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For Janet, naturally




It was by following the sun’s rays that I reached the sun.


—­Leo Tolstoy, in Tolstoy Remembered by Tatyana Tolstoy
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PART ONE


THE FAMILY PLOT




There is no agony like bearing an untold story inside you.


—­Zora Neale Hurston, Dust Tracks on a Road


CHAPTER 1


THE SECRET


Not until college do I discover the secret of my father’s death.


My girlfriend, who will later become my wife, is making her first visit to my home city of Atlanta, in early 1968. The two of us stop by my grandparents’ house with my mother, have a snack, and retire to the living room. My grandparents sit in matching recliners across from the upholstered couch where Janet and I are seated. A television plays softly in the background, tuned to the ever-­boring Lawrence Welk Show.


Normally my eighty-­year-­old grandfather snores through the ­program, waking just in time to pronounce, “Swellest show I ever saw!” Tonight, though, everyone is wide-­awake, fixing their attention on Janet. Philip’s never brought a girl over—­this must be serious.


Conversation proceeds awkwardly until Janet says, “Tell me something about the Yancey family. I’m so sorry I’ll never get to meet Philip’s father.” Thrilled by her interest, my grandmother rummages in a closet to fetch some photo albums and family scrapbooks. As pages turn, Janet tries to keep straight all the names and faces flashing before her. This ancestor fought for the Confederacy in the Civil War. That distant cousin died of a black widow spider bite. Her father succumbed to the Spanish flu.


Suddenly a folded clipping from The Atlanta Constitution flutters from the album to the floor, newsprint yellowed with age. When I lean forward to retrieve it, a photo that I’ve never seen catches my eye.


A man lies on his back in a hospital bed, his body pitifully withered, his head propped up on pillows. Beside him, a smiling woman bends over to feed him with a spoon. Right away I recognize her as a slimmer, youthful version of my mother: the same prominent nose, the same mass of dark, curly hair, an early trace of the worry lines that now crease her forehead.


The photo caption stops me cold: “Polio Victim and Wife Spurn ‘Iron Lung.’ ” I hold the paper closer and block out the buzz of family chitchat. The printed words seem to enlarge as I read.


A 23-­year-­old Baptist minister, who was stricken with polio two months ago, has left the “iron lung” in which he was placed at Grady Hospital because, as he put it, “I believe the Lord wanted me to.”


The Rev. Marshall Yancey, of 436 Poole Creek Rd., Hapeville, said about 5,000 people from Georgia to California were praying for his recovery and he was confident he would be well “before too long.”


He signed his own release from Grady against medical advice.


Those three words, against medical advice, send a chill through my body, as though someone has poured ice water down my spine. Sensing the change, Janet looks at me quizzically, her left eyebrow arched so high that it touches her bangs. I slide the clipping over so that she, too, can read it.


The newspaper reporter quotes a Grady Memorial Hospital doctor, who warns that removal from the respirator “might do serious harm,” followed by a chiropractor who claims the patient is “definitely improving” and may begin walking in six weeks if he continues their course of treatment.


Then the article turns to my mother:


Mrs. Yancey, the minister’s young, blue-­eyed wife, explained why her husband left Grady:


“We felt like he should be out of that iron lung. Lots of people who believe in faith healing are praying for him. We believe in doctors, but we believe God will answer our prayers and he will get well.”


I glance at the newspaper’s date: December 6, 1950. Nine days before my father’s death. I flush red.


Janet has finished reading. Why didn’t you tell me about this? she asks with her eyes. I mime surprise: Because I didn’t know!


Dozens, scores of times I have heard the saga of my father’s death, how a cruel disease struck down a talented young preacher in his prime, leaving a penniless widow with the noble task of wresting some meaning from the tragedy. My growing-­up years were dominated, even straitjacketed, by a vow she made—­that my brother and I would redeem that tragedy by taking on the mantle of our father’s life.


Never, though, have I heard the backstory of what led to his death. When I replace the clipping in the scrapbook, I find on the facing page a similar account from my mother’s hometown newspaper The Philadelphia Bulletin. Quite by accident I am discovering that this man whom I never knew, a saintly giant looming over me all these years, was a sort of holy fool. He convinced himself that God would heal him, and then gambled everything—­his career, his wife, his two sons, his life—­and lost.


I feel like one of Noah’s sons confronting his father’s nakedness. The faith that exalted my father and gained him thousands of supporters, I now grasp, also killed him.


As I lie in bed that night, memories and anecdotes from childhood flash before me, now appearing in a different light. A young widow lying on her husband’s grave, sobbing as she offers her two sons to God. That same widow, my mother, pausing to pray, “Lord, go ahead and take them unless . . .” before seeking help as her sons thrash convulsively on the floor. Her rage that erupts when my brother and I seem to stray from our appointed destiny.


An awful new realization hits me. My brother and I are the atonement to compensate for a fatal error in belief. No wonder our mother has such strange notions of parenting, and such fierce resistance to letting us go. We alone can justify our father’s death.


AFTER CHANCING UPON the newspaper article, I have many conversations with Mother. “That was no life for him—­paralyzed, in that machine,” she says. “Imagine a grown man who can’t even swat a fly off his nose. He desperately wanted out of Grady Hospital. He begged me not to let anyone take him back there.” Her reasoning is sound, though unsatisfying.


“I get that,” I protest, “but why was I never told about the faith healing? The most important fact of my father’s death I learned by chance, from a scrapbook. You invited a reporter into the room, and a photographer. You told them the truth, but not my brother and me!”


Once exposed, the mystery of my father’s death acquires a new, compulsive power. When I start asking around, a family friend confides in me, “So many of us were dismayed at their decision, moving your father from a well-­equipped hospital to a chiropractic center.”


I feel as if someone has twisted the kaleidoscope of our family myth, scattering the shards to form a wholly new design. I share the news with my renegade brother, who has incurred Mother’s wrath by joining Atlanta’s hippie counterculture. He immediately jumps to the conclusion that she deprived us of a father by “pulling the plug” on her own husband. A chasm opens in our little family that likely will never be bridged.


I don’t know what to think. I know only that I have been misled. The secret is now out, and I determine to investigate and write it down someday, as truthfully as I can.




Love in action is a harsh and dreadful thing compared with love in dreams.


—­Fyodor Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov


CHAPTER 2


THE GAMBLE


You would need to have lived in the middle of the twentieth century to appreciate the fear that polio once stirred up—­the same degree of fear that pandemics such as HIV/AIDS and COVID-­19 would later arouse. No one knew how polio spread. By air or water? Contaminated food? Paper money? Across the country, swimming pools closed as a precaution. When a rumor surfaced that cats might be carriers, New Yorkers killed seventy-­two thousand of them.


To add to the terror, polio targeted mostly children. Parents used it as the ultimate threat—­to keep their kids from playing too hard, using a public phone, getting dirty, or hanging out with the wrong crowd: “Do you want to spend the rest of your life in an iron lung?!” Newspapers ran daily tallies of the dead, along with photos of breathing machines lined up in rows, like giant sausage rolls with little heads poking out one end.


Not all victims were children. The world’s most famous polio patient, President Franklin Delano Roosevelt, contracted the disease at age thirty-­nine.


My father fell ill earlier, at twenty-­three. His symptoms mimicked the flu at first: a sore throat, headache, mild nausea, general weakness in his muscles. But on October 7, 1950, he awoke to find his legs paralyzed. Unable to move, even to get out of bed, he feared the worst.


When the ambulance came, Mother asked a neighbor to keep three-­year-­old Marshall Jr. away from the window, but my brother cried so hard that the neighbor gave in to his tears and let him watch. For weeks he had recurring nightmares of his father being carried out of the house, helpless and unmoving.


The ambulance sped to Georgia Baptist Hospital. Doctors gave the patient a quick exam, then abruptly sent him outside in a wheelchair, wearing only a hospital gown. “It’s polio,” they told my mother. “Get him over to Grady. They’re the only hospital around here equipped to treat polios.”


Sometime that week, Mother wrote an urgent letter to her home church in Philadelphia and the other congregations that had agreed to support them as missionaries. Her message was simple and direct: “Please pray!”


A SPRAWLING LANDMARK in downtown Atlanta, Grady Memorial was a charity hospital that accepted anybody. In 1950 locals referred to it as “the Gradies” because, like most hospitals in the South, Grady segregated the races, with a tunnel beneath the street joining the separate facilities for whites and “Coloreds.” Patients joked that Grady gave equal treatment to all races—­equally bad treatment. No matter your race, you could sit for hours in the lobby waiting for your number to be called. Not if you had polio, though: orderlies immediately whisked my father down the hallways to an isolation ward.


We were living in Blair Village at the time, a government housing project built for veterans of World War II. Four or five concrete-­block apartments, resembling army barracks, formed a horseshoe shape around a cul-­de-­sac. When my father got sick, a public health nurse posted a quarantine sign on our door, temporarily barring any visitors.


For the next two months my mother followed the same daily routine: Feed the kids breakfast, pack up their diapers and toys, and bundle them off to whichever neighbor had agreed to babysit that day. Then, because she had not yet learned to drive, she rode the public bus, with its dozens of stops, into the city. Often she was the only white passenger on a bus full of workers, sitting alone in the front section reserved for whites. At Grady she stayed by her husband’s side until dark, when she caught a bus home.


The nurses told her that only one in seventy-­five adults with polio experienced paralysis. My father was the unlucky one. And because his paralysis included the diaphragm, Grady consigned him to the dreaded iron lung.


A large metal cylinder painted mustard yellow, the apparatus engulfed my father’s body except for his head, which rested on a cushioned table. A tight rubber collar around his neck prevented air from escaping. By pumping in air and then sucking it out to form a vacuum, the machine forced his lungs to expand and contract, something they could not do on their own. My father complained that the noise kept him from sleeping: the bellows made rhythmic whooshing sounds and metallic squeaks, like worn wiper blades scraping across a car windshield.


Few hospitals had TV sets then, and my father could not turn the pages of a book. All day and all night he lay still on his back. He stared at the ceiling, passing time by studying the pattern of holes in the acoustic tiles. By shifting his eyes, he could look in a mirror angled toward the doorway and see faces moving past a small window in the door.


From his vantage, anyone who approached him towered like a giant. A masked orderly would shove a spoonful of food in his direction and he would flinch. Access ports lined the side of the machine, and hospital staff reached through the portholes with gloved hands to insert a needle or replace a bedpan. They addressed his head, the only body part outside the machine, as if it led a separate existence from the parts inside.


He lost control over basic functions: going to the bathroom, sleeping, feeding himself. He couldn’t even choose when to take a breath; the artificial lung did that for him. The world shrank. Five years before, he had been sailing home on a warship, with all of life awaiting him. Now the iron lung defined his range. It became a kind of exoskeleton, like a cramped shell around a stuck crab.


Grady had strict rules about visitors. When my aunt Doris, a nurse at another hospital, showed up in uniform for a visit, the charge nurse at Grady decided she lacked the proper training for polio. “Honey, you don’t want to see how bad he is anyhow,” she said.


A few times his mother, my grandmother Yancey, appeared at the window with a mask on and waved. Only once did his father show up, with my brother and me in tow. A blacksmith, this strong man hoisted us onto his shoulders and held us at the window, so that my father could see his own sons, our images reversed in the mirror bolted to the machine.


The only visitor who braved the risk, the only person who touched him other than clinically, was my mother, his emotional lifeline. She read books to him, softly sang hymns, pestered the nurses and orderlies for better treatment, and offered what little encouragement she could—­even as her own world collapsed around her.


She kept from him her inner fears, but recorded them in a diary: “Suffering terribly—­out of mind most of the time. I asked God to take him home if he had to suffer so.”


DURING THE HOUR-­LONG bus rides to and from Grady, and the occasions when her husband napped inside the iron lung, Mother had much time to review the whirlwind of the five years she had known him.


She met him in April 1945, when a group of sailors on weekend leave traveled to Philadelphia from their navy base in Norfolk, Virginia, hoping to see the city’s sights. He chose to spend Sunday morning at church, where a middle-­aged couple responded to the pastor’s request to “invite a serviceman home for lunch.” There he first encountered Mildred Diem, my mother, who was staying with the couple as she recovered from a medical procedure.


The adventuresome sailor from Atlanta fell madly in love with timid, sheltered Milly, three years his senior. She had never had a boyfriend, and was charmed by his Southern accent and his gentlemanly style. She also marveled at his carefree spirit, exactly the opposite of her own repressed nature.


As they swapped stories about their upbringings, she learned that the young Marshall Yancey had a wild streak. He was something of a gambler, a kid who took risks. With no warning, at age fourteen Marshall ran away from home. His mother worried herself sick until, four days later, he called collect from St. Louis, Missouri. “I heard they had a great zoo, one of the best,” he explained. “So I came up to see it.”


Proud of his son’s brash independence, his father wired him the money to take a train home. “That boy has a mind of his own!” he bragged.


Next, Marshall heard about a Whiz Kids program run by the University of Chicago, which let bright high school students take courses in philosophy. One day, after a family argument, he ran away again. Now sixteen, he hitchhiked to Chicago and talked the university into admitting him into the program. For a few months he flourished, until a bout of strep throat did him in. Rather sheepishly, he called his parents again and asked for help getting home. His father smiled. “My son has guts. He’ll try anything.”


After sampling the advanced courses in Chicago, Marshall had no desire to enroll again in Atlanta schools. World War II, winding down in Europe, was still raging on the Pacific front; like every American boy of the time, my father wanted to do his part. When he turned seventeen, he got parental permission to enlist as an underage recruit. “Choose the navy,” his father advised. “That way you’ll always have a bed to sleep in, not like those army foxholes.”


Three weeks into basic training at Naval Station Great Lakes, north of Chicago, Marshall made one more call to Atlanta. “I made a mistake, Dad. Please, get me out of this place! It’s terrible. I have a sinus infection, I hate the North, and the instructors are tyrants.” His father contacted a congressman on his behalf, but to quit the military in wartime is no easy task. For the first time in his life, my father was trapped.


Snow fell early that year, and chunks of ice floated on Lake Michigan. Christmas arrived, his loneliest Christmas ever. One frosty day as he walked along the shoreline, gazing at a fogbank rolling in, it struck him that his entire future was a fog. He lacked even a high school diploma and soon would ship out to war, unsure if he would ever return.


At a friend’s suggestion, he caught a ride into downtown Chicago to visit the Pacific Garden Mission, which he knew about from its popular program, Unshackled. “The longest running radio drama in history,” it mostly told stories of bums and addicts converted to faith at a homeless shelter founded by the evangelist Dwight L. Moody. The stories all had the same plot, and the organ music and sound effects seemed corny—­yet there was that promise of “the secret of a new life.”


In uniform, Marshall felt reasonably safe walking through Chicago’s worst slum, though several times he had to step around men lying on heating grates to keep warm. To his surprise, the volunteer host who greeted him at the mission had read some of his favorite philosophers. “They raise a lot of good questions,” the volunteer granted. “But I haven’t yet found a philosopher who tells you how to get rid of guilt. Only God can do that. I sense God is after you, Marshall.” After a long conversation, having nowhere else to turn, my father prayed to become a Christian that day in late 1944.


Over the next few months, and especially after meeting Milly, he devoted his spare time to studying the Bible, trying to figure out this “new life.” Then in June he embarked for war aboard the USS Chloris, an aircraft repair ship. On the way to Hawaii, a sensational news report reached them: The United States had dropped two atomic bombs on Japan, which led to an unconditional surrender. The war was over.


• • •


THE REST OF my father’s naval career consisted of biding time in Norfolk, waiting for his discharge so he could propose to Milly. Letters flew back and forth, and every free weekend he took his leave in Philadelphia.


One roadblock stood in the way of the romance. Mildred had promised God to serve as a missionary in Africa. That continent of snakes, lions, tropical diseases, and political unrest posed a true test of faith for a Christian of the time, and for that very reason it appealed to my mother’s idealism. When she heard others talk about “the dark continent,” she had a strong sense that God wanted her there. No prospect of marriage could weaken her resolve.


In the summer, as the couple sat together on a bench by Keswick Lake in New Jersey, Marshall asked nonchalantly, “Would you consider letting me go to Africa with you as your husband?” She made him wait a couple of days before giving an answer, but there was never any doubt. In September, a scant five months after their first meeting, they got married in her home church. Maranatha Tabernacle sponsored many foreign missionaries, and with the church’s help the young couple cultivated a mailing list of potential supporters.


My parents spent the next three years in Philadelphia, enrolled in college. My father earned a diploma, but the arrival of Marshall Jr. just after their first anniversary put a halt to my mother’s studies. My father decided on further training at a seminary in Indiana. He bought a 1927 Model T Ford for twenty-­five dollars. The Ford had only one seat, so he found a cast-­off dining-­room chair, shortened the legs, and bolted it to the floor. Mildred rode to Indiana in style, holding her eight-­month-­old baby—­my brother—­in her lap.


To their dismay, that plan came to nothing. Marshall Jr. developed severe allergies, and a doctor advised them, “If that was my baby, I’d drop everything and move to Arizona.” So they headed west, my mother bouncing along in that dining-­room chair while nursing a coughing, sputtering infant.


None of my father’s hoped-­for church jobs materialized, and after a few discouraging months in Arizona, they gave up and made the long road trip to Atlanta. Once again an adventure had soured for my father. He taught for a while at Carver Bible Institute, a “Colored school” located in central Atlanta. The school paid no salary but provided housing, which turned out to be two army cots in an upstairs classroom, with a public bathroom down the hall. My mother insisted that they find better accommodations after I was born, in November 1949.


At last, as a new year began, prospects brightened. My father found work at a home for juvenile delinquents. He drew a modest salary and qualified for veterans’ housing in Blair Village. Now the two could plan the next big move—­to the mission field. All this while, Mother had been faithfully writing “prayer letters” to people interested in sponsoring young missionaries, a list that had grown into the thousands. Their dream of service in Africa was about to come true.


Instead came polio, two months in an iron lung, a daring leap of faith, and the countdown to death.


IN THE POLIO ward at night, sleepless, my father tried to envision life as an invalid. Increasingly he saw himself as an albatross around the neck of his wife, who already had two young children to care for. “I guess you’re sorry you married me now,” he told her one afternoon. “You got no bargain.”


“No!” she protested. “When I vowed ‘for better, for worse, in sickness and in health,’ I meant it.” Alone that night she prayed more fervently, “God, don’t take him away from me!”


They had a faint flicker of hope when a doctor told them about some new state-­of-­the-­art treatment techniques at Warm Springs. “It’s a therapy center south of Atlanta funded by President Roosevelt, who claimed it helped him,” the doctor said. “But it’s very hard to get accepted.”


To qualify for Warm Springs was like winning the lottery. The Grady nurses favored a handsome young teenager. They did his hair, pampered him, flirted with him. He thought he had won the polio lottery, but died in the ambulance halfway to the destination. One by one, others in the ward passed away.


Early one morning an aide at Grady called my mother at home. “Ma’am, I could get fired for this,” she said, “but I know your man’s a preacher and I want to hep out. Your husband, why, he died last night. His heart done give out, and they had to bring him back with shots. And when he come back, his first words were ‘Why’d you bring me back?’ ”


Desperate, my mother pleaded with her husband not to give up. “Think of all those people praying for you,” she reminded him. Together, they decided to stake everything on a miracle, their only chance. Didn’t they believe in a God who had the power to heal? Why not put their faith in his hands? Why would God “take” a man so committed to a lifetime of service?


Newly energized, my father settled on two ambitious goals: to get out of the iron lung and to get out of Grady. Although he trusted God for healing, he wanted to do his part, so he pressed the doctor to allow him a few minutes each day outside the hated apparatus. “How else can I gain strength?” he argued.


The first few days he panted and wheezed as his atrophied lungs struggled to regain function. Mother stood guard, ready to dash for help. Day by day, he breathed a little longer on his own: ten minutes, fifteen minutes, then half an hour. Every moment outside the machine risked catastrophe, for nurses did not always respond to a summons. Without prompt attention he could simply stop breathing, or choke to death.


With the help of a portable respirator, he extended his stays to several hours. He celebrated Thanksgiving by managing eight hours free of the iron lung, still lying flat, unmoving. The miracle was happening, albeit gradually, in stages.


On December 2, Mother recorded a watershed event in her diary: “Moved Marshall to Stanford Chiropractic Center. He begged me to remove him from Grady if I loved him. I believe the Lord gave him that one last desire.” It was a giant step of faith, made in the face of disapproving doctors. Grady required them to sign a form stating that the patient was leaving against medical advice.


As the ambulance transported him down Peachtree Street, my father had his first glimpse of sunshine in almost two months and took his first breaths of fresh air. At once he felt weak and anxious, but also free and full of hope.


For the first time since her husband’s hospitalization, Mother was allowed to stay through the night. She sat in a chair by his bedside, fearful that he would die that first night. Instead, he slept soundly, away from the noise and bright lights of the polio ward.


He had achieved both goals, escaping at last from the iron lung and from Grady. God the miracle worker was answering their prayers.




Each new morn


New widows howl, new orphans cry, new sorrows


Strike heaven on the face . . .


—­Shakespeare, Macbeth


CHAPTER 3


DEMISE


As my father planned his move to the chiropractic center, Mother had been working on a better child-­care arrangement for Marshall and me. Her sister Violet in Philadelphia offered to travel to Atlanta and stay with us, which seemed the ideal solution—­until my grandmother Diem got wind of it. “Not on your life. Mildred’s the one who left home and married that Southern preacher. Let her stew in her own juices for a while.” My Philadelphia grandmother was a hard woman.


My grandfather Diem, who had lost his own father at age twelve, had more sympathy. “Let me work on it,” he said. “We can fly the boys up here, if we can just get permission from the airlines.” No unaccompanied child under the age of five could fly without special authorization, so he wrote a letter of appeal and addressed it to “Captain Edward V. Rickenbacker, President, Eastern Air Lines, New York, New York.” Somehow the letter reached Rickenbacker, who agreed at once. The permission letter arrived the day my father was moved from Grady to the chiropractic center.


On his first full day at the chiropractic center, after two months of isolation, my father was allowed to see and touch his sons. “Show him what you can do, Philip,” Mother said, and for the first time he saw me walk—­something he could no longer do. Next, he called Marshall over to his bedside and gave him a pep talk about helping out at home. As we left the room with our Yancey grandparents, Mother kissed us both goodbye.


The next morning, my grandparents brought us to the Atlanta airport, driving out on the tarmac to the steps of the DC-­3 airplane. Marshall Jr. carried on board a bag of hard dinner rolls, which he loved to chew. All during the four-­hour flight, a stewardess in her smart uniform fussed over us both. She tried to feed us sweet potatoes, but Marshall refused to eat anything except his dinner rolls. A wealthy passenger had offered to look after me. For years afterward, I would brag to schoolmates about my first trip on an airplane, at thirteen months old, when I drooled on a millionaire.


For almost two weeks Marshall and I stayed with our Philadelphia grandparents, doted on by my mother’s two younger sisters. On the fateful day of December 15, the entire family gathered around a radio to listen to a national address by President Harry Truman. The United States was being routed on the battlefields of Korea, and that night President Truman declared a state of emergency. In dire terms he described the threat posed by Communists in the Soviet Union and China.


In the midst of Truman’s radio address, the phone rang and the operator announced those rare words, “Long-­distance call.” My grandfather was holding me against his shoulder as he accepted the charges. He listened in silence and mumbled a few phrases as the others stood around awaiting the news. When he hung up the phone, his eyes shone with tears. He looked down at my face and said, “Philip, my boy, you have a rough life ahead of you.”


MY FATHER’S MOVE to the chiropractic center had seemed full of promise. No longer bothered by the creaks and groans of the iron lung, the patient slept well. And with her children now in Philadelphia, Mother could give him undivided attention. If he needed suctioning, she buzzed the aides, who proved far more responsive than the staff at Grady. Therapists wrapped his muscles in steamed ­woolen packs and moved his arms and legs to keep the joints limber.


“We can’t guarantee it, but there’s a chance you can regain the ability to walk,” one doctor told him. Journalists from the Atlanta and Philadelphia papers reported on the young minister’s progress and his hopes for healing.


A week later, however, he took an abrupt turn for the worse. His breathing became more labored, and Mother’s fears surged back. On December 13 they heard carolers outside the window, and for the only time in her husband’s presence, my mother broke down. “What will I do if I have to live without you—­with no job, no driver’s license, and two babies to look after?” she sobbed.


He tried to comfort her, assuring her that everything would be settled by Christmas. “We must have faith. Remember my motto, Milly. ‘God’s grace is sufficient.’ ”


Yet he, too, had premonitions. “What will you do if I die?” he asked—­“Take our sons to Philadelphia?” He didn’t trust her family, or the North, with his children. She said no. She had left Philadelphia against her parents’ wishes and knew she wouldn’t be welcomed back.


“Will you move in with the Yanceys?” he pressed. He didn’t trust his own family, either, for they didn’t share all his religious beliefs. No, she reassured him, she’d find a way to keep us on her own. “Good. That’s good,” he said, and calmed down.


On Friday, December 15, she got out the razor to give him his morning shave. “Not today,” he said. His response surprised her, but she honored his wish. In a few hours his sister, Doris, joined the two of them in the room, and by afternoon his parents arrived. Despite the cold weather outside, he insisted that they open the windows. All four visitors sat around his bed in their winter coats as he lay in cotton pajamas soaked in sweat, fighting to breathe.


Suddenly his body relaxed and the breathing slowed—­he had slipped into a coma. Mother jumped up to hit the emergency button, and a minute later a chiropractic doctor answered the summons. He took one look at his unconscious patient and said, “I’m afraid it’s time to call Grady.”


The doctor placed an emergency call, asking the hospital to send its portable respirator, the only one in Atlanta. The device worked on the same principle as the iron lung, only it was compact, fitting over the torso like a baseball umpire’s chest guard.


My father’s eyes remained open even in his comatose state. A tense silence filled the room, a silence that could be felt. Finally, Doris said, “I don’t think he can see, but hearing is the last sense to go. Let’s keep talking.” They all made an effort, though conversation seemed stilted, fake.


When they heard an ambulance siren through the open window, the family felt a rush of hope. It vanished when the Grady atten­dants entered the room—­they had neglected to bring the respirator.


“We can’t move him to Grady in his condition,” one of the men said. They felt his pulse and checked his temperature, and then for some reason they turned my father over on his stomach, the worst thing you can do to a polio patient. He took one more breath, his last.


A short time later my mother made that long-­distance call to Philadelphia.


Her diary has one more entry, dated December 15. “Marshall suddenly went home to be with the Lord. We had a blessed 2 weeks together at this hospital. I was able to spend all my time with him. What precious memories!! . . . May the boys grow to be like him.”


The diary ends. She did not record, and could not possibly know, what lay ahead as she fought to pick up the pieces of our lives.


I HAVE NO memory of the airplane trip to Philadelphia or the car trip back to Atlanta for the funeral service. I have no memory of the room in the chiropractic center, or of the yellow machine my grandfather held me up to see at Grady Hospital, or of the frail figure who lay inside it staring at my reversed image in a mirror.


I have only the version of events passed down through relatives, of my father’s valiant struggle against a fatal disease that cut short a promising career of Christian service. Seventeen years would pass before I picked up the newspaper article and came upon the story of the miracle that failed. Like every secret, it gained power as it lay hidden.


I have few actual proofs of my father’s existence. A handful of black-­and-­white photos, including a small booklet issued by the navy as a memento of his tour of duty. His Bible with a worn black cover, marked up with notes in his handwriting. Musty copies of The Complete Works of William Shakespeare and The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire. Two term papers from college days. A packet of letters he wrote my mother during their courtship.


There is also a tree: a mimosa tree with fernlike leaves and smooth bark that he planted as a sapling in front of his home. On visits to my grandparents, I would climb this tree, which now towered above their house, and sit in the crook of its branches amid the pink blossoms with their sweet scent, wondering about his life—­until the ants and yellow jackets found me.


The Yancey relatives, and the house he shared with them, were living reminders of my father. When we arrived there, Marshall and I would dash to the school playground just down the street, where our father attended elementary school. “Your dad used to play on these very swings and monkey bars,” Grandpop reminded us, every time.


After his death, my grandparents had assured my mother, “Don’t worry. We’ll look after you.” And they did. Grandpop slipped Mother money on the side and gave Marshall and me a silver dollar at the end of every visit. My grandmother usually served two kinds of meat with each meal, and only later did I realize she did that just for us, knowing how poor we were.


Everything seemed strange and wonderful at my grandparents’ house: separate faucets for cold and hot water, the needle arm on the record player that automatically swung out to let the next LP platter drop down with a slapping sound, the private telephone not connected to a party line. Each morning we stepped out on the front porch to collect milk—­chocolate milk—­delivered in glass bottles covered in condensation.


Their house on Virginia Avenue became a refuge. Our horseplay, which might merit a spanking at home, my grandparents thought cute. When I left that house at the end of a visit, I left behind something warm and loving.


AS A CHILD, I didn’t miss my father. How could I? Barely a year old when he died, I never knew him. Two grainy photos helped me vi­sualize him. One shows a thin, rakish sailor leaning against a rail fence, his navy cap worn at a jaunty angle. A more formal portrait shows him with wire-­rim glasses and looking a bit older, even scholarly; he’s wearing a double-­breasted suit with wide lapels and a wide tie, his curly hair parted on one side and piled in a heap on top.


“That’s your daddy,” Mother often said as she pointed to the photos, even before I could comprehend the words. She referred to him as “your daddy,” but I never called him anything. He died before I could talk.


My brother, three years old when our father died, retains his name (Marshall Watts Yancey Jr.) as well as three actual memories. Once, he ran out to meet our big black Pontiac in the driveway and our father reached over to fetch a Tootsie Pop from the glove compartment. Another time, he recalls, they climbed together what seemed to him an enormous hill of Georgia red clay. Our father pulled Marshall along with one arm while cradling a baby—­me—­in the other. Marshall returned home boasting, “I climbed a mountain! Philip can’t even walk.”


The third memory has always haunted him. That same man, now paralyzed and fighting for air, slowly turned his head on a hospital pillow and forced out the words, one or two at a time, between la­bored breaths. “Son . . . while I’m . . . in here . . . you’re the . . . man . . . of the . . . house. It’s up . . . to you . . . to take . . . care . . . of your . . . mother . . . and little . . . brother.” Marshall nodded and accepted the weight of that burden as solemnly as a three-­year-­old could do. He informed Mother that he should take charge of my spankings right away.


Years later I came across a photo taken of me when I was a few months old. I look like any baby: fat cheeked, half-­bald, with a bright, unfocused look to my eyes. The photo is crumpled and mangled, as if a puppy had gotten hold of it. My mother explained its condition. “When your dad was in the iron lung, he asked for pictures of me and of you and Marshall. I had to jam them in between some metal knobs. That’s why it’s all crumpled.”


I felt a sudden contraction in my chest. For the first time ever, I sensed an emotional tie to my father. It seemed odd to imagine him, a virtual stranger, caring about me. During the last months of his life, my father spent his waking hours staring at those three images of his family, my family. There was nothing else in his field of view.


Did he pray for us? Yes, surely. Did he love us? Yes. But there was no way to express that love with his children banned from the room.


I have often thought of that crumpled photo, one of the few links connecting me to the stranger who is my father. Someone I have no memory of, no sensory knowledge of, spent every day thinking of me, devoting himself to me, loving me as well as he could. Then, before he could make much of a mark, he passed from this world.


My relationship with my father ended just when it began. From that point on, Mother was in charge.




A memory is what is left when something happens and does not completely unhappen.


—­Edward de Bono, The Mechanism of Mind


CHAPTER 4


THE VOW


Growing up, I feel my father’s absence more like a presence. He’s a ghost figure, summoned like a genie by our mother at key moments. Your father is watching you. Your father would be so proud.


At school, not having a father makes me different, and I like that. Sometimes bullies take it easy on me. Other times they act even meaner, for I have no protector to march to their houses and confront their parents.


Some kids don’t know better than to ask Marshall or me, “How’d your dad die?” When we tell them polio, our status goes up. In the 1950s rabies or suicide wouldn’t have a more dramatic effect. On the walls of every school hang March of Dimes posters of children wearing metal braces on their legs, or lying in a scary-­looking contraption. When we add that our father lived in one of those iron lungs, eyes widen like they do when kids don’t know what to say next.


Marshall and I get lots of attention at church. “You poor child,” women cluck to me as they tamp down a cowlick on my head. “You look just like your daddy, with that same mess of curls,” they say. Their husbands take a sudden interest in their fingernails or study their clothes for stray whiskers. I glow in the sympathy that my family’s plight coaxes out.


Sometimes church people say words meant to console us: “Your father finished his work on earth and God promoted him to Heaven.” Or, worse, “God must have needed him more than you boys did.” My brother shyly lowers his head when he hears such comments. Two years older than me, Marshall knows how to look sad, prompting more kind words from those who seek to comfort us.


People also try to comfort our mother, who has gained a following as a Bible teacher. “I declare, I’ve never met anybody like your husband. What a tragedy. Imagine the missionary couple you two would have made.” She nods, and her face shows a respectful, wounded-­widow look. “There must be some reason God took him so soon,” some say, and that one lodges. We are the reason, she has decided—­Marshall and me.


Marshall knows what will help settle Mother when she suddenly leaves the dinner table and goes to her bedroom for a spell. Once, he sees her wiping her eyes on the dish towel, and says, “Dad’s aliver than we are.” Mother retells that story to people at church, or over the telephone, and little Marshall beams at his wisdom.


As for me, the only sure thing is that my father is gone. Although I want to act sad like Marshall, I don’t know how. I can see that death makes people cry, and somehow I grasp that what happened to my father is the greatest tragedy of our lives—­but inside I feel nothing. My father isn’t even a memory, only a scar.


I NOTICE THAT death is a big deal. Mother faithfully reads a small-­print page in the newspaper called Obituaries. And whenever we’re driving somewhere and a funeral procession passes, we pull over and wait with the other cars, out of respect. Death is the one time when every nobody becomes a somebody.


I tag along with her to several funerals, which in the South usually have an open casket. Dead people look a lot like live people, only they don’t move and their eyes stay closed. I want to touch a dead person, to see what they feel like, but being short makes this a challenge. Whenever I try to sneak my arm into the casket, the metal buttons on my coat sleeve scrape along the side. I quickly draw my arm back, hoping no one has heard the noise.


My father lies in an old country graveyard tucked into the woods, and Mother often takes us there right after church. The Georgia sun blazes hot, and Marshall and I loosen our ties, shed our jackets, and step carefully around the mud puddles. We roam among the graves: the fancy monuments, the angel statues and poems carved in granite, the stone lambs and cherubim that mark the dead babies.


Some of the graves hold soldiers killed in the Civil War. One section, for the poor, has no markers, just two planks of wood nailed together in the shape of a cross. A few of the crosses have photos of the buried people tacked onto them. They’re covered with clear plastic, and ants crawl underneath it to drink the dew.


While we boys wander around, our mother stands beside the Yancey family plot, set inside a crumbling cement curb. Our father’s gravestone, provided by the navy, is one of the plainest, a simple marker level to the ground that records the dates of his birth and death. Mother tries to tell us about the other Yanceys buried there, though we have little interest. We’d rather hunt for snakes.


As we grow older, visiting the cemetery becomes a chore. Mother insists that we clean up the garbage, worn tires, and discarded underwear that rude people have thrown over the fence. If we stop to take a break, she starts repeating the same old stories about relatives we don’t even know.


One of those visits, however, is different. I can’t remember how old I was—­maybe nine or ten—­but my memory of that scene stands out as sharp as the present.


WE HAVE MADE our ritual Sunday visit, returned home, and cleaned up. For some reason Mother asks us to sit around the Formica table in the kitchen, where we eat our meals, even though it’s not eating time. Marshall and I look at each other, wondering what we’ve done wrong. Mother holds a white mug of coffee in her left hand, with a spoon handle sticking out of it. She stirs the coffee, though she doesn’t drink it. She seems unusually serious, dabbing at her eyes and swallowing a few times before she speaks.


She begins by reminding us of the story of Hannah in the book of 1 Samuel, which we already know from Sunday School. More than anything, Hannah wanted a baby. She would travel to the temple and pray so hard and so long that the priest thought she was drunk.


Mother reads parts of the story to us from her King James Bible. “ ‘Eli said unto her, How long wilt thou be drunken? Put away thy wine from thee. And Hannah answered and said, No, my lord, I am a woman of a sorrowful spirit: I have drunk neither wine nor strong drink, but have poured out my soul before the LORD.’ ”


Marshall and I sneak a sideways glance. Mother’s tone of voice warns us this is no time to giggle about the drinking.


She continues. “Hannah was barren, you see. That means she couldn’t have any children. But God heard her prayer: ‘For this child I prayed; and the LORD hath given me my petition which I asked of him: Therefore also I have lent him to the LORD; as long as he liveth he shall be lent to the LORD.’ ”


Mother pauses for a moment, and I silently puzzle over the idea of being lent like that, borrowed by God.


“God answered Hannah’s prayer with a child she named Samuel. So as soon as Samuel was weaned, probably around the age of three—­your age, Marshall, when your daddy died—­she took him to the temple and gave him to God.” Marshall’s face shows something between surprise and unease. Where is this going? Still, we say nothing.


Mother hesitates, as if unsure what to say next. “You boys don’t know this, but before I got married I had to have an operation to fix some problems that women have. The doctor told me that probably I would never have children. Well, your dad and I prayed, and almost exactly a year after our wedding, you, Marshall, were born. It was a difficult pregnancy, and I almost died. And then two years later, Philip, you came along.”


She stops to wipe her nose with a Kleenex, and then she wipes her eyes. My heart sounds very loud, and I wonder if she can hear it.


“Just a year after that, your daddy died. I didn’t know what to do. All my dreams were dashed. I believed God had called me to Africa as a missionary. We had all these people lined up to support us and pray for us over there, and suddenly everything fell apart.


“I had promised your daddy not to move back to Philadelphia, so here I was in a new part of the country, with you two boys to look after. I had no husband and no job. My old church in Pennsylvania agreed to send us fifty dollars a month, but our rent alone was fifty-­three dollars. I didn’t know if we could make it.”


She moves the spoon around in the coffee cup for a while before resuming. “I went to the cemetery, to the grave you just visited, a fresh grave then, still mounded with dirt that hadn’t settled. I threw myself facedown on the dirt, prostrate, my arms stretched out across that mound, and sobbed and cried out to God. Like Hannah. This is the story that God gave me. Right then and there, I dedicated you both to God. I asked him to use you boys to fulfill the dream that your dad and I had—­to replace us in Africa as missionaries. And for the first time I finally had some peace about his death.”


Marshall and I do not move. My stomach is fluttering, and I am afraid even to breathe. We have never seen Mother like this. To cry, usually she goes into another room. She sniffles some, then adds one thing more.


“I made a decision to never remarry. My job was to take care of you two. Both of you had health problems when you were younger. Marshall, in Arizona you caught a desert fever that doctors said was like rheumatic fever. Several times I had to rush you to the hospital with a high temperature, almost convulsing. Philip, you had asthma and pneumonia. You would cough your lungs out. A couple of times I had to drive you, too, to the emergency room. Each time, before putting both of you in the car, I would kneel down and pray, ‘Lord, if you don’t want them to fill their father’s place as missionaries in Africa, go ahead and take them now. They’re yours. I’ve given them to you.’ ”


We sit there for a minute that seems to contain an hour, not knowing how to react. I want to say something, but my tongue has swelled up and my mouth has gone dry. I put my hand on her arm as she cries. Marshall hugs her. And that is how we first collide against the awful power of our mother’s vow.


I leave the table feeling special, like a chosen one. I have no clue how cruelly that vow will eventually work itself out. Hannah gave her son to God as a thank offering. But Marshall and I have been offered out of something different—­guilt, perhaps, or betrayal.


In time, Hannah’s story will become my least favorite story in the Bible.




PART TWO


BOYHOOD




Life, being made up of little separate incidents which one lived one by one, became curled and whole like a wave which bore one up with it and threw one down with it, there, with a dash on the beach.


—­Virginia Woolf, To the Lighthouse


CHAPTER 5


AWAKENINGS


My earliest memories all involve fear.


When I was three years old, my brother fell from the top bunk of our bed. His startled face, yellow in the glow of a night lamp, passed my own in slow motion just before crashing into the sharp edge of a table. Screams, splashes of blood, a call to the neighbor to look after me as Mother rushed Marshall to the hospital. He returned after midnight with a gauze patch covering the stitches on his forehead.


Another memory begins with a loud knock on the door. Mother moves to answer it. “Must be one of Miz O’Brien’s kids. She’s about due to have her baby.”


Instead, as the door opens, a woman with funny-­smelling breath staggers in. “Lock the door!” she says in a blubbery voice as she lurches toward a chair. She is pressing a rag to her right arm, which leaks blood.


Mother steers Marshall and me to our bedroom. We stand just inside the doorway, straining to hear the muffled words from the living room.


Soon the woman’s boyfriend shows up, pounding first on the door and then on the windows. “Don’t let him in!” she cries. “He’s after me. I tried to get in my mom’s house for protection, and that’s how I busted my arm—­breakin’ the damn window.” The forbidden word, damn, echoes like a gunshot in our home.


After a while the woman leaves, begging our mother not to lock the door behind her. Shouts from the courtyard, doors slamming, police sirens, flashing red lights.


We are living in a housing project full of luckless poor whites. During the day we hear barking dogs and crying babies, squeaky screen doors, mothers yelling, “Git in here—­it’s time for lunch!” At night we hear thumps from the neighbors who share our bedroom walls. “He’s drinking again.” The wife shrugs the next morning when Mother eyes her bruises.


I have one more memory from Blair Village, the earliest of all. For no good reason I have bitten Marshall, who immediately runs to the bathroom to tell Mother. “Send him in here at once,” she demands, and I creep slowly toward her voice. Marshall has left the bathroom door partly open and there I find my mother sitting in the bathtub with no clothes on, her glasses off, her dark hair loose. I have never seen a woman naked—­all that rounded flesh made shiny by the soap. My eyes get very confused because I know I shouldn’t look.


“Come over here,” she says, stern as a cop. My legs go stiff. Her eyes narrow, her voice tightens. “Now!” My feet move one at a time closer to the sound, closer to the mounds of skin.


“Give me your arm,” she says. I hold it out and she bites it, hard, right above the wrist. Too shocked to cry, I look down at the line of tooth marks turning red. “Now you know what it feels like,” she says.


I stumble out the bathroom door, staring at my arm, having experienced something new and strange that I have no name for.


• • •


I GROW UP in a world of women. Men are scary, with their roughness, their silence, the hint of danger about them. I can’t tell what they’re thinking. Women usually let you know, one way or another.


In my fourth year a big change takes place. We are in Philadelphia, visiting my mother’s family, the Diems, when my fingers get smashed in a car door. “It’s your own fault,” Mother says when I wail. “You should have moved your hand out of the way.” I squeeze a rag around my fingers to stop the blood while she runs back inside the house for a bandage. How can something be my fault, when I’m the one hurting?


We drive to church and sit through a service that drags on for a million years. Afterward, as I am sulking in the back seat with my bandaged fingers, the car door opens. I see two saddle oxford shoes and two legs in milky-­looking nurses’ stockings with seams up the back. Then a strange new person ducks her head inside.


“Marshall, Philip,” Mother says, “I want you to meet Aunt Kay. She’s going to live with us. She’s your new daddy.”


Just like that, I forget about my sore fingers. A new daddy? The stranger gets into our car. She has gray hair and green eyes and a face that has already started to wrinkle. She’s not really our aunt, we just have to call her that.


We head to Atlanta that very afternoon with Aunt Kay riding beside Mother in the front seat. Everything she owns fits into two cardboardy suitcases, now in our car’s trunk. I keep quiet, staring at the back of this woman’s head, mulling over the new arrangement. If she’s going to live with us, I need to find a way to win her over.


When we stop for the night at a motel in Virginia, I announce, “I want to sleep in Aunt Kay’s bed!” It works. She pulls me to her side of the bed and cuddles. No child, no person has ever asked to share her bed. A door to her heart swings open, and from that moment on, I’m her pet.


During the long trip, Mother explains that Aunt Kay is an answer to her prayers. “I promised your dad that I’d keep the two of you, but I just can’t handle things by myself anymore. I have my Bible clubs to teach. Aunt Kay will help with that and also with stuff at home.”


Kay’s own story spills out. Her father walked out when her baby brother was born. From then on, her mother moved the family from place to place, often in the middle of the night whenever the rent came due. Little Kay lost her favorite doll when an angry landlord locked them out of the house and threw away their belongings. They ended up living on a boat, with her mother making a living of sorts as a house cleaner. When Kay graduated from high school, an aunt told her she could either clean houses like her mother or, if she agreed to work hard, the aunt would pay her way through nursing school. Kay jumped at the offer, and after years of nursing, she decided to find some Christian service. That’s when the Philadelphia church pointed her to our needy family.
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