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in a small-town newspaper. 1t has the tone of an everyday event
of minimal local interest, Yet I wanted it to contain (as does the
scene that takes place when the agent fulfills his promise) the in-
formation that the novel both centers on and radiates from.

The name of the insurance company is real, a well-known
black-owned company dependent on black clients, and in its cor-
porate name are “life” and “mutual”; agent being the necessary
ingredient of what enables the relationship between them. The
sentence also moves from North Carolina to Lake Superior —geo-
graphical locations, but with a sly implication that the move from
North Carolina (the south) to Lake Superior (the north) might
not actually involve progress to some “superior state” — which,of
course it does not. The two other significant words are “fty,” upon
which the novel centers and “mercy,” the name of the place from
which he is to fly. Both constitute the heartbeat of the narrative.
Where is the insurance man flying to? The other side of Lake
Superior is Canada, of course, the historic terminus of the escape
route for black people looking for asylum. “Mercy,” the other
significant term, is the grace note; the earnest tbough, with one
exception, unspoken wish of the narrative’s population. Some
grant it; some never find it; one, at least, makes it the text and cry
of her extemporanecous sermon upon the death of her grand-
daughter. It touches, turns, and returns to Guitar at the end of the
book —  he who is least deserving of it —  and moves him to make
it his own final gift. 1t is what one wishes for Hagar; what is un-
available te and unsought by Macon Dead, senior; what his wife
learns to demand from him, and what can never come from the
white world as is signified by the inversion of the name of the hos-
pital from Mercy to “ne-Mercy.” It is available only from within.
The center of the narrative 1s flight; the springboard is mercy.

But the sentence turns, as all sentences do, on the verb: prom-
ised. The insurance agent does not declare, announce, or threaten
his act. Hé promises, as though a contract is being executed —
faithfully—between himself and others. Promises broken, or
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kept; the difficulty of ferreting out loyalties and ties that bind or
bruise wend their way throughout the action and the shifting rela-
tionships. So the agent’s flight, like that of the Solomon in the
title, although toward asylum (Canada, or freedom, or home, or
the company of the welcoming dead), and although it carries the
possibility of failure and the certainty of daunger, is toward change,
an alternative way, a cessation of things-as-they-are. It should not
be understood as a simple, desperate act, the end of a fruitless life,
a life without gesture, without examination, but as obedience to a
deeper contract with his people. It is his Commitment to them,
regardless of whether, in all its.details, they understand it. There
is, however, 1n their response to his action, a tenderness, some con-
trition, and mounting respect (“They didn’t know he had it in
him”) and an awareness that the gesture enclosed rather thau
repudiated themselves. The note he leaves asks for forgiveness.
It is tacked on his door as a mild invitation to whomever might
pass by, but it is not an advertisement. It is an almost Christian
declaration of love as well as humility of one who was not able
to do more.

There are several other flights in the work and they are moti-
vationally different. Solomon’s the most magical, the most theatri-
cal, and, for Milkman, the most satisfying. It is also the most
problematic —to those he left behind. Milkman’s flight binds
these two elements of loyalty (Mr. Smith’s} and abandon and self-.
interest (Solomon’s) into a third thing: a merging of fealty and

‘risk that suggests the “agency” for “mutual” “life,” which he

ofters at the end and which is echoed in the hills behind him, and
is the matriage of surrender and domination, acceptance and rule,

- commitment to a group through ultimate isolation. Guitar recog-

nizes this marriage and recalls enough of how lost he himself is to
put his weapon down.

The journalistic style at the beginning, its thythm of a familiar,
hand-me-down dignity, is pulled along by an accretion of detail
displayed in a meandering unremarkableness. Simple words, un-
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complex sentence structures, persistent understatement, highly
aural syntax —but the ordinariness of the language, its colloquial,
vernacular, humorous, and, upon occasion, parabolic quality, sabo-
tages expectations and masks judgments when it can no longer
defer them. The composition of red, white, and blue in the open-
ing scene provides the national canvas/flag upon which the narra-
tive works and against which the lives of these black people must
be seen, but which must not overwhelm the enterprise the novel
is engaged in. It is a composition of color that heralds Milkman’s
birth, protects his youth, hides its purpose and through which he
must burst (through blue Buicks, red tulips in his waking dream,
and his sister’s white stockings, ribbons, and gloves) before dis-
covering that the gold of his search is really Pilate’s yellow orange
and the glittering metal of the box in her ear.

These spaces, which I am filling in, and can fill in because they
were planned, can conceivably be filled in with other significances.
That is planned as well. The point is that into these spaces should
fall the ruminations of the reader and his or her invented or recol-
lected or misunderstood knowingness. The reader as narrator asks
the questions the community asks, and both reader and “voice”
stand among the crowd, within it, with privileged intimacy and
contact, but without any mote privileged information than the
crowd has. That egalitarianism which places us all (reader, the
novel’s population, the narrator’s voice) on the same footing re-
flected for me the force of flight and mercy, and the precious,
imaginative, yet realistic gaze of black people who (at one time,
anyway) did not anoint what or whom it mythologized. The
“song” itself contains this unblinking evaluation of the miraculous
and heroic ‘flight of the legendary Solomon, an unblinking gaze
which is lurking in tbe tender but amused choral-community re-
sponse to the agent’s flight. Sotto (but not completely) is my own
giggle (in Afro-American terms) of the proto-myth of the journey
to manhood. Whenever characters are cloaked in Western fable,
they are i deep trouble; but the African myth is also contami-



