
The disappointment he felt in his daughters sifted down on them
like ash, dulling their buttery complexions and choking the lilt
out of what should have been girlish voices. Under the frozen
heat of his glance they tripped over doorsills and dropped the
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salt cellar into the yolks of their poached eggs. The way he
mangled their grace, wit, and self-esteem was the single excite-
ment of their days. Without the tension and drama he ignited,
they might not have known what to do with themselves. In his
absence his daughters bent their necks over blood-red squares of
velvet and waited eagerly for any hint of him, and his wife,
Ruth, began her days stunned into stillness by her husband’s
contempt and ended them wholly animated by it. )

When she closed the door behind her afternoon guests, and let
the quiet smile die from her lips, she began the preparation of
food her husband found impossible to eat. She did not try to
make her meals nauseating; she simply didn’t know how not to.
She would notice that the sunshine cake was too haggled to put
bzefore him and decide on a rennet dessert. But the grinding of
the veal and beef for a meat loaf took so long she not only
forgot the pork, settling for bacon drippings poured over the
meat, she had no time to make a dessert at all. Hurriedly, then,
she began to set the table. As she unfolded the white linen and
let it billow over the fine mahogany table, she would look once
more at the large water mark. She never set the table or passed
through the dining Toom without looking at it. Like a lighthouse
keeper drawn to his window to gaze once again at the sea, or a
prisoner automatically searching out the sun as he steps into the
yard for his hour of exercise, Ruth looked for the water mark
several times during the day. She knew it was there, would
always be there, but she needed to confirm its presence. Like the
keeper of the lighthouse and the prisoner, she regarded it as a
mooring, a checkpoint, some stable visual object that assured her
that the world was still there; that this was life and not a dream.

to be true only because a thing she knew intimately was out

That she was alive somewhere, inside, which she acknowledged\ J

there, outside herself.

Even in the cave of sleep, without dreaming of it or thinking
of it at all, she felt its presence. Oh, she talked endlessly to her
daughters and her guests about how to get rid of it—what might
hide this single flaw on the splendid wood: Vaseline, tobacco
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juice, iodine, a sanding followed by linseed oil. She had tried
them all. But her glance was nutritious; the spot became, if
anything, more pronounced as the years passed.

The cloudy gray circle identified the place where the bowl
filled every day during the doctor’s life with fresh flowers had
stood. Every day. And when there were no flowers, it held a leaf
arrangement, a gathering of twigs and berries, pussy willow,
Scotch pine. . . . But always something to grace the dinner
table in the evening.

It was for her father a touch that distinguished his own family
from the people among whom they lived. For Ruth it was the
summation of the affectionate elegance with which she believed
her childhood had been surrounded. When Macon married her
and moved into Doctor’s house, she kept up the centerpiece-
arranging. Then came the time she walked down to the shore
through the roughest part of the city to get some driftwood. She
had seen an arrangement of driftwood and dried seaweed in the
homemakers section of the newspaper. It was a damp November
fiay,' and Doctor was paralyzed even then and taking liquid food
in his bedroom. The wind had lifted her skirt from around her
ankles and cut through her laced shoes. She’d had to rub her feet
down with warm olive oil when she got back. At dinner, where
just the two of them sat, she turned toward her husband and
asl.(ed him how he liked the centerpiece. “Most people overlook
things like that. They see it, but they don't see anything beauti-
ful in it. They don't see that nature has already made it as
perfect as it can be. Look at it from the side. It is pretty, isn’t
it?” ‘
Her husband looked at the driftwood with its lacy beige
seaweed, and without moving his head, said, “Your chicken is
red at the bone. And there is probably a potato dish that is
supposed to have lumps in it. Mashed ain’t the dish.”

Ruth let the seaweed disintegrate, and later, when its veins and
stems dropped and curled into brown scabs on the table, she
removed the bowl and brushed away the scabs. But the water
mark, hidden by the bowl all these years, was exposed. And once
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exposed, it behaved as though it were itself a plant and flourished
into a huge suede-gray flower that throbbed like fever, and
sighed like the shift of sand dunes. But it could also be still.
Patient, restful, and still.

But there was nothing you could do with a mooring except
acknowledge it, use it for the verification of some idea you
wanted to keep alive, Something else is needed to get from
sunup to sundown: a balm, a gentle touch or nuzzling of some
sort. So Ruth rose up and out of her guileless inefficiency to
claim her bit of balm right after the preparation of dinner and
just before the return of her husband from his office. It was one
of her two secret indulgences—the one that involved her son—
and part of the pleasure it gave her came from the room in
which she did it. A damp greenness lived there, made by the
evergreen that pressed against the window and filtered the light.
It was just a little room that Doctor had called a study, and aside
from a sewing machine that stood in the corner along with a
dress form, there was only a rocker and tiny footstool. She sat in
this room holding her son on her lap, staring at his closed eyelids
and listening to the sound of his sucking. Staring not so much
from maternal joy as from a wish to avoid seeing his legs dan-
gling almost to the floor. |

In late afternoon, before her husband closed his office and
came home, she called her son to her. When he came into the
little room she unbuttoned her blouse and smiled. He was too
young to be dazzled by her nipples, but he was old enough to be
bored by the flat taste of mother’s milk, so he came reluctantly,
as to a chore, and lay as he had at least once each day of his life
in his mother’s arms, and tried to pull the thin, faintly sweet milk
from her flesh without hurting her with his teeth.

She felt him. His restraint, his courtesy, his indifference, all of
which pushed her into fantasy. She had the distinct impression
that his lips were pulling from her a thread of light. It was as
though she were a cauldron issuing spinning gold. Like the
miller’s daughter—the one who sat at night in a straw-filled
room, thrilled with the secret power Rumpelstiltskin had given
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her: to see golden thread stream from her very own shuttle. And
that was the other part of her pleasure, a plgasurc she hated to
give up. So when Freddie the janitor, who _hkcd to pretend he
was a friend of the family and not just their flunky as well as
their tenant, brought his rent to the doctor’s house late one day
and looked in the window past the evergreen, the terror that
sprang to Ruth’s eyes came from the quick realization that she
was to lose fully half of what made her daily life bearable.
Freddie, however, interpreted her look as simple shame, but that
didn’t stop him from grinning.

“Have mercy. I be damn.”

He fought the evergreen for a better look, hampered more by
his laughter than by the branches. Ruth jumped up as quickly as
she could and covered her breast, dropping her son on the floor
and confirming for him what he had begun to suspect—that
these afternoons were strange and wrong.

Before either mother or son could speak, rearrange themselves
properly, or even exchange looks, Freddie ha}d run around the
house, climbed the porch steps, and was calling them between
gulps of laughter. ’

“Miss Rufie. Miss Rufie. Where you? Where you al! at?” He
opened the door to the green room as though it were his now.

“I be damn, Miss Rufie. When the last time I seen that:? I
don’t even know the last time I seen that. I mean, ain’t nothing
wrong with it. I mean, old folks swear by it. It’s just, you know,
you don’t see it up here much. . . .” But his eyes were on the
boy. Appreciative eyes that communicated some complicity §he
was excluded from. Freddie looked the boy up and down, taking
in the steady but secretive eyes and the startlir}g contrast be-
tween Ruth’s lemony skin and the boy’s black skin. “Used to be
a lot of womenfolk nurse they kids a long time down South. Lot
of ’em. But you don't see it much no more. I knew a family—the
mother wasn’t too quick, though—nursed hers till tl}e b-oy’;
I reckon, was near ’bout thirteen. But that’s a bit much, ain’t it?
All the time he chattered, he rubbed his chin and looked at the
boy. Finally he stopped, and gave a long low chuckle. He’d
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found the phrase he’d been searching for. “A milkman. That’s
what you got here, Miss Rufie. A natural milkman if ever I seen
one. Look out, womens. Here he come. Huh!”

Freddie carried his discovery not only into the homes in
Ruth’s neighborhood, but to Southside, where he lived and
where Macon Dead owned rent houses. So Ruth kept close to
home and had no afternoon guests for the better part of two
months, to keep from hearing that her son had been rechristened
with a name he was never able to shake and that did nothing to
improve either one’s relationship with his father.

Macon Dead never knew how it came about—how his only
son acquired the nickname that stuck in spite of his own refusal
to use it or acknowledge it. It was a matter that concerned him a
good deal, for the giving of names in his family was always
surrounded by what he believed to be monumental foolishness.
No one mentioned to him the incident out of which the nick-
name grew because he was a difficult man to approach—a hard
man, with a manner so cool it discouraged casual or spontaneous
conversation. Only Freddie the janitor took liberties with
Macon Dead, liberties he purchased with the services he ren-
dered, and Freddie was the last person on earth to tell him., So
Macon Dead neither heard of nor visualized Ruth’s sudden ter-
ror, her awkward jump from the rocking chair, the boy’s fall
broken by the tiny footstool, or Freddie’s amused, admiring
summation of the situation.

Without knowing any of the details, however, he guessed,
with the accuracy of a mind sharpened by hatred, that the name
he heard schoolchildren call his son, the name he overheard the
ragman use when he paid the boy three cents for a bundle of old
clothes—he guessed that this name was not clean. Milkman. It
certainly didn’t sound like the honest job of a dairyman, or
bring to his mind cold bright cans standing on the back porch,
glittering like captains on guard. It sounded dirty, intimate, and
hot. He knew that wherever the name came from, it had some-
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thing to do with his wife and was, li i
felt w.hen' thinking of her, coated wi,tlillc;iesgt'tlll:t.emonon e
This disgust and the uneasiness with which he regarded his
son affected everything he did in that city. If he could have felt
sad, simply sad, it would have relieved him. Fifteen years of
regret at not having a son had become the bitterness of finall
having one in the most revolting circumstances. ¢
There had been a time when he had a head full of hair and
when Ruth wore lovely complicated underwear that he deliber-
ately took a long time to undo. When all of his foreplay was
untying, unclasping, unbuckling the snaps and strings of what
must have been the most beautiful, the most delicate, the whitest
an.d softest underwear on earth. Each eye of her cor;et he toyed
th.h (:cmd there were forty-twcnty on each side); each 1)‘708-
grain ribbon that threaded its pale-blue way througl; the sngo
top of hex: bodice he unlaced. He not only undid the blue bow;
hfe pulled it a.ll the way out of the hem, so she had to rethread it
afterward with a safety pin. The elastic bands that connected
her_ perspiration shields to her slip he unsnapped and snapped
again, teasing her and himself with the sound of the snapspsnd
the'thrlll of his fingertips on her shoulders. They never spoke
during these undressings, But they giggled occasionally, and as

when children play “doctor,” undressing of course was the best

part.

When Ruth was naked and lying there as moist and crumbl
as unblg?ched sugar, he bent to unlace her shoes. That was thi
ﬁnal fiellght, for once he had undressed her feet had peeled her
stockings down over her ankles and toes, he éntered her and
ejaculated quickly. She liked it that way. So did he. And in
almost twenty years during which he had not laid eyes on her
nal(()ed fet;:, he missed only the underwear. d

nce he believed that the sight of her mou
man’s fingers would be the thingg he would rer:l};n?tt:e: };elxjaeag
He was wrong. Little by little he remembered fewer and fevgex:
of the details, until finally he had to imagine them, even fabricate
them, guess what they must have been, The image left him, but
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the odiousness never did. For the nourishment of his outrage he
depended on the memory of her underwear; those round, inno-
cent corset eyes now lost to him forever.

So if the people were calling his son Milkman, and if she was
lowering her eyelids and dabbing at the sweat on her top lip
when she heard it, there was definitely some filthy connection
and it did not matter at all to Macon Dead whether anyone gave
him the details or not.

And they didn’t. Nobody both dared enough and cared
enough to tell him. The ones who cared enough, Lena and
Corinthians, the living proof of those years of undressing his
wife, did not dare. And the one person who dared to but didn’t
care to was the one person in the world he hated more than his
wife in spite of the fact that she was his sister. He had not
crossed the tracks to see her since his son was born and he had
no intention of renewing their relationship now.

Macon Dead dug in his pocket for his keys, and curled his
fingers around them, letting their bunchy solidity calm him.
They were the keys to all the doors of his houses (only four
true houses; the rest were really shacks), and he fondled them
from time to time as he walked down Not Doctor Street to his
office. At least he thought of it as his office, had even painted the
word ofFICE on the door. But the plate-glass window contra-

dicted him. In peeling gold letters arranged in a semicircle, his
business establishment was declared to be Sonny’s Shop. Scrap-
ing the previous owner’s name off was hardly worth the trouble
since he couldn’t scrape it from anybody’s mind. His storefront
office was never called anything but Sonny’s Shop, although
nobody now could remember thirty years back, when, presum-
ably, Sonny did something or other there.

He walked there now—strutted is the better word, for he had
a high behind and an athlete’s stride—thinking of names. Surely,
he thought, he and his sister had some ancestor, some lithe
young man with onyx skin and legs as straight as cane stalks,
who had a name that was real. A name given to him at birth with
love and seriousness. A name that was not a joke, nor a disguise,
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nor a brand name. But who this lithe young man was, and where
his cane-stalk legs carried him from or to, could never be
known. No. Nor his name. His own parents, in some mood of
perverseness or resignation, had agreed to abide by a naming
done to them by somebody who couldn’t have cared less.
Agreed to take and pass on to all their issue this heavy name
scrawled in perfect thoughtlessness by a drunken Yankee in the
Union Army. A literal slip of the pen handed to his father on a
piece of paper and which he handed on to his only son, and his
son likewise handed on to his; Macon Dead who bepat a second
Macon Dead who married Ruth Foster (Dead) and begat Mag-
dalene called Lena Dead and First Corinthians Dead and (when
he least expected it) another Macon Dead, now known to
the part of the world that mattered as Milkman Dead. And as
if that were not enough, a sister named Pilate Dead, who would
never mention to her brother the circumstances or the details of
this foolish misnaming of his son because the whole thing would
have delighted her. She would savor it, maybe fold it too in a
brass box and hang it from her other ear.

He had cooperated as a young father with the blind selection
of names from the Bible for every child other than the first male.
And abided by whatever the finger pointed to, for he knew
every configuration of the naming of his sister. How his father,
confused and melancholy over his wife’s death in childbirth, had
thumbed through the Bible, and since he could not read a word,
chose a group of letters that seemed to him strong and hand-
some; saw in them a large figure that looked like a tree hanging
in some princely but protective way over a row of smaller trees.
How he had copied the group of letters out on a piece of brown
paper; copied, as illiterate people do, every curlicue, arch, and
bend in the letters, and presented it to the midwife.

“That’s the baby’s name.”

“You want this for the baby’s name?”

“I want that for the baby’s name. Say it.”

“You can’t name the baby this.”

“Say it.”
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“It’s a man’s name.”

“Say it.”

“Pilate.”

“What?”

“Pilate. You wrote down Pilate.”

“Like a riverboat pilot?”

“No. Not like no riverboat pilot. Like a Christ-killing Pilate.
You can’t get much worse than that for a name. And a baby girl
at that.”

“That’s where my finger went down at.”

“Well, your brain ain’t got to follow it. You don’t want to
give this motherless child the name of the man that killed Jesus,
do you?”

“I asked Jesus to save me my wife.”

“Careful, Macon.”

“I asked him all night long.”

“He give you your baby.”

“Yes. He did. Baby name Pilate.”

“Jesus, have mercy.”

“Where you going with that piece of paper?”

“It’s going back where it came from. Right in the Devil’s
flames.”

“Give it here. It come from the Bible. It stays in the Bible.”

And it did stay there, until the baby girl turned twelve and
took it out, folded it up into a tiny knot and put it in a little
brass box, and strung the entire contraption through her left
earlobe. Fluky about her own name at twelve, how much more
fluky she’d become since then Macon could only guess. But he
knew for certain that she would treat the naming of the third
Macon Dead with the same respect and awe she had treated the
boy’s birth.

Macon Dead remembered when his son was born, how she
seemed to be more interested in this first nephew of hers than she
was in her own daughter, and even that daughter’s daughter.
Long after Ruth was up and about, as capable as she ever would
be—and that wasn’t much—of running the house again, Pilate
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continued to visit, her shoelaces undone, a knitted cap pulled
down over her forehead, bringing her foolish earring and sicken-
ing smell into the kitchen. He had not seen her since he was
sixteen 'years old, until year before the birth of his son, when
she appeared in his city. Now she was acting like an in-law, like
an aunt, dabbling at helping Ruth and the girls, but having no
interest in or knowledge of decent housekeeping, she got in the
way. Finally she just sat in a chair near the crib, singing to the
baby. That wasn't so bad, but what Macon Dead remembered
most was the expression on her face, Surprise, it looked like, and
eagerness. Bur so intense it made him uneasy. Or perhaps it was
more than that. Perhaps it was seeing her all those years after
they had separated outside that cave, and remembering his anger
and her betrayal. How far down she had slid since then. She had
cut the last thread of propriety. At one time she had been the
dearest thing in the world to him. Now she was odd, murky, and
worst of all, unkempt, A regular source of embarrassment, if he
would allow it. But he would not allow it.

Finally he had told her not to come again until she could show
some respect for herself. Could get a real job instead of running
a wine house,

“Why can’t you dress like a woman?” He was standing b
the stove. “What’s that sailor’s cap doing on your head? Don't
you have stockings? What are you trying to make me look like
in this town?” He trembled with the thought of the white men
in the bank—the men who helped him buy and mortgage
houses—discovering that this raggedy bootlegger was his sister.
That the propertied Negro who handled his business so well and
who lived in the big house on Not Doctor Street had a sister
who had a daughter but no husband, and that daughter had a
daughter but no husband, A collection of lunatics who made
wine and sang in the streets “like common street women! Just
like common street women!”

Pilate had sat there listening to him, her wondering eyes rest-

ing on his face. Then she said, “I been worried sick about you
too, Macon.”

Exasperated, he had gone to the kitchen door, “Go ’head,

21

Pilate. Go on now. I'm on the thin side of evil and trying not to
k through.” . .
brgilate stogd up, wrapped her quilt arou'nd her, and vg;lth aeia:;
fond look at the baby, left through the kitchen door. She n
cawhzziidlclacon Dead got to the front door of his office he saw a
stout woman and two young boys standmhgi adfel\;v ::(:it s?t:i?;i
locked his door, walked over to his desk, :
Il\u/'lrai;(:ii’ li)lial(iind it. As he was thumbing through his accounts
man entered, alone. .
bofkf:::ns;gzti\‘zz Dead, sir. I'm Mrs. Bains. Live over at num-
Fifteenth Street.” . . .
bellidt:;g; 0ll)leald iemembered—not the woman, but the cu‘cum;
stances at number three. (His tenant’s grandmother or agnt 0
something had moved in there and the rent wgi long overdue.
“Yes, Mrs. Bains. You got something for me:
“\;:11, that’s what I come to talk to you a!)out. You_know
Cency left all them babies with me. And my relief chec]l(faiii t n(I)
more’n it take to keep a well-grown yard dog alive—half alive,

hould say.” .
: “Youryrent is four dollars a month, Mrs. Bains. You two

ind already.” . , Y
m(‘)‘llltclil(s) ll):iil(i; tiii;t, I\Zr. Dead, sir, but babies can’t make it with

. . h.,’
nothing to put in they stomach.” . ‘
Theigr voices were low, polite, without any 'hn:t of co,nﬂicl:;zre
“Can they make it in the street, Mrs. Bains? That's w
they gonna be if you don’t figure out some way to get' me my

2]
money. o Y
“No, sir. They can’t make it in the street. We need )

. Same as yours does.” ' .
re(c:‘l'{I(‘)lI:en you bg,tter rustle it up, Mrs. Bains. You g(‘)‘t'ltllnsa ;—ul;(j
swiveled around to consult the calendar on the wall— t}l\/l r
day coming. Saturday, Mrs. Bains. Not Sunday. Not Monday.
Saﬂ:n:liizyliad been younger and had more juice, the glitter in Ller
eyes would have washed down onto her cheeks. chw;:, ath ecll-
time of life, it simply gleamed. She pressed the flat of her han



