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‘Toni Morrison makes me believe in God. She makes me believe in a divine being, because luck and genetics don’t seem to come close to explaining her’

Guardian

‘When Morrison writes at her best, you can feel the workings of history through her prose’
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‘The nearest thing America has to a national novelist’
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‘I imagine if our greatest American novelist, William Faulkner, were alive today he would herald Toni Morrison’s emergence as a kindred spirit… Discovering a writer like Toni Morrison is the rarest of pleasures’

Washington Post
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And the children may know their names






INTRODUCTION

The first time I got to the end of Song of Solomon I had been reading the last fifty pages standing up, caught somewhere between rapture and stupor, but mostly just disbelief. Not in the story, but in astonishment that such a sustained burst of genius could be happening, and that I was reading it. I turned each page almost with violence, expecting this literary high-wire act to crash and burn just one page over. Instead, the novel transformed me from reader to believer. And I was going so hard in this belief that I arrived at that last sentence crouched in the ledge of my bedroom window, convinced to jump. How you read that sentence depends on whether you have finished the novel or not, but regardless, those final pages me left me so awestruck that I believed Milkman’s final action was the most sensible and inevitable thing in the world. The only thing that saved me from a disastrous leap was the scraping sound of the turning page, reminding me that this was indeed a novel, and the realization that I was two floors up. But to this day I’m pretty damn sure that I would have flown.

Something tells me that this is how Morrison planned it. She wrote words to that effect in her essay ‘Rootedness: The Ancestor as Foundation’, that literature ‘should try deliberately to make you stand up, and make you feel something profoundly in the same way that a Black preacher requires his congregation to speak, to join him in the sermon. In the same way that a musician’s music is enhanced when there is a response from the audience.’ The novel ends mid-climax, at the moment of highest tension and greatest release, with the resolution hingeing on one final line. It’s enough, but still it leaves us out of breath and gasping in wonder.

I can trace much of who I am as a writer to Morrison, but also came to her late. I hadn’t even read The Bluest Eye until 2002. This part of the story is quick, and it begins in Jamaica that same year, with me at a writers’ retreat, despite not believing I was a writer. Leading the workshop was the Trinidadian novelist Elizabeth Nunez, whose Bruised Hibiscus had caught Morrison’s attention. I was in the middle of writing what would become my first novel, and to paraphrase George Clinton, I was cool, but had no groove. Maybe it’s for the best that I can’t remember what passage I read exactly, but it was violent and crazy and had women doing things that no woman with half her wits would do. Nunez told me that the writing was good, but on women I didn’t have a clue. I wasn’t the first man to get defensive when told he doesn’t know women and I took umbrage, the way men who don’t have a clue always do, by reeling off my list of female siblings. But how many women have you read? she said, not trying to land a punch, but doing so anyway. I could think of only a handful, and only one alive. I was clueless because I had no idea how women wrote women. If you think that doesn’t matter, then you haven’t read that past 100 years of men writing women, where ‘her breasts preceded her into the room’ stands as an actual sentence approved by an editor. Which is fine if you are a writer cool with women being merely a projection of fears and desires that you react to, instead of actual people. She told me to read Toni Morrison.

Of course I knew of Morrison. She orbits the world of literature even if you have never read her books. I remember older students carrying that yellow book with the black wings on the cover – Song of Solomon, which I thought was some kind of religious text. But I did not read Morrison until she was prescribed to me, like medicine. Since then, I’ve been trying to capture in words the effect of her novels, in particular Sula and Song of Solomon, but have failed to do so – at least to the extent that I actually feel. In the past I have compared it to being blind and learning suddenly, shockingly, the colour red. Márquez said that Kafka gave him permission to write. Morrison made me ask why would one go looking for permission in the first place.

You would have to understand the language of a Black writer, perhaps post-colonial but not American, before writers like Toni Morrison cast their influence over it. Jamaican English, like Indian English, Nigerian English, Sri Lankan English, was considered by writers like me to be inferior English, with the enduring consequence that we never considered the voice coming from our own tongues worthy of serious literature. Unless it was to draw attention to how simple and sentimental it was, or how slapstickingly funny. Like Black American writers, we also thought that our prose was like the call and response in sermons and song; like them we also found voices in music, and like them we thought our words were meant to be said aloud. But unlike Black Americans, we were never taught that these were good things. Add to that an atrophying variant of English that is still taught as standard in our countries, and you end up with an idea of literature that the British had long moved away from. Forget Graham Greene, we were still trying to sound like Longfellow. Claude McKay, a Jamaican crucial to the Harlem renaissance, was trapped in this tongue and knew it. It is why an early Caribbean novel such as To Sir, With Love now reads painfully stilted and awkward. This English, verbose, inert, passive, trapped in a servile tone for a massa long gone, but a queen still ruling. Language that provoked an opposite reaction, a move beyond narrative economy into a kind of astringency; the English of some of V. S. Naipaul’s later works, which escaped the garrulity of what was essentially servants’ English, but obliterated lyricism in the process. Too high a price, to be honest, for the result was voices that still did not sound like us. I wasn’t the only writer to think that surely there must be some other way. Orality may have been a symptom of blackness, which Naipaul had no use for. Gabriel García Márquez pointed the way, but rival ‘magical realist’ José Donoso once claimed that no single writer of the Latin boom had pulled off a real woman, and he was right. What we needed (thought we didn’t know it at the time) was a guiding light and a sista-gurl, a voice like the vibrato of our own throats that still hit the ground with the stomp of authority. It came with the very first sentence of Song of Solomon:


The North Carolina Mutual Life Insurance agent promised to fly from Mercy to the other side of Lake Superior at three o’clock.



Morrison bristled at being compared to Faulkner and Joyce, for several reasons, including the ridiculousness of assuming that she pandered to a standard set by white men; that these writers should be the standard (notwithstanding their genius); and that her work was the product of a gaze, this time of her eyes upon their work. To compare her to Faulkner was to center him in work that probably had little allegiance to it. Yes, he liberated the use of voice and point of view in fiction, but there wasn’t much space for a Black writer to build on, with all those inert Negroes doing nothing but enduring. These comparisons ignored that the wellspring of her art came from music and voice, from blues and jazz, from signifyin’ and from sources too Black to have any origin in Dublin or Yoknapatawpha. But I have another guess about the comparison and it is that she was being compared to those writers because nobody expected a Black woman to begin a novel with such authority. Morrison said she wanted the line to have the simplicity of the news report, but it has the gravity of it as well. The assumption that what we read is true because that is what was said. A part of my brain always hears I said what I said ringing as an echo whenever I read it. The sentence doesn’t try to prove itself, and the second line doesn’t try justifying why the first exists. The line doesn’t explain any more than a Márquez or a Kafka line would. The sentence is not even trying to be profound, which makes it even more powerful, like that old relative beginning a tall tale expecting you to accept it as true because he’s telling it. It’s a line like this, so unafraid of its own structure, that taught writers like me to approach words with fearlessness and simplicity, with entitlement, something I would never have learned in English class. That is not to say Morrison is writing in dialect, which is what too many think we are talking about when we talk about Black English. But she is writing in a voice and a tone that have origins outside the canon.

It’s impossible to overstate how important it was to see such lyricism, such Black orality, in a novel. I could say it gave us the legitimacy to write in our own tongues, and to speak what even in our worlds we find unspeakable; not just dysfunction, or even perversion, but also dissatisfaction and doubt. I could say that reading her prose confirmed the prose and poetry within us, but that would imply that we all write like her, and nobody does. What she gave us was the license to find our own specificity, in the same say Achebe helped her find hers. Then there is the sheer pleasure of simply reading those words, to be wowed by the Morrison paragraph. Nobody else writes them, and nobody’s lines sound like hers:


He soaped and rubbed her until her skin squeaked and glistened like onyx. She put salve on his face. He washed her hair. She sprinkled talcum on his feet. He straddled her behind and massaged her back. She put witch hazel on his swollen neck. He made up the bed. She gave him gumbo to eat. He washed the dishes. She washed his clothes and hung them out to dry. He scoured her tub. She ironed his shirt and pants. He gave her fifty dollars. She kissed his mouth. He touched her face. She said please come back. He said I’ll see you tonight.



Read it again, this time aloud. What first becomes clear is what Morrison has said all along, that she is inspired by the musicality of Black American language, the call and response, the swing and sway of he/she, she/he, the raw matter-of-factness of blues-speak. The rhythm of the phrasing matching the physicality of the action. The scene is overwhelmingly sensual – you hear the squeak of oil, glide over the breath of dark skin, smell the perfume of powder and respond to the healing hands of a massage. When the characters are not touching each other’s bodies, the fleshliness remains, where doing something for someone is as carnal as doing it with someone: washing the dishes, scouring the tub, ironing the pants. These are everyday actions that involve us because we know how to scour a tub, and wash a dish, but we’ve never before read them steeped in such lyricism. And damn if it’s not the sexiest thing, something we never write about when it comes to Morrison, mostly because we are the ones without the language, not her. It’s deliberate, but also carefully considered. Morrison herself said so in her essay, ‘Memory, Creation and Writing’, that she wants her fiction to ‘urge the reader into active participation in the non-narrative, non-literary experience of the text, to respond on the same plane as an illiterate or preliterate [person] would’. More than that, she wants us to subvert our traditional comfort to experience being in the company of one’s own imagination.

Ironically enough, it was Black writers overseas who helped shape her own voice, Nigerian Chinua Achebe and South African Bessie Head among others, from whom she learned to write about blackness beyond the ground zero of slavery, and outside the context of whiteness. But I mentioned my late-term conversion to Morrison only because she also came to some of her forebears late, while finding a certain kind of specificity in works not meant for her. In a conversation with Gloria Naylor she speaks of people’s dismay and disappointment that she had, up until the point of completing her second novel, not read Zora Neale Hurston. But when she did, Morrison recognized that the literary tradition she had hoped to be a part of actually exists.

There are some crucial things being said here, about an experience so common that I simply assumed everyone had gone through it. I didn’t know Black writers wrote children’s books until I was too old, after years of trying to find a self I didn’t know I was looking for, in Dick and Jane and Little House in the Big Woods. I didn’t come across Caribbean literature until I was in my mid-teens, after trying to place myself in the frigid winter of A Christmas Carol, the man-hunting seasons of Pride and Prejudice or the oppressive but very British countryside of Tess. The Black American novel, Caribbean novel, Indian novel was always something taught a little too late. But what Morrison talks about did actually happen: that I discovered I was participating in a tradition before I knew it existed.

Family is both a reality and a specter in Song of Solomon. The general critique, particularly from men, is that the novel takes a sledgehammer to the idea of a normal family, or at least a scalpel that cuts too wide open. Morrison does neither, but instead interrogates those relations in a way that has gained a stunning gravity. You could say she got to this point forty-five years before the rest of us, that there is a difference between a family and bonded unit whose main purpose is to bring glory to the patriarch. Milkman’s father, Macon Dead, causes his family to bear the weight of his ruthlessness, because that is the price one pays for a present father. The truth hits hard, but his might be the most universal ambition in the book. At the core of men like Macon is the conviction that the restoration of the family obliterated by slavery and Jim Crow must mean a restitution of the father in the dominant spot. After all, his family survived the death of his mother but shattered on the death of his father. Macon cannot bind his family with love, for love had nothing to do with its formation, so instead he binds it with spite, and that glue sticks.

This leaves a certain kind of Black reader in dismay. It’s a truly strange position, where they deny the white gaze, but attack anything that interrogates their appropriation of it. From this sexist well also springs homophobia, but that’s another story. To them the Black novel, especially from a woman, should be about uplift, but only their definition of it. And while the novel is certainly not nihilist, Milkman is the nihilist in it, at least for a time, and he’s the one person who disappoints equally people bent on restoration, like his mother; acquisition, like his father; and destruction, like his best friend. In Milkman’s father, we have a man adamant on gaining the prestige of being a patriarch, yet revulsed by what that actually looks like. Neither his wife nor his children give him the kind of satisfaction that comes from collecting a month’s rent, or gaining property that will one day be of value to white people. He didn’t court Ruth so much as secure her, which was merely following the status quo – he has property, she has beauty, therefore it makes practical sense.

But Macon is not a cold man so much as an irreparably damaged one, who thinks he has the stomach for such cynicism, but it leaves him cold. He is a man of few words, but nearly every single one is laced with contempt. Macon’s father grew things, fruits beautiful and delicious, made what was most likely a worthless patch of earth into something rich. Macon doesn’t grow things, he owns them. It’s when he tells his son to ‘own things’ that the cruel echo of slavery reverberates the most, that only in owning things is there real freedom, which he has blurred with power, in particular power over people. The thinking seems inevitable, coming from the descendant of people once owned, but the consequences are devastating. You grow love, not attain it, which is why Macon is not so much hostile to, as stupefied by, love’s value. Gain something, property or people, and that asset leads to more assets. Own stuff that the white man doesn’t want, and soon you can build an empire running parallel to theirs that never criss-crosses, never threatens. Grow something, on the other hand, and the beauty becomes something for the world to see, for the world to want. And for the world to take.

And then there is Pilate, Reba and Hagar, the three-woman family unit that Morrison explored previously in Sula, and subsequently in Beloved. You have to wonder about the impression such a family left on Morrison that she would write about it in three of her first five novels. This is not presented as ideal either because all three families are haunted by loss they either cause or that is thrust upon them, that is irreparable. Yet there is love in this family. It isn’t enough, but it is more than Macon’s family offers, even if the danger it breeds is not the opposite of love, but the perversion of it: obsession. Song of Solomon presents the two kinds of family, sometimes in back-to-back scenes, while also illustrating how both came about after the destruction of one previously. When Macon and Pilate’s father is murdered, their bonds are severed, eventually permanently, and both end up in a state of flux (even though neither would agree to that statement). But both characters came of age in the 1950s, which offered up, in the films they wouldn’t see, the magazines they couldn’t buy and the television sets they would never watch, a vision of family that was white, straight and patriarchal. It’s no surprise that in 2016 we should see this offered as the boilerplate ideal behind ‘Make America Great’, because this kind of greatness even Black Americans bought into.

There is an extraordinary Black American folk tale passed down through the years called ‘The People Who Could Fly’. Who knows where it originated, but the best guess is the Gullah people, direct descendants from Angolan slaves. Unlike the slaves who jumped ship and sank under the sea, these slaves just lifted themselves up in the sky one day and flew back to Africa. It’s a tale that has endured for centuries, but it used to be a way of explaining when a slave suddenly disappeared. This turns the whole notion of flight to something romantic and metaphoric, a fleeing away from the truth of what happened to these slaves perhaps, but there is something in taking the tale literally. For one, it means rejecting the Christian viewpoint dropped on us with force and violence, to reject seeing the world through the same white gaze that the world sees us, for something previous – something that makes sense to the powers of the Black body, something that promises that we will return to where we were stolen from. Which would be a great viewpoint, if that was all the story is about. But near the end comes, ‘[he] couldn’t take them with him. Hadn’t the time to teach them to fly. They must wait their chance to run’ and it almost stings. The story isn’t over before it makes clear that for everyone who flies there are more left behind. The person who flees to freedom also abandons others to slavery. In Song of Solomon it is one of those tricky, messy Morrison questions that have no answer. Is it an act of liberation or abandonment? To fly without a destination is simply to hover in the air, but to fly to freedom means also knowing that you leave others to make do with what they have. Those who can’t fly must run, and run is what Pilate and Macon both do. Run is what Milkman also does. He would say that he didn’t start running until near the end of the book, but he’s been running from the morning his mother dropped him on the floor. Running from himself sounds like too ready-made a phrase, dripping in too much pop psychology, but never has such a thing been made clearer in a novel.

And yet this is the story of Milkman. It’s his novel, after all. But mother Ruth and sisters Lena and First Corinthians leave just as deep and disturbing an impression, because they carry with themselves the damage done by the men in this family, including him. For more than half of the novel we’re unaware that either sister has an inner (or outer) life at all, assuming what Milkman does. Corinthian makes the wildly out-of-character decision to leave the house, and because she was raised to be taken care of, she becomes a maid and finds a use for her uppityness, even her arrogance, which gets smoothed into a confidence. She earns her own money and, for a time anyway, develops her own agency, her own way to fly.

But Milkman is the kind of protagonist who for most of the novel would have recoiled at being called one. His first real moment of self-consciousness comes while being caught in an act with his mother over which he had no consent or control. He feels alienated by most things and most people, yet is too selfish to seek anything that would make a connection. All around him are broken, hollow, cuckolded, battle-scarred, bitter men, and his father. He is friendly and friendless, except for Guitar, who finds a purpose too extreme, even if Milkman (and we) struggle to condemn it. One leg is shorter than the other. He walks against traffic on the street. He is a man-child neither living up to his promise nor benefiting from it, since what fulfils his father does nothing for him. He is a boy stretching past thirty-one.

A man with a will for nothing, that is pulled by anything – even his journey to discovery began as something else. Just about everyone had a vision for Milkman but he himself. Yet these visions, impossible aspirations thrust upon a Black man, are also the problem. Only Pilate wants him to become who he truly is, and Milkman only sees what he could grasp, quick wealth that would take him out of the obligation to be himself. Milkman loses everything he has; never gains anything he initially wants, but finds what he never thought he needed. Family, yes, but in this case family is a mystery solved only after he cuts loose from any definition of what that might be. Through Song of Solomon rises the idea that you can only come into who you are by shedding all that you think you ought to be. It’s too easy to say the novel ends with Milkman finally becoming a man. Rather, Milkman becomes the person beyond the limit of his own imagination, maybe his own self. He sees himself correctly. Blackly. Some people read that last line as him falling. But I don’t think Milkman flies. He soars.

To read Blackly is to realize that social realism, certainly how the white literary critic sees it, is in the end just another construct. To read this literature correctly is to see signs and wonders as just a part of the everyday conversation. On the day a dear friend of mine was getting married, she heard of the sudden death of one of her best friends. Or, rather, she heard the news. The word from her friend came hours before, when their favourite Stevie Wonder song – on the playlist but buried at the bottom – suddenly jumped to the top and played itself. Christianity has been indoctrinating us on God and devil for a long time now, but what has never left us is the feeling that the ancestors will speak if you learn to listen. The day Toni Morrison died, I woke up to take a pill, and on the side was marked 124. I made a joke about it on social media, saying that I was about to take my dose of spite and baby venom. By noon, news reached across the sea that she had joined the ancestors. Call it superstition, but spirits ‘jump up’ all the time in Black life, and for us that’s just another kind of conversation, one where life and death make no difference. Where the mark on a pill, a sudden gust of wind or a name that holds firm in an ever-changing song reaches from beyond to tell you what you soon realize you already know.

Don’t forget that you can fly.


Marlon James

2022




FOREWORD

I have long despised artists’ chatter about muses – ‘voices’ that speak to them and enable a vision, the source of which they could not otherwise name. I thought of muses as inventions to protect one’s insight, to avoid questions like ‘Where do your ideas come from?’ Or to escape inquiry into the fuzzy area between autobiography and fiction. I regarded the ‘mystery’ of creativity as a shield erected by artists to avoid articulating, analyzing, or even knowing the details of their creative process – for fear it would fade away.

Writing Song of Solomon destroyed all that. I had no access to what I planned to write about until my father died. In the unmanageable sadness that followed, there was none of the sibling wrangling, guilt or missed opportunities, or fights for this or that memento. Each of his four children was convinced that he loved her or him best. He had sacrificed greatly for one, risking his house and his job; he took another to baseball games over whole summers where they lay in the grass listening to a portable radio, talking, evaluating the players on the field. In the company of one, his firstborn, he always beamed and preferred her cooking over everyone else’s, including his wife’s. He carried a letter from me in his coat pocket for years and years, and drove through blinding snowstorms to help me. Most important, he talked to each of us in language cut to our different understandings. He had a flattering view of me as someone interesting, capable, witty, smart, high-spirited. I did not share that view of myself, and wondered why he held it. But it was the death of that girl – the one who lived in his head – that I mourned when he died. Even more than I mourned him, I suffered the loss of the person he thought I was. I think it was because I felt closer to him than to myself that, after his death, I deliberately sought his advice for writing the novel that continued to elude me. ‘What are the men you have known really like?’

He answered.

Whatever it is called – muse, insight, inspiration, ‘the dark finger that guides,’ ‘bright angel’ – it exists and, in many forms, I have trusted it ever since.

The challenge of Song of Solomon was to manage what was for me a radical shift in imagination from a female locus to a male one. To get out of the house, to de-domesticate the landscape that had so far been the site of my work. To travel. To fly. In such an overtly, stereotypically male narrative, I thought that straightforward chronology would be more suitable than the kind of play with sequence and time I had employed in my previous novels. A journey, then, with the accomplishment of flight, the triumphant end of a trip through earth, to its surface, on into water, and finally into air. All very saga-like. Old-school heroic, but with other meanings. Opening the novel with the suicidal leap of the insurance agent, ending it with the protagonist’s confrontational soar into danger, was meant to enclose the mystical but problematic one taken by the Solomon of the title.

I have written, elsewhere and at some length, details of how certain sentences get written and the work I hope they do. Let me extrapolate an example here.

‘The North Carolina Mutual Life Insurance agent promised to fly from Mercy to the other side of Lake Superior at 3:00.’

This declarative sentence is designed to mock a journalistic style. With a minor alteration it could be the opening of an item in a small town newspaper. It has the tone of an everyday event of minimal local interest, yet I wanted it to contain important signs and crucial information. The name of the insurance company is that of a well-known black-owned company dependent on black clients, and in its corporate name are ‘life’ and ‘mutual.’ The sentence starts with ‘North Carolina’ and closes with ‘Lake Superior’ – geographical locations that suggest a journey from south to north – a direction common for black immigration and in the literature about it, but which is reversed here since the protagonist has to go south to mature. Two other words of significance are ‘fly’ and ‘mercy.’ Both terms are central to the narrative: flight as escape or confrontation; mercy the unspoken wish of the novel’s population. Some grant it; some despise it; one makes it the sole cry of her extemporaneous sermon upon the death of her granddaughter. Mercy touches, turns, and returns to Guitar at the end of the book, and moves him to make it his own final gift to his former friend. Mercy is what one wishes for Hagar; what is unavailable to and unsought by Macon Dead, senior; what his wife learns to demand from him, and what the townsfolk believe can never come from the white world, as is signified by the inversion of the name of the hospital from Mercy to ‘No-Mercy.’ But the sentence turns, as all sentences do, on its verb. ‘Promise.’ The insurance agent does not declare, announce, or threaten his act; he promises, as though a contract is being executed between himself and others. He hopes his flight, like that of the character in the title, toward asylum (Canada, or freedom, or the company of the welcoming dead), or home, is interpreted as a radical gesture demanding change, an alternative way, a cessation of things as they are. He does not want it understood as a simple desperate act, the end of a fruitless life, a life without examination, but as a deep commitment to his people. And in their response to his decision there is a tenderness, some contrition, and mounting respect (‘They didn’t know he had it in him’), an awareness that his suicide enclosed, rather than repudiated them. The note he leaves asks for forgiveness. It is tacked on his door as a modest invitation to whoever might pass by.

Of the flights in the novel, Solomon’s is the most magical, the most theatrical, and, for Milkman, the most satisfying. Unlike most mythical flights, which clearly imply triumph, in the attempt if not the success, Solomon’s escape, the insurance man’s jump, and Milkman’s leap are ambiguous, disturbing. Solomon’s escape from slavery is also the abandonment of his family; the insurance man leaves a message saying his suicide is a gesture of love, but guilt and despair also inform his decision. Milkman believes he is risking his life in return for Pilate’s, yet he knows his enemy has disarmed himself. These flights, these erstwhile heroics, are viewed rather differently by the women left behind. Both the quotation and the song of the title fairly shout that different understanding. To praise a woman whose attention was focused solely on family and domestic responsibilities, Milkman summons a conundrum: that without ever leaving the ground she could fly. My father laughed.


Toni Morrison
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PART I




CHAPTER 1

The North Carolina Mutual Life Insurance agent 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 entrails the butcher might be giving away. Only the unemployed, the self-employed, and the very young were available—deliberately available because they’d heard about it, or accidentally available because they happened to be walking at that exact moment in the shore end of Not Doctor Street, a name the post office did not recognize. Town maps registered the street as Mains 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 street, which 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 transferring 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 returned 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 posted in the stores, barbershops, and restaurants in that part of the city saying that the avenue running northerly and southerly 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 legislators as well. They called it Not Doctor Street, and were inclined to call the charity hospital at its northern end No Mercy Hospital since it was 1931, on the day following Mr. Smith’s leap from its cupola, before the first colored expectant 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 patients 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 up in an old quilt 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 home …



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.

The sight of Mr. Smith and his wide blue wings transfixed them for a few seconds, as did the woman’s singing and the roses strewn about. Some of them thought briefly that this was probably some form of worship. Philadelphia, where Father Divine reigned, wasn’t all that far away. Perhaps the young girls holding baskets of flowers were two of his virgins. But the laughter of a gold-toothed 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.

“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. That 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.

“Guitar, 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 him.

“Listen. Go around to the back of the hospital to the guard’s office. It will say ‘Emergency Admissions’ on the door. A-D-M-I-S-I-O-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 s, ma’am,” the boy said. The North was new to him and he had just begun to learn he could speak up to white people. But she’d already gone, rubbing her arms against the cold.

“Granny, she left out a s.”

“And a ‘please.’ ”

“You reckon he’ll jump?”

“A nutwagon do anything.”

“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. More regular than the reaper. Do Hoover know about you?”

They 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, marriage 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 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 still cradling her stomach.

“You should make yourself warm,” she whispered to her, touching her lightly on the elbow. “A little bird’ll be here with the morning.”

“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 done gone …



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 four, the same thing Mr. Smith had learned earlier—that only birds and airplanes could fly—he lost all interest in himself. To have to live without that single gift saddened him and left his imagination so bereft 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 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 salt cellar into the yolks of their poached eggs. The way he mangled their grace, wit, and self-esteem was the single excitement 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 before 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 room 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. That she was alive somewhere, inside, which she acknowledged to be true only because a thing she knew intimately was out 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 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 day, 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 asked him how he liked the centerpiece. “Most people overlook things like that. They see it, but they don’t see anything beautiful 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 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 dangling 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 her: to see golden thread stream from her very own shuttle. And that was the other part of her pleasure, a pleasure she hated to give up. So when Freddie the janitor, who liked 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 had run around the house, climbed the porch steps, and was calling them between gulps of laughter.

“Miss Rufie. Miss Rufie. Where you? Where you all 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 she was excluded from. Freddie looked the boy up and down, taking in the steady but secretive eyes and the startling contrast between 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 the boy, 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 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 nickname 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 rendered, and Freddie was the last person on earth to tell him. So Macon Dead neither heard of nor visualized Ruth’s sudden terror, 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 something to do with his wife and was, like the emotion he always felt when thinking of her, coated with disgust.

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 finally 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 deliberately 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 and softest underwear on earth. Each eye of her corset he toyed with (and there were forty—twenty on each side); each gros-grain ribbon that threaded its pale-blue way through the snowy top of her bodice he unlaced. He not only undid the blue bow; he pulled it all 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 snaps and the thrill 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 crumbly as unbleached sugar, he bent to unlace her shoes. That was the final delight, for once he had undressed her feet, had peeled her stockings down over her ankles and toes, he entered 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 naked feet, he missed only the underwear.

Once he believed that the sight of her mouth on the dead man’s fingers would be the thing he would remember always. He was wrong. Little by little he remembered fewer and fewer of the details, until finally he had to imagine them, even fabricate them, guess what they must have been. The image left him, but the odiousness never did. For the nourishment of his outrage he depended on the memory of her underwear; those round, innocent 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
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