
THE STARS THEY WOULDN’T NAME

A Novel

LEVAR DESMOND

BLACK FUEGO PRESS

Newport News, Virginia


Table of Contents

Title Page

THE STARS THEY WOULDN'T NAME (The Ware Inheritance, #2)

AUTHOR’S NOTE

— Levar Desmond

PART ONE

Chapter 1 — What the Humphries Made of Him

Chapter 2 — The Color of a Question Nobody Asked

Chapter 3 — Ohio State Doesn't Care What You Are If You're Useful

Chapter 4 — Korea Left Him Nothing to Fear

Chapter 5 — NASA Doesn't Ask About Your People

Chapter 6 — What Corbin Figured Out

Chapter 7 — The Machinery of Small Men

Chapter 8 — The Man in the Photograph

Chapter 9 — What Billy Tate Knew

Chapter 10 — Tuskegee Calls Collect

Chapter 11 — The Weight of a Name You Were Never Given

PART TWO

Chapter 12 — The File That Wouldn't Stay Buried

Chapter 13 — Corbin Makes His Move

Chapter 14 — Colonel Webb Writes a Letter

Chapter 15 — What the President Saw

Chapter 16 — Houston, He Has a Name

PART THREE

Chapter 17 — The Statement

Chapter 18 — 4 PM

Chapter 19 — January 27, 1967

Chapter 20 — What the Ground Keeps

ABOUT BLACK FUEGO PRESS

About the Author

​

The Stars They Wouldn’t Name

Copyright © 2026 Black Fuego Press LLC

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Certain real historical figures, organizations, and events appear in this novel, but they are used fictitiously; all dialogue, characterizations, and incidents involving them are wholly imagined and are not intended to depict actual events or to represent the actual conduct, statements, or views of any real person, living or dead.

Published by Black Fuego Press

Newport News, Virginia

blackfuegopress.com

Levar Desmond is a publishing brand of Black Fuego Press LLC.

ISBN (eBook): 979-8-950724-02-2 

ISBN (Paperback): 979-8-950724-03-9 

First Edition, 2026

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

AUTHOR’S NOTE
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This is a novel, and Jaxson Humphries never lived. There was no fourth man assigned to Apollo 1.

The three men who were assigned to it were real. On January 27, 1967, during a launch-pad test at Cape Kennedy, Virgil I. “Gus” Grissom, Edward H. White II, and Roger B. Chaffee died in a fire inside the command module. They were the finest the country had, and the country mourned them as it should have. I have put words in their mouths and placed an invented man beside them, and I have tried to do it the only way the dead can be honored in fiction, which is carefully. Where this book imagines them, it imagines them with respect. Where it departs from the record, it departs on purpose.

Jaxson is invented, but the silence he was born into was not. In 1961, Captain Ed Dwight became the first Black astronaut candidate in the United States, selected by President Kennedy to the Air Force program that fed the astronaut corps. He completed the training. He was not chosen. He left the program in 1966. Major Robert H. Lawrence Jr. became the nation’s first Black astronaut in 1967 and was killed in a jet crash that December, before he could ever fly. Neither man reached space in those years. The seats they earned went to others.

This book is for them, and for everyone who was good enough and was not named.

Ed Dwight finally went to space in 2024, at ninety years old. He waited sixty-three years. I like to think Jaxson would have liked knowing that.
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— Levar Desmond
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​Black Fuego Press, 2026
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PART ONE
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The Agreement
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​Chapter 1 — What the Humphries Made of Him
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The sky over Dayton was the kind of gray that didn't mean rain. It just meant Ohio in November, the flatness of a morning that had no intention of becoming anything other than what it already was.

Jaxson sat in the passenger seat of his father's Buick with his hands in his lap and watched the road.

Robert Humphries drove the way he did everything, with both hands on the wheel and no unnecessary conversation. He was a precise man, an engineer's man. He believed in the correct use of tools and the correct use of words, and he did not waste either. He had worked at Wright-Patterson Air Force Base for eleven years as a civilian contractor, and in eleven years he had never once brought his son to work. This morning he had knocked on Jaxson's bedroom door at six-fifteen and said: get dressed. That was all. Jaxson had gotten dressed.

He was twelve years old.

They turned through the main gate and Robert showed his badge to the guard without slowing down much and the guard waved them through and Jaxson watched the base open up around them, the low buildings, the wide tarmac, the smell of fuel that came through the car's vents like a living thing. He didn't know what he was supposed to be looking at. He looked at everything.

Robert parked near a chain-link fence at the edge of the flight line and turned off the engine and they sat there.

"We're going to watch for a while," Robert said.

Jaxson nodded. He understood that this was not a conversation.

They waited twenty minutes before it happened. Jaxson heard it before he saw it, a sound that began as a distant tearing and became, in the space of three seconds, something that had no business being made by anything mechanical. The jet came off the runway at the far end of the flight line and it was already climbing by the time Jaxson had turned his head far enough to find it. An F-86. Silver against the gray Ohio sky. The pilot pulled it up and up and up and then, without any warning or any ceremony, rolled it inverted at maybe eight hundred feet and held it there for three full seconds before snapping back upright and climbing again, vertical now, the afterburner a white needle pointed at the clouds.

Jaxson did not breathe.

He watched the jet until it disappeared into the overcast and then he watched the place where it had disappeared for a long time after that, as if it might come back through the same hole.

It didn't.

Robert watched his son's face the way he watched instruments. The boy's jaw had gone slack. His hands were open in his lap, palms up, like something had just been placed in them.

"That's a test pilot," Robert said. "His job is to find out what the aircraft can do before they let anyone else fly it."

Jaxson said nothing.

"You understand what that means? They build it and then someone has to take it up and find out where the edges are. Where it holds and where it doesn't."

Still nothing. The boy's eyes were still on the sky.

Robert looked back at the flight line. A ground crew was moving around the empty runway with the efficiency of men who had done this ten thousand times. He had brought Jaxson here this morning because Eleanor had asked him to. Not in so many words. Eleanor rarely said anything in so many words. But she had watched their son for months, watched him build model aircraft at the kitchen table and leave them lined up on his windowsill like he was assembling something, watched him check out every book on aeronautics the Dayton Public Library had on its shelves, watched him stand in the backyard on clear nights looking up with an expression on his face she could not decipher. She had looked at Robert one evening over dinner and said: he needs to see the real thing. Robert had understood.

What Robert had not told Eleanor, what he was thinking now, watching Jaxson watch the empty sky, was that he had also brought the boy here because he was afraid. Not of the aircraft. Not of the base or the noise or the fuel smell. He was afraid of what the boy might become if someone didn't acknowledge early and without apology what was already plainly true: that Jaxson Humphries had been born with something in him that was not going to fit inside the life Dayton, Ohio was prepared to offer a boy who looked the way he looked.

He was afraid of what he'd seen happen to that kind of thing before.

They sat until the cloud ceiling dropped and the flight line went quiet. Robert started the car. Jaxson finally turned away from the fence and settled back in his seat and put his hands in his lap again.

"Can a person learn to do that?" he said. His voice was very careful, the voice of a boy who had decided the question was worth asking out loud.

Robert pulled away from the fence and headed back toward the gate.

"Yes," he said.

He didn't say: but not you. He didn't say any of the things that Ohio in 1951 might have suggested he say to a boy with Jaxson's complexion who was asking about the sky. He said yes because it was true, and because he was an engineer, and because he believed in the correct use of words.

Jaxson nodded once. He looked back out the windshield at the road.

He did not speak again until they were home and Eleanor had set lunch on the table and she asked how it was. Jaxson picked up his fork and said: I'm going to do that. He said it the same way he said: please pass the salt.

Eleanor looked at Robert across the table.

Robert looked at his plate.

He was thinking about the aircraft climbing inverted, eight hundred feet above the Ohio gray. He was thinking about his son's face at the fence.

He was thinking: God help him. He means it.
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​Chapter 2 — The Color of a Question Nobody Asked
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The boy at school was named Curtis Pruitt and he was not a cruel boy by nature. That was the part that stayed with Jaxson longest, not the word itself, not the way it landed, but the almost casual delivery of it, the way a person uses a tool they've had in their hand so long they've stopped thinking about what it was made to do.

It was October 1954. Jaxson was fifteen. They were in the hallway outside Mr. Garfield's history class and someone had knocked a stack of papers off the shelf by the door and Jaxson had bent to help pick them up because that was the kind of boy he was, and Curtis had looked down at him on the floor gathering papers and said the word. Not loud. Not mean, exactly. Just said it, the way you might point at something and name it.

Mr. Garfield was six feet away.

Mr. Garfield looked at the far wall.

Jaxson stood up with the papers in his hand and set them on the shelf and walked to his desk and sat down and opened his textbook to the correct page. He did not look at Curtis or at Mr. Garfield. He read the same paragraph four times without retaining a single word of it and when the bell rang he got up and walked to his next class and did not think about it again until that night.

He thought about it that night for a very long time.

The bathroom in the Humphries house was small and yellow-tiled and had a medicine cabinet with a mirror that was slightly too high for Jaxson, so he had to stand on the balls of his feet to see himself completely. He stood there at ten o'clock with the house quiet around him and looked at his own face with the focus of a boy trying to see himself the way the world saw him rather than the way he saw himself.

He studied the jaw. The nose. The shade of his skin under the bathroom's yellow light, which was different from natural light, which was different again from the fluorescent light in the school hallway where Curtis Pruitt had reached into his vocabulary and found that word and used it on him like it was nothing.

The face in the mirror looked back.

It was his face. He had been looking at it for fifteen years. But standing there in the yellow light, on the balls of his feet, he felt for the first time the uncomfortable awareness that his face was also a question, one that other people had been asking about him his entire life, quietly, in the spaces where he wasn't present, and that no one had ever thought to let him in on the conversation.

He went down the hall to his parents' room and knocked softly. Eleanor opened the door in her robe, already awake, the way mothers are awake when something in the house has shifted.

"Jaxson."

"I want to ask you something."

She looked at him for a moment and then opened the door wider and he came in and sat on the edge of the bed and Robert stirred but didn't wake. Eleanor sat in the chair by the window with her hands folded in her lap the way she sat when she had decided to receive whatever was coming.

"Where did I come from?" Jaxson said.

The question sat in the room between them.

Eleanor was a woman who had never lied to her son. She had also never told him the full truth, and she had spent fifteen years understanding the difference between those two things and being unsure whether the difference was as significant as she needed it to be. She looked at him, at his face, at the jaw and the nose and the shade of his skin that she had kissed ten thousand times and never once thought of as a question, and she said:

"You came from love."

Jaxson looked at her.

"That's true," she said. "Whatever else I haven't told you, that part is true. You were wanted. You were chosen."

"Whose love?"

The room was very quiet. Robert's breathing was slow and even. Outside a car passed on the street.

"Mine," Eleanor said. "And your father's."

"That's not what I'm asking."

"I know it isn't."

They sat with that for a moment.

"There are things I don't know how to tell you yet," Eleanor said finally. Her voice was careful. "Not because I want to keep things from you. Because I'm afraid of what I don't know. Afraid of the parts of the story I don't have."

"Someone called me a word today," Jaxson said. "In the hallway. In front of a teacher."

Eleanor closed her eyes briefly.

"The teacher didn't say anything," Jaxson said.

"No," Eleanor said. "They wouldn't."

"Why not?"

She opened her eyes and looked at her son, this boy she had raised from infancy, fed and clothed and worried over and loved with the ferocity of a woman who understood that the world was going to require things of him that it did not require of other children, and she said:

"Because the world is not fair, Jaxson. And I have been trying to figure out for fifteen years how to tell you that in a way that doesn't break something in you that I can't fix."

Jaxson looked at his hands.

"It didn't break anything," he said. "It just made me want to know."

"Know what?"

He looked up.

"Everything," he said. "All of it. Where I came from. What I am. Why people look at me the way they look at me sometimes and think I don't notice." He paused. "I always notice."

Eleanor said nothing.

"I'm not angry," Jaxson said, and he meant it. Sitting in the yellow-lit bedroom at ten o'clock at night, fifteen years into a life he was only beginning to understand was built on an incomplete foundation, what he felt was the requirement to know the true shape of a thing before you could work with it. "I just need to know what's true."

Eleanor reached across and put her hand over his.

"When I know how to tell you," she said, "I will tell you. I promise you that."

It was not the answer he needed. He understood that she believed it was the best answer she had, and he loved her enough to accept it.

He went back to his room and lay in the dark and looked at the model aircraft lined up on his windowsill, twelve of them, each one built with the care of a boy who understood that the difference between a thing that flew and a thing that didn't was in the precision of its assembly.

He thought about Mr. Garfield looking at the wall.

He thought about Eleanor's hand over his.

He thought about the F-86 climbing inverted through the Ohio gray.

He made a decision in the dark. It had no words, only a direction. He would find out. Not today. Not by forcing anyone to tell him what they weren't ready to say. But someday, in his own time, by his own means, he would find out the true shape of everything they hadn't told him.

And then he would decide what to do with it.

He rolled onto his side.

He did not ask again for eight years.

That silence was the first agreement, the one he made with himself, the one he would carry the longest.

Outside, Dayton was dark and flat and cold, and the sky above it held no stars. It was just Ohio in November, the weight of a night that had no intention of becoming anything other than what it already was, but the boy in the dark room was already somewhere else.
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Chapter 3 — Ohio State Doesn't Care What You Are If You're Useful
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He arrived at Ohio State in the fall of 1957 with one suitcase, one box of books, and the twelve model aircraft wrapped individually in newspaper because he was not yet ready to leave them behind even though he understood that bringing them was the kind of thing a boy did and he was trying, with deliberate effort, to become something other than a boy.

The dormitory room was on the third floor of Smith Hall and his roommate was a pale, narrow boy from Cleveland named Douglas Fitch who shook Jaxson's hand with the careful neutrality of someone who had been raised to be polite in situations his upbringing had not fully prepared him for. Douglas looked at the box of model aircraft and said nothing. Jaxson set them on the shelf above his desk in a precise line and said nothing back. They understood each other well enough.

Columbus was not Dayton. It was larger and louder and it moved with the energy of a place that believed it was more progressive than it was, which Jaxson found in some ways more exhausting than outright hostility. Outright hostility had a shape you could work with. The performed tolerance of a university city in 1957 shifted depending on who was watching and what they needed to believe about themselves that day. It had no shape at all.

He studied aeronautical engineering.

He was not the only Negro student in the College of Engineering. There were three others, two men and a woman, all of them carrying the same specific posture that Jaxson recognized immediately, the posture of someone who has learned to take up exactly the space they are entitled to and not one inch more, not because they lack the desire for more space but because they have correctly calculated the cost.

The woman's name was Patricia Monroe and she was studying civil engineering and she was the sharpest person Jaxson had met in his life up to that point, which was saying something because he had met some sharp people. They did not become friends exactly. Patricia did not have time for exactly, she was too busy being twice as good as everyone in every room she entered. But they recognized each other across the distance of people engaged in the same project without having discussed it.

His first semester he earned straight A's.

His second semester his fluid dynamics professor, a barrel-chested German-born man named Dr. Henkel who had been at Ohio State since before the war, called him to his office after class and said: Mr. Humphries, I want you to understand that I grade on merit and merit alone, and your work this semester has been of the highest merit, and I am telling you this directly because I want you to know that I know the difference.

Jaxson thanked him.

He walked out of Dr. Henkel's office and stood in the hallway for a moment with his hand still on the doorknob and thought about what it meant that a man had felt the need to say that to him. The reassurance itself was a kind of diminishment, the implication that without it, doubt would be reasonable. He filed this observation away with the others. His filing system was becoming extensive.

He met Dr. Aldridge in the fall of his second year.

Dr. Marcus Aldridge taught thermodynamics in a second-floor classroom that smelled permanently of chalk and old coffee, and he was the only Negro professor in the College of Engineering and possibly the only one in the university, and he taught with the focused intensity of a man who understood that every student who passed through his classroom carrying a face like his was, in some measure, his responsibility.

He did not say this. He did not need to.

The first day of class he looked out at the room, twenty-three students, twenty-two white faces and Jaxson's, and he said: thermodynamics is the study of energy and its transformations. He said: nothing in this universe is created or destroyed. Everything is converted. He looked briefly at Jaxson when he said that last part and then looked away and began the lecture.

After the semester's first examination, which Jaxson scored a hundred percent on, the only student to do so, Aldridge asked him to stay after class. He waited until the room emptied and then he sat on the edge of his desk with his arms folded and looked at Jaxson with the expression of a man conducting an assessment.

"Where are you from?" Aldridge said.

"Dayton."

"Family?"

"My parents are Robert and Eleanor Humphries. My father is a civilian contractor at Wright-Patterson."

Aldridge nodded slowly. "Humphries," he said, as if weighing the name. "Who are your people before the Humphries?"

Jaxson looked at him.

"I don't know," he said.

Something moved across Aldridge's face, more complicated than surprise or pity. He unfolded his arms and stood up and went to the window and looked out at the quad where students were moving between buildings in the October chill.

"You're going to be the best student I've had in twenty years," Aldridge said to the window. "Possibly the best I'll ever have. Your instinct for this material is not something that can be taught. It is something a person either has or doesn't, and you have it in a quantity I've seen perhaps twice in my career."

He turned around.

"I'm telling you this not to flatter you. I'm telling you because I need you to understand what you're carrying, so that you take appropriate care of it."

Jaxson said: "What am I carrying?"

Aldridge looked at him for a long moment.

"The proof," he said. "Every time a man like you walks into a room like this and does what you do, you are the proof of something that a great number of people have invested a great deal of energy in disproving. That is not a small thing to be. It is also not a fair thing to be. But it is what you are, whether you chose it or not."

Jaxson thought about this.

"What if I just want to fly?" he said.

Aldridge almost smiled.

"Then fly," he said. "Fly better than anyone has ever flown. That is the same thing I just said, stated differently."

He graduated in December of 1960, three and a half years, not four, because he had tested out of two semesters' worth of coursework in his first year and carried overloads every semester after that. He finished first in his class in the College of Engineering. Not first among Negro students. First. Among all of them.

The department photograph was taken in January. Twenty-four graduates in academic regalia on the steps of Bolz Hall. Jaxson stood in the second row, third from the left, and looked directly at the camera with the stillness of a man who has decided that the record should show exactly what it shows.

The photograph hung in the hallway of the engineering building for forty years.

His name appeared in the caption beneath it: J. Humphries, Aeronautical Engineering.

His face, in the version that hung on the wall, had been cropped out.

He didn't know this for a long time. When he found out he was already somewhere else entirely, doing something that made the photograph seem very small. But the hallway kept the original negative in a filing cabinet in the department office, and the negative showed the whole second
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