PRINCETON UNIVERSITY LIBRARY

Sula Draft

No Known Copyright

Princeton University Library reasonably believes that the Item is not restricted by copyright or
related rights, but a conclusive determination could not be made.

You are free to use this Item in any way that is permitted by the copyright and related rights
legislation that applies to your use.

Princeton University Library Disclaimer

Princeton University Library claims no copyright governing this digital resource. It is provided
for free, on a non-commercial, open-access basis, for fair-use academic and research purposes
only. Anyone who claims copyrlght over any part of these resources and feels that they should
not be presented in this manner is invited to contact Princeton University Library, who will in
turn consider such concerns and make every effort to respond appropriately. We request that
users reproducing this resource cite it according the guidelines described at
http://rbsc.princeton.edu/policies/forms-citation.

Citation Information

Morrison, Toni. 1931-
Sula Draft

1 folder

Contact Information

Download Information

Date Rendered: 2019-09-05 12:37:08 PM UTC
Available Online at: http://arks.princeton.edu/ark:/88435/xd07gz25z



http://rbsc.princeton.edu/policies/forms-citation
http://arks.princeton.edu/ark:/88435/xd07gz25z




Sula




by Toni Morrison

Alfred A. Knopf New York




"Those are the women who live without glory.

They are not like me,..."

The Rose Tattoo




Eva born

Hannah born ( Eva is 20)
Pearl born (Eva is 22)

Plum born (Eva is 25)

Eva loses her leg (she is 26)

Sula born (Hannah is 20) Faet

) (Y A

I
Nel and her mother in New Orleans 2.
e PP 2/
Nel and Sula as girls, eleven (Ajax is 20) dod-

?lum returns and is burned (he is 26) 3,

Hannah burns (she is 33; Sula is 13)

Nel marries (she is 17); Sula leaves ;townl(

Sula returns (she is 27) 7

Ajax affair (Sula is 29; Ajax is 38) %
Sula dies (she is 30) 7

National Suicide Day °©

Nel visits Eva (Eva is 95; Nel is 55: Shadrack is 65) /!




In that place, where they tore the nightshade and
blackberry patches from their roots to make room for

the Medallion City Golf Course, there was once a neighborhood.

It stood in the hills above the valley‘itown of Medallion

and spread all the way to the river. JAl&heugh it is called

s
-

the suburbs now,hﬁ%én black people lived there it was

called the Bottom. One road, shaded by beeches, oak, maple,
and cheéhuts, connected it to the valley. The beeches are
gone now, and#tﬁé-pear trees where children sat and yelled
down through the blossoms to passersby. Generous funds
have been allotted to level the stripped and faded buildings
that clutter the road from MEdallion;Eo the golf course. They
are going to raze the Time and a Half Pool Hall where feet in
long tan shoes once pointed down!from chair rungs. A steel
ball will knock to dust theA§££§£% of Cosmetology where women
used to lean their heads back on sink trays and doze while
Irene lathered Nu Nile into their hair, Men in khaki work
clothes will pry loose the slats of Reba's Grill where the

owner cooked in her hat because she couldn't remember the

ingredients without it.




There will be nothing left of the Bottom (the footbridge
that crossed the river is already gone), but perhaps it is

just as well since it wasn't a town anyway--just a neighborhood

where on quiet days people in ﬁgzﬂvalley houses could hear

singing sometimes, banjoes sometimes, and, if a valley man
happened to have business up in those hills--collecting rent
or insurance payments=--he might see a dark woman in a flowered
dress doing a bit of '"'cake walk,'" a bit of "black bottom," a
bit of "messing around'" to the lively notes of a mouth organ.
Her bare feet would raise the saffron dust that floated down
on the coveralls and bunion split shoes of the man breathing
music in and out of his harmonica. The biack people watching
hcr would laugh and rub their knees and it would be easy for
the valley man to hear the laughter and not notice the adult
pain that fested somewhere under the eyelids, somewhere under
their head rags and soft felt hats, somewhere in the palm of
the hand, somewhere behind the frayed lapels, somewhere in the
sinew's curve., He'd have to stand in the back of Greater St.
Matthews and let the tenor's voice dress him in silk; or touch
the hands of the spoon carvers (who had not worked in eight
years) and let the fingers that danced on wood kiss his skin,
pain escape
Otherwise the Xaugkktex would #xxkxagk him even though it

laughter, <desswibed pain,
was the : L the ~rwonistas.

Was farl of
A shucking, knee-sTapping, w@§~eyed laughter that could




and even describe and explain how they came to be where

they were.

A joke. A nigger joke.

That was the way it got

started., Not the town, of course, but that part of town

where the Negroes lived, the
in spite of the fact that it
nigger joke, The kind white

down and they're looking for

part they called the Bottom
was up in the hills., Just a
folks tell when the mill closes

a little comfort somewhere.

The kind colored folks tell on themselves when the rain

doesn't come, or comes for weeks, and they're looking for

a little comfort somelow.

A good white farmer promised freedomé and a piece of

bottom land to his slave if he would perform .~J:>




some very difficult chores. When the slave completed the
work, he asked the farmer to keep his end of the bargain.
Freedom was easy--the farmer had no objection to that. But
he didn't want to give up any land. So he told the slave
that he was very sorry that he had to give him valley land.
He had hoped to give him a piece of the Bottom. The slave
blinked and said he thought valley land was bottom land.
The master said "Oh, no! See those hills? That's bottom
land, rich and fertile."

"But it's high up in the hills," said the slave.

' said the master, "but when God looks

"High up from us'
4

down, its the bottom. That's why we call it so. 1It's the
bottom of heaven--best land there is."
So the slave pressed his master to try and get him
some, He preferred it to the valley. And it wasfdone.
Glpsinre) o otehinran

The nigger got the hilly land whcre'thingéJg:ew.badly-in;
. l;f e f B was‘i,:c& e Che pesoe=r
“pot—at—altls where;soil slid down, and where the wind lingered
' A
all through the winter.
Which accounted for the fact that white people lived
* on the rich valley floor in that little river tcwn in Ohio,

and the. blacks populated the hills above it, taking small




consolation in the fact that every day they could literally
‘look down on the white folks.

Still, it was lovely up in the Bottom. After the town
grew and the farm land turned into a village and the village
into a town and the streets of Medallion were hot and dusty
with progress, those heavy trees that sheltered the shacks
up in the Bottom were wonderful to see, And the huntevs who
went there frequently sometimes wondered in private if maybe
the white farmer was right after all, Maybe it was the bottom
of heaven.

The black people would have disagreed; but they had no

time to think about it. They were mightily preoccupied with

earthly things--and each other, -Aad—3t—was—thtsprecccipa-
P

tmmmMMb7'Mlenk- Fo-potgentus and

Stupidity. Perhaps if thoy.h

td~beemr-a—tittde—tossromeerned
PPN,
—about_the-waye—efwone~anctifer~they-would~hrave-payed-more

g}
attention.ta.themselves=a wonclere—g even as early as 1920
Sula

what Shadrack was all about,what that little girl;who grew

¢

into a woman in their town was all about Fnd what they them-

selves were all about--tucked up there in the Bottom.




- ExeepT laing € veN
EW%%hwhhe—e*eeptiﬁn—&é World Waf LT nothingrinterfered
with the celebration of National Suicide Day. It had taken
place every January 3rd since 1920, although Shadrack, its
founder, was for many years the only celebrant. Blasted and
permanently astonished by the events of 1917, he had returned
to Medallion handsome but ravaged, and even the most fasti-
dious people in the town sometimes caught themselves dreaming
of what he must have been like a few years back before he

went off to war. A young man of hardly twenty, his head full

of nothing and his mouth recalling the taste of lipstick,

Shadrack had found himself in Decembef,-i9igf running with

his comrades across a field in France. It wag his first

encounter with the enemy and he didn't know whether his company




was running toward them or away. For several days they had
been marching, keeping close to a strea&iffoéég at its edges.
At one point they crossed it, and no sooner had he stepped
foot on the other side than the day was adangle with shouts
and explosions. Shellfire was all around him, and though he
knew that this was something called IT, he could not muster
up the proper feeling--the feeling that would accomodate IT.
He expected to be terrified or exhil;-'rated W
to feel something very strong. In fact, he felt only the
bite of a nail in his boo?}which pierced the ball of his
foot whenever he came down on it. The day was cold enough
to make his breath visible and he wondered for a moument at
the purity and whiteness of his own breath among the dirty,
gray explosions surrounding him. He ran, bayonet fixed,
deep in thé greét sweep of men flying across this f;eld.
Wincing at the pain in his foot, he turned his head a little
to the right and saw the face of a soldier near him fly off.
Before he could register shock, the rest of the soldier's
head disappeared under the inverted soupbowl of his helmet.

w

But stubbornly, taking no direction from the brai
-

headless soldier ran on, with energy and grace, ignoring

altogether the drip and slide of brain tissue down its back.




When Shadrack opened his eyes he was propped up in a
small bed. Before him on a tray was a large tin plate
divided into three triangles. In one triangle was rice;
in another meagt, and in the third stewed tomatoes. A
small round depression held a cup of whiteish liquid.
Shadrack stared at the soft colors that filled these triangles:

the lumpy whiteness of rice, the quivering bloody tomatoes,
] "4

the greyish brown meat. All their repugnance contained in

hea et L1
whic dasses (S R

ce of the triangles—-a balance that
soothed him,’and transferég& some of its equilibirum to

him. Thus reassured that the white, the red and the brown
would stay where they were--would not explode or burst forth
from their restricted zoneéthe suddenly felt hungry and
looked around for his hands. His glance was cautious at first
for he had to be very careful--anything could be anywhere,
Then he noticed two lumps beneath the beige blanket on either
féide of his hiﬁé: Jith extreme care he lifted oné arm and
was relieved to find his hand attached to his wrist, He tried

the other and found it also. Slowly he directed one hand

toward the cup and, just as he was about to spread his fingers,




they began to grow in higgledy-piggledy fashion like Jack's
beanstalk all over the tray and the bed. With a shreik he
closed his eyes and thrust his huge growing hands under the
covers. Once out of sight they seemed to shrink back to their
normal size. But the yell had brought a male nurse.

"private? We're not going to have any trouble today, are
vt
we? Are, Private?"
A

Shadrack looked up at a balding man dressed in a green

cotton jacket and trousers. His hair was parted low on the
Tk 1 axL fq.f_‘.{!(/‘[ -’j
right side so some twenty or thirty yellow hairs could cover

the nakedness of his head with—-decency+—

n

Tid ~1s
Nobody is going to feed you forever."

Sweat slid from Shadrack's armpits down his sides. He
bt~

could not bear to see -his hands grow again and was frightened
\

of the voice in the apple green suit.

"pick it up, I said. There's no point to this..." The

'}'(}
nurse reached under the cover for Shadrack's w;;ft «ad pullee

PG B oo b Oran firlir, o fer
out the monstrous hand. Shadrack'gzéfedq-dgaauuuuu@ng4the tray. _

In panic he réased himself to his knees and tried to fling off
and away his terrible fingers, but succeeded only in knocking
the nurse into the next bed.

When they strapped Shadrack into a binding jacket he was




S

both relieved and grateful, for his hands were at last hidden
and confined to whatever size they had attained.

Laced and silent in his small bed, he tried to tie the
loose cords in his mind. He wanted desperately to see his own

face and connect it with the word "

private''--the word the nurse
(and the others who helped bind him) had called him. "Private",
he thought was something secret, and he wondered why they looked
at him and called him a secret, Still, if his hands behaved as
they had done, what might he expect from his face? The fear and
longing were too much for him, so he began to think of other
things, That is

he let his mind sli whatever cave mouths

o
b
o]
ct
0
2
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of memory it chose.
He saw a window that looked out on a river which he knew
was full of fish., Someone was speaking softly just outside the

dooXr ...

Shadrack's earlier violence had coiqcided with a memo-
ranqém from the hospital executive staff in reference to the
distribution of patfients in'high.%isk'areés. Tﬁéfe was elearly
aldemand for space. The priority or the yiqlence earned Shadrack

his release, $217 in cash, a full suit of clothes, and copies of

very official looking papers.




When he stepped out of the hospital door the grounds over-
whelmed him: the cropped shrubbery, the edged lawns, the
undeviating walks. Shadrack looked at the cement stretches:

G,(.(._‘;L,_A e ﬂw(.l.#b}f'
each one elearheaded—and leadingﬂto SOme Gudisesbaneé presumably
desirable destination. There were no fences, no warnings, no
obstacles at all between concrete and green grass, so one could

easily ignore the tidy sweep of stone and cut out in another

direction--a direction of one's own. .

e - -
who=irad=—piermeot=tT 50! LMg

all who enter®d the grounds, anticipating everyshim every desire--
-

allowing some tem\choices of destination”but determining the

route by which these Whoices were”to be secured? If somzbody

were to defy the one who ®lanned it so,and choose another approach,

what would it mean,sfgg:fther were only ten destinations, ten

goals so to s ¢2k. And once you hagd picked a goal did it matter
how you reached it? The planner eviden thought so and had

o

designe

Shadrack stood at the foot of the hospital steps watching
3 o : S.]\"‘.fia
the heads of trees tossing ruefully but harmlessly fe¥ their
trunks were rooted too deeply in the earth to threaten him.

Only the walks made him uneasy. He shifted his weight, wondering




,?/

how he could get to the gate without stepping on the concrete.

While plotting his coursé{-whcre he would have to leap, where

to skirt a clump of bushes--a loud guffaw startled him. Two

men were going up the steps. Then he noticed that there were
\, 2k

many people about, andiﬁé was just now seeing them, or else

they had just materialized. They were thin slips--like paper

dolls floating down the walks, Some were seated in chairs

with wheels, propelled by other paper figures from behind. All
seemed to be smoking;and their arms and legs curved in the
breeze. A good high'wind would pull them up and away and they
would land perhaps among the tops of the trees. Ft—was—e—situ=-

S?!Shadrack took the plunge. Four

steps and he was on the grass heading for the gate. He kept

his head down to avoid seeing the paper people swerving and
bending here and there, andilost his way. When he looked up

he was standing by a low red building separated from the main
building by a covered walkway. From somewhere came a sweetish
smell which reminded him of something painful. He looked around
for the gate and saw that he had gone directly away from it in
hié coﬁplicéted 56ur&ey-over‘the gra;s...Just'to ﬁhe left of.fﬁe

low building was a gravelled driveway that appeared to lead out-

side the grounds. He trotted quickly to it and left, at last,

a haven of ;;Fmonths——only 8 days of which he fully recollected.




Once on the road, he headed west. The long stay in the
hospital had left him weak--too weak to walk steadily on the
gravel shoulders of the road. He shuffled, grew dizzy, stopped
for breath, started again, stumbling and sweating, but refusing
to wipe his templci_still afraid to look at his hands. Passen-
gers in dark square cars shuttered their eyes at what they took

to be a drunken man.

The sun was already directly over his head when he came to

a town. A few blocks of shaded streets and he was already at

its heart--a prett% quietly regulated downtown.,

Exhausted, his feet clotted with pain, he sat down at ’riyan
curbside to take off his shoes. He closed his eyes to avoid
seeing his hands and fumbled with the laces of the heavy high-
topped shoes. The nurse had tied them into a double knot, the
way one does for children, and Shadrack, long unaccostomed to
the manipulation of intricate things, could not get them loose.
Uncoordinated, his fingernails tore away at the knots. He
fought a rising hysteria that was not merely anxiety to free
his achipg feety his. very life depended qn-the release o the
knots. Suddenly without raising his eyelids, he began to cry.
Twenty years old, weak, hot, frightened, not daring to acknow-
ledge the fact that he didn't even know who or what he was...

with no past, no language, no tribe, no source, no address book,




no comb, no pencil, no clock, no pocket handkerchief, no rug,
no bed, no can-opener, no faded postcard, no soap, no key, no
tobacco pouch, no soiled underwear and nothing nothing nothing
to do...he was sure of one thing only: the unchecked monstrosity
of his hands. He cried soundlessly at the curbside of a small
mid-western town wondering where the window was, and the river,
and the soft voices just outside the door...

Through his tears he saw the fingers joining the laces,
tentatively at first, then rapidly. The four fingers of each
hand fused into the fabric, knotted themselves and zigzagged

in and out of the tiny eyeholes.

5 N a4 R i %
WAL L OGSt et trra sty gy T :‘;IU}_? T ULg wollldn J_“Lf e hen
.

head, birdijke, from among jars and jars of hcarhound-and pepper-

mint. She blihked pale green eyes and lifte%{i,tiny hand to her

throat to still t palpitation brought oguthere by the sight

of an unsavoury drunk man sitting on the street. The store-

o




By the time the police drove un,Shadrack was suffering
from a blinding hcadache,_£.£$gdkéh:)%3?1abated by the comfort
he felt when the policemen pulled his hands away from what he
thought was a permanent entanglement with his shoe laces. They
took him to jail, bocked him for vagrancy and intoxication, and
locked him in a cell. Lying on a cot Shadrack could only stare
helplessly at the wall, so paralyzing was the pain in his head.
He lay in this agony for a long while and then realized he was
staring at the painted-over letters of a command to fuck himself.
He studied the phrase as the pain in his head subsided.

Like moonlight stealing under a window shade an idea
insinuaied 1tself: his earlier desire to see his own face. He
looked for a mirror; there was none, Finally, keeping his hands
carefully behind his back he made his way to the toilet bowl
and peeped in. The water was unevenly lit by the sun so he could
make nothing out., Returning to his cot he took the blanket and

covered his head, rendering the water dark enough to see his

reflection. There in the toilet water he saw a grave black face.

A black so definite, so uneguivocal it astonished him, This

face reflected—tmWAEEr that.had.come-up-from the~wrinkled-sea=
up_into lagoons—and~lakes, down into thesoil-sucking-and-
pounding-its-way between rock layers and roots, bursting-every-

now..and-again- above the ground~ to: join~the air-=dnd cut-smiles .-




Jdnto.thewearthm~bubbiing down™ints a“valley's Tloo¥ where it
‘was caught™and stilled“in-reservoirsy-medicated-and-sent-off=

again.in. man.made-tunnels-and-pipes;-winding.its way-finally

into.a.gell-andeeshorn-of-both.rage-and delighty~with-only“d
Mshred—o@—myﬂten;-&eﬁsymsettludwinto-themwhiterhite‘bowkmofﬁf
dJlLlsbrﬂ~Shadrack hadfEESELEEfEﬁr;S;fohen51on that he was not
real--that he didn't exist at all. But when the blackness
greeted him with its indisputable presence he wanted nothing
more. In his joy he took the risk of letting one edge of the
blanket drop and glance at his hands, They were still.
Courteously still.
Shadrack rose and returned to the cot where h
the first kaewimngly—deep sleep of his new life. A sleep deeper
than the hospital drugs; deeper than the pits of plums, steadier
than the condor's wing; more tranquil than the curve of eggs,
The sheriff looked through the bars at the young man with
the matted hair. He had read through his prisoner's papers

and hailed a farmer, When Shadrack awoke, the sheriff handed

him back his papers and escorted him to the back of a wagon,

.Shadrack got in and in less than three hours he vas back in

Medallion. for he had been only twenty-two miles from his window,

his river, and his soft voices just outside the door.




In the back of the wagon, supported by sacks of squash and

hills of pumpkins, Shadrack began a struggle that was to last

for twelve days, a struggle to order and focus experience. It
had to do with making a place for fear as a way of controlling
it. He knew the smell of death and was terrified of it)fc:r he
could not anticipate it. It was not death or dying that frightened
him, but the unexpectedness of both. In sorting it all out, he
hit on the notion that if one day a year were devoéed Eoit,
everybody could get it out of the way and the rest of the year
would be safe and free. In this manner he instituted National
uicide Dav.
Suicidc Day ?j_\w:;!_.-
=505, ?n the third day_oﬁfth%'new year, he walkeqﬂthe ©eads
< Aot Carpe, v o Forp ot~
wwitie Bottomﬂwith a cowbell and hangman's rope calling the
people together. Telling them that this was their only chance
to kill themselves or each other,

At first the people in the town were frightened; they knew
Shadrack was crazy but that did not mean that he didn't have any
sense or, even more important, that he had no power. His eyes
were so wild, his hair so long aﬁd matted, his voiece was so
' Hatik
full of authority and thunder;he caused panic on the firsp’or
CharteeratiOnal Suicide Day in 1920. The next one, in 1921,

was less frightening, but still worrisome. The people had seen

him two years now in between. He lived in a shack on the river




bank that had once belonged to his grandfather long time dead.
On Tuesday and Friday he sold the fish he had caught that
morning, the rest of the week he was drunk, loud, obscene, funny
and outrageous. But he never touched anybody, never fought,
never caressed. Once the people understood the boundaries and
nature of his madness, they could fit hiﬁbso to speak into the

scheme of things.

subsequent
Then, on / Natibn:q Suicide Days, the grown people looked

.out from behind curtains as he rang his bell) a few stragglers
increased their speed, and little children screamed and ran.
gl

Set the tetter heads Iwughed—and goadé%?him (although he was

—_—
-

only four or five years older than they) but not for long

S,
his curses were stingingly personal.

As time went along, the people took less notice of these
January thirds, or rather they thought they did, thought they
had no attitudes or feelings one wéy or another about Shadrack's
annual solitary parade. In fact they had simply stopped remar-
king on the holiday because they had absorbed it into their
thoughts, into their language, into their lives.

Someone said to a friend "You sure was a long time deli-
vering that baby. How long was you in labor?"

And the friend answered "Bout three days. The pains started

on Suicide Day and kept up til the following Sunday. Was borned




on Sunday. All my boys is Sunday boys."

Some lover said to his bride-to-be "Let's do it after New
Years, stead of before. I get paid New Year's Eve."

And his sweetheart answered "Ok but make sure it ain't on
Suicide Day. I ain't 'bout to be listening to no cowbells
whilst the weddin's going on."

Somebody's grandmother said her hens always started a

laying of double-yolks right after Suicide Day.

g [=t
Then -th€ Rev, Deal took it up, saying the same folks who

had sense enough to avoid Shadrack's call were the ones who
insisted on drinking themselves to death or womanizing them-
selves to death. 'May's well go on with Shad and save the Lamb
the trouble of redemption."

So it happened that Suicide Day became a part of the

fabric of life up in the Bottom of Medallion, Chio.
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Chapter—5«
s OGNy
} { o~

It had to be as far away from the Sundown Housex as
possible. And her grandmother's middle aged nephew who
lived in a Northern town called Medallion was the-é;éé
chance she had to make sure it would be. The red shutters
had haunted bothex Helene Sabat and her grandmother for
sixteen years. Helene was born behind those shutters, daughter
of a Creole whore who worked there. The grandmother took
Helene away from the soft lights and flowered carpets of
the Sundown House and raised her under the dolesome eyes
of a multicolored Virgin Mary--counselling her to be
constantly on guard for any sign of her motheggwild blood.

So when Wiley Wright came to visit his Great Aunt
Cecile in New Orleans, his enchantment with the pretty Helene
became a marriage proposal--under the pressure of kke both

women. He was a seaman (or rather a 1ake:man, for he was

a ship's cook on one of the Great Lakes lines), im port

only ?Ehree days out of every sixteen.

He took his bride to his home in Medallion and put her
in a lovely house with a brick porch and real lace curtains
at the window. His long absences were quite bearable for
Helene Wright, especially when, after some nine years of
marriage, her daughter was born.

Her daughter was more comfort and purpose than she




2 ot

had everﬁ/;oped to find in this life., She rose grandly
to the occasion of motherhood--grateful, deep down in
her hearﬁ)that the child had not inherited the great
beauty that was hers: that her skin had dusk in it, that
her lashes were substantial but not undignified in their
length, that she had taken the broad flat nose of Wiley
(although Helene expected to improve it smmewhat) and his
generous lips.

Under Helene's hand the girl became obedient and polite.
Any enthusiasms that little Nel showed were ciémed by the
mother until she drove her daughter's imagination under
ground.

Helene Wright was an impressive woman, at least
in Medallion she was. Heavy hair in a bun, dark eyes

arched in a perpetual query about other people's Rammers .
Yo T4

A woman who won all social battles by, presence and a

conviction of the 1egi§macy of her authority. Since there
was no Catholic church in Medallion then, she joined the most
conservative black church. And held sway. It was Helene

who never turned her head in church when late comers arrived;
Helene who established the practice of seasonal altar flowers;
Helene who introduced the giving of banquets of welcome

to returning Negro veterans. She lost only o;itpattle——

the pronunciation of her hame. The people in thBottom
“-‘-—"'-(E-_-; s




refused to say Helene. They called her Helen Wright and
left it at that.

All in all her life was a satisfactory one. She
loved her house and enjoyed manipulating her daughter
and her husband., She would sigh sometimes just before
falling asleep thinking that she had indeed come far
enough away from the Sundown House.

So it was with extremely mixed emotions that she

b}

read a letter from a Mr. Henri Martin descrdibing the
=

[ w—

illness of her g%ndmother, and suggesting she come donw
right away. She did;t want to go, but could not bring
herself to ignore the silent plea of the woman who had
rescued her,

It was NOvember. November 1920. Even in Medallion
there was a victorious swagger in the legs of white men
and a dull-eyed excitement in the eyes of colored veterans.

Helene thought about the trip 8pm South with heavy
misgiving, but decided thet she had the best protection:
her manner and her bearing, to which she would add a
beautiful dress. She bought some deep brown wool and
three fourths of a yard of matching velvet. Out of this

she made herself a heavy but elegant dress with velvet collar

and pockets.




Nel watched her mother cutting the pattern from newspapers,.- -

P A s B4 -

her —eye moving’répidly from a magazine model to her own hand: She
A

watched her mether turn up the kerosene lamp at sunset to sew far
into the night.

The day they were ready, Helene cooked a smoked ham, left
a note for her lake-bound husband in case he docked earlx and walked
head high and arms stiff with luggage ahead of her daughter to the
train depot.

It was a longer walk than she remembered and they saw the
At
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train steamingﬂjust as they turned the corner. They walled/along
the track looking for the coach pointed out to them by the colored
porier. Even at that they made a mistake. Helene and her daughter
entered a coach peopled by some twenty whife men and women. Rather
than go back and down the three wooden steps again,-M;evEHEééht
decided to spare herself some embarrassment and walk on through to
the colored car. She carried two pieces of luggage and a string
purse; her daughter carried a covered basket of food.

As they opened the door marked Colored Only, they saw a white
conductor coming toward them., It was a chilly day but a light skim
of sweat glisé%ed on the woman's face as she and the little girl
struggled to hold the door open, hang on to their luggage and enter
all at once. The conductor let his eyes travel over the lemon yellow

woman and then stuck his little finger into his ear jiggling it free

of wax, '"What you think you doin', gal?"




Helene looked up at him,

So soon. So soon. She hadn't even begun the trip back. Back
to her grandmother's house in the city where the red shutters glowed,
and already she had been called "gal". All the old vulnerabilities
all the old fears of being somehow flawed éggiéc{;ﬂ in her @aéééédééd
made her hands tremble. She had heard only that one word; it dangled
above her wide brimmed hat which had slipped, in her exertion, from
its carefully leveled placement and was now tilted in a bit of a jaunt
over her eye.

Thinking he wanted her tickets, she quickly dropped both the
cowhide suitcase and the straw one in order to search for them in her
purse. An eagerness to please and an apology for living met in her

voice. - Right liere some where, sir..."

The conductor looked at the bit of wax his fingernail had
retrgived. "What was you doin back in there? What was you doin in
that coach yonder?"

Helene licked her lips. "Oh...I..." her glance moved beyond
the white man's face to the passengers seated behind him. Four or
five black faces were watching, two belonging to soldiers still in
their shit colored uniforms and peaked caps. She saw their closed

,Iij&J Lol ot o
faces amd locked eyes and leeked for compassion im the gray eyes of

the conductor.

"We made a mistake, sir. You see there wasn't no sign. We

just got in the wrong car, that's all. Siﬁ."
!
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"We don't 'low no mistakes on this emr~ Now git your butt on

in there."fjHe stood there staring at her until she realized that he
wanted her to move aside. Pulling Nel by the arm she pressed herself
and her daughter into the foot space in front of a wooden seat. Then,
for no earthly reason, at least no reason that anybody could understand,

certainly no reason that Nel understood then or later, she smiled.

Like a street pup that wags its tail at the very door jaq#of the butcher

shop he has been kicked away from only moments before, Helene smile%ii
gmiled dazzlingly and coquetttishly at the salmon colored face of the
;onductor.

Nel looked away from the flash of pretty teeth to the other
passengers. The two black soldiers, who had been watching the scene
with what appeared to be indifference, now looked stricken. Behind
Nel was ?hgright and blazing light of her mother's smile; before her
the midnight eyes of the soldiers. She saw the muscles of their faces
tighten, thg'movement under the skin from blood to marble. No change
in the expression of the eyes, but a hard wetness that veiled them as
they looked at the stretch of her mother's foolish smile,

As the door slammed on the conductor's exit, Helene walked
down the aisle to a seat. She looked about for a second to see whether
any of the men would help her put the suitcases in the overhead rack.

Not a man moved. Helene sat down, fussily, her back toward the men.

Nel sat opposite, facing both her mother and the soldiers, neither of




whom could she look at. She felt both pleased and ashamed to learn
that these men, unlike her father who worshipped his graceful
beautiful wife, were bubbling with a hatred for her mother that

had not been there in the beginning but had been born with the
dazzling smile. In the silence that preceded the train's heave,
she looked deeply at the folds of her mother's dress. There in the
fall of the heavy brown wool she held her eyes. She could not risk

letting them travel upward for fear of seelng that the hooks and

eyes_ had come undone in the placket of the dress ‘and exposed the

custard colored skin underneath. She stared at the hem, wanting to
believe in its weight but knowing that custard was all that it hid.
If this tall, proud woman, this woman who was very particular about

her friends, who slipped into church with unequaled elegance, who

could quell a roustabout with a look, if she was really custard,

then there was a chance that Nel was too.
It was on that train, shuffling toward Cincinnati, that she
&

resolved to be on guard—-alwayqf:§he wanted to make certain that no
man ever looked at her that way. .That no midnight eyes or marbled
flesh would ever accost her and turn her into jelly. E}For two days
they rode; two days of watching sleet turn to rain, turn to purple
sunsetg,and one night knotted on the wooden seats (their heads on
folded coats) trying not to hear the snoring soldiers. When they
changed trains in Birmingham for the last leg of the trip they

discovered what luxury they had been in through Kentucky and Tennessee,




where the rest stops all had ci}ored tollets. After Birmingham there
were none. Helene's face was 9;;&i.with the need to relieve herself,
and so intense was her distress she finally brought herself to speak /
to a black woman with four children who had got on in Tuscaloosa,
\“about her problem.
"Is there some where we can go to use the restroom?"
/i The woman looked up at her and seemed not to understand. S 2
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/"The restroom,' Helene repeated. Then, in a whisper "the toilet."

i
{‘b lr\aam-

The woman pointed out the window and said :Yonder.

Helene looked out of the window half way expecting to see a
comfort station in the distance; instead she saw grey-green trees
leaning over tangled grass.

"Where?"

"Yonder" the woman said. 'Meridian. We be pullin in direc'lin."
Then she smiled sympathetically and qﬁéed "Kin you make it?"

Helene nodded and went back to her seat trying to think of

other things--for the surest way to have an accident would be to

remember her full kidneys.

At Meridian the women got out with their children. While

S
Helene looked about the tiny statiOn house for a door that said

-_\.!\’alj_f-r-
Colored Women;the other woman stalked off to seme high grass on
the far side of the track. Some white men were leaning on the railing

in front of the station house. It was not only their tongues curling

around toothpicks that kept Helene from asking information of them.

She looked#round for the other woman and, seeing just the top of
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Rag
her head,in the grass, slowly realized where "yonder" was. All of

them, the fat woman and her four children, three boys and a girl, Helene
and her daughter squatted there in the four o'clock Meridian sun.

e
They did it again in Ellisville; again in Hattafburg and by the time

=

~ (&
they reached Slidell, not too far from Pontchartrain, Helene could
A

not only fold leaves as well as the fat woman, she never felt a
7
stirg as she passed the muddy eyes of the men who stood like wrecked
Dories under the station roofs of those towns.
Jhst Seek an At pdurded

The 1ift in spirit her-accompllshment had-aroused in her

quickly disappeared when the train finally pulled into New Orleans.

.Cecil#e Labat's house leaned between two others just like it

{chﬁb Beapor’ 7Z41=-r’a{38f+wnui A Frenchified shotgun house, it

o }wnv w revs hT
sported a magnificent garden in the back and aafiron fence in the

front. On the door hung a black crepe wreath with purple ribbon.

They were too late. Helene reached up to touch the ribbon, hesitated,
and knocked. A man in a collarless shirt opened the door. Helene
identified herself and he said he was Henri Martin and that he was
there for the settin up. They stépped into the house. The Virgin
Mary clasped her hands in front of her neck three times in the

~
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5 room and once in the bedroom where Cecil#e's body lay. The

old woman had died without seeing or blessing her granddaughter.
Ctber thaw Mr. Miartin
No one alaehseemed to be in the house but a sweet odor as

of gardenias told them that someone else had been. Blotting her
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lashes with a white handkerchief, Helene walked through the kitchen
/rlf:“.

to the back bedroom that she had slept igrfor sixteen years. Nel
trotted along behind)enchanted with the smell, the candles, and the
strangeness. When Helene.ttrnéd to loosen the ribbons of-ﬁe; ﬂaq
a woman in a yellow dress came out of the garden and on to the back
porch that opened into the bedroom. The two women looked at each

other. There was no recognition in the eyes of either. Then

Helene said "This is your...grandmother, Nel." Nel looked at her

i
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mother and then quickly back at the door. S 4
A

"No. That was your great-grandmother. Thisfycur grandmother,
My. ..mother."
her
Before the child could think words were ewt hanging in the
gardenia air "But she looks so young."
The womaﬁ in the canary yellow dress laughed and said she
was forty-two "an old forty-twoﬁe
Then it was she who carried the gardenia smell. This tiny
woman with the softness and glare of a canary. In that somber house
that held four Virgin Marys, where death sighed in every corner and
candles splutteé; the gardenia smell and canary yellow dress emphasized
72 Yo Ly

the funereal atomosphere surrounding het.

She smiled, glanced in the mirror and said, throwing her
onlu  One

voice toward Helene "That your Finsdewmsind?"

"Yes'" said Helene.




"Rretty. A lot like you."
"Yes. Well, She's ten now."

"Ten? Vrai? Small for her age, no?"

?
Helene shrugged and looked at her daughters questioning eyes.

The woman in the yellow dress leaned forward “Comeagome, chere."

Helene interrupted "We have to get cleaned ;p, We been three
days on the train with no chance to wash or..."

A e

":i;;lkk' aiapel le?"

"She doesn't talk creole."

"Then you ask her."

"She wants to know your name, honey."

Her head pressed into her mother's heavy brown dress, Nel tol
her and then asked "What's yours?"

"Mine's Rochelle. Well. I must be going on." She moved
to the mirror and stood there sweeping hair up from her neck back
into its halo-like roll, and wetting with spit the ringlets that
fell over her ears. "I been here, you know, most of the day. She
pass on yesterday. The funeral tomorrow. Henri takin care." She
struck a match, blew it out and darkened her eyebrows with the burnt
head. All the while Helene and Nel watched her. The one in a rage
at the folded leaves she had endured, the wooden benches she had
slept oq)all to miss seeing her grandmother and seeing instead that

A -
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painted canary anmd-never say a word of greeting?ior affection or...
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Rochelle continued. "I don't know what happen to de house.

Long time paid for. You be thinkin on it? Oui?" Her newly darkened
eyebrows queried Helene.
"Oui." Helene's voice was chilly. "I be thinkin on it."

"Oh well. Not for me to say..."

Suddenly she swept around and hugged Neiﬂ; quick embrace tighter ora
harder than one would have imagined her thin soft arms mapable of,

1%oirllbboir!" and she was gone.

In the kitchen)being soaped head to toe by her mother, Nel
ventured an observation "She smeligiso nice. And her skin was so
soft."

Helene rinsed the cloth "Much handled things are always soft."

"What does Vwah mean?"

"L don't know, " her mother said "I don't talk creole." She

gazed at her daughters wet buttocks, "And neither do you."

When they got back to Medallion and into the quiet house they
saw the note exactly where it was left and/gg; dried out in the icebox.

"Lord, I've never been go glad to see this place. But look at
the dust. Get the rags, Nel. Oh never mind. Let's breathe a while
first. Lord I'mever thought I'd get back here safe and sound. Whoo.
Well it's over. Good and over., Praise His name., Look at that. I

told that old fool not to deliver any milk and there's the can curdled

to beat all. What gets into people. I told him not to. Well I got

other things to worry bout. Got to get a fire started. Lord, it's

R
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cold. Don't just sit there honey. You could be pulliﬁ}your NOSE@.s=-

I left it ready so I wouldn't have to do nothin but light it...

Nel sat on the red velvet sofa listening to her mother but
remembering the smell and the tight tight hug of the woman in yellow
who rubbed burned matches over her eyes.

Late that night after the fire was made, the cold supper
eaten, the surface dust removed, Nel lay in bed thinking of her
trip. She remembered clearly the urine running down and into her

stockings until she learned how to Squaa the disgust on the face
Sound 64 + foneral m

of the dead woman and the 9tmengenaaannén&ha-ﬁunaeei, It had been

an exhilarating trip butﬁfearfu%i She was frightened of the soldiers
eyes on the train, the black wreath on the door, the custard pudding
she believed lurked under her mother's heavy dress, the simpie feel
or unknown streets and unknown people. But she had BGL;A;BH Aﬁ# ;
was lit lamp
she &edt,different. She got out of bed and swumsdwen the Fight to
look in the mirror. There was her face, plain brown eyes, three
braids, and the nose her mother hated. She looked for a long time
and suddenly a shiver ran through her.

"I'm me," she whispered. "Me."
Nel didn't know quite what she meant, but on the other hand
she knew exactly what she meant.

"I'm me. I'm not their daughter. I'm not Nel. I'm me.
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Each time she said the word 'me' there was a gathering in her
like power like jcy) like fear. et ;back in bed with her discovery, she
stared out of the window at the 8—-'-. Leawes of the herse Chestnoty
"Me," she murmured. And then, sinking deeper into the quilts,
"I want...I want to be...wonderful. Oh Jesus make me wonderful,"
The many experiences of her trip crowded in on her., She slept.
It was the last as well as the first time she was ever to leave Medallion.
B-u;s {or days afterward she imagined other trips she would take, alone
thod%h, to far away places. Contemplating them was delicious. Leaving
Medallion would be her goal. Uesmamdwmpead, But that was befores” ~

/ Cav fretd f“'“'mérﬁ
~Before she met SUIif The girl she had seen for five years at schooiy=

z~ but never played witgjnever kneﬁ;because her essa mother said that

Sula's mother was sooty. The trip, perhaps, or her new found me-ness

gave her the strength to cultivate a friend in spite of her mother.
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-Onoe&SdTaAyisited the Wright house, Helene's curdled
scorn turned to butter. Her daughter's friend seemed
to have none of the mother's slackness. Nel, who
regarded the oppressive neatness of her home with
dread, felt comfortable in it with Sula;,iuggéaia

loved it and would sit on the red velvet sofa for

ten to twenty minutes at a time--still as dawn. As

L
for Nel, she preferred Sula's woo%y ?ﬁouse where a

pot of something was always cooking on the stove; where
the motheﬁxghannahxﬁserved but never scolded or gave
directions; where all sorts of people dropped in;

where newspapers were stacked in the hallway, and

dirty dishes left for hours at a ti in
T

by ! . gl P
and where a one-legged grandmother handed you goobers

from deep inside her pockefls or read you a dream.




Sula Peace lived in a house of many rooms that had been
uilt over a period of five years to the specifications of

its owner who kept on adding things: more stairways--there
were three sets to the second floor--more rooms, doors and
stoops. There were rooms that had three doors, others that
opened out on the porch only ,”and were inaccessible from any
other part of the house; others that you could get to only
by going through somebody's bedroom. The creator and

sovereign of this enormous house with the four sickle-pear

trees in the fromnt yard,’and the single elm in the back yard

was Eva Peace, who sat in a wagon on the third floor directing
the lives of her children, friends, strays, and a constant

stream of boarders. Fewer than nine people in the town
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remembered when Eva had two legs and her oldest child, Hannah,

)
was not one of them. Unless Eva herself introduced the subject,
no one ever spoke of her disability; they pretended to ignore
it, unless, in some mood of fancy, ¥w¥e began some fearful story
about it--generally to entertain children. How the leg got up

by itself, one day and walked on off. How she hobbled after it

but it ran too fast. Or how she had a corn on her toe and it

just grew and grew and grew until her vhole foot was a corn and
\-r

A
thc%;travelcd onup her leg and wouldn't stop growing until

she put a red rag at the top but by that time it was already at
her knee.

?Qmebody said Eva stuck it under a train and made them
pay ?Liu Another said she sold it to a hospital for $10,000--
at which, Mr. Reed opened his eyes and asked "Nigger gal legs
goin for $10,000 a piece?" as though he could understand $10,000
a pair--but for one?

Whatever the fate of her lost leg, the remaining one was
magnificent. It was stockinged and shod at all times and in
all weather. Once in a while she got a felt slipper for Chiyst-
- mas or her birthday, but they soon disappearcdlfur Eva always

wore a black laced up shoe that came well above her ankle. Nor

did she wear over-long dresses to disguise the empty place on




her left side. Her dresses were mid-calf so that her one
glamorous leg was always in view as well as the long fall of
space below her left thigh. One of her men friends had
fashioned a kind of wheel chair for her: a rocking chair top
fitted into a large child's wagon. In this contraption she

ANt 320
navigated around the room, from bedside to beth¥eem to the LS
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balcony that opened out the North side of her rooﬁf The o=~ the Gooh Gurst.
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wagon was so low that children who spoke to her standing up
were eye level with her and adults, standing or sitting had

to leok down at her, éut they didn't know it. They all had
the e*eaxr impression that they were looking up at her, up
into the open distances of her eyes, up into the soft black

of her nostrils and up at the crest of her chin.

Eva had married a man named BoyBoy and had three children:

Hannah, the eldest, and Eva whom she named after herself but

called Pearl; and a son named Ralph apd whom she called Plum.

L ve

After.ﬁhﬁeehyears of a sad and disgruntled marriage

BoyBoy took off. During the time they were together he was

very much preoccupied with other women and was not home much
anyway. He did whatever he could that he liked, and he liked
womanizing best, drinking second, and abusing Eva third.

Lo Neveopborny ‘/4.&-—--8‘/‘6*5; f)(d.c__z_oryu, Zlneis. Hoidan' oyt
When he lef?}kEvaAfaa—tméadé#uma::ﬁhzsk-¢=ae-aeeeaieae, no

{dea of what or how to feel, The children




needed her; she needed money, and needed to get on wlth her life.
<:Therc were very few black families in those low hills th;xﬁﬂ TFhrevkt

QRTEey ..}.-:..1. TTTETY Gﬁzﬂj#gk the demands Of fQEdlng her three

children were so acute she had to postpone her anger for two

{‘M-ttl:_.
years «swew she had both the time and the energy for it. She
Cﬁ-—r——/f(r(/)-l- ALy Or—v— . =~y
was /ronvwnanbal Liasonventenecd—and desperately hungexﬁi:{tiﬂ!///

Suggs who liVQd-ZOO yards down the road#rought her a warm bowl

of peas, as soon as they found out, and a plate of cold bread.

She thanked them and asked if they had a little milk for the

older ones. They said no, but Miss Jackson, they knew, had a

cow still giving, Eva took a bucket over and Miss Jackson told

her to come back and fill it up in the morning, because the evening

milking had already been done. In this way, things went on until

near December. People were most willing to help ews, but ﬁva

felt she would soon run hér-welcome out; winters were hard and her

neighbors were not that much better off. She would lie_ in bed.

with the baby boy, the two girls wrapped in quilts on the floor,

thinking. The oldest child, Hannah, was five and too young té

take care of the baby alone, and any house work Eva could find

would keep her away from them from 5:30 or earlier in the morning

until dark--way past 8:00. The white people in the valle& weren't

rich enough then to want maids; they were small farmers and trades-
/

men and,.if anything,'wanted hard labor;éﬁgé helpﬂl She thought

\ ' RS




also of returning to some of her people in Virginia, but to come
home dragging three young ones would have to be a step one rung

before death for Eva. She would have to scrounge around and beg
through the winter, until her baby was at least nine months old,
then she could plant and maybe hire herself out to valley farms

to weed or sow, or feed stock until something steadier came along
at harvest time. She thought she had probably been a fool to let
BoyBoy haul her away from her people, but it seemed so right at -

the time. He worked for a white carpenter and toolsmith who

insisted on BoyBoy's accompanying him when he went West and set

up in a squinchy little town called Medallion. BoyBoy brought his
: S ’
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new wife and built them a one-room cabinﬁrfghtzna the road that.
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wound up out of the valley, on up into the hills., They lived
A
there a year before they had an outhouse.

n-.tl Adle s i"’#‘-: f;-fc: — Y
Sometime bgfore ;bpktn&—of—ﬁevembef} the baby, Plum, stopped
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having bowel movements. Eva massaged his stomachfggge him warm
water. Something must be wrong with my milk, she thought. Miss
Suggs gave her castor oil, but even that didn't work. He cried

and fought so they couldn't get much down his throat anyway. He
seemed in great pain and his shrieks were pitched hizh in outrage
and suffering. At one point, maddened by his own crying, he gagged,
choked and looked as though he was strangling to death. Eva

rushed to him and kicked over the earthen slop jar, washing a
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small area of the floor with the child's urine. iwe-managed
to soothePglﬁ;but when he took up the cry again late that night,
she resolved to end his misery once and for all., She wrapped
him in blankets, ran her finger around the crevices and sides of
the lard can, and stumbled to the outhouse with him. Deep in
its darkness and freezing stench she squatted down, turned the
baby over on her knees,exposed his buttocks and shoved the last
bit of food she had in the world (besides three beets) up his
ass, Softening wlth “the 1nsert1on iof z%e dab of lard, she
probed with her middle finger to loosen his bowels., Her finger-
nail snagged what felt like a pebble;
followed. Plum stopped crying as the black hard stools riqhb—
cheted onto the frozen ground. And now that it was over, Eva
l-__;.mr@,kuﬂ c(_i_-,.- --ér,c v
squatted there vonderlngivﬁat was she d01ng down -slexe on her
haunches with her beloved baby boy warmed by her body in the
almost total darkness)her shins and teeth f;eeziqg, her nostrils
mwgﬂﬂ PGl L Yrad pa) ono—e tho,o
assailed. She shook her head/eme said aloud "Uh uh. Nooo."

Thereupon she returned to the house and her bed. As the grate-

ful Plum slept zad- the silence allowed her to think.

Two days later she left all of her children with Mrs. Suggs
saying she would be back the next day.
Eighteen months later she swept down from a wagon with two

crutches, a new black pocket book, and one leg. First she




reclaimed her children, next she gave  the sgrprised Mrs. Suggs
plarte £ “Prortolor ey : ‘-
a ten dollar bill, later shepbutds a house on Carpenter s Road, AZLf”H
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When Plum was three years old, BoyBoy came back to town
and paid her a visit. When Eva got the word that he was on his
way, she made some lemonade. She had no idea what she would do
or feel during that encounter. Would she cry, cut his throat,
beg him to make love to her--she couldn't imagine. So she just
waited to see. She stirred lemonade in a green pitcher and
waited.

BoyBoy danced up the steps and knocked on the door.

"Come on in," she hollered,

He opened the door and stood smiling, a picture of pros-
perity and good will. His shoes were a shiney orange, and he
had on a citified straw hat, a light blue suit, and a cat's
head stickpin in his tie. Eva smiled and told him to sit him-
self down, He smiled too.:

"How you been, girl?"

"Pretty fair. What you know good?'" When she heard those
ﬁords come out of her own mouth she knew that their conversation
would start off polite. Although it remained to be seen whether
she would still run the ice pick through the cat head pin.

"Have some lemonade."




"Don't mind if I do." He swept his hat off with a satisfied

i

gesture. His nails were long and shiney. 'That=ces—ie hot, and

rvnnin
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I been ¥#ding around all day,.
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Eva looked out of the screen door and saw a pea green metor
(i Lt A ) /ll-r 2=y [ ﬁ
5 ¥ the smallest pear tree. Glancing back at him, she
was reminded of Plum's face when he managed to get the meat out
of a walnut all by himself. Eva smiled again, and poured the
lemonade,

Their conversation was easy: she catching him up on all the
gossip, he asking about this one and that one, and likeeverybody
else avoiding any reference to her leg. It was like talking to
somebody's cousin who just stopped by to say howdy before getting
on back to where ever he came from. BoyBoy didn’t ask to see the

£ ) :
children, and Eva did nf$t bring them into the conversation.

After a while he rose to go. Talking about his appointments
and exuding an odor of new money and idleness, he danced down the

At s e persionce Eoiat)
steps andAf°“n* Eed—fritir—Tst—a—irirt-ot—a—-abtrus) toward Re@—t T

-gaw, FEva watched. She looked at the back of his neck and the set
of his shoulders. Underneath all of that shine she saw defeat
in the stalk of his neck and the curious tight way he held his

shoulders. But still she was not sure what she felt. Then he
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W,g;ﬁva like a sledge (iammer, and it was then

that she knew what to feel. ¥ﬁ8=wa¥mhliquid trail of hate thae

flooded her chest, was—deticious,
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pleasant anticipation, like when you know you are going to fall
in love with someone and you wait for the happy signs. Hating
BoyBoy, she could get on with it, and have the safety, the thrill,
the consistency of that hatred as long as she wanted or needed
it to define and strengthen her or protect her from routine

L en
vulnerabilities. (Huvhﬂitﬁesxwhen Hannah accused her of hating
colored people, Eva said she only hated one, Hannah's father
BoyBoy, and it was hating him that kept her alive and happy.)

: began her
Happy or not, after BoyBoy's visit she/retreat to her

bedroo?bleaving the bottom of the house/%%r%h%%% %%%elived

there: cousins who were passing through, stray folks, and the
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privileges,and after 19i0 didn't comewdews the stairs but once
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Among the tenants in that big old house were the children

e )
Eva took Oﬁerating on a private scheme of preference and preju-

e
dice she sent off for children Lha€ she had seen from the lemp
‘éﬁtf rif
wéadéwﬁ%of her bedroom or whose circumstances she had heard about
from the gossippy old men who came to play checkers or read the
her granddaughter
Courier, or write her number. 1In 1921, when/Sula was eleven, Eva

had three such children. They came with woolen caps and names

given to them by their mothers, or grandmothers, or somebody's
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best friend. Eva snatched the caps off their heads and ignored
their names., She looked at the first child closely, his wriats,
the shape of his head, and the temperament that showed in his

eyes and said "Well. Look at Dewey. My my mymymy." When later
that same year she sent for a child that kept falling down off the

porch across the street,she said the same thing. Somebody said

3

"But, Miss Eva, you calls the other one Dewy. "
A

"So? This here's another one."

When the third one was brought and Eva said "Dewey" again,
everybody thought she had simply run out of names or that her
faculties had finally softened.

."How is anybody going to tell them apart?" Hannah asked her.

"What you need to tell them apart for? They's all deweys."

-~ b, 1M/\A-1I
When Hannah asked the question it did nét sound ReTre—tee

Votrao € £
bright -fer each dewey was markedly different from the other two.
Dewey one was a deeply black boy with a beautiful head and the
golden eyes of chronic jaundice. Dewey two was light-skinned
with freckles everywhere and a head of tight red hair. Dewey
three was half Mexican with chocolate skin and black bangs.
Begides; they were one and two years apart in age. It was Eva
saying things like "Send one of theﬁ deweys out to get me some

Garrett, if they don't have Garrett, get Buttercup" or "Tell them

'deweys to cut out that noise" or "Come here you dewey you" and




"Send me a dewey'" that gave Hannah's question its weight,

Siowly each boy came out of whatever cocoon he was in at
the time his mother or somebody gave him away and accepted Eva's
view, becoming in fact as well as in name a dewey--joining with
the other two to become a trinity with a plural name...inseparable,
loving nothing and no one but themselves. When the handle from
the 1cebox fell off all the deweys got whipped and in shoney

O

dry-eyed silence #hey watched theirA eet as they turned their

behinds high up into the air for the stroke. When the golden-

- .._'- {'
eyed dewey was ready for school he gould not go without the

others. He was seven; freckled éewey was five, and Mexican
idewey was only four. Eva solved the problem by havin m all
sent off together. Hannah said "But one of them's only four."

"How you know? They all come here the same year." Eva said.

"But that one there was one year old when he came)and that
was three years ago."

"You don't know ﬁow old he was when he come here and neither
do the teacher. Send'em."

The teacher was startled, but not unbelieving for she had
long ago given up trying to fathom the ways of the colored people
in town. So when Hannah said that their names were Dewey Martin,

that they were cousins, and all were six years old, the teacher

gave only a tiny sigh and wrote them in the record book for the




first grade. She too thought she would have no problem disting-
uishing among them, because they looked nothing alike, but like
everyone else before her, she gradually found that she could not
tell one from the other. The deweys would not allow it. They
got all mixed up in her head, and finally she could not literally
believe her eyes. They spoke with one voice, thought with one
mind, and maintained an annoying privacy. Stouthearted, surly,
and wholly unpredictable the deweys remained a mystery not only

s

during all of their lives in Medallion but after as well.

The deweys came in 1921, but the year before Eva had given
-Reant-—to-be

a small room off the kitchen—-ﬁ:fﬁﬁmwLhat_uas—pfebabéyfh—panﬁay—

to Tar Baby, a beautiful, slight, quiet man who never spoke

above a whisper. Most people said he was half white,but Eva

said he was all white. That she knew blood when she saw it,

and he didn't have none. When he first came to Medallion the
people called him Pretty Johnnie, but Eva looked at his milky

skin and cornsilk hair and out of a mixture of fun and meanness
called him Tar Baby. He was a mountain boy who stayed to him-
self, bothering no one, intent solely on drinking himself to
death. At first he worked in a poultry market, and after wringing
the necks of chickens all day, he came home and drank until he

slept. Later he began to miss days at work, and frequently did

not have his rent money. When he lost his job altogether, he
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would go out in the morning, scrounge around for money doing
odd jobs, bumming or whatever, and come home to drink. Because
he was no bother, ate little, required nothing, and was a cheap
wine lover, no one found him a nuisance. Besides he frequently
went to Wednesday night prayer meetings and sang with the
sweetest hill voice imaginable "In the Sweet Bye and Bye". He
sent the deweys out for his liquor, and spent most of his time

in a heap on the floor or sitting in a chair staring at the wall.

q]Hannah worried about him a little, but only a very little. For

it soon became clear that he simply wanted a place to die pri-
vately but not quite alone. No one thought of suggesting to him
that he pull hi:;iﬁf together or see a doctor or anything. Even
the women at prayer meeting who cried when he sang "In the Sweet
Bye and Bye" never tried to get him to participate in the church
activities, They just listened to him sing, wept and thought
very graphically of their own imminent deaths, The people either
accepted his own evaluation of his life, or were indifferent to it.
There was, however, a measure of contempt in their indifference,
for they had little patience with people who took themselves that
seriously. Seriously enough to try to die. And it was natural

that he, after all, became the first one to join Shadrack--Tar

Baby and the deweys..— on National Suicide Day.




distant
Under Eva's/eye, and prey to her idiosyncracies, her own

children grew up stealthily: Pearl married Qg;yi;;éi; End moved
to Flint, Michigan from where she posted frail letters to her
mother with two dollars folded into the writing paper. Sad
little nonsense letters about minor troubles, her husband's job
and who the children favored. Hannah married a laughing man
Tl L ita
named Rekus who died whcnISula was about three years old at
wﬁich time Hannah moved b;ck into her mother's big house pre-
pared to take care of it and her mother for ever.

With the exception of BoyBoy, those Peace women loved all
men. It was manlove that Eva bequeathed to her daughters.
Probably, people said, because there were no men in the house--
no men to run it. But actually that was not true. The Peace

/;ﬁgmen simply loved maleness, for its own sake. Eva, old as
she was, and with one leg, had a regular flock of gentlemen
callers, and although she did not participate in the act of love,

there was a good deal of teasing and pecking and laughter. The

men wanted to see her lovely calf, that neat shosjand watch the

foppssing }ﬁfthat sometimes swept down out of the distances in

her eyes. They wanted to see the joy in her face as they

settled down to play checkers knowing that even when she beat
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them, as she almost always did, somehow, in her presence, it was
they who had won something. They would read the newspaper aloud
to her, and make obscrvations on its content and Eva would listen
feeling no obligation to agree and, in fact, taking them to task
ﬁAf,,,JA.;b:t/-
about their interpretation of events, But she fuaesed—at them with
such an azbsence of bile, such a concentration of manlove that
they felt their convictions solidified by her disagreement.

With other peoples' gffairs Eva was equally prejudiced about
men. She fussed interminably with the brides of the newly-wed
couples for not getting their men's supper ready on time; about
how to launder shirts, press them etc. "Yo man be here direcklin'.
Ain't it bout time you got busy?"

“Aw Miss Eva. 1It'll be ready. We just having spaghetti."”

"Again?'" Eva's eyebrows fluted up and the newly wed pressed
her lips together in shame,

Hannah simply refused to live without the attentions of a
man, and after Rekus' death had a steady sequence of lovers,mostly
the husbands of her friends and neighbors. Her flirting was sweet,
low and guileless, Without ever a pat of the hair, a rush to change
clothes, or a quick appllcation of paint, with no gesture whatso-

ever, she Epéead-eevu&li&#« In her same old print wrap-around, barefoot in the
summer ,

n the winterfglher feet in a man's leather slippers with the backs flattened

under her heels, men became aware of her behind, her slim ankles,
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the dew-smooth skin and the incredible length of neck. Then the
smile-eyes, the turn of the head--all so welcoming, light and
playful. Her voice trailed, dipped and bowed; she gave a chord

to the simplest words. Nobody, but nobody could say 'hey sugar'

like Hannah. When he heard it, the man tipped his hat down a
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little over his eyes, opened-—up—his—shirt—eollar andjdreamed

dseame—of the hollow place at the base of her neck. And all this

without the slightest confusion about work and responsibilities.

While Eva tested and argued with her men, leaving them feeling

as though they had been in combat with a worthy, if amiablg}foe,

Hannah rubbed no edges, made no demands, made the man feel as

though he were complete and wonderful just as he was--he didn't

need fixing,and so he relaxed and swooned in the Hannah light

that shone on him simply because he was. If the man entered and

Hannah was carrying a coal scuttle up from the basement,.she

handled it in such a way that it became a gesture of love., He

made no move to help her with it simply because he wanted to

see how her thighs looked when she bent to put it down, knowing

that she wanted him to see them too. €
Eva's last child, Plum to whom.éhe ho;;;“;;“;;;;;;;;EQQfo::ﬂjh':IVQELCiX
thing, floated 1in a constant swaddle of love and affectionm,

until 1917 when he went to war. He returned to the states in

1919, but did not get back to Medallion until 1920. He wrote




But since in that crowded house there were no places for
private and spontaneous love-making, Hannah would take the man
down into the cellar in the summer where it was cool back behind
the coal bin and the newspapers, or in the winter they would
step into the pantry and stand up against the shelves she had
filled with canned goodi or lie on the flour sack just under
the rows of tiny green peppers. When those places were not
available, she would slip into the seldom used parlor, or even
up to her bedroom. She liked the last place least, not because
Sula slept in the rogpm with her but because her love mate's
tcnd;ncy was always to fall asleep afterwards and Hannah was
fastidious about whom she slept with. She would fuck practi-
cally anything, but sleeping with someone implied for her a
measure of trust and a definite commitﬁment. So she ended up

a daylight lover, and it was only once actually that Sula came

home from school and found her mother in the bei’curled spoon

in the arms of a man,

Seeing her step so easily into the pantry and emerge looking
precisely as she did when she entered, only happier, taught Sula
.that sex was pleasaat and frequent, but otherwise unremarkable.
Outside, (children giggling about underwear) the message was
contrary. So she watched her mother's face and the face of

1 j -
her men when they opened the pantry door and made up her own
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mind.

Hannah exasperated the women in the town--the ""good" women
who said "One thing I can't stand is a nasty woman'"; the whores
who were hard put to find trade among black men anyway aﬁf who
resented Hannah's generosity; the middling women who hadzhﬁsgands
and affairs, because Hannah seemed too unlike them, having no
passion attached to her relationships and being wholly incapable
of jealousy. Hannah's friendships with women were, of course,
seldom and short-lived, and the newly married couples whom her
mother took in soon learned what a haéz;d she was, She could
break up a marriage before it had even become one--she would
make love to the new groom and wash his wife's dishes all in an
afternoon. What she wanted, after Rekus died, and what she
succeeded in having more often than not, was some touching every
day.

The men, surprisingly, never gossiped about her., She was
unquestionably a kind and generous woman and that, coupled with
her extraordinary beauty and funky elegance of manner, made them

that
defend her and protect her from any vitriol/newcomers or their
'

wives might spill,
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letters from New York, Washington, D.C.,EChicago full of promises

of homecomings, but there was obviously something wrong. Finally
some two or three days after Christmas, he arrived with just the
shadow of his old dip down walk. His hair had been neither cut
nor combed in months, his clothes were pointless and he had no
socks. But he did have a black bag, a paper sack, and a sweet
sweet smile., Everybody welcomed him and gave him a warm room
next to Tar Baby's and waited for him to tell them whatever it
was he wanted them to know., They waited in vain for his telling
but not long for the knowing. His habits were much like Tar Baby's
but there were no bottles, and Plum was sometimes cheerful and
animated. Hannah watched and Eva waited. Then he began to steal

from them, take trips to Cincinnati and sleep for days in his

oL

room with the record player going. He got even thinner for he
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So late one night in 1921, Eva got up from her bed and put
on her clothes. Hoisting herself up on her crutches she was amazed

to find that she could still manage themjalthough the pain in her

armpits was severe. She practiced a few s;ﬁgs around the room,
i
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and then opened the door. Slowly, she manipulated herself down
.thc long flights of stairs; two crutches under her left arm, the
right hand grasp;ng the bannister. The sound of her foot booming
in comparison to the delicate pat of the crutch tip. On each
landing she stopped for breath., Annoyed at her physical conditioq}
she closed her eyes and removed the crutches from under her arm§
to relieve the unaccostumed pressure. At the foot of the stairs
she redistributed her weight between the crutches and swooped on
through the front room, to the dining room, to the kitchen,
swinging and swooping like a giant heron, so graceful sailing
about in its own habitat but awkward and comical when it folded
its wings and tried to walk. With a swing and a swoop she

arrived at Plum's door and pushed it open with the tip of one

crutch, He was lying in bed barely visible in the light coming
4]

e

from a single bulb threugh—the-bathroem-door. Eva swung over
to the bed propping her crutches at its foot. She sat down and
gathered Plum into her arms. He woke, but only slightly.

"Hey man. Hey. You holdin me Mama?" His voice was drowsy
and amused. He chuckled as though he had heard some private
joke. Eva held him closer and began to rock. Back and forth
shé rocked him, her eyes wandering around his room., There in
the corner was a half eaten store-bought cherry pief Thetre—were

A o /;..-‘L- y Py shrolind £ f &>
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candy wrappersigalled up Sa—the—ileor , empty pop bottlesA G £¢&L,1_L“4tﬂca
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etrme®.  On the floor,was a glass of strawberry crush and
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a Liberty Magazine. Rocking rocking listening co Plum's occasional

chuckles, Eva let her memory spin, loop and fall. Plum in the
tub that time as she leaned over him. He reached up and dripped
water into her bosom and laughed. She was angry, but not too,
and laughed with him,

"Mama you so purty. You sO purty mama."

Eva lifted her tongue to the edge of her lip to stop the

tears from running into her mouth. Rocking Rocking. Later she

P52 4
day him down and looked at him a long time. Suddenly she was

thirsty and reached for the glass of strawberry crush. She put
it  to her lips and discovered it was blood tainted water.and
threw it to the floor. Plum woke up and said "Hey Mama, whyn't
you go on back to bed? I'm all right. Didn't T .tell you? I'm
all right. Go on, now." =
"I'm going Plum'" she said. She released him and pulled
her crutches toward her, Swinging and swooping she left his room.
She dragged hersief to the kitchen and made grating noises,
Plum on the rim of a warm light sleep was still chuckling.
Mama, She sure was somethin., He felt twilight. Néw there
seemed to be some kind of wet light traveling over his legs and

stomach with a deeply attractive smell. It wound itself--this

wet light--all about him, splashing and running into his skin.




He opened his eyes and saw what he imagined was the great wing
of an eagle pouring a wet lightness over him., Some kind of
baptism, some kind of blessing he thought. Everything is going
to be all right, it said. Knowing that it was so he closed his
eyes and sank back into the bright hole of sleep.

Eva stepped back from the bed and let the crutches rest
under her arms. She rolled a bit of newspaper into a tight
stick about six inches long, lit it and threw it onto the bed
where the kerosene-soaked Plum lay in $wfinite—amd snug delight.
Quickly as the whoosh of flames engulfed him, she shut the door
and made her slow and painful journey iéﬁét EERE Loyt ] Bk st

Just as she got to the third flight she could hear Hannah
and some child's voice. She swung along, not even listening to
the voices of alarm and the cries of the deweys., By the time
she got to her bed someone was bounding up the stairs after her,
Hannah opened the door. "Plum! Plum!: He's burning Mama! We
can't even open the door! Mama!"

Eva looked into Hannah's eyes. "Is? My Baby? Burning?"

The two women did not speak for the eyes of each was enough for
= Aons f“aw._.-,,t_a
the other. Then Hannah closed hers and
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- {ce cream, A hill-wind was blowing
dust and empty Camels wrappers about their ankles. It pushed
their dresses into the creases of their behinds, then lifted
the hems to peek at their cotton underwear. They were on
their way to Edna Finch's Mellow House, a new ice cream par-

A%
lor newly opened and catering to nice folks--where, children

would even feel comfortable, you know, even though it was

right next to Reba's Grill and just one block down from the

" Time and a Half Pool Hall., It sat in the curve of Carpcnter's

Hesr SpaTans e

Road, which, in four blocks, made up all that-was available

wA -
of the Bottom's sporting-life., Old men and young ones draped




themselves in front of the ElMira Theatre detherwise—kmowi
as—the—rat—house), Irene's Palace of Cosmetology, the pool
hall, the grill and the other sagging business enterprises
that lined the street. ‘On sills, on stoops, on crates and
busted chairs they sat tasting their teeth, and waiting for
something to distract them. Every passerby, every motor car,
every alteration in stance caught their attention and was

commented on. Particularly they watched women. When one & he““;ab\

approached, the older men tipped their hats; the younger ones
&l? T Hirny ) 4t
opened and closed their thighs., But eaeh, whatever his age,

watched her retreating view with interest.

Nel and Sula walked through this valley of eyes chilled
by the wind and heated by the embarrassment of appraising
stares. The old men looked at their stalk-like legs, dwelled
on the cords in the backs of their knees and remembered old
dance steps they had not done in twenty years. In their lust,
which age had turned to kindness, they moved their lips as
though to stir up the taste of young sweat on tight skin.

Pig meat. The words were in all their minds. And one
of them, one of the young ones, said.it aloud. Softly but
aefinitively and there was no mistaking the compliment. His

6ntc
name was Ajax, a twenty, year old pool haunt of sinister beauty.




Graceful and economical in every movement, he held a place of
envy with men of all ages for his magnificently foul mouth.
In fact he seldom cursed, and the epithets he chose were dull,
even harmless., His reputation was derived from the way he
handled the words. When he said "hell" he hit the h with his
lungs and the impact was greater than the achievement of the
most imaginative foul mouth in the town. He could say shit
with a nastiness impossible to imitate. So, when he said
"pig meat," as Nel and Sula passed, they guarded their eyes
lest someone see their delight.

It was not really Edna Finch's ice cream that made them
brave the stretch of those panther eyes. Yeavs later their
own eyes would glaze as they cupped their chins in remembrance

Aea)
of ¢hese inch worm sTiii?;#iigﬁﬁluauadnsee-onea—nare*those
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squatting haunches, thesd’ Track-rail legs straddling busted
: "\

chairs. The cream colored trousers marking with a mere seam

the place where the mystery curled. Those smooth vanilla
crotches invitad them; those lemon yellow garbardines pro—‘ji
-miwzed themé£¢aeé9m—£%&aramt::m&ﬂe-—a@—éaneeeneew

They moved towiard the ice cream parlor like tight rope
walkers as thrilled by the possibility of a slip as by the

maintainance of tension and balance. The least sidéﬁways
L




glance, the merest toe stub could pitch them into those
creamy haunches spread wide with welcome. Somewhere benecath

all of that daintiness, chambered in all that neatness, lay

- ="N

i
the thing that clotted their dreamsf!ﬁﬂlich was only fitti?E}

for it was in dreams that the two girls had first met. Long
before Edna Finch's Mellow House opened, even before they
marched through the chocolate halls of Garfield Primary
School out on to the playground and stood facing each other
through the ropes of the one vacant swing (Go on. No. You
go.) they had already made each other's acquaintance in the
delerium of their noon dreams. They were solitary little
girls whose loncli ; o profound it intoxicated them
and sent them stumbling into technicolored visions which
always included a presence, a someone, who, quite like the
dreamer, shared the delight of the dream. When Nel, an only
child, sat on the steps of her back porch surrounded by

the high silence of her mother's incredibly orderly house,
feeling the neatness pointing at her back, she studied the
poplars and fell easily into a picture of herself lying on

a flowered bed, tangled in her own hair, waiting for some
fiery prince. He approached but never quite arrived. But
always, watching the dream along with her, were some smiling

sympathetic eyes. Someone as interested as she herself in
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the flow of her imagined hair, the thickness of the mattress
of flowers, the voile sleeves that closed below her elbows in
gold threaded cuffs,
Similarly, Sula, also an only child, but wedged into a
household of throbbing disorder constantly awry with things,
people, voices and the slamming of doors, spent hours in the
attic behind a roll of linoleum galloping through her own
mind on a grey and white horse tasting sugar and smelling roses
in full view of a someone who shared both the taste and the
speed.
So when they met, first in those chocolate halls and
next through the ropes cf the swing, they felt the ease and
comfort of old friends. Because each had discovered years
‘b ;and that all freedom and triumph was
ago that they were neither white nor male, Aforbldden to them, they had set abcou:
creating something else to be. Their mesting was fortunate,
for it let them use each other to grow on. Daughters of
distant mothers and incomprehensible fathers (Sula's because
he was dead; Nel's because he wasn't) they found in each
other's eyes the intimacy they were looking for.

Frcctrs 192 >
Nel Wright and Sula Peace were both eteven in #92%, wish-

bone thin and easy assed. Nel was the color of wet sandpaper--

Just dark enough to escape the blows of the pitch black true-

bloods and the contempt of o0ld women who worried about such
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things as bad blood mixtures and knew that the origins of a
mule and a mulatto were one and the same. Had she been any
lighter skinned she would have needed either her mother's
protection on the way to school or a streak of mean to
defend herself. Sula was a heavy brown with large quiet
eyes one of which featured a birthmark that spread from the
middle of the 1id toward the eyebrow , shaped something like
a stemmed rose. It gave her otherwise plain face a broken
excitement and blue blade threat like the keloid scar of the
razored man who sometimes played checkers with her grand-

mother, The birthmark was to grow darker as the years passed,
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to the end, were as steady and clean as rain,
Tea
Their friendship was as intense as it was sudden. &ach-
Ja L/L.

found relief in the other's personality. Although both were
unshaped formless things, Nel seemed stronger and more con-
sistent than Sula who could hardly be counted on to sustain
any emotion for more than three minutes. Yet there was one
time when that was not true, when she held on to a mood for

_weeks, but even that was in defense of Nel.

Four white boys in their early teens, sons of some newly

arrived Irish people, occasionally entertained themselves in

the afternoon by harrassing black school children. With shoes




that pinched and woolen knickers that made red rings on their
calves, they had come to this valley with their parents
believing as they did that it was a promised land--green and
shivering with welcome. What they found was a strange accent,
a pervasive fear of their religion and firm resistance to
their attempts to find work. With one exception the older re-
sidents of Medallion scorned them. The one exception was

the black community. Although some of the Negroes had been
in Medallion before the Civil War (the town didn't even have
a name thenljif they had any hatred for these newcomers it
didn't matter because it didn't show. As a matter of fact,
baiting them was the one aétivity which the white Protestant

&L -

1iging in this world

residents concurred in. In part their belor

7 Ens
et

was epﬁﬁr;;{ only when they echoed the old residents attitude
toward blacks.

These particular boys caught Nel once, and pushed her
from hand to hand until they grew tired of the frightened
helpless face. Because of that incident, Nel's route home
from school became elaborate. She, and then Sula, managed
to duck them for weeks until a chilly day in November when
Sula said "Let's us go on home the shortest way."

Nel blinked, but vauieééd. They walked up the street

until they got to the bend of Carpenter's Road where the boys
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boys-
lounged on a disused well., Spotting their prcy)thc/ sauntered

forward as though there was nothing in the world on their minds

lbut the grey sky. Hardly able to control their grins, they

stood like a gate blocking the path. .AaiggB;:;; the girls

were three feet in front of the boys, Sula reached into her

coat pocket and pulled out Eva's paring knife. The boys stopped

short, exchanged looks and dropped all pretense of innocence.

This was going to be better than they thought. They were going

to try and fight back.,and with a knife. Maybe they could get
e

an arm around oneﬁk'wais?ior tear...

Sula squatted down in the dirt road and put everything
down on the ground: her lunchpail, her reader, her mittens, her
slate. Holding the knife in her right hand, she pulled the
slate toward her and pressed her left forefinger down hard on
its edge. Her aim was determined but inaccurate. She slashed
off only the tip of her finéer. The four boys stared open-
mouthed at the wound and the scrap of flesh, like a button mush-
room, curling in the cherry blood that ran into the corners of
the slate.

Sula raised her eyes to them. Her voice was quiet. "If
I can do that to myself, what you suppose 1'll do to you?"

The shifting dirt was the only wayebhaffNel knew that

they were.moving away; she was looking at Sula's face which

4




seemed miles and miles away.

~f.”:\{a§.
But toughness was not their forte--adventuresomeness was—

and a mean determination to explore everything that interested
them, from one-eyed chickens high stepping in their perned
yards to Mr. Buckland Reed's gold teeth, from the sound of
sheets flapping in the wind to the labels on Tar Baby's wine
bottles. And they had no priorities. They could be distracted
from watching a fight with mean razors by the glorious smell

of hot tar being poured by roadmen two hundred yards away.

In the safe harbor of each other's comapny they could
afford to abandon the ways of other people and concentrate omn
their own perceptions of things. When Mrs, Wright reminded
Nel to pull her nose she would do it enthusiastically but
without the least hepe in the world.,

"While you sittin there, honey, go head and pull your
nose."

"It hurt?jMama."

"Don't you want a nice nose when you grow up?"

After she met Sula, Nel slid the clothespin under the
blanket as soon as soon as she got in the bed. And although
there was still the hateful hot comb to suffer through each

Saturday evening, its consequences--smooth hair--no longer

7/




interested her.
Joined in mutual admiration they watched each day
as though it were a movie arranged for their amusement. The

new theme they were now discovering was men. So they met

regularly--without even planning itr—-to walk down the road
/ 1o

to Edna Finch's Mellow Housc—Fdithough it was too cool for

jce cream,




fyou-gaobers from deep in her pockets or. read_you g-dream,
PBuring the summer that followed their meeting--in-the

<chocolate halils-of-Garfield-Primary;-the-girls —went—back
and forth betwecnuthentwo~house§,eachwone-seeingaher~own
~home-anew—in-the-other's—eves:—
m.,_, Atlry—ind Lorvi— G

A -&e-wﬁs-g summer limp with the weight of blossomed
things. Heavy sunflowers weeping over fences; iris curling
and browning at the edges far away from their purple hearts;
ears of corn letting their auburn hair wind down to their
stalks, And the boys. The beautiful, beautiful boys who
dotted the landscape like jewels, split the air with their
shouts in the field., and thickened the river with their

shining wet backs. Even their footsteps left a smell of

smoke behind.

It was in that summer, the surmer of their edeverth

year, the summer of the beautiful black boys that they
J
became skittish, frightened, and bold--all at the same
time,
In that mercury mood in July, Sula and Nel wandered
about the Bottom barefoot looking for mischief. They
éecided to go down by the river where the boys sometimes

swam, Nel waited on the porch of Seven Carpenter's Road




while Sula ran into the house to go to the toilet., On the
way up the stairs, she passed the kitchen where Hannah sat
with two friends, Patsy and Valentine. The two women were
fanning themselves and watching Hannah put down some dough,
all talking casually about one thing and another and had
gotten around, whan Sula passed by, to the problems of child
rearing.

"They a pain."

"Yeh, Wish I'd listened to Mama. She told me not to

have’ them too soon."

"Any time atal is too soon for me."

"Oh, I don't know. My Rudy minds his daddy. He just
wild with me., Be glad when he growed and gone."

Hannah smiled and said "Shut your mouth. You love the
ground he pee on,"

"Sure I do. But he still a pain. Can't help loving
your own child. No matter what they do."

"Well, Hester grown now and I can't say love is exactly
what I feel." :

' Sure you do. You love her, like I love Sula. I just

don't like her. That's the difference."

"Guess so. Likin them is another thing."




"Sure. They different people, you know,.."

|
O“hi _1]"\”.., ah S
4All she heard wes—her—wmother!s words, and the pronounce-
= A

ment sent her flying up the stairs. In bewilderment, she
stood at the window fingering the curtain edge, aware of a

sting in her eye. Nel's call floated up and into the win-

dow, pulling her away from dark thoughts back into the bright,

hot daylight.
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They ran most of the way,

Heading toward the wide part of the river where trees
grouped themselves in families darkening the earth below.
They passed some boys swimming and clowning in the water,

shrouding their words in laughter,

They ran)mast—of-the-way.

“Ram{in the sunlight creating their own breeze which
pressed their dresses into their damp skin. Reaching a kind
of square of four leaf-locked trees which promised cooling,
they flung themselves into the four cornered shade to taste
their lip sweat and contemplate the wildness that had come
upon them so suddenly. They Iay in-t thei

almost touching, their bodies stretched away from each other
at a 180 degree angle. Sula's head rested on her arm, an
undone braid coiled around her wrist. Nel leaqed on her
elbows. and worried long blades of grass with her fingers.

Underneath their dresses flesh tightened and shivered in the

high coolness, their small breasts just now beginning to create
: Ljyim_btﬁﬂﬁ:» N
some pleasant discomfort whem lying on thaCstomacH.
A i

Sula lifted her head and joined Nel in the grass play.
Dy Jn Dine)s
In concert, without ever meeting Lhe eyes of-the athery they
%) V

stroked the blades up and down, up and down. Nel found a

thick twig and, with her thumbnail, pulled away its bark




until it was stripped to a smooth creamy innocence. Sula
looked about and found one too. When both twigs were undressed
Nel moved easily to the next stage and began tearing up rooted
grass to make a bare spot of earth. When a generous clearing
was made Sula traced intricate patterns in it with her twig.
g

At first Nel was content to do the same. But shortly she

grew impatient and poked her twig rhythmically and intensely
into the earth, making a small neat hole that grew deeper and
wider with the least manipulation of her twig. Sula copied her,
and soon each had a hole the size of a cup. Nel began a more
strenuous digging and, rising to her knees, was careful to
scoop out the dirt as she made her hole deeper. Together they

worked until the two holes were one and the same. When the

depression was the size of a small dishpan, Nel's twig broke.

With a gesture of disgust she threw the pieces into the hole

they had made. Sula thFew hers in too. Nel saw a bottle cap
and tossed it in as well. Each then looked around for more
debris to throw into the hole: paper, bits of glass, butts of
cigarettes, until all of the small defiling things they could
find were collected there. Carefully they replaced the soil
and covered the entire grave with uprooted grass.

Neither one had spoken a word.
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Aa-fn unspeakable restlessness and agitation held EEEEbas—w
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they stood, stretched, then gazed out over the swift dull
= M

watera At the same instant each girl heard footsteps in the
grass. A little boy in too big knickers was coming up from
the lower bank of the river. He stopped when he saw them and
picked his nose.

"Your mama tole you to stop eatin snot, Chicken." Nel
hollered at him through cupped hands.

"Shut up" he said, still picking.

"Come up here and say that."

"Leave him lone, Nel. Come here, Chicken. Lemme show
you scmething."

"Naw, "

"You scared we gone take your bugger away?"

"Leave him lone I said. Come on Chicken. Look. I'll
help you climb a tree."

Chicken lookéd at the tree Sula was pointing to-- a big
double beech with low branches and lots of bends for sitting.

He moved slowly toward her.

"Come on Chicken, I'll help you up."

Still picking his nose,his eyes wide, he came to where
they were standing. Sula took him by the hand and coaxed him

along. When they reached the base of the beech, she lifted
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him to the first branch, saying "Go on. Go on, I got you."

She followed the boy, steadying him)when he needed,it with her

hand and her reassuring voice., When they were as high as they

could go, Sula pointed to the far side of the river.
"See? Bet you never saw that far before did you?"
Ugh b

"Now look down there."

They both leaned a little and
peered through the leaves at Nel standing below, squinting
ker—eyes up at them. From their height she looked small and
foreshortened.

Chicken little laughed.

"'yall better come on down before you break your neck."
Nel hollered.

"I ain't never coming down'" the boy hollered back.

"Yeah. We better. Come on Chicken."

"Naw. Lemme go."

"Yeah Chicken. Come on now."

Sula pulled his leg gently.

"Lemme go."

"OK, I'm leavin you." She started on.

"Wait!" he screamed.

Sula stopped and together they slowly worked their

down.




Chicken was still elated, "I was way up there wasn't

3

I? Wasn't I? Tma tell my brovvcr.“;PSula and Nel began to
.mimic him: "I'm a tell by brovver} I'm a tell my brovver."

Sula picked him up by his hands and swung him outward
then around and around. His knickers ballooned and his shreiks
of frightened joy startled the birds and the fat grasshoppers.
When he slipped from her hands and sailed away out over the
water they could still hear his bubbly laughter.

The water darkened and closed quickly over the place
where Chicken Little sank. The pressure of his hard and tight
little fingers was still in Sula's palms as she stood looking
at the closed place in the water. They expected him to come
back up, laughing. Both girls stared at the water.

Nel spoke first. "Somebody saw."

A figure appeared
briefly on the opposite shore.

The only house over there was Shadrack's. Sula glanced
at Nel. Terror widened her nostrils. Had he seen?

The water was so peaceful now. There was nothing but

the baking sun and something newly missing. Sula cupped her

face for an instant, then turned and ran up to the little

plank bridge that crossed the river to Shadrack's house.

There was no path. It was as though neither Shadrack nor




anyone else ever came this way,

Her running was swift and determined, but when she was
jidts

17/
close to the three little steps that led to the porch, fear

d
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crawled into her stomach and only the something newly missing
back there in the river made it possible for her to walk up
the three steps and kneck at the door.

No one answered. She started back, but thought again
of the peace of the river. Shadrack would be inside, just
behind the door ready to pounce on her. Still she could not

go back. Ever so gently she pushed the door with the tips

of her fingers and heard only the hinges weep. More, And

then she was inside, Alone. The neatness, the order startled
her, but more surprising was the restfulness. Everything was
so tiny, so common, so unthreatening. Perhaps this was not
the house of the Shad. The terrible Shad who walked about
with his penis out, who peed in front of ladies and girl-
children, the only black who could curse white people and get
away with it, who drank in the road from the mouth of the
bottle, who shouted and shook in the streets. This cottage?
This sweet old cottege? With its made up bed? With its rag
rug and wooden table? Sula stood in the middle of the little

room and in her wonder forgot what she had come for until a




sound at the door made her jump. He was there in the doorway

looking at her. She had not heard his coming and now he was

looking at heE5wirh:ﬂ@aahduﬁuaaan-andmnmmr:dnngQnguag&hanmﬁvu*s

sk,

More in embarrassment than terror she averted her glance.
When she called up enough courage to look back at him, she
saw his hand resting upon the door frame. His fingers, barely
touching the wood, were arranged in a graceful arc. Relieved
and encouraged (no one with hands like that, no one with fingers
that curved around wood so tenderly could kill her) she walked
past him out of the door, feeling his gaze turning turning with
her,

At the edge of the porch, gathering the wisps of courage

that were fast leaving her, she turned once more to look at

him’ ".TO QQV. 1’\|t‘n e }\?};J }\5_”' ,>

He was smiling, a great smile, heavy with lust and time
to come. He nodded his head as though answering a question,
and said, in a pleasant conversational tone, a tone of cooled
butter: "Always."

Sula fled down the steps, and shot through thz greenness
and the baking sun back to Nel and the dark closed place in
the water. There she collapsed in tears.

Nel quieted her: '"Sh, sh. Don't, don't. You didn't




mean it. It ain't your fault. Sh. Sh. Come on les go.

Sula. Come on now.:
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up and allowed Nel to lead her away.

Finally, Suka- stood
, VL. B

"He said 'Always. Always'!

"What?"

Sula covered her mouth as they walked down the hill.
Always. He had answered a question she had not asked, and
its promise licked at her feet,

A bargeﬁan found - /‘C gihs%hat afternoon just as he was
poling away from the shore, stuck in some rocks and weeds,
his knickers ballooning about his legs. He would have left

' e
- him there, but noticed that it was child not an old black

N
man as it first appeared, and he prodded the body loose,
netted it, and hauled it aboard. He shook his head in dis-
gust at the kind of parents who would drown their own children,
When, he wondered, will those people ever be anything but
animals, fit for nothing but substitutes for mules, only
mules didn't kill each other the way niggers did. He dumped
Chicken Little into a burlap sack and tossed him next to

some egg crates and boxes of wool cloth. Later, sitting

down to smoke on an empty lard tin, still bemused by God's




curse and the terrible burden his own kind had of elevating
Ham's sons, he suddenly became alarmed by the thought that
the corpse in this heat would have a terrible odor which
might get into the fabric of his woolen e¢loth. He dragged
the sack away and hooked it over the side, so that Chicken's
body was half in and half out of the water.

Wiping the sweat from his neck, he reported his find
to the sheriff at Porter's Landing who said they didn't have
no niggers in their county, but that some lived in jthose hills

cross the river, up above Medallion. The bargemen said he

couldn't go all the way back there, it was every bit of two
miles. The sheriff said whyn't he throw it on back into the
water, The bargemen said he never shoulda taken it out in

the first place. Finally they got the man who ran the ferry

twice a day to agree to take it over in the morning,

That was why Chicken Little was missing for three days
and didn't get to the embalmer's until the fourth day, by
which time he was unrecognizable to almost everybody who
once knew him, and even his mother wasn't deep down sure,
except that it just had to be him since nobody could find
him. When she saw his clothes laying on the table in the

basement of the mortuary, her mouth snapped shut, and when




she saw his body it flew wide open and it was seven hours
before she was able to close it and make the first sound.

So the coffin was closed,

The Junior Choir, dressed in white sang "Nearer My God
to Thee" and "Precious Memories", their eyes fastened on
the song books they did not need, for this was the first time
their voices had presided at a real-life event.

Nel and Sula did not touch hands or look at each other
during the funeral. There was a space, a separateness between

them. Nel's legs had turned to granite and she expected
;- o/

the sheriff or

= &8 pointing finger at any moment.

allivugh she knew she had "done nothing"”, she felt convicted
and Qﬁnéifigﬁ; there in the pew--two rows down from her parents
in the children's section.

Sula simply cried. Soundlessly and with no heaving and
gasping for breath the tears rolled into her mouth, and slid
down her cEin to dot the front of her dress.

As ii;iﬁéé;ﬁﬁé;A;SVed into his sermon, the hands of the
women unfolded like pairs of raven's wings and flew high above
their hats in the air. They have not heard all o< what he

said; they have heard the one word or phrase}or inflection
3

that is for them the connection between the event and them-
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selves, For some it is the_term Sweet Jesus. And they see
the Lamb's eve and the truly innocent victim: themselves,
.Thcy acknowledge the innocent child hiding in the corner of
their hearts, hold“g sugar and butter sandwich. That one.

The one who lodged deep in their fat, thin}old#young skin, and

was the one the world had hurt. Or they uzaughe

song newly killad and remembered his legs in short pants and

wonder where the bullet went in. Or they remember how dirty

the room looked when their father 1left home and wonder if

that is the way the slim young Jew Eelf)who.for them is both
= ’

son and lover and in whose downy face they see the sugar and

butter sandwiches  and - feel the oldest and most
devastating pain there is: not the pain of childhood, but
the remembrance of it.

Then they leave their pews. For with some emotions one
has to stand. They speak, for they are full and need to say.
They sway, for the rivulets of grief or of ecstasy must be
rocked. And when they think of all that life and death
locked into that little closed coffin they dance and scream,
not to protest God's will but to acknowledge it and confirm
once more their conviction that the only way to avoid the Hand
of God is to get in it,

In the colored part of the cemetary, they sank Chicken




Little in between his grandfather and an aunt, Butterflies
flew in and out of the bunches of field flowers now loosened
from the top of the bier and lying in a small heap at the
edge of the grave. The heat had gone, but there was still
no breeze to lift the hair of the willows.

Nel and Sula stood some distance away from the grave,
the space that had sat between them in the pews had dissolved.
They held hands and knew that only the coffin would lie in

the earth; the bubbly laughter and the press of fingers in

hand ﬂiams would stay above ground forever. At first, as

they stood there, their hands were clenched together. They
relaxed slowly until during the walk back home their fingers
were laced in as gentle a clasp as that of any two young
girlfriends trotting up the road on a summer day wondering

what happened to butterflies in the winter.
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The second strange thing was Hannah's coming into her mother's
room with an empty bowl and a peck of Kentucky Wonders and saying
"™Mama, did you ever love us?" She sang the words like a small child
saying a piece at Easter, then knelt to Spr;ad a newspaper on the
floor;?;gt the basket on it; aad the bowl:iﬁ'gﬁe sp;cé between her
legs. Eva, who was just sitting there fanning herself with the
cardboard fan from Mr. Hodges'xgg?fg?} listened to the silence that

followed Hannah's words then said "Scat.:" to the deweys who were )}
f str®)

>
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playing chain gang necar the window, FEach-ef—the*r shoe laces tied

e ’
to the laces of the other: they stumbled and tumbled out of Eva's
room,

"Now," Eva looked up across from her wagon at her daughter.
"Give me that again. Flat out to fit my head."

"I mean did you? You know. When we was little."

Eva 's hand moved snail-like down her thigh toward her stump,
but stopped short of it to re-align a pleat. "No. I don't reckon
I.did. Not the way you thinkin."

"Oh well, I was just wonderin." Hannah appeared to be through
with the subject.

L]

"An evil wonderin if I evar heard one." Eva was not through.




"I didn't mean nothing by it Mama."

"What you mean you didn't mean nothing by 1t? How you gone not
mean something by 1it?"

Hannah pinched the tips off the Kentucky Wonders and snapped
their long pods, What with the sound of the cracking and snapping,
and her swift fingered movements she seemed to be playing a complicated
instrument. Eva watched her a moment and then said "You gone can
them?"

."No.  They for tonight.,"

"Thought you was gone can some,"

"Uncle Paul ain't brought me none yet. A peck ain't enough to

He say he got two bushels for me."

“Triflin

"Oh, he all right."

"Sho he all right. Everybody all right. Cept Mama, Mama the

one ain't all right. Cause she didn't love us."

"Awww Mama."

"Awww Mama? Awww Mama? You settin here with your healthy-ass

and ax me did I love you? Them big old eyes in your head would a
two holes full of maggots if I hadn't."

"I didn't mean that Mama. I know you fed us and all:; - I was
taikin bout something else. Like. Like. Playin with us., Did you
ever, you know, play with us?"

5
"Play? Wasn't nobody playin in 1890. Just cause you got it

9
good now you think it was always this good? 1890 was a killer, girl.
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Things was bad. Niggers was dying 1ike flies. Stepping tall ain't

Paul
you? Unclq’gdhc bring me two bushels. Yeh. And they's a melon

downstairs ain't they? And I bake every Saturday, and Shad brings
fish on Friday, and they's a pork barrel full of meal, and we float
eggs in a crock of vinegar.,."

"Mama what you talkin bout?"

"I'm talkin bout 18 and 95 when I set in that nouse five days
with you and Pearl and Plum and three beets, you snake-eyed ungrate-
ful hussy. What would I look_like leapin round that little old room
playin‘with youngins with three beets to my name?"

"I know bout them beets Mama. You told us that a million times,"

"Yeah? Well? Don't that count? Ain't that love? You want me

ut
Pearl was shittin worms and I was supposed to play rang--around-the-
rosie?"

"But Mama, they had to be some time when you wasn't thinkin
bout..."

‘"No time., They wasn't no time. Not none. Soon as I got one
day done here come a night. With you all coughin and me watchin so
t.b. wouldn't take you off and if you was sleepin quiet I thought oh
‘Lord they dead and put my hand over your mouth to feel if the breath
was comin what you talkin bout did I love you girl I stayed alive
for you can't you get that through your thick head or what is that

o
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between your ears®¥ rer{&er\%fr{
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Hannah had enough beans now. With some tomatoes and hot bread
she thought, that would be enough for everybody especially since the
deweys didn't eat vegetables no how and Eva never made them and Tar
Baby was living off air and music these days. She picked up the
basket and stood with it and the bowl of beans over her mother. Eva's
face was still asking her last question. Hannah looked into her
mother's eyes.

"But what about Plum? What'd you kill Plum for Mama?"

It was a Wednesday in August and the ice wagon was coming and
coming. You could hear bits of the driver's song. Now Mrs, Jackson
would be tipping down her porch steps. "Jes a piece. You got a 1il
ole piece layin round in there you could spare?" And as he had since
the time of the pigeons, the ice man would hand her a lump of ice
saying "Watch it now Mrs. Jackson. That straw'll tickle your pretty
neck to death.”

Eva listened to the wagon coming and thought about what it .must
be like in the ice house. She leaned back a little and closed her
eyes trying to see the insides of the ice house. It was a deeply
lovely picture in this heat until it reminded her of that winter
night in the outhouse hold;;g her baby in the dark her fingers

searching for his ass hole and the last bit of lard scooped from

the sides of the can, held deliberately on the tip of her middle

finger, the last bit of lard to keep from hurting him when she
slid her finger in and all because she had broke the slop jar and

the rags had frozen. The last food staple in the house she had
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rammed up her baby's behind to keep from hurting him too much
when she opened up his bowels to pull the stools out, He had
been screaming fit to kill, but when she found his hole at last
and stuck her finger up in it, the shock was so great he was
suddenly quiet. Even now on tﬁc hottest day anyone in Medallion
could remember, a day so hot flies slept and.cats were splaying
their fur like quills, a day so hot pregnant wives leaned up |
against trees and cried, and women remembering some three-month
0ld hurt put ground glass in their lover's food and the men
looked at the food and wondered if there was glass in it and ate
it anyway because it was too hot to resist eating it. Even on
this hottest of days in the hot spel;)Eva_shivered from the
biting cold and stench of that outhouse.

Hannah was waiting. Watching her mother's eyelids. When
Eva spoke at last it was with two voices. Like two people were
talking at the same time, saying the same thing, one a fraction
of a second behind the other.

"He give me such a time. Such a time. Look like he didn't
even want to be born. But he come on out. Boys is hard to bear.
You wouldn't know that but they is. It was such a carryin omn to
get him born and to keep him alive. Just to keep his little heart
beating and his little old lungs cleared and look like when he
came back from that war he wanted to git back in. After all that

carryin on, just gettin him out and keepin him alive, he wanted

.




to crawl back in my womb and well...I ain't got the room no more
even if he could do it, There wasn't spacé for him in my womb,

And he was crawlin back. Being helpless and thinking baby thoughts
and dreaming baby dreams and messing up his pants again and smiling
all the time. I had room enough in my heart, but not in my womb,
not no more. I birthed him Once.: I couldn't do it again. He

was growed, a big old thing. Godhavemercy I couldn't birth him
twice. I'd be laying here at night and he be downstairs in that
room, but when I closed my eyes 1'd see him... _six feet tall
smilin and crawlin up the stairs quietlike so I wouldn't hear and
opening the door soft so I wouldn't hear and he'd be creepin to

the béd trying to spread my legs trying to get back up in my womb.
He was a man, girl, a big old growed up man. I didn't have that
much room, I keptigreaming it. Dreaming it and I knowed it was

true. One night it wouldn't be no dream. It'd be true and I would

. ) -
have done it, would have let him if I iﬂﬂrof had the room but a

big man can't be a baby all wrapped up inside his mama no more; he
suffocate. I had done everything I could to make him leave me
and go on and live and be a man but he wouldn't and I had to keep
him out so I just thought of a way he could die like a man not
all scruntched up ins’de my womb, but like a man."
for the: tears,
Eva couldn't see Hannah clearly/ but she looked up at her
A

anyway and said, by way of apology or explanation or perhaps just

by way of neatness: "But I held him close first. Real close.




Sweet Plum. My bab; boy."

Long after Hannah turned and walked out of the room, Eva
continued to call his name while her fingers lined up the pleats
in her dress.

Hannah went off to the kitchen, her old man's slippers
plopping down the stairs and em over the hardwood floors. She
turned the spicket on)letting water break up the tight knots
of Kentucky Wonders, and float them to the top of the bowl.
She swirled them about with her fingers, poured the water off and
repeated the process. Each time the green tubes rose to the
surface she felt elated and collected whole handfulls at a time
to drop in twos and threes back into the water.

sink she could see the deweys
still playing chain gang, their ankles bound one to the other,
they tumbled, struggled back to their feet, and tried to walk

single file. Hens strutted by with one suspicious eye on the

2
deweys another on the brick firqulace where sheets and mason

jafs were boiled. Only the deweys could play in this heat., Hannah
put the Kentucky Wonders over the fire and struck by a sudden
sleepiness, she went off to lie down in the front room. It was
even hotter there for the windows were shut to keep out the sun-
light. Hannah straightened the shawl that draped-the couch and

lay down. She dreamed of a wedding in a red bridal gown until

Sula came in and woke her,
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But before the second strange thing, there had been the wind
which was the first, The very night before the day Hannah had g
asked Eva If she had ever loved them, the wind tore over the hills
rattling roofs and loosening doors. Everything shook and although
the people were frightened they thought it meant rain and welcomed
it. Windows fell out and trees lost arms. People waited up half
the night for the first crack of lightening. Some had even
uncovered barrels to catch the rain water which they loved to

drink and cook in. They waited in vain, for no lightening no thunder

no rain came. The wind just swept through, took what dampness
Iharon
there was out of the air, messed up the yards, and gowe on. The

hills of the Bottom, as always, protected the valley part of

town where the white people lived,and the next morning all the

L}f £ aAN t
people were grateful 'for there was a dryer heat. So they set about

7
their work early for it was canning time, and who knew but what
S

the wind would come back this time with a cooling rain. The men
who worked in the valley got up at 4:30 in the morning and looked
at the sky where the sun was already rising like a hot white bitch.
They beat the brims of their hats against their legs befo;e putting?gﬁﬁ
thenggld trudged down the road-like old promises nobody wanted
kept.

On Thursday when Hannah brought Eva her fried tomatoes and

Oox fota ! ve b

soft scrambled eggs with the white left outﬂsﬂe mentioned her




dream of the wedding in the red dress. Neither one bothered to
look it up for they both knew the number was 522. Eva said she'd
Buckland Reed
play it when Mr. « came by. Later she would remember it as
tie third strange thing. She had thought it odd even then, but
the red in the dream confused her. But ;ﬁe wasn't certain that
it was third or not because Sula was acting up, fretting the deweys
and meddling the newly married couple. Because she was thirteen,
everybody supposed her nature was coming down, but it was hard to
put up with her sulking and aggravation. The birthmark over her
eye was getting darker and looked more and more like a stem and
rose. She was dropping things and eating food that belonged to
the newly married couple and started in to worrying everybody
that the deweys needed a bath and she was going to give it to
them, The deweys who went wild at the thought of water, wcre
; v
crying and thundering all over the house like colts.
"We ain't got to do we? Do we got to do what she says? It

ain't Saturday." They even woke up Tar Baby who came out of his

room to look at them and then left the house in search of music.

Hannah ignored them and kept on bringing mason jars out of

the cellar and washing them. Eva banged on the floor with her
stick but nobody came. By noon it was quiet. The deweys had
escaped, Sula was either in her room or gone off somewhere. The

newly married couple)energized by their morning love-making had
J




gone to look for a day's work happily certain that they would find
none.

The air all over the Bottom got heavy with peeled fruit and
boiling vegetables., Fresh corn, tomatoes, string beans, melon
rinds. The women, children and the old men who had no jobs were
putting up for a winter they understood so well. Peaches were
stuffed into jars and black cherries (later, when it got cooler
they would put up jellies and preserves). The greedy canned as
many as 42 a day even though some of them;like Mrs. Jackson who
ate ice, had jars from 1920. |

B;;ore cshe trundled her wagon over to the dresser to get
her comb, Eva locked out the window and saw Hannah bending to light

the yard fire. And that was the fifth (or fourth if you didn't

count Sula's craziness) strange thing. She couldn't find her comb.

Nobody moved stuff in Eva's room--except to clean and thea they
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put & right Back. But Eva couldn't find it anywhere. One hand
pulling her braids loose, the other searching the dresser drawers,
she had just begun to get irritated when she felt it in her blouse
drawer. Then she trundled back to the window to catch a breeze,
if one took a mind to come by)while she combed her hair. She
rolled u;tzhe window and it was then she saw Hannah burning.

The flames from the yard fire were licking the blue cotton dress

making her dance, EVa knew there was time for nothing in this




world other than the time it took to get there and cover her
daughter's body with her own. She lifted her heavy frame up on
her good leg)and with fists;Fand arms smashed the window pane.
Using her stump as a support on the window sill, her good leg as
a lever, she threw herself out of the window. Cut and bleeding
she clawed the air trying to aim her body toward the flaming
dancing figure, She missed and came crashing down some twelve
feet from Hannah's smoke., Stunned, but still conscious, Eva
draggéd herself toward her firstborn, but Hannah, her senses lost,
went flying out of the yard gesturing and bobbing like a sprung
chk in the box.

Mr, and Mrs. Suggs, who had set up their canning apparatus
in their front yard saw her running, dancing toward them. They
whispered "Jesus Jesus" and together hoisted up their tub of
water in which tight red tomatoes floated and threw it on the
smoke and flamebound woman. The water did put out the flames,
but it also made steam which seared to sealing all that was left

of the beautiful Hannah Peace. She lay there on the wooden
: :

sidewalk}fplanks)twitching lightly among the smashed tomatoes,
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her face a mask of agony so intense the people who géthered

round would shake their heads at t?f recollection of ittéax-yea$s.
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Somebody covered hegﬂwith a shirt. p Somebody else ran to
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Dick's Fresh Food and Sundries to call em ambulance, The rest
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stood there as helpless as sunflowers/on a fence. The deweys

came and stepped in the tomatoes, their eyes raked with wonder.
Two cats sidled through the legs of the crowd, sniffing the burned
flesh. The vomiting of a young girl finally broke the profound
silence and caused the women to talk to each other and to God.
In the midst of calling Jesus they heard the hollow clang of the
ambulance bell struggling up the hill, but not the "Help me, ya'll"
that the dying woman whispered. Then somebody remembered to go
and see about Eva. They found her on her stomach by the forsythia
bushes calling Hannah's name and dragging her body through the
sweet peas and clover that grew under the forsythia by the side
of the house. Mother and daughter were placed on stretchers
and carried to the amwbulance. Eva was wide awake, the blood from
her face cuts filled her eyes so she could not see, could only
lsmell the familiar odor of cooked flesh.

Hannah died on the way to the hospital. Or so they said.
In any case, she had already begun to bubble and blister so badly
that the coffin had to be kept closed at the funeral and the women who
washed the body and dressed it for death wept for :her burned
hair and wrinkled breasts as though they themselves had been her
lovers. 5

When Eva got to the hospital they put her stretcher on the

F

floor, so pre;occupied with the hot and bubbling flesh of the other
|

(some of them had never seen so extreme a burn case before) they




forgot Eva who would have bled to death except Old Willy Fields,
the orderly, saw blood staining his just mopped floors and went
to find out where it was coming from. Recognizing Eva at once
he shouted to a nurse who came to see if the bloody one-legged
black woman was alive or dead. From then on Willy boasted that
he had saved Eva's life--an indisputable fact which she herself

admitted and for which she cursed him everyday for 37 years there-

after and would have cursed him for the rest of her life except

by then she was already 90 years old and forgot things. Besides
treswas«]ongrginge-dead=trhenrp-and-by~thatetimemivawasnrbtrsure~she
wasm et oo
Lying in the colored ward of the hospital, whichrwas a
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screened corner of a larger ward, Evaﬁyemembered the wedding dream

and recalled that weddings always meant death. And the red gown,

-
. -

well that was the fire as she should have known. She remembered
something else too, and try as she might to deny it,she knew that
as she lay on the ground trying to drag herself through the sweet
peas and clover to get to Hannah, she had seen Sula standing on
the back porch just looking. WhenEva | who was never one to hide
the faults of her children, mentioned what she thought she sagy

to a few frlends, they said it was natural. Sula was probably
struck dumb as anybody would be who saw his own Mama burn up,

Eva saild yes but inside she disagreed and remained convinced that

Sula had watched Hannah burn not because she was paralyzed, but

because she was interesteddn_i.c_.
L ]
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01ld people were dancing with little children. Young
boys with their sisters, and the church women who frowned
on any bodily expression of joy (except when the hand of
God commanded it) tapped their feet.. Somebody (the groom's
father, everybody said) had poured a whole pint jar of cane
liquor into the punch so even the men who did not sneak out
the back door to have a shot, as well as the women who let
nothing stronger than "Black Draught" enter their blood,
were tipsy. A small boy stood at the Victorola turning
its handle and smiling at the sound of Bert Williams' Save

a Little Dram for Me.

‘Helere

Even KﬁﬁahWright had mellowed with the cane--waving

Ley
away apologies for drinks spilled on &he rug and paying no




attention whatever to the chocolate cake lying on the amm

of her red velvet sofa. The tea roses above her left breast
had slipped from the brooch that fastened them and were
hanging heads down. When her husbanﬁéalled her attention to
the children wrapping themselves int& her curtains she merely
smiled and said '"Oh, let them be." She was not only a little
drunk, she was weary and had been for weeks. Her only child's
wedding--the culmination of all she had been, thought, or
done in this world--had dragged from her energy and stamina
even she did not know she possessed. Her house had to be

thdroughly cleaned, chickens had to be plucked, cakes and
and for weeks she, her £r83inds and her daughter
had been sewing. Now it was all happening and it took only
a little cane juice to snap the cords of fatigue and damn the
white curtains that she had pinned on the stretcher only the
morning before. Once this day was over she would have a life-
time to rattle around in that house and repair the damage.
A real wedding, in a church, with a real reception after-
wards was rare among the people of the Bottom. Expensive for one
_thing, and most newlyweds just went to the courthouse if they

were not particulaﬁ)or had the preacher come in and say a

few words if they were. The rest just "took up" with one

another. No invitations were sent. There was no need fo
2
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and=no—awarenessmof;that formality. Folks just came, bringing
a gift if they had one, none if they didn't. Except for those
vho worked in valley houses, most of them had never been to a
big wedding; they simply assumed it was rather like a funeral
except afterwards you didn't have to walk all the way out to
Beechnut Cemetary,

This wedding offered a special attraction}for the bride-
groom was a handsome, well liked man--the tenor of Greater
Mount Zion's Men's quarteg)who had an enviable reputation
among the girls and a comfortable one among men. His name
was Jude Greene and with the pick of some eight or ten girls
who came regularly to services to hear him sing, he had chosen
Nel Wrighc:?jﬁe wasn't really aiming to get married. He was
twenty then and although his job as a waiter at the Hotel
Medallion was a blessing to his parents and their seven other
children, it wasn't nearly enough to support a wife. He had
brought the subject up first on the day the word got out that
the town was building a new road, tarmac, that would wind
through Medallion on down to the riveg,/lhor ad a ea:y
begun on the New River Road (the city had always meant to name

it something else, something wonderful, but ten years later

when the bridge idea was dropped for a tunnel it was still
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where a great new bridge was to be built to connect Medallion to
Porter's Landing, the town on the other side. The war over, e C—

fake prosperity was still around. In a state of euphoria with

a hunger for more and mori)the council of founders cast its eye

toward a future which would certainly include trade from cross
river towns. Towns that needed more than a house raft to get to

the merchants of Medallion.




called the New River Road.)

Along with a few other young black men, Jude had gone
down to the shack where they were hiring. Three old colored
men had already been hired, but not for the road work, just
to do the picking up, food bringing and other small errands.
These old men were close to feeble, not good for much else,
and everybody was pleased they were taken o?istillit was a
shame to see those white men laughing with the grandfathers
but' shying away from the young black men who could tear that
road up. The men like Jude who could do real work. Jude
himself longed more than anybody else to be taken. Not just
for the good money, more for the work itself. He wanted to

..,_.;-w(? <
-%:iek up the pick or kneel down with the string, or shovel the

gravel. His arms ached for something heavier than trays, for

something dirtier than peelings, his feet wanted the heavy

9 e
work shoes, not the the thin-soled black shoes that :as&aa;aneS
P

required. More than anything he wanted the comraderie of

rhe- Fle Tollere iy the

A

the road men; Eheeehlunch buckets, that body movenent whi.ch

in the end produced something real, something he could point
to. "I built that road," he could say. How much better sun-
down would be than the end of a day in the restaurant gﬁé;:J_ﬂ

a good day's work was marked by the number of dirty plates,

and the weight of the garbage bin.

e >
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‘é}“ﬂm"l built that road." People would walk over his sweat

. for years. Perhaps a sledge hammer would come crashing down
on his foot and when people asked him how come he ljmpe%}he

1

could say "Got that building the New Road.”Q;Et was while he

[
was full of such dreams, his body already feeling the rough
work clothes, his hands already curved to the pick handle,
that he spoke to Nel about getting married. She seemed recep-
tive but hardly anxious. It was after he stood in lines for
six days running and saw the gang boss pick out thin-armed
white boys from the Virginia Hills and the bull necked Greeks
and Italians and heard over and over "Nothing else today. Come
back tomorrow," that he got the message.soft was rage, rage
and a determination to take on a man's role anyhow that made
him press Nel about settling down., He needed some of his
appetites filled, some posture of adulthood recognizegjbut
mostly he wanted someone to care about his hurt, to care very
deeply. Deep enough to hold him, deep enough to rock him,
deep enough to ask "How you feel? You all right? Want some
coffee?" And if he were to be a man, that someone could no
.longer be his mother. He chose the girl who had zlways been
kind, who had never seemed hell-bent to marry, who made the

whole venture seem like his idea, his conquest.

The more he thought about marriage, the more attractive
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it became. Whatever his fortune, whatever the cut of his
garment, there wouldalways be the hem--the tuck and fold that
hid his ravelling edges; a someone sweet, industrious, and
loyal to shore him up. And in return he would shelter her,
love her, grow old with her. Without that someone he was a
waiter hanging around a kitchen like a woman. With her he
was head of a household pinned to an unsatisfactory job out
of necessity. The two of them together would make one Jude.
His fears lest his burst dream of road building discourage
her were never realized. Nel's indifference to his hints
about marriage disappeared altogether when she discovered his
. himself taking shape in her eyes. She
actually wanted to help, to soothe.and was it true what Ajax
said in the Time and a Half Pool Hall? That "all they want,
man, is they own misery. Ax em to die for you and they yours
for 1ife."
Whether he was accurate in general, Ajax was right about
Nel. Except for an occasional leadership role with Sula, she
had no aggression. Her parents had succeeded in rubbing down
‘to a dull glow any spargéf or splutter she had. Only with

Sula did that quality have free reign, but their friendship

was so closg,they themselves had difficulty distinguishing one's
{CU\-W-?.— all f'f s q‘ \_,l: ! d A U
thoughts from the other's. fThe only respite Nel hadqfrom her
J‘Fv"\-—-
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stern and undemonstrative parents was Sula. When Jude began
to hover around, she was flattered--all the girls 1ikq§him-~
and Sula made the enjoyment of his attentions kecner simply
because Su%gii;rstif seemed always to want Nel to shine.

They never quarreled, those two, the way some girl ﬁf;ends did
over boys, or competed against each other for them. In those
days a compliment to one was a compliment to the other, and
cruelty to one was a challenge to the other,

Nel's response to Jude's shame and anger selected her

away from Sula. And greater than her fq&}ndship was this new

feeling of being needed by someone who saw her singly. She
didn't even know she had a neck until Jude remarked on it, or

‘as anything but the spreading of her lips
until he saw it as a small miracle.

Sula was no less excited about the wedding. She thought
it was the perfect thing to do following their graduation from
general school. She wanted to be the bridesmaid. No others,
And she encouraged Mrs, Wright to go all out--even to borrowing
Eva's punch bowl, 1In fact, she handleé most of the details very
efficientl%,capitalizing on the fact that most people were
anxious to please har since she had lost her mama only a few
years back and they still remembered the agony in Hannah's face

and the blood on Eva's.
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Nel and Jude, who had been the stars all day, were for-
gotten finally as the reception melted into a dance, a feed,
a gossip session, a playground and a love nest. For the first
time that day they relaxed and looked at each other, and liked
vhat they saw. They began to dance, pressed in among the
others, and each.-one turned his thoughts to the night that was
coming on fast. They had taken a housekeeping room with one
of Jude's aunts (over the protest of Mrs. Wright who had rooms
to spare, but Nel didn't want to make love to her husband in
her mother's house) and were getting restless to go there.

As if reading her thoughts, Jude leaned down and whis-
pered "Me too." Nel smiled and rested her cheek on his
shoulder. The veil she wore was too heavy to allow her to
feel the core of the kiss he pressed on her head. When she
raised her eyes to him for one more look of reassurance, she
saw through the open door a slim figure in blue gliding, with
just a hint of a strut, down the path toward the road. One
hand was pressed to the head to hold down the large hat against
the warm June breeze. Even from the rear Nel could tell that
it was Sula and that she was smiling; that something deep down
.in that litheness was amused. It would be ten years before
they saw each other again and their meeting would be thick

with birds.







Accompanied by a virtual plague of robins, Sula came
back to Medallion
V£,
were everywhere--exciting the children away from their usual
J
welcome into a vicious stoning. Nobody knew why or from
where they had come, What they did know was that you couldn't
go anywhere without stepping in their pearly shit, and it was

hard to hangup clothes, pull weeds, or just sit on the front

porch when robins were flying and dying all around you.

;jqrAlthough most of the people remembered the time when the sky

was black for two hours with clouds and clouds of pigeons,
and although they were accustomed to excesses in nature--too
much heat, too much cold, too little rain, rain to flooding--

they still dreaded the way a relatively trivial phenomenon
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could become sovereign in their livesfxand bend their minds to
its will.

In spite of their fcar,ntheir reaction to an oppressive
oddity, or what they called evil dayi)§zs an acceptance that
bordered on welcome. Such evil must be avoided, they felt,
and precautions must naturally be taken to protect themzelves
from it. But they let it run its course, fulfill itself, and
never invented ways either to alter it, annihilate it, or to
prevent its happening again. So also were they with people.

What was taken by outsiders to be slackness, slovenli-
ness, or even generosity was in fact a full recognition of
the legitimacy of forces other than good ones. They did not
believe doctors could heal--for them none ever had done so.
They did not believe death was accidental--life might be,but

-death was deliberate. " They did not believe Nature was ever
askew--only inconvenient. Plague and drought were as'mnatural"
as springtime., If milk could curdle, god knows robins could
fall. The purpose of evil was to survive it and they deter-
mined (without ever knowing they had made up their minds to
do it) to survive floods, white people, tuberculosis, famine
-and ignorance. They knew anger well, but not despair and 11?4”3
didn't stone sinners for the same reason they dién;;; commit

guicide-—-it was beneath them.
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Sula stepped off the Cincinnati Flyer into the robin
shit and began the long climb up into the Bottom. She was
dressed in a manner that was as close to a movie star as
anyone would ever see. A black crepe dress splashed with
Pink and yellow zinnias, foxtails, a black felt hat with the
veil of net lowered over one eye. In her right hand was a
black purse with a beaded clasp and in her left a red leather
travelling case, so small, so charming--no one had seen any-
thing like it ever before including the mayor's wife and the
music teacher both of whom had been to Rome.

Walking up the hill toward Carpenter's Road, the heels
and sides of her pumps edged wi
attracted the glances of old men sitting on stone benches in
front of the courthouse, housewives throwing buckets of water

“on their sideﬁaiks; ané.ﬂigﬁ-;chool students on their way home
for lunch. By the time she reached the Bottom, the news of
her return had brought the black people out on their porches
or to their windows. There were scattered hellos and nods but
mostly stares. A little boy ran up to her saying "Carry yo'
bag ma'am?" Before Sula could answer his mother had called
him "You, John. Get back in here."

At Eva's house there were four dead robins on the walk.




Sula stopped and with her toe pushed them into the bordering
. grass,

Eva looked at Sula pretty much the same way she had
looked at BoyBoy that time when he returned after he'd left
her without a dime or a prospect of one. She was sitting in

her wagon, her back to the hlndow she had Jumped out of (now

.
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all boarded up) ;a&d*ng—&&mhcalé—and-Bea& When Sula opened

the door she raised her eyes and said "I might have knowed
them birds meant something. Where's your coat?"

Sula threw herself on Eva's bed. 'The rest of my stuff
wiil be on later."

"I should hope so. Them little old furry tails ain't
going to do you no more good than they did the fox that was
wearing them."

"Don't you say hello to ﬁobody when you ain't seen them
for ten years?"

"If folks let somebody know where they is and when they
coming then other folks can get ready for them. If they don't-—-
if they just pop in all sudden like then they got to take
whatever mood they find."

"How you been doing, Big Mama?"

"Gettinziby. Sweet of you to ask. You was quick enough




when you wanted something., When you needed a little change

or n

“"Don't talk to me about how much you gave me, Big Mama,
and how much I owe you or none of that."

"Oh? I ain't supposed to mention it?"

i
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~ "OK. Mention ittf AR B T e U Dt i et

"You ain't beén in this house ten seconds and already
you starting something."

"Takes two, Big Mama."

"Well don't let your mouth start nothing that your ass
can't stand. When you é;%ﬁ%Jto get married? You need to have
some babies., 1It'll settle you."

"I don't want to make somebody else. I want to make
myself." ,

y i {(1-.} A.a_f
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KAin't'no woman got no business floatingﬁaround without
no man."

"You did."

"Not by choice."

"Mama did."

“Not by choice, I said. It ain't right for you to want

to stay off by yourself. You need...I'm a tell you what you

need,"
wla. AaT u ‘0@

x "I need you to shut your mouth."




"Don't nobody talk to me like that. Don't nobody..."

"This body does. Just cause you was bad enough to cut
off your own leg you think you got a right to kick everybody
with the stump."

"Who said I cut off my leg?"

"Well you schE it under a train to collect insurance."

"Hold oni%eirfliilér L

"I aim to."

"Bible say honor thy father and thy mother that thy days

may be long upon the land thy God giveth thee."

)
f AL to
"Mama must have skipped that part. Her days wewenls too

lo,ng.ll'

"Pus mouth! God's going to strike you!"
\

"Which ome? The one watched you burn Plum?"

"Don't talk to me about no burning. You watched your own
mama, You crazy roach: You the one should have been burnt!"

"But I ain't. Got that? I ain't. Any more fires in this
house, I'm lighting them!"
"Hellfire don't need lighting and it's already burning in
Yyou..s"

"Whatever's burning in me is mine!"™

"Amen!"

"And I'1l split this town in two and everything in it

LRl

before I'll let you put it out!

"Pride goeth before a fall,"




"What the hell do I care about falling!"

"Amazing Grace."

"You sold your 1£fe for twenty-three dollars a month.,"
"You throwed yours away."

"It's mine to throw."

ET Ay o "
"One day you geing=teo need it.

"But not you. I ain't never going to need you. And you
know what? Maybe one night when you dozing in that wagon
flicking flies and swallowing spit maybg I'11 just tip on up
here with some kerosene and--who knows--you may make the brightest
flame of them all."

So Eva locked her door from then on. But it did no good.
In April two men came with a stretch&r and she didn't even have
time to comb her hair before they strapped her to a piece of

canvas,

. When

Mr. Buckland Reed came by to pick up the number, his mouth
ol te pioit= (=2
sagged uhea—heﬂeauAEva being carried out and Sula holding some

papers against the wall at the bottom of which just above the

word "guardian" she very carefully wrote Miss Sula Mae Peace.




Nel alone noticed the peculiar quality of the May that
followed the leaving of the birds. It had a sheen--a glim-
mering as of green, rain-soaked Saturday nights (1it by the

At ‘!.r-ﬂ_lf Ak Ta/

excitement of newly installed edeetsieity): of lemon yellow
afternoous bright with iced drinks and splashes of forsythia.
It showed in the damp faces of her children and the river-
smoothness of their voices. Even her own body was not immune
to the magic. She would sit on the floor to sew as she had
done as a girl, fold her legs up under her, or do a little
dance that fit some tune in her head. There were easy sun-
washed days and purple dusks in which Tar Baby sang "Abide
With Me" at prayer meetings, his lashes darkened by tears,
his silhouastte limp with regret against the white washed
walls of Greater St. Matthew. Nel listened and was moved to

smile. To smile at the sheer loveliness that pressed in from

the windows and touched his grief, making it a pleasure to

behold;??AlthOugh it was she alone who saw this magic, she

did not wonder at it. She knew it was all due to Sula's
return to the Bottom. It was like getting the use of an eye
back, having a cataract removed. Her old friend had come home.

Sula. Who made her laugh, who made her see old things with




new eyes in whose presence she felt clever, gentle, and a
little raunchy. Sula, whose past she had lived through

and with whom the present was a constant sharing of percep-
tions. Talking to Sula had always been a conversation with
s g f

éiélaéhér. Was there anyone else before whom she could never
be foolish? 1In whose view inadequacy was mere idiosyncrasy--
a character trait rather than a deficiengy? Anyone who left

behind that aura of fun and complicity? Sula never competed;

she simply helped others define themselves. Other people

seemed to_turn their volume on and up when Sula was in the

(ihsert attachedp
room, / Even Nel's love for Jude, which over the years had

spun a stcady gray web around her heart, became a bright and
easy affection, a playfulness which was reflected in their
love making.

Sula would come by of an afternoon, walking along with
her fluid stride wearing a plain yellow dress the same way
her mother, Hannah had worn those too big house dresses—-with
a distance, an absence of a relationship to clothes which
emphasized everything the fabric covered. When she scratched
;he screen door, like in the old days, and stepped inside,
the dishes piled in the sink looked as though they belonged
there; the dust on the lamps sparkled; the hair brush

lying on the "good" sofa in the living room did not have to
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More than any other thing, humor returned. She could listen to
the crunch of sugar underfoot that the children had spilled

without reaching for the switch; and she forgot the tear in the

1iving room window shade.




be apologetically retreived, and Nel's grimy intractable
children looked like three wild things happily insouciant in
the May shine,

"Hey girl" the rose mark over Sula's eye gave her glance
a suggestion of startled pleasure. It was darker than Nel
remembered.

"Hey yourself. Come on in here."
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"Oh I ain't strangled nobody yet so I guess I'm all right."

"Well if you change your mind call me."

""Somebody need killin'?2"

"Half this town need it."

"And the other half?"

"A drawn out disease."

“Oh_cﬁﬁé oﬁ. Is ﬁeaailicﬁ thét-ﬁgdé"

"Didn't nobody tell you?"

"You been gone too long, Sula."

""Not too long, but maybe too far."

"What's that supposed to mean?" Ll :'Er*:f'-ﬁ‘-f""' Lo Zz”"'-é“’"'}’“'r‘ =~
ke Y ol an i Ry B/l S f"JL."‘}‘""‘"'O

"Oh I don't know." v

"Want some cool tea?"

"Mmmm. Lot's of ice, I'm burnin' up."

"Ice man don't come yet, but it's good and cold."




“That's fine."

"Hope I didn't speak too soon. Kids run in and out of

so much." Nel bent to open the ice box.

"You puttin' it Of;nel' Jude must be wore out."

"Jude must be wore out? You don't care nothin' bout my
back, do you?"

"Is that where it's at, in your back?"

for Lo

"Haha, Reb&d thlnks it's everywhere,'

"He's right, it is everywhere.

("Just be glad he found it, where ever it is. Remember

John L.1"

"When Shirley said he got Ier down by the well and tried

to stick it in her hipgl Shef;hoaizrggégdb;;nléfaééé;l
you seen her since you been back?"
"Mmm., Like a ox."
"That was one dumb nigger john L."
"Maybe. Maybe he was just sanitary."
‘"Sanitary?"
"ﬁell. Think about it. Suppose / uég?all splayed out
in front of you? Wouldn't you go for the hip bone instead?"
Nel lowered her head onto crossed arms while tears of

laughter dripped into the warm diapers. Laughter that weakened

her knees and pressed her bladder into action. Her rapid




soprano and Sula's dark sleepy chuckle made a duet that
frightened the cat and made the children run in from the back
yard--puzzled at first by the wild free sounds; then delighted
to see thelir mother stumbling merrily toward the bathroom,
holding on to her stomach, fairly singing through the laughter:

"Aw. Aw, Lord. Sula. Stop." And the other one, the one

with the scary black thing over her eve laughing softly and

egging their mother on: ''Neatness counts...you know what
cleanliness is next to..."

"Hush," Nel's plea was clipped off by the slam of the
bathroom door,

"What yall laughing at?"

"0ld time-y stuff. Long gone, old time-y

"Tell us."

"Tell you?" (The black mark leaped.)

"Uh huh. Tell us."

"What tickles us wouldn't tickle you."

"Uh huh it would."

"Well we was talking about some people we used to know
when we was little."

"Was my mama little?"

"Qf course."

"What happened?"




LWell, some old boy we knew name John L. and a girl name,,,'
Damp faced, Nel stepped back into the kitchen, She felt
new, soft and new. It had been the longest time since she had
a rib scraping laugh. She had forgotten how deep and down it
could be. So different Aﬂﬁ??ﬂscellameous giggles and smiles

she had learned to be content with these past few years.
..l_ e g !I{‘.It"’ "’{—“ o 1‘_"- Ca I"-

"Oh Lord, Sula. You haven't changed none. fwhat was all

D

that about anyway? All that scramblin we did trying to do it
and not do it at the same time?"

""Beats me. Such a simple thing."

"But we sure made a lot out of it, and the boys were dumber

Ne wee

"Couldn't nobody be dumber than I was."

"Stop lying. All of'em liked you best."

"Yeah? Where are they?"

“"They still here. You the one went off."

"Didn't I though?"

"Tell me about it. The big city."

"Big is all it is. A big Medallion."

"No. I mean the life. The nightclubs, and parties..."

"L was in college, Nellie. No nightclubs on campus."

"Campus? That what they call it? Well. You wasn't in

no college for--what--ten years now? And you didn't write to




nobody. How come you never wrote?"
"You never did either."
"Where was I going to write to? All I knew was that you
was in Nashville. I asked Miss Peace about you once or twice."
"What did she say?" (Sula hit the word "she".)
e cguldn‘t make much sense out of her. You know she beén gettin stranger

P

and stranger after she ;;ﬁé.éut the hospital. How is she
anyway?"

"Same, I guess. Not so hot."

"No? Laura, I know, was doing her cooking and things.
Is she still?"

"No. I put her out."

"Put her out? What for?"

"She made me nervous. ' 7
¥

pARTRYY.

"But,’ she was doing it for nothin%g'
"That's what you think. She was stealing right and left."
"Since when did you get froggy about folks stealing?"

Sula smiled. '"Ok. I lied. You wanted a reason."

"Well give me the real one."

"I don't know the real one. She just didn't belong in

that house, Digging around in the cupboards, picking up pots

and ice picks..."

"You sure have changed. That house was always full of




people digging in cupboards and carrying on.
"That's the reason then."
"Sula. Come on now."
"You've changed too. I didn't used to have to explain
everything to you."
Nel blushed, "Nhg; feeding the deweys and Tar Baby? You?"
“Sure me. Anyway Tar Baby don't eat and weu—krew—hew—wild
X L C sy
the dcweysﬂa&a." i o
"I heard one of'ems mama came to take him back but didn't
know which was hern."
"Don't nobody krow."
"And Eva? You doing the work for her too?'
"Well since you haven't heard it, let me tell you. Eva's
sick. I had her put where she could be watched and taken
of ,"
"Where would that be?"

"Out by Beechnut."

"You mean that home the white church run? Sula[ That

ain't no place for Eva. All them women is dirt poor with no
people at all. Mrs. Wilkens and them. They got dropsey and
Ican't hold their water--crazy as loons. Eva's odd, but she
got sense. I don't think that's right Sula,"

"I'm scared of her, Nellie. That's why..."




"Scared? Of Eva?"
"You don't know about her. Did you know she burnt Plum?"

"Oh I heard that years ago. But nobody put no stock in

"They should have. It's true. I saw it. And when I
got back here she was planning to do it to me too."

"Eva? I can't hardly believe that., She almost died
trying to get to your mother,"

Sula leaned forward her elbows on the table, "You ever
known me to lie to you?"

"No. But you could be mistaken. Why would Eva..."

"All I know is I'm scared. And there's no place else
for me to go. We all that's left, Eva and me. I guess I
should have stayed gone. I didn't know what else to do.

Maybe I should have talked to you about it first. Yau always

had better sense than me, Whenever I was scared beforejyou

knew just what to do."

The closed place in the water spread before them. Nel
put the iron on the stove. The situation was clear to her
-noﬁ. Sula, like always, was incapable of making any but the
most trivial decisions. When it came to matters of grave
importance, she behaved emotionally, irresponsibly, and left

it to others to straighten out. And when fear struck her,




she did unbelievable things. Like that time with her finger.
Whatever those hunkies did, it wouldn't have been as bad as
what she did to herself. But Sula was so scared she had muti-
lated herself, to protect herself.

"What should I do Nellie? Take her back and sleep with
my door locked again?"

"No. I guess it's too late anyway. But let's work out
a plan for taking care of her. So she won't be mesd over.,"

"Anything you say."

"What about money? She got any?"

Sula shrugged. "The checks come still. It's not much,

it used to be. ‘Should I have them madée over to me?"
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- "Can you? Do ir}thﬁe'can arrange for her to have special

comforts. That place is a mess you know. A doctor don't
never set foot in there. I ain't figured out yet how they
stay alive in there as long as they do."

"Why don't I have the checks made over to you, Nellie?
You better at this than I am."

"Oh no. People will say I'm scheming. You the one to
qo it. Was there insurance from Hannah?"

"Yes. Plum too. He had all that army insurance."

"Any of it left?"




"Well I went to college on some, Eva banked the
look into it, though."

"...and explain it all to the bank people."
"Will you go down with me?"

“Sure. It's going to be all right."

"I'm glad I talked to you bout this. 1It's been bothering

'"Well tongues will wag, but so long as we know the truth

it don't matter."

Just at that moment the children ran in announcing the
entrance of their father. Jude opened the back door and
walked into the kitchen. He was still a very good looking
man, and the only difference Sula could see was the thin
pencil mustache under his nose, and a part in his hair.

"Hey Jude. What you know good?"

"White man running it--nothing good."

Sula laughed while Nel, high-tuned to his moods, ignored

her husband's smile saying "Bad day, honey?"

"Same old stuff" he replied and told them a brief tale

Lo | I
of some personal insult done him by a pat¥en and his boss--

a whiney tale that peaked somewhere between anger and a




lapping desire for comfort. He ended it with the observation
that a Negro man had a hard row to hoe in this world., He
.expected his story to dovetail into milkwarm commiseration,
but before Nel could excrete it, Sula said she didn't know
about that--it looked like a pretty good life to her.

"Say what?" Jude's temper flared just a bit as he looked
at this friend of his wife, this slight woman, not exactly
plain, but not fine either,with a copperhead over her eye.

As far as he could tell, she looked like a woman roaming the
country trying to find some man to burden down with a lot of
1lip and a lot of mouths,

Sula was smiling. "I mean I don't know what the fuss is
about. I mean everything in the world loves you. White men
love you, They spend so much time worrying about your penis
they forget their own. The only thing they want to do is
cut off a nigger's privates. And if that ain't love and respect
I don't know what is. And white women? They chase you all to
every corner of the earth, feel for you under every bed. I
knew a white woman wouldn't leave the house after 6 o'clock

for fear one of you would snatch her. Now ain't that love?
1 n

They think rape soon's they see you, and if they don't get the

rape they looking for they scream it anyway just so the

search won't be in vain. Colored women worry themselves into




bad health. just trying to hang on to your cuffs. Even little
il e
children white and black, boys and girl%, spend all their
!J \ )
childhood eating their hearts out cause they think you don't
love them. And "if that ain't enough, you love yourselves.
Nothing in this world loves a black man more than another

black man. You hear of solitary white men, buf niggers?

Can't stay way from one another a whole day. So. It looks

to me like you the envy of the world."

Jude and Nel were laughing, he saying "Well if that's
the only way they got to show it-—cut off my balls and throw
me in jail, I'd just as socon they left me alone." But
thinking that Sula had zn odd way of looking at things and
that her wide smile took some of the sting from that rattle
snake over her eye. A funny woman, he thought, not that bad
looking. But he could see why she wasn't married; she

stirred a man's mind maybe, but not his body.
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He left his tie. The one with the scriggly yellow lines
running lopsided across the dark blue field. It hung over the

th - : -
top of / closet door pointing steadily downward while it waited

. I
with every confidence for Jude to return.g;"E;uld he be gone if

5 e
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~.~his tie was still there? He will remember it and come back

and then she would...uh. Then she could...tell him. Sit down

| (N
she would say, you knew me.

quietly and tell him. * But Jude:
All those days and years, Jude, you knew me. My ways and my

hands and how my stomach folded and how we tried to get Mickey
to nurse and how about that time when the landlord said...but
you said,..and I cried, Jude? You knew me and had listened to

the things I said in the night, and heard me in the bathroom and

laughed at my raggedy girdle and I laughed too because I knew




))
you too Jude. So how could you leave me when you knew me?

But they had been down on all fours naked, not touching
except their lips right dﬁwn there on the floor where the tie
is pointing to, on all fours likeigh huh go on say it) like
dogs. Nibbling at each other, not even touching, not even
looking at each other just their lips and when I opened the
door they didn't even look for a minute and I thought the reason
they are not looking up is because they are not doing that. So
it's all right. I am just standing here. They are not doing
that, I am just standing here and seeing it, but they are not
really doing it. But then they did look up. sor you did. You

i s S R

did Jude. And if only you had not lookiz af ﬁe;tﬁe ;;y you
look at the children when they come in while you are listening
to Gabriel Heater and break your train of thought not focussing
exactly but giving them an instant a piece of time to remember
what they are doing what they are interrupting and to go on

back to where ever they were and let you listen to Gabriel Heater.

.And I did not know how to move my feet or fix my eyes or yhat,

I just stood there seeing it and smiling because maybe there was

some explanation something important that I did not know about

J;mrrb ?’-@-\_,
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that would have made it all right. Aad. Suieéy Sula-wewdd look

up at her-any minute and say one of those lovely college words

'-.-’ o BAS

like esthetic or rapport which %e&—&séﬁ*t understand but which she

2o relede ‘7( :
loved because they wese so comfortable and rea&eué%ig—én—thtir




:u=gﬂﬁanahaaﬂﬁ'uwfvz!“fFfmﬁ?ﬂ?*s*g“v And finally you just

got up and started putting on your clothes and your privates
were hanging down, so soft, and you buckled your pants belt but
forgot to button the fly and she was sitting on the bed not even

bothering to put on her clothes because actually she didn't need
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to becauseAbhe was—not, nakcd,ﬁn]; you were: her chlnﬂln her hand
Qv 041t pat lr,,__,, r'}""‘ 1 I -tAA.A. {A.J-r-'
A like a v151tcrhwalt1ng for the hosts to get some 5
done and over-with so the card game could: continue and me wanting
her to leave so I could tell you privately that you had forgotten
to button your fly because I didn't want to say it in front of
her Jude. And even when you began to talk I couldn't hear

because I wae worried about you not knowing that your fly was

OPE!'I(T,.,J f‘lﬂ‘\t'ﬁ" t-(‘-n \!:_L(E'UJ(JL-“%,—{'- f..bj c-(‘t‘{fe\—- {’f" ,(‘—A{,
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Remember how big that bedroom was? Jude? How when we

moved here we said well at least we got us a real big bedroom
but it was small then Jude, and so shambly, and maybe it was
that way all along but it would have been better if I had gotten
the dust out from under the bed because I was ashamed of it in
that small room., And then you walked past me saying "I'll be

back for my things." And you did but you left your tie.




The clock was ticking. Nel looked at it and realized that
it was two thirty only forty-five minutes before the children
would be home and she hadn't even felt anything right or sensi-
ble and now there was no time or wouldn't be until night time
wﬁen they were asleep and she could get into bed and maybe she

could do it then. Think. But who could think in that bed where

they had been and where they also had been and whereishetgglzﬁ

was now?

" She looked around her for a place to be. A small place.
The closet? No, Too dark. The bathroom. It was beth small
and bright and she wanted to be in a very small very bright
place. Small enough to contain her grief. Bright enough to
throw into relief the dark things that cluttered her. Once
inside, she sank to the tile floor next to the toilet., On her
knees, her hand on the cold rim of the bath tub, she waited for
something to happen...inside., There was stirring, a movement
of mud and dead leaves. She thought of the women at Chicken Little's funeral.

the the

women who shreiked over/bierf and at the lip, of/open grave,
What she had regardedfgé“znbecoming behavior seemed fitting to

her now; they were screaming at the neck of God, his giant nape,

the vast back-of-the-head that he had turned on them in death.

Th
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But ithwas not a fist—shaking grief they were keening but rather
a simple obligation to say something, do something, feel some-
thing about the dead. They could not let that heart-smashing
event pass unrccorded, unidentified. It was poisonous, unnatural
to let the dead go with a mere whimpering, a slight murmur, a
rose bouquet of good taste. Good taste was out of place in the
company of death, death itself was the essence of bad taste.

And there must be much rage and saliva in its presence, The body
must move and throw itself about, the eyes must roll, the hands

should have no peace, and the throat should release all the

Er
yearning, dispair, and outrage that accompanies the stupidity

of loss,

"The real hell of Hell is that it is forever" Sula said
that. She said doing anything forever and ever was hell. Nel
qdidn't understand it then, but now in the bathrooT’trying to
fee%Jshe thought "If I could be sure that I could stay here in
this small white room with the dirty tile and water gurgling
in the pipes and my head on the cool rim of this bath tub and

S Cacets. dr—
never have to go out the door, I would be happy. If I we=e
.certain that I never had to get up and flush the toilet, go in
the kitchen, watch my children grow up and die, see my food

=

A
chewed on my plate...Sula was wrong. Hell w&sm™t things lasting

J
forever. Hell sias change." Not only did men leave and children




grow up and die but even the misery didn't last. One day she
wouldn't even have that. This very grief that had twisted her
.into a curve on the floor and flayed her would be gone. She
would lose that too.

"Why even in hate here I am thinking of what Sula said."”

Hunched down in the small bright room Nel waited. Waited
for the oldest cry. A scream not for others, not in sympathy
for a burnt child, or a dead father, but a deeply personal cry
for onés own pain. A loud, strident: "Why me?" She waited.
The mud shifted; the leaves stirred, the smell of overripe
green things enveloped her and announced the beginning of her
very own howl,

But it did not come.

The odor evaporated; the leaves were still, the mud settled.
And finally there was nothing...just a flake of something dry.
and nasty in her throat. She stood up frightened. There was
something just to the right of her, in the air, iust out of
view, She could not see it, but knew exactly what it looked

like. A gray ball hovering just there., Just there. To the

right. Quiet, gray, dirty. A ball of muddy strings, but with-

out weight, fluffy but terrible in its malevolence. She knew
she could not look so she closed her eyes and crept past it

out of the bathroom, shutting the door behind her. Sweating




with fear she stepped to the kitchen door and onto the
back porch. The lilac bushes preened at the railing but
there were no lilacs yet, Wasn't it time? Surely it was time,
She looked over the fence to Mrs. Rayford's yard. Hers were not
in bloom either, Was it too late? She fastened on this question
with enthusiasm, all the time awareof something she was not
thinking. It was the only way she could get her mind off the
flake in her throat,

She spent a whole summer with the gray ball, the little
ball of fur and string and hair always floating in the light
her but which she did not see because she never looked. But
that was the terrible part, the effort it took not to look.
it was there anyhow, just to the right of her head and maybe
further down by her shoulder so when the children went to a
monster movie at the Elmira Theater and came home and said '"Mama
can you sleep with us tonight?'" she said all right and got into

bed with the two boys who loved it, but the girl did not. For a

long time she could not stop getting in the bed with her children

and told herslef each time that they might dream a dream about
dragons and would need her to comfort them. It was so nice

to think about their scarey dreams and not about a ball of fur.
She even hoped their dreams would rub off on her and give her
the wonderful relief of a nightmare so she could stop going
around scared to turn her head this way or that lest she see it.
That was the scary part--seeing it. It was not coming at her;

it never did that, or tried to pounce on her. It just floated




there for the seeing, if she wanted to, and Oh my God for the
touching if she wanted to. But she didn't want to see it, ever,
for if she saw it who could tell but what she might actually
touch it, or want to, and then what would happen if she actually
reached out her hand and touched it? Die probably, but no worse
than that. Dying was OK because it was sleep and there wasn't no
gray ball in death was there? Was there? She would have to ask

somebody about that, somebody she could confide in and who knew

a lot of things, like Sula, for Sula would know or if she didn't

she would say something funny that would make it all right. Ooo
no, not Sula. Here she was in the midst of it, hating it, scared
of it and again she thought of Sula as though they were still
friends and talked things over. That was too much. To lose
Jude and not have Sula to talk to about it because it was
Sula that he had left her for.

Now her thighs were really empty. And it was then that
what those women said about never looking at another man
made some sense to her, for the real point, the heart of
what they said was the word looked; that is not to promise

never to make love to




another man, not to refuse to marry another man, but to promise
and know that she could never afford to look again, to see and
accept the way in which their heads cut the air or see moons

and tree limbs framed by their necks and shoulders...never to

S
looggfor now ghe could not risk looking,and anyway so what for
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now her thighs were truly empty and dead too and it was Sula who
had taken the life from them and Jude who smashed her heart and
the both of them who left her with no thighs and no heart just

— b

her brain ravelling awa"..._QAndfthééc old thighs/and what am I
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supposed to do withfﬁhem‘now just walk up and down these rooms
what good are they Jesus they will never give me the peace I
need to get f[rom sunup to sundown what good are they are you
trying to tell me that I am going to have to go all the way
through these days all the way oh my god to that box with four
handles with nevar nobody settling down between my legs even if
I sew up those old pillow cases and rinse down the porch aad
ehurm-the—butter and feed my children and beat the rugs and haul
the coal up out of the bin even then nobody oh Jesus I could

be a mule or plow the furrows with my hands if need be or hold
these rickety walls up with my back if need be if I knew that
somewhere in this world in the pocket of some night I could open
my legs to some cowboy lean hips but you are trying to tell me

no and oh my sweet Jesus what kind of cross is that?"




When the word got out about Eva being put in Sunnydale
the people in the Bottom shook their heads

was a roach. Later, when thcy hesrd=about=Jjude~amne sav how
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body remembered the plague of robins that announced her
T

return, and the tale about her watching Hannah burn was
stirred up again.

But it was the men who gave her the final label, who
fingerprinted her for all time. -They were the cnes who said
she was guilty of the unforgivable thing--the thing for
which there was no understanding, no excuse, no compassion.

The route from which there was no way back, the dirt that




could not ever be washed away. They said that Sula slept
with white men. It may not have been true, but it certainly
could have been. She was obviously capable of it. In any
case, all minds were closed to her when that word was passed
around. It made the old women draw their lips together;
made small children look away from her in shame; made young
men fantasize elaborate torture for her--just to get the
saliva back in their mouths when they saw her.

Every one of them imagined the scene--each according to
his own predelictions--Sula underneath some white man--and
it filled them with choking disgust. There was nothing lower
she could do, nothing filthier. The fact that their own
skin color was proof that it had happened in their own families

was no deterrant to their bile., Nor was the willingness of

“»black men to.lie in the beds of white women a consideration

that might lead them toward tolerance. They insisted that

all unions between white men and black women be rape; for a

black woman to be willing was literally unthinkable. In that

way, they regarded integration with precisely the same venom

that white people did.




So they lay broomsticks across their doors at night, and

sprinkled salt on porch steps, But aside from one or two
unsuccessful efforts to collect the dust from her footsteps,
they did nothing to harm her. As always the black people

looked at evil stoney-eyed and let it run.
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all Butretiid bmmcoiilde-nobebappenmin~reverse—~Ao—aluays—the

black~fotks—tooked-~at—evil—stoney-eyeds~but—let~it-run.

1Qermpts at counter-conijure or the_i/rkm,

Sula acknowledgeinone cf theiﬁigo;sip and. seemed to need

the services of nobody. So they watched her far more closely
than they watched any other roach or bitch in the town and
their alertness was gratified. Things began to happen.

First off, Teapet knocked on her door to see if she
had any bottles. He was the seven year old son of an indif-
ferent mother all of whose interests sat around the door of
the Time and a Half Pool Hall. Her name was Betty but she
was called Teapot's Mama because being his mama was precisely
her major failure. When Sula said no, the boy turned around
and fell down the steps. He couldn't ‘get up right away and
Sula went to help him. His mother, just then wee tripping

i homg’aad saw Sula Dending over her son's pained face. She

flew into a fit of concerned, if drunken, motherhood, and

dragged Teapot home. She told everybody that Sula had pushed




him, and talked so strongly about it she was forced to abide

by the advice of her friends and take him to the county hospital.
The two dollars she hated to release turned out tb be well

spent for Teapot did have a fracture, although the doctor said
poor diet had contributed substantially to the daintyness of

his bones. Teapot's Mama got a lot of attention anyway and

immersed herself in a role she had shown no inclination for:

motherhood. The very idea of a grown woman hurting her boy
kept her teeth on edge. She became the most devoted mother:
sober, clean and industrious. No more nickles for Teapot
to go to Dick's for a breakfast of Mr. Goodbars and soda pop;
no more long hours of him alone or wandering the roads while
she was otherwise engaged. Her change was a distinct improve-
ment aithough little Teapot did miss those quiet times at
Dick's.

Other things happened. Mr. Finley sat on his porch
sucking chicken bones, as he had done for thirteen years,

looked up, saw Sula, choked on a bone and died on the spot.

That incident, and Teapot's Mama cleared up for everybody the
~

-meaning of the birthmark over her eye; it was nof. a stemmed
rose, or a snake, it was Hannah's ashes marking her from the

very beginning.

She came to their church suppers without underwear, bought




their steaming platters of food and merely picked at it--
relishing nothing, exclaiming over no one's ribs or cobbler.
They believed that she was laughing at their God,

And the fury she created in the women of the town was
incredible--for she would lay their husbands onee and then
no more. Hannah had been a nuisance, but she was complimenting
the women, in a way, by wanting their husbands. Sula was
trying them out and discarding them without any excuse the
men could swallow. So the women, to justify their own
judgment, cherished their men more, soothed the bruised pride

"'HLé’"‘.. 1 ,
and ravelled vanity Sula had caused their-men,

Amgng the weighty evidence pilfing up was the fact that
g :

Sula did not look her age. She was near thirty and, unlike
them, had lost no teeth, suffered no bruises, developed no
ring of fat at the waist or pocket at the back of her neck.

It was rumored that she had had no childhood diseases, was
never known to have chicken pox, croup or even a runny nose.
She had played rough as a child--where were the scars? Except
for a funny shaped finger and that evil birthmark, she was
free of any normal signs of vulnerability. Some of the men,
who as boys had dated heFJremembered that on picnics neither
gnats nor mosquitoes would settle onilher. Patsy, Hannah's
XBREXRK one time friend, agreed and said not only that but

she had witnessed the fact that when Sula drank beer she never
belched.

The most damning evidence, however, came from Dessie




who was a big Daughter Elk and k??w things. At one of
the social meetings she revealed g:hggkﬁg; friends.

" Yeh, well I noticed som%hing long time ago. Aint
said nothing bout it cause I wasnt sure what it meant., Well...
I did mention it to Ivy but not nobody else. I gig&%gﬁgﬁir
how long ago. 'Bout a month or two I guess 'cause I hadgt
put down my new linoleum yet. Did you see it Cora? 1It's
that kind we saw in the catalogue. "

"Naw, "'

"Get on with it, Dessie.,"

""Well Cora was with me when we looked in the catalogue..."

"We all know 'bout your linoleum--what we dont know is.."

"Okay. Let me tell it will youfﬁj Just before the linoleum
come I was out front and seed Shadrack carryin on as msual...
up by the well...walkin 'round it salutin and carryin on. You
know how he does...hollerin commands and..."

"Will you get on with it?"

"Who's tellin this? Me or you?"

*Yon."

"Well let me tell it then. Like I say, he was just cuttin
up as usual when Miss Sula Mae walks by on the other side of
the road. And quick as that”(she snapped her fingers)"he stopped
and cut on over cross the road, steppin over to her like a
tall turkey in short corn. And guess what? He tips his hat."

"Shadrack dont wear no hat."

" T know that but he tipped it anyway. You know what I

mean. He acted like he had a hat and reached up for it and

p 11
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tipped it at her., Now you know Shadrack aint civil to nobody




]
"Sure aint."

"Even when you buyin his fish he's cussin, If you
1

aint got the right change he cussin you. If you act like

a fish aint toofresh he snatch it out your hand like he

#d¥% doin you the favor."

"Well everybody know he a reprobate.'

"Yeh so how come he tip his hat to Sula? How come he dont
cuss her?"

"Two devils."

"Exactly!"

"What'd she do when he tipped it? Smile and give him a
curtsey?"

" No and that was the other thing. It was the first time I
see her look anything but hateful., Like she smellin you with
her eyes and do&t like your soap. When he tipped his hat
she put her hand on her throat for a minute and cut out. Went
runnin on up the road to home. And him still standin there
tippin away. And--this the point I was comin to--when I went
back in the house a big sty come on my eye. And I ai&t never
had no sty before., Never!"

"That's cause you saw it,"
"Exactly,."

"Devil all right,"

"No two ways about it,'" Dessie said, and she popped the
rubber band off the deck of cards to settle them down for

a nice long game of bid whist.




‘ﬁ Their conviction of Sula's evil changed them in account-)
_Ebledmw;;;kumrious ways. Once the source of ﬁhci; éé&;;;él
. misfortune was identified, they had leave to protect and

love one another, Theylgﬁgg?sggd-their husbands and wives;
protect their children; repair their homes and in general
band together against the devil in their midst. - Hed—they
*bttﬂ‘Wﬁéi%*4ﬁﬁﬂLJHEUJLJuuaLJnunumLA*erﬂ&ewthe*stakc7*cr—run
,hen_auﬁmoﬁmtown_a-BBing—b%&ck7*ﬂdth”ﬂn“entire1y~&i§£erentwset
@ﬁ»&a&uESuandfmodesLof-behavior,mtheyfsimpky“atkHUW1edged~the
devil’s”presenbﬁ:“higwright“to*holduswayyvand-avoidedwhim
«studiously:= In their world, aberrations were as much a part
of nature as grace. It was not for them to expel or annihi-
late it. They would no more run Sula out of town then they
would kill the robins that brought her back, for their secret
awareness of Him was not the God of three faces they sang
about. They knew quite well that He had four, and that the
fourth explained Sula. They had lived with various forms of
evil all their days, and it wasn't that they believed God
would take care of them. It was rather that they knew God had
a brother and that brother hadn't spared God's son, so why
should he spare them,

There was no creature so ungodly as to make them destroy

it. They could kill easily if provoked to anger, but not by




_ys

design, which explained why they could not "mob kill" anyone.

To do so was not only unnatural, it was undignified. The

-+ ip5y

i Piway recognized=--then
presence of evil was something to b2 gealt with, survived,

outwittca, triumphed over,

Their evidence against Sula was contrived, but their
conclusions about her were not. Sula was distinctly different.
Eva's arrogance, Hannah's self-indulgence merged in her and,
with a twist‘that was all her own imagination, she lived out
her days exploring her own thoughts/’and emotions, giving them
full reign, feeling no cbligation to please anybody unless

their pleasure pleased her. As willing to feel pain as to

give pain, to feel pleasure as to give pleasure, hers was an

: : &
experimental llfe——eveay since her mother's remarks sent her

fiying up those stairs, ever since her one major feeling of
. responsibility had been exorcised on the bank of a river with

a closed place in the middle. The first experience taught

her there was no other that you could count onj the second

that there was no self to count on either. 7

She had clung_to Nel as the closest thing to both an

other and a self only to discover that she and Nel were not

;ne and the sam; thing. She had no thought at all of causing

Nel pain, when she bedded down with Jude. They had always

shared the affection of other people: compared how a boy
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She had no center--no speck around which to grow. In the
midst of a pleasant conversation with someone she might say
"Why do you chew with your mouth open?" not because the
answer interested her but because she wanted to see the
person's face change rapidly. She was completely free of
ambition, with no affection for money, property or things,
no greed no desire to ccmmand at?@gtion or compliments--

no ego, For that reason she felt no compulsion to verify

herself--be 5onsistent with herself.




kissed, what line he used with one and then the other.
Marriage, apparently, had changed all that, but having had
no intimate knowledge of marriage, having lived in a house
with women who thought all men available, and selected from
among them with a care only for their tastes, she was ill-
prepared for the possessiveness of the one person she felt
close to. She knew well enough what other women said and
felt, or said they felt. . But she and Nel had always seen
through them. They both knew that those women were not
jealous of other women; that they were only afraid of losing
their jobs. Afraid he would discover that no uniqueness
lay between their legs.

Nel was the one person who had wanted nothing from her,
who had accepted all ef~the aspects oﬁ(her. Now she wanted
) ek -}y ve-
everything, and all because of that. (The first person who

T g LS She he)
had been rea%, whose name she knew who had seenrthe slant
of life that made it possible to ;iretch it to its limits,

Now Nel was one of them. One of the spiders whose only

thought was the next rung of the web, who dangled in dark
.dry places suspended by their own spittle, more terrified
of the free fall than the snake's breath below. Their eyes
so intent on the wayward stranger who trips into their net,

they were blind to the cobalt on their own backs, the moon-




shine fighting to pierce their corners. If they were touched
by the snake's breath, however fatal, they were merely victims
and knew how to behave in that role (just as Nel knew how to
behave as the wronged wife); but the free fall--oh no, that
required--demanded--invention: a thing to do with the wings,
a way of holding the legs, and most of all a fyll surrender

to the downward flight if they wished to taste their tongues
or stay alive. But alive was what they, and now Nel, did not
want to be. Too dangerous. Now Nel belonged to the town and
all of its ways. She had given herself over to them, and the
flick of their tongues would drive her back into her little

ry coraer where she would cling to her spittle high above the
breath of the snake and the fall.

It had surprised her a little and saddened her a good

deal when Nel behaved the way the others would have. Nel was

one of the reasons she had drifted back to Medallion, that

and the boredom she found in Nashville, Detroit, New Orleans,
New York, Philadelphia, Macon and San Diego. All those cities
held the same people, working the same mouths, sweating the
same sweat. The men who took her to one or another of those
ot eyt

places had fodded into one large personality: the same language

of love, the same entertainments of love; the same cooling of




love. Whenever she introduced her private thoughts into their
rubbings or goings, they hooded their eyes. They taught her
.nothing but love tricks, shared nothing but worry, gave nothing
but money. She had been looking all along for a friend, and
it took her a while to discover that a lover was not a comrade
and could never be--for a woman. And that no one would ever
be that version of herself which she sought to reach out to
and touch with an ungloved hand. There was only her own mood
and whim and if that was all there was, she decided to turn
the naked hand toward it, discover it, and let others become
as intimate with their own selves as she was.

In a way, her strangeness, her naiveté, her craving for
the other half of her equééion was the consequence of an idle
imagination. Had she paints, or clay, or knew the discipline

- of the dance, or strings; had she anything to ‘engage her“tre-

mendous curiosity and her gift for metaphor, she might have

exchanged the restlessness and.Egé preoccupation with whim

for an activity that provided her with all she yearned for.
And like any artist with no art form, she became dangerous.
She had lied only once in her life--to Nel about the
reason for putting Eva out, and she could lie to her only
because she cared about her. When she had come back home,

social conversation was impossible for her because she could




to those old acquaintances
not lie. She could not say/ "Hey girl, you looking good" when

she saw how the years had dusted their bronze with ash, the eye$
that had once opened wide to the moon bent into grimy sickles
of concern. The narrower their lives, the wider their hips.

Those with husbands had folded themselves into startched

coffins, their sides bursting with other peoples skinned

dreams and bony regrets. Those without men were like sour-
tipped needles featuring one constant empty eye. Those with
men ﬁ; ovens and steam kettles had had the sweetness sucked
PR o :
from their breatﬁ%ﬁ Their children were like distant but
exposed wounds whose aches were no less intimate because sepa-
rate from their flesh. They had looked at the worid and back
at their children, back at the world and back again at their
children and Sulaknew that one clear young eye was all that
kept the knife away from the tﬁroat's curve, - Y7
She was pariah, then, and knew it. Knew ede@ that they
believed that they
despised her andlframed their hatred as disgus; for the easy
way she lay with men. Vhich was true. She went to bed with
men as frequently as she could. It was the only place where
she could find what she was looking for: misery ind the ability

been
to feel deep sorrow. She had not always/aware that it was

sadness that she yearned for. Lovemaking seemed to her, at




first, the crcation of a special kind of joy. She thought
she 1liked the sootiness of sex and its comedy; she laughed

a great deal during the raucous beginnings, and rejected
those lovers who regarded sex as healthy or beautiful.
Sexual aesthetics bored her, Although she did not regard
sex as ugly (ugliness was boring also) she liked to think of
it as wicked. But as her experiences multiplied she rea-
lized that not only was it not wicked, it was not necessary

for her to conjure up the idea of wickedness in order fully

to participate. During the lovemaking she found and needed

to find the cutting edge. When she left off cooperating
with her body and began to assert herself in the act, parti-
cles of strength gathered in her like steel shavings drawn
to a spacious magnetic center, forming a tight cluster that
nothing, it seemed, could break. And there was utmost irony
and outrage in lying under someone, in a position of surrender,
feeling her own abiding strength and limitless power. But the
cluster did break--fall apart and in her panic to hold it
together she leaped from the edge into soundlessness and
-went down howling...howling in a stinging awarenzss of the
endings of things: an eye of sorrow in the midst of all that

hurricane rage of joy. There, in the center of that silence
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was not eternity but the death of time and a loneliness so
profound the word itself had no meaning. For loneliness
assumed the absence of other people, and the solitude she
found in that desperate terrain had never admitted the possi-
bility of other people. She wept then. Tears for the deaths
of the littlest things: the cast away shoes of children;
broken stems of marsh grass battered and drowned by the sea;
prom photographs of dead women she never knew; wedding rings
in pawnshop windows; the tidy bodies of cornish hens in a
nest of rice,

When her partner disengaged himself she looked up at.
him in wonder trying to recall his name; and he looked down
at her--smiling with tander understanding of the state of
tearful gratitude to which he believed he had brought her.
She waiting impatiently for him to turn away and settle into
a wet skim of satisfaction and light disgust, leaving her to
the post-coital privateness in which she met herself, wel-
comed herself, and joined herself in matchless harmony.

At thirty she knew it would be no other way for her,
but she had not counted on the footsteps on the porch, and

the beautiful black face that stared at her through the blue

glass window. Ajax.




= ahTeeny

Looking for all the world as he had nineteen years ago when

ar &

he had called her pigmeat. He was twenty’tﬁen, she eleven,
A universe of time between them. Now she was thirty, he
thirty-nine and the lemon yellow haunches seemed not so far
away after all,

She opened the heavy door, and saw him standing on the
other side of the screen door with two quarts of milk
tucked into his arms like marble statues. He smiled and
said " I been lookin all over for you.,™

"Why?'" she asked.

"To give you these”™ and he nodded toward one of the
quarts of milk. .

s doﬁt like milk," she said.

"But you like bottles dont you?'" He held one up, "Aiﬂt
that pretty?"

And indeed it was. Hanging from his fingers, framed by a
slick blue sky, it looked precious and clean and permanent.
She had the distinct impression that he had done something
dangerous to get them,

Sula ran her fingernails over the screen thoughtfully for
a second and then, laughing, she opened the screen door.

Ajax came in and headed straight for the kitchen. Sula

followed slowly. By the time she got to the door he had un-




the complicated wire cap and was letting the cold

run into his mouth.

Sula watched him--or rather & rhythm in his throat--
with growing interest. When he had enough, he poured the rest
into the sink, rinsed the bottle out and presented it to
her. She took the bottle with one hand and his wrist with
the other, and pulled him into the pantry. There was no
need to go there, for not a soul was in the house, but the
gesture came to Hannah's daughter naturally. There in
the pantry, empty now of flour sacks, void of rows upon
rows of canned goods, free forever of strings of tiny
green peppers, holding the wet milk bottle tight in her arm

she stook wide legged against the wall and pulled from his

~
track lean hips all the pleasure her thighﬁs could hold.
o

He came regularly the_n , bearing gifts: clusters
of black berries still on their bran%?s, four meal-fried
porgies wrapped in a salmon colored sheet of the Pittsburgh
Courier, a handful of jacks, two boxes of lime Jell-Well,
a hank of ice-wagon ice, a can of 0ld Dutch Cleanser with
the bonneted onﬁ;n chasing dirt with her stick; a page

of Tillie the Toiler comics, and more gleaming white

bottles of milk.




Contrary to what anybody would have suspected
from(TEust seeing him lounging around the pool hall,
or shooting at Mr., Finley for beating his own dog, or
calling filthy compliments to passing women, Ajax was very
nice to women., His women, of course, knew it and it
provoked them into murderous battles over him in the
streets, brawling thick-thighed women with knives dis-

with their bloodletting
turbed many a Friday nightland attracted whooping crowds.
On such occasions Ajax stood, along with the crowd, and
viwed the fighters with the same golden-eyed indifference
with which he watched old men playing checkers.. Other
than his mother, who sat in her shack with six younger
sons working roots, he had never met an interesting
woman in his life.

His kindness to them in general was not due to a
ritual of seduction {he had no need for it) but rather
the habit he acquired in dealing with his mother who in-
spired thoughtfulness and generosity in all her sons.

She was an evil conjure woman, blessed with seven
adoring shildren whose joy it was to bring her the

plants, hair, underclothing, finger nail parings, white

hens, blood, camphor, pictures, kerosene, footstep%’é%st

that she needed, as well as to order Van Van, High John
the Conqueror, Little John to Chew, Devil's Shoe String,
Chinese Wash, Mustard Seed and the Nine Herbs from Cinn-

cinnati. She knew about the weather, omens, the living




the dead, dreams}aﬁd all illnesses and made a modest
living with her skills. Had she any teeth or everzﬂ
straightened her back, she would have been the most
gorgeous thing alive, worthy of her sons' worship

for her beauty alone, if not for the absolute freedom
she allowed them (known in some quarters as neglect)
and the weight of her hoary knowledge.

This wom@n Ajax 1ovegland after her--airplanes.
There was nothing in between. And when he was not
sitting enchanted listening to his mother's words,
he thought of #ixkt airplanes, and pilots, and the
deep sky that held them both. People thought that
those long trips he took to large cities in the
state were for some}sophisticated good times they

-?\' {lrl.. &t

couldheﬁ%y imagina;

T
teh barbed wire of airport% or nosing around hangars

actually he was leaning against

just to hear the talk of the men who were fortunate
enough to be in the trade. The rest of the time)
the time he was not watching his mother's magic or

thinking of airplanes, he spent in the idle pursuits
of bachelors without work in small towns. He had -

heard all of the stories about Sula, and they peaked

his curiosity--her elusiveness and indifference to estab-

1ished habits of behavior remingded him of his mother




who was as stubborn in her pursuits of the occult as

the women of Greater St. Matthew were in the search for

redeeming grace. So when his curiosity was high enoughg’,

he picked two bottles of milk off the porch of some

white family and went to see her, suspecting that this
was perhaps the only other woman he knew whose life was
her own, who could deal with life efficiently, and who

-n“ﬁgested
was not XRREXmEEEIRg in nailing him.

Loiled, gt

Su{gﬂsiﬁgfgwas curious. She knew nothing about him
i

except ag\he had e@éﬁ#to her years ago, and the feeling
he had excited in her then. She had grown quite accustomed
to the cliches of other people's lives as well as her own
increasingiyd dissatisfaction with Medallion. If she
could have thought of a place to go, she probably would
have left, but that was before Ajax looked at her through
the blue glass and held the milk aloft like a trophy.

But it was mnot the presents that made her wrap him
up in her thighs. They were charming of course (especially
the jar of butterflies he let loose in the bedroom), but
her real pleasure was the fact that he talked to her. They
had genuine conversations. He did not speak down to her
or at her, nor content himself with puerile questions
about her 1life or monologues of his own activities. Thinking
she was possibly brilliant, like his mother, he seeﬁ% to
expect brilliance from her, and she delivered. And in all

of it, he listened more than he spoke.




His clear comfort at being in her presence, his lazy willing
ness to\h?iétgg§cgll about fixes and the powers of plants, his
refusal to baby her, his assumption that she was both tough and
wise-=all of that coupled with a wide generosity of spirit only
@ccasionally erupting into vengeance sustained Sula's inte{ét
and enthusiasm .

His idea of bliss (on earth as opposed to bliss in the sky)

was a long ghot bath in piping hot water--his head on the cool

white rim, his eyes closed in reverie,

7
"Soaking%n hot water give you a badback.'" Sula stood in
!

the doorway looking at his knees glistening just at the surface
of the soap-gray water.
"Soaking in Sula give me a bad back,"
51' “"Worth: 1t2"
"Do%t know yet, Go 'way.,"
"Airplanes?"
"Airplanes."
"Lindberg%/know about you?"
"Go 'way."
sheswent ead wiifgdwggr;gﬁ lng 1n lﬂhganEQtﬂgfiﬁﬁe s was his

head turned to the boarded jup wlndow.J fwo deweys' came in with \ Taglnz |

ghlt-
their beautiful teeth and said "We sick." : l?o ky

Sula turned her head slowly and murmured '"'Get well."
"We need some medicine.'

"Look in the bathroom.'




"Ajax in there.”

"Then wait.,"

"We sick now."

Sula leaned over the bed, picked up a shoe and threw it
at them.

"Cocksucker!" they screamed, and she leaped out of the
bed maked as a yarddog. She caught the red-headed dewey by

by the heels

his shirt and held himjover the bannister until he wet his
pants. The other dewewx :gzé?joined by the third;jhéltéé into
thﬁﬁx pockets for stones which they threw at her. Sula, ducking

and tottering with laughter, carried the wet dewey to the bedroom

and when the other two followed her, deprived of all weapons

and was fishing in her pusse. She gave each of them a dollar

bill which Téhey snatched and scooted off down the stairs to
Dick's

N-anﬁtﬁﬁwyia to buy the catarrah remeﬁdy they loved to drink.

Ajax came sopping wet into the room and lay down on the

bed to let the air dry him They were both still- for .a long time until
The reached out and touched her arm. - : towering above him)

He liked for her to mount him so he could see Rﬁfland
call soft obscenities wmp into her face. &8s she rocked there,
swayed there, like a Georgia Pine on its knees, high above the

slipping, falling smile, high a bove the golden eyes and the

velvet helmet of hair, rocking, swaying..she focussigézif thoughts

to bar the creeping disorder that was flooding her f3eeh. She
looked down, down from what seemed an awful height at the head

of the man whose lemon yellow garbardines had been the first-/yfy“fﬂfd

|




excitment she knew, Letting her thoughts dwell

on his face in order to confine, for just a Kgig&J
longer, the drift of her flesh toward the high
silence of orgasm.

If I. take a chamois and rub real hard on the bone,

right on the ledge of your cheek bone, some of the black

will disappear. It will flake away into the chamois

and underneath there will be gold leaf. I can see it

shining through the black. I know it is there...

How high she was over his track lean body, how slippery

was his sliding sliding smile.

And if I take a nail file or even Eva's old paring
old
knife--that will do--and scrape away at the fmid it

will fall away and there will be alabaster...The ala—

baster is what gives your face its plames, its curves.

'l.ll
That islwa4 your mouth smiling does not reach your

eyes., Alabaster is giving it a gravity that resists

a total smile. :
and the swaying dizzﬁed her)

The heightkusnudﬁaapiag, so she bent down and let

her breats graze his chest.
l\ ‘

Then I can take a chisel and small tap hammer and [

tap away at the alabaster. It will crack then like

jce under the pick and through the breaks I will see
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the loam, fertile, free of pebbles and twigs. For it is

the loam that is giving you that smell..

She slipped her hands under his agpgpits.for it seemed
dam the spread of

as though she would not be able to-he&d—%heilweakness she
felt under éﬁé skin/ without holding on to something.
I will put my hand deep into your soil, lifé it, shift

it with my fingers, feel its warm surface and dewy chill

be 1OW0 ..

She put her head under his chin with no hope in the
keeping anything at all at bay.
world ofhmaking:i#:&a&%r

I will water your soil, keep it rich and moist. But

how much? ﬁﬁow much water to keep the loam moist? And how

much loam will I need to keep my water still? And when do

the two make mud?

He swaljowed her mouth just as she had swallowed his

genitals, and the house was very very quiet.

Sula began to discover what posse%&on was. Not lovd
perhaps, but posse%ion or at&east the desire for it. She
was astounded by so new andlalien a feeling. First there was the
morning of the night before when she actually wondered if Ajax

would come by that day. Then there was an afternoon when she




stood hefore mhe mirror finger-tracing the laughtines
around her mouth and ﬁ?ying to decide whether she was
good looking or not, She ended this deep perusal by
tying a green ribbon in her hair. The green silk made
a rippling whisper as she slid it into her hair--a whisper
that could easily have been Hannah's chuckle--a soft slow rax
nasal hiss she used to emit when something amused her. Like
women sitting for two hours under the marcelling irons
only to wonder two days later how soon they would need
another appointment. The ribbon tying was followed by
other activitg and when Ajax came that evening, bringing
her a reed whistle he had carved that morning, not only
was the green ribbon still in her hair, but the bathroom
was gleaming, the bed was made, géHthe table set for-lggi
He Bave her the reed whistle, unlaced his shoes and
in the rocking chair in the kitchen.
Sula walked toward him and kissed his mouth. He
his fingers along the nape of her neck.
"] bet you aint even missed Tar Baby, have you?" he
asked.
“Missed? No. Where is he?"
Ajax smiled at her delicious indifference . "Jail."
"Since when?"

"Last Saturday.'

"picked up for drunk?"

. s,
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""Little bit more then that,.'" he answered and went ahead

to tell her about his own involvement in another of Tar Baby's
misfortunes.

On Saturday afternnon TarJ/Baby had stumbled drunk into
traffic on the New River Road., A woman driver swerved to
avoid him and hit another car. When the police came, they
recognized the woman as the mayor's niece and arrested Tar Baby,
Later, after the word got ouE} Ajax and two other men went to}*
the station to see about him. At first they wouldnt let them
in, But they relented after AJax and the other two just stood
around for one hour and a half éepreated thelr request at
reglular intervals. When they finally got permission to go
and looked in at him in the cell, he was twisted up in a corner
badly beaten and1ig’ﬁézhlnc but extremely soiled underwar.

Ajax mmdzkger and the other men asked the officer why Tar
Baby couldnt have back his clothes. "It aint right" they
said, "to let a grown man lay around in his own shit."

The policemen, obviously in gg;éeﬁt; with Eva, who had
always maintained that Tar Baby what white, said that if ke
gx the prisoner didgt like to live in shit, he should come
down out of those hills, and live like a decent white man.

More words were exchanged, hot wordé and dark and the whole
thinB ended w&fh the arraignment of the three black men, and
ke an appoinétment to appear in civil court Thursday next .

Ajax did&t seem too bothered by any of it.. More annoyed

and inconvenienced tha?ianything else. He had had several

messe ith the police, mostly in gambling raidsépand regarded

them (jas the natural hazfards of Negro life.

BBt




But Sula, the green ribbon shining in her hair,
was glooded with an awareness of the impact of the outside
world on Ajax. She stood up and arranged her self on
the arm of the rocking chair. Putting her fingers deep
into the velvet of his hair she murmured: "Come on. Lean
on me,"

Ajax blinked. Then he looked swiftly into her face.
In her words, in her voice,was a sound he knew well., For
the first time he saw the green ribbon @ He looked around
and saw the gleaming kitchen, the table set for two, and
detected the scent of the nest. Every hackle in his body

rose, and he knew that very soon she would, like her gll

of her siters before hciv, put to him the death toll question
A

"Where you been?" His eyes dimmed with a mild and momentary
regret.

He stood and mounted the stairs with her and entered
the spotless bathroom where the dust had?géen swept from
underneath the claw foot tub , trying to remembefi the
date of the air show in Dayton. As he came into the bed
room, he saw Sula lying on fresh white sheets, wrapped in
the deadly odor of freshly ?gpplied cologne.

He dragged her under him and made love to her with

the steadiness and the intensity of a man about to

leave for Dayton.
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Every now and then she looked around for tangible
evidence of his having eveg%’been there. Where were the

butterflies? the blueberried? the whistling reed? She

could find nothing, for he had left nothing but his stunning

absence. An absence;ﬁb decorative, so ornate it was difficult
£ i
for her to understand how she haq_endured) without falling

dead or being consumed) his magnificent presence,




The mirror by the door was a
not a mirror by the door it was an altgr where he stood for

only a moment to put on his cap before going out. The red

PP
7=
rocking chair was a rocking of his own $eet as he sat oa
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: ca—opposite. Still there was nothing of his--his own
that she could find. It was as if she were afraid she had
hallucinated him and needed proof to the contrary, His
absence was everywhere, stinging everything, giving the
furnishings primary colors, sharp outlines to the corners
of rooms and gold light to the dust collecting on table
tops. When he was there he pulled everything towérd him-
self. Not only her eyes and all her senses, but inanimate
things seemed to exist tecause of him, backdrops of his
presence. Now that he had gone these things, so long sub-
dued by his presence were glamo;ized in his wake.

/

Then one day, burrowing in a dresser drawer, she found
what she_had been looking for: proof that he had been there,
his driver's license. It contained just what she needed

) 70/
for verification--his vital statistics: Born 3903, Height
5'11", weight lSZﬁbs., eyes brown, hair black, color black.
_Oh yes, skin black. Very black. So black that oaly a

steady careful rubbing with steel wool would remove it and

as it was removed there was the glint of gold leaf and

[
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under the gold leaf the cold alabaster and deep deep down

under the cold alabaster more black only this time the black
.of warm loam.

But wﬁat was this? Albert Jacks? His name was Albert
Jacks? A. Jacks. She thought it was Ajax., All those years.
Even from the time she walked by the pool hall and looked
away from him sitting astride a wooden chair, looked away to
keep from seeing the wide space of intolerable orderliness
between his legs; the openness that held no sign, no sign at
all of the animal that lurked in his trousers; looked away
from the insolent nostrils and the smile that kept slipping
and falling, f2lling, falling so she wanted to reach out with
her hand to catch it before it fell to the pavement and was
sullied by thé cigarette butts and bottle caps and spittle at
his feet and the feet of other men who sat or stood around
outside the pool hall, calling, singing out to her and Nel
and grown women too with lyrics like pigmeat and brown sugar
and jailbait and oh lord what have I dope to deserve the wrath,
and take me Jesus I have seen the promised land and do Lord
?emember me in voices mellowed by hopeless passion into gen-
-tleness. Even then when she and Nel were trying hard not to

dream of him and not to think of him when they touched the




softness in their underwear or undid their braids as soon
as they left home to let the hair bump and wave around their
ears, or wrapped the cotton binding around their chests so
the nipples would not break through their blouses and give
him cause to smile his slipping falling smile which brought
‘the blood rushing to their skin. And even later for when
the first time in her life she had lain in bed with a man
and said his name involuntarily or said it truly meaning
him the name she was screaming and saying was not his at
all,

Sula stood with a worn slip of paper in her fingers and
said aloud to no one "I didn't even know his name. And if

nen there is nothing I did know and

I have known nothing ever at all since the one thing I

wanted was to know his name so how could he help but leave

me since he was making love to a woman who did =not even know

his name.

"When I was a little girl the heads of my papér dolls
came off and it was a long time before I discovered that my
own head would not fall off if I bent my rgck. I used to
walk around holding it very stiff because I thought a strong
wind or a heavy push would snap my neck. Nel was the one who

told me the truth, But she was wrong. I did not hold my head




stiff enough when I met him and so I lost it just like the dolls.

"It's just as well he left. Soon I would have torn the
flesh from his face just tb see if I was right about the gold
and nobody would have understood that kind of curiousity. They
would have believed that I wanted to hurt him just like the
little Soy who fell down the steps and broke his leg and the
people think I pushed him just because I looked at it."

Holding the driver's license she crawled into bed and
fell into a sleep full of dreams of cobalt blue,

When she awoke there was a melody in her head she could
not identify or recall ever hearing before. '"Perhaps I made

it up" she thought. Then it came to her--the name of

/
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and all of its lyrics just as she had sung it many times

the song

before, She sat on the edge of the bed thinking"There aren't
any more new songs and I have sung all the ones there are. 1
have sung them all. I have sung all the songs there are." She
lay down again on the bed and sang a little wandering tune

made up of the words I have sung all the songs all the songs

I have sung all the songs there are until tﬂouched by her own

lullaby she grew drowsy and in the hollow of near sleep she

tasted the acridness of gold, felt the chill of alabster and

smelled the dark sweet stench of loam.
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"I heard you was sick. Anything I can do for you?"

She had pracriced not just the words but the tone, the
pitch of her voice. It should be calm, matter of fact, but
strong in sympathy- for the illnessf/though, not for the
patient.

The sound of her voice as she heard it in her head must

betray no curicsity, no pride, just the inflection of any

good woman come to See about a sick person who, incidentally,

had such visits from nobody else.

For the first time in three years she would be looking
at the stemmed rose that hung over the eye of her enemy.
Moreover, she would be doing it with the taste of Jude's exit

in her mouth, with the resentment and shame that even yet
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pressed for release in her stomach. She would be facing the
‘black rose that Jude had kissed and looking at nostrils of
the woman who had twisted her love for her own children into
something so thick and monstrous she was afraid to show it
lest it br?ak lécse and smother them with its heavy paw. A
cumberso;ngear—love that, given any rein, would suck their
breath away in its crying need for honey.

Because Jude's leaving was so complete, the full
responsibility of the household was Nel's. There were no more
fifty dollars in brown envelopes to count on, so she took to
cleaning rather than.fret away the tiny seaman's pension her
parer Lve s j i st year she got a better
job working as a chambermaid ii: tne same hotel Jude had. The
tips were only fair but the hourg were good--she was home when
the children got out of school.

At thirty her hot brown eyes had turned to agate, and
her skin had taken on the sheen of maple struck down, split,
and sanded at the height of its green. Virtue, bleak and
drawn, was her only mooring. It brought her to number 7
Carpenter's Road and the door with the blue glass; it helped
her to resist scratching the screen as in days gone by; it hid
from her the true motives for her charity, and, finally, it

gave her voice the timbre she wanted it to have: free of

)




delight or a lip-smacking "I told you so" with which news of

.Sula's illness had been rcdﬁg&ed up in the Bottom--free of

the least hint of retribution.

Now she stood in Eva's old bedroom, looking down at that
dark rose, aware of the knife-thin arms sliding back and forth
over the quilt, and the boarded up window Eva had jumped out
of .

Sula looked up and without a second's pause, followed
Nel's example of leaving out the greeting when she spoke.

"As a matter of fact there is. I got a prescription.
Nathan usually goes for me but he...school don't let out til
three. Could you run it over to the drug store?"

"Where is it?" Nel was glad to have a concrete errand.
Conversation would be difficult., (Trust Sula to pick up a
relationship exactly where it lay.)

"Look in my bag. No. Over there."

with the beaded clasp,
Nel walked to the dresser and opened the purse / She saw
'

only a watch and the/?igiiiiption down inside. No wallet, no
change purse. She turned to Sula: "Where's your..."

But Sula was lcoking at the boarded up window. Something
in her eye right there in the corner stopped Nel from completing

her question. That and the slight flare of the nostrils--a

shadow of a snarl. Nel took the piece of paper, picked up her




own purse saying "OK. 1I'll be right back."

As soon as the door was shut, Sula breathed through her
mouth. While Nel was in the room the pain had increased. Now
that this new pain killer, thé one she had been holding in
reserve, was on the way her misery was manageable. She let a
piece of her mind lay on Nel. It was funny, sending Nel off
to that drug store right away like that--after she had not seen
her to speak to for years, The drug store was where Edna Finch's
Mellow House used to be years back when they were girls. Where
they used to go, the two of them, hand in hand for the 18 cent

ice cream sundays, past the Time and a Half Pool Hall where

the sprawling wen said "pigmeat"” and sat in that cool room with
; :
=

the marble top tables and ate the first ice cream sundavs of
their lives. Now Nel was going back there alone and Sula was
waiting for the medicine the doctor said not to take until the
>

pain got really bad- And she supposed "reallﬁgad " was now.
Although you could never tell. She wondered for an instant
what Nellie wanted; why she had come. Did she want to gloat?
Make up? Following this line of thought required more concen-

tration than she could muster. Pain was greedy; it demanded

all of her attfidtion. But it was good that this new medicine,

the reserve, would be Lrought to her by her old friend. Nel,

she remembered, always thrived in a crisis. The closed place




in the water; Hannah's funeral. Nel was the best. When Sula
imitated her, or tried to; those long years ago, it always
ended up in some action noteworthy not for its coolness, but
mostly for being bizarre. The one time she tried to protect
Nel, she had cut off her own finger tip and earned not Nel's
gratitude but her disgust. From then on she had let her
emotions dictate her behavior.

She could hear Nel's footsteps, long before she opened

the door and put the medicine on the table near the bed.

L}
As Sula poured the liquid into a stg¢cky spoon Nel began
the sickroom conversation,

"You look

fine,

"You lying Nellie. I look bad.'" She gulped the medicine.

"No. I haven't seen you for a long time, but you look..."

"You don't have to do that Nellie. "It's going to be all
right."

"What ails you? Have they said?"

Sula licked the corners of her lips, "You want to talk
about that?"

Nel smiled, slightly, at the bluntness she had forgotten.
"No. No I don't, but you sure you should be staying up
alone?"

"Nathan comes by. The deweys sometimes, and Tar Baby..."
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“"That ain't help,Sula. You need to be with somebody grown.
Somebody who can..."

"I'd rather be here, Nellie."

"You know you don't have to be proud with me."

"Proud?" Sula's laughter broke through the phlegm. "What
you talking about? I like my own dirt, Nellie. I'm not proud.
You sure have forgotten me,"

"Maybe. Maybe not. But you a woman and you alone."

"And you? Ain't you alone?"

"I'm not sick., I work."

"Yes. Of course you do. Work's good for you Nellie.

It don't do nothing for me."

"You never had to."

"I never would."

“"There's something to say for it, Sula., Specially if you

have to
don't want people to/do for you."

"Neither one, Nellie, Neither one."

"You can't have it all, Sula." Nel was getting exasperated
with her arrogance, with her lying at death's door still smart
talking.

"Why? I can do it all, why can't I have it all?"

"You can't do it all. You a woman and a colored woman at

that. You can't act like a man. You can't be walking around all




independent like, doing whatever you like, taking what you
want, leaving what you don't,"

"You repeating yourself.,"

"How repeating myself?"

"You say I'm a woman and colored. Ain't that the same as
being a man?"

"I don't think so and you wouldn't either if you had
children."

"Then I really would act like what you call a man. Every
man I ever knew left his children."

"Some were taken."

"Wrong Nellie. The word is 'left'.

"You still going to know everything, ain't you?"

"I don't know everything, I just do everything."

"Well you don't do what I do."

"You think I don't know what your life is like just because
I ain't living it? I know what every colored girl in this country
is doing."

"What's that?"

"Dying. Just like me. But the difference is she's dying
like a stump. Me. I'm going down like one of those fedwoods.
I sure did live in this world."

"Really? What have you got to show for it?"




"Show? To who? Girl, I got my mind. And what goes on
.in 1it, Which is to say I got me."

"Lonely ain't it?"

"Yes. But my lonely is mine. Now your lonely is somebody
else's. Made by somebody else, and handed to you. Ain't that
something? A second-hand lonely."

Nel sat back on the little wooden chair., Anger skipped
but she realized that Sula was probably just showing off. No
telling what shape she was really in, but there was no point
in saying anything other than what was the truth. "I always
understood how you could take a man. Now I understand why
you can't keep none."

"Is that what I'm supposed to do? Spend my life keeping
a man?"

"They worth keeping, Sula."

"They ain't worth more than me. And besides, I never loved
no man because he was worth it. Worth didn't have nothing to
do with it."

"What did?"

Y
"My mind did. I‘hat{all."

"Well I guess thafgit. You own the world and the rest of

us is renting. You ride the pony and we shovel the shit. I




I didn't come up her for this kind of talk Sula..."

"No?"

"No. I come to see about you. But now that you opened
it up I may as well close it." Nel's fingers closed around the
brass rail of the bed. Now she would ask her. "How come you
did it Sula?"

There was a silence but Nel felt no obligation to fill it,

Sula stirred a little under the covers. She looked bored
as she sucked her teeth. "Well, there was this space in front
of me, behind me, in my head. Some space. And Jude filled
it up. That's all. He just filled up the space."

"You 17y i e him?" The feel of the
brass was in Nel's mouth. "It wasn't even loving him?"

Sula looked toward the boarded up window again. Her
eyes fluttered as if she were about to fall off into sleep.

"But..." Nel held her stomach in. "But what about me?
What about me? Why didn't you think about me? Didn't I count?
I never hurt you. What did you take him for if you didn't
love him and why didn't you think about me?" And then, "I

‘was good to you Sula, why don't that matter?"

g
Sula turned her head away from the boarded window.

Her voice was quiet and the stemmed rose over her eye was very

dark. "It matters Nel, but only to you. Not to anybody else.-




Being good to somebody is just like being mean to somebody.
Risky. You don't get nothing for s sl

Nel took her hands from the brass railing. She was annoyed
with herself, Finally when she had gotten the nerve to ask
the question, the right question, it made no difference. Sula
couldn't give her a sensible answer because she didn't know.
Would be, in fact, the last to know. Talking to her about
right and wrong was like talking to the deweys. She picked at
the fringe on Sula's bedspread and said softly "We were friends."

"Oh yes. Good friends." Sula said.

"And you didn't love me enough to leave him alone. To let
him love me. You had to take him away."

"What you mean take him away? I didn't kill him I just
fucked him, If we were such good friends how come you couldn't
get over it?"

"You laying there in that bed without a dime or a friend
to your name having done all the dirt you did in this town and
you still expect folks to love you?"

Sula raised herself up on her elbows. Her face glistened
with the dew of fever. She opened her mouth as though to say
something, then fell back on the pillows and sighed. "Oh they'll

love me all right. It will take time, but they'll love me."

- The sound of her voice was ae{soft and distant as the look in




her eyes. "After all the old women have lain with the teen-
agers; when all the young girls have slept with their old
drunken uncles; after all the black men fuck all the white
ones; when all the white women kiss all the black ones; when
the guards have raped all the jailbirds and after all the
whores make love to their grannies; after all the faggots

get their mother's trim; when Lindburgh sleeps with Bessie
Smith and Norma Shearer makes it with Stepin Fetchit; after.
all the dogs have fucked all the cats, after the hills fondle
" the rivers and every weathervane on every barn flies off the

" 'roof to mount the hogs; then there'll be a little love left

e. and I know just what it will feel like." ] She

closed her eyes then and thought of the wind pressing her
dress between her legs as she ran up the bank of the river
to four leaf-locked trees and the digging of holes in the
earth,

Embarrassed, irritable and a little bit ashamed, Nel
rose to go. "Goodbye Sula. I don't reckon I'll be back."

She opened the door and heard Sula's low whisper. '"Hey,
girl." Nel paused and turned her head but not enough to see
her.

"How you know?" Sula asked.

"“Know what?" Nel still wouldn't look at her.




"About who was good. How you know it was you?"
"What you mean?"

"I mean maybe it wasn't you. Maybe it was me."

Nel took two steps out the door and closed it behind her.

4/
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She walked down the hall and down;four flights of steps. The
house billowed around her light then dark, full of presences

without sounds.r The deweys, Tar Baby, the newly married couples,

Mr. Bucklin Reed, Patsy, Valentine, <déwsisby, and the beautiful
Hannah Peace. Where were they? -ﬁ-}:}Eva out at the old folks

home, the deweys living anywhere, Tar Baby steeped in wine,
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(gxpoarded up window and Sula upstairs in Eva's bed with”an
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empty pocketbook on the dresser.
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When Nel closed the door Sﬁla reached for more medicine.
Then she turned the pillow over to its cool side and thought
about her old friend.‘LSo she will walk on dcwn that road, her
back so straight in that old green coat, the strap of her hand-
bag pushed back all the way to the elbow, thinking how much I
have cost her and never remember the days when we were two
throats and one eye and we had no price.”

Pictures drifted through her head as lightly as dande-
lion spores: the blue eagle that swallowed the E of the

Sherman's Mellowe wine that Tar Baby drank; the pink underlid

of Hannah's eye as she probed for a fleck of coal dust or a
lash.




She thought of looking out of the windows of all those trains
and buses, looking at the feet and backs of all those people.
Nothing was ever different. They were all the same. All of
the words and all of the smiles,&very tear and every gag just
something to do.

"That's the same sun I looked at when I was 12, the same
pear trees. If I live a hundred years my urine will flow
the same Qay, my armpits and breath will smell the same.
My hair will grow from the same holes. I didn't mean any-

thing. I never meant anything. I stood there watching her

burn and was thrilled. I wanted her to keep on jerking like

that to keep on dancing.




Then she had the dream again. The Clabber Girl Baking
Powder lady was smiling and beckoning to her, one hand under
her apron. When Sula came near she disintegrated into white
dust which Sula was hurriedly trying to stuff into the pockets
of her blue flannel housecoat. The disintegration was awful
to see, but worse was the feel of the powder--its starchy
slipperyness as she tried to collect it by the handsful. The
more she scooped the more it billowed. At last it covered her,

filled her eyes, her nose, her throat and she woke gagging

and overwhelmed with the smell of smoke.

Pain took hold. First a fluttering as of doves in her
stomach, then a kind of burning followed by a spread of thin
wires to other parts of her body. Once the wires of liguid
pain were in place they jelled and began to throb. She tried
concentrating on the throb, identifying them as waves, hammer
strokes, razor edges or small explosions. Soon evén the
variety of the pain bored her and there was nothing to dg.for
it was joined by fatigue so great she could not make a fist
or fight the taste of oil at the back of her tongue.

Several times che tried to cry out, but the fatigue barely
let her open her lips, let alone take the deep breath necessary

to scream, So she lay there wondering how soon she would




gather enough strength to 1lift her arm and push the rough
quilt away from her chin and whether she should turn her
cheek to the cooler side of the pillow now or wait til her
face was thoroughly soaked and the move would be more re-
freshing. But she was reluctant to move her face for another
reason. If she turned her head she would not be able to see
the boarded up window Eva jumped out of. And looking at
those four wooden planks with the steel rod slanting across
them was the only peace she had. The sealed window soothed
her with its sturdy terminatiogJ its unassailable finality.
It was as though for the first time she was completely alone--
where she had always wanted to be--free of the possibility

of distraction. It would be here, only here‘held by this
blind window high above the elm tree that she might draw

her legs up to her chest, close her eyes, put her thumb-in
her mouth and float over and down the tunnels just missing
the dark walls down down until she met a rain scent and would
know the water was near, and she would curl into its heavy-
softness and it would envelop her, carry her, and wash her
tired flesh always. Always. Who said that? She tried hard
-to think. Who was it that had promised her a sleep of water

always? The effort to recall was too great; it loosened a

knot in her chestj/;hat turned her thoughts again to the
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pain.

While in this state of weary anticipation, she noticed
that she was not breathing, that her heart had stopped com-
pletely. A crease of fear touched her breast, for any second
there was sure to be a violent explosion in her brain, a
“gasping for breath, Then she realized, or rather she sensed,
that there was not going to be any pain. She was not breathing
because she didn't have to. Her body did not need oxygen. She

was dead,
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\‘H—“§?Su1a felt her face smiling. "Well I'1l be damned," she

thought, "it didn't even hurt. Wait'll I tell Nel."
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The death of Sula Peace was the best news folks up in

the Bottom had had since the promise of work at the tunnel, ;
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Of the few whoAhad gone io the cemetary, some had come just
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to verify her bweiel but stayed to sing ""Shall We Gather By

the River" for politeness' sake, quite unaware of the bleak

promise of their song. Others

dt-was—able~to-irate-icame to see that nothing went awry,

that the shallow minded and small hearted kept their mean-

‘mess at bay, and that the entire event be characterised by
that abiding gentleness of spirit to which they themselves

had arrived by the simple determination not to let anything--




anything at all: not failed crops, not red necks, lost jobs,
sick children, rotten potatoes, broken pipes, bug ridden
flour, third class coal, educated social workers, théiving
insurance men, garlic ridden hunkies, corrupt Catholics,
racist protestants, cowardly jews, slave-holding moslems, jack
leg nigger preachers, squeamish Chinamen, cholera, dropsey,

or the black plague--let alone a strange woman--keep them

from their God.

In any case, both the raw spirited and the gentle who
came--not to the white funeral parlor but to the colored part
of the Beechnut Cemetary--felt that either because Sula was
dead or just after she was dead 2 brighter day was dawning.
There were signs. The rumor that the tunnel spanning the
river would use Negro workers became an announcement. Planned,
abandoned, and replanned for years, this project had finally
begun in 1937. For three years there were rumors that blacks
~ would work it, and hope was high in spite of the fact that
the river road leading to the tunnel had encouraged similar

hopes in 1927, but ended by being built entirely by white

labor--hillbillies and immigrants taking even the lowest jobs.

But the tunnel itself was another matter, The craft work--

no; they would not get that, but it was a major job and the




government seemed to favor opening up employment to black

workers., It meant black men would not have to sweep Medal-
Ilion to eat, or leave the town altogether for the steel
mills in Akron and along Lake Erie.

The second sign was the construction begun on an old
people'é home. True it was more renovation than construction,
but the blacks were free, or so it was said, to occupy it.
Some said that the very transfer of Eva from the ramshackle
house that passed for a colored women's nursing home to the
bright new one was a clear sign of the mystery of God's
ways, His mighty thumb having been seen at Sula's throat.
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So it was with a strong sense of the—restersastiem—eof

order that the people in the Bottom watched October close.

Then Medallion turned silver. It seemed-sudden, but
actually there had been daysiagdég‘g;ow——just frost ;¥%ht
and-day, when, late one afternoon, a rain fell and froze.
Way down Carpenter's Road, where the concrete sidewalks
started, children hurried to the sliding places before shop-
‘keepers and old women sprinkled stove ashes, like ancient

onyx on to the new minted silver. They hugged trees simply

to hold for a moment all that life and largeness stilled in




glass, and gazed at the sun pressed against the gray sky like
a worn doubloon--wondering all the while if the world were
coming to an end. Grass stood blade by blade, shocked into
separateness by an ice that held for days.

Late harvesting things were ruined, of course, and fowl
died of both chill and rage. Cider turned to ice and split
.the jugs, forecing the men to drink their cane liquor too soon.
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It was better down in the valley, £o as always, the hills
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protected it, but-’!.(b FELY gléck folks suffered heavily
in their thin houses and thinner clothes. The ice cold wind
bled what little heat they had from window panes and ill
fitting doors. For days on end they were virtually house-
bound venturing out only to coal bins or right-next-door for
the trading of vital foodstuffs. Never to the stores. No
deliveries were being made anyway and when they were the
items were saved for better paying white customers. Women
could not make it down the icy slopes and therefore missed
days of wages they sorely needed.

The consequence of all that ice was a wretched Thanks-

giving of tiny tough birds, heavy pork cakes, and pithy sweet-

potatoes. By the time the ice began to melt and the first

barge was seen shuddering through the ice skim on the river,




everybody under fifteen had croup, or scarlet fever, and
those over had chillblains, rheumatism, pleurisy, earaches
and a world of other ailments.

Still it was not those illnesses or even the ice that
marked the beginning of the trouble, that self-fulfilled
prophecy that Shadrack carried on his tongue. As soon as

the silvering began, long before the cider cracked the jugs,

there was something wrong. A falling awvay, a digﬁlocation

was taking place. Hard on the heels of the general relief
that Sula's death brought,a restless irritability took hold.
Teapot, for example, went into the kitchen and asked his
mother f{or scme sugar-butter-bread. She got up to fix it

and found that she had no butter, only oleomargarine. Too
tired to mix the saffron colored powder into the hard cake

of oleo, she simply smeared the white stuff on the bread

and sprinkled the sugar over it. Teapot tasted the difference
and refused to eat it. This keenest of insults that a mother
can feel, the rejection by a child of her food, bent her into
fury and she beat him as she had not done since Sula knocked
him down' the steps. She was not alone. Other mothers who
defended their children from Sula's malevclénce (or who had

defended their positions as mothers from Sula's scorn for the




role) now had nothing to rub up against. The tension was

gone and so was the reason for the effort they had made.

Without chsa:hnénﬁ;Qéumnrmiien—fevee, affection for others

sank Into flaccid disrepair. Daughters who had complained
bitterly about the responsibilities of taking care of their
aged mothers-in-law, had altered when Sula locked Eva away
and cleaned those old women's spittoons without a murmur.

Now that Sula was dead and done with they returned to a
steeping resentment of the burdens of +he oﬂijﬂiai¥es
uncoddled their husbands; there seemed no further need to
reinforce their vanity. And even those Negroes who had
moved down from Canada to Medallion, who remarked every chance
they got that they had never been slaveﬁ.felt é loosening

of the reactionary compassion for Southern born blacks Sula
had inspired in them. They returned to their original claims
of superiority,.

The normal meanness that the winter brought was com-
pounded by the small spiritedness that hunger and scarlet
fever produced. Even a definite and witnessed interview of
four colored men (and the promise of more in the spring) at
the tunnel ;égzt could not break the cold vise of that lean

and bitter year's end,




Christmas came one morning and haggled everybody's

nerves like a dull ax--too shabby to cut clean but too
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heavy to ignore. The children lay stoney—eyed on creaking
beds or pallets near the stove, sucking peppermint and
oranges in between coughs while their mothers atomped the
floors in rage at the cakes that did not rise because the
stove fire had been so stingy; at the curled bodies of men
who chose to sleep the day away rather than face the silence
made by the absence of Lionel trains, drums, cry-baby dolis,
Cloin e
and rocking horses. Teenagers sneaked into the mevie theatre
in the afternoon and let Tex Ritter free them from the recol-
lection of their fathers' shoes, yawning in impotence under
the bed. Some of them had a bottle of wine which they drank

at the feet of the glittering Mr., Ritter, making such a ruckus?’/

“* the manager had to put them out. The white people who came
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withAbags of rock candy and old clothes were hard put to

get a Yes'm thank you out of those sullen mouths.

Just as the ice lingered in October, so did the phlegm
of December--which explained the enormous relief brought on
by the first three days of 1941. It was as though the season
had exhausted itself, for on January 1 the temperature shot

up to 61 degrees and slushed the whiteness overnight. On
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January 2 drab patches of grass could be seen in the fiel:s.
On January 3 the sun came out--and so did Shadrack with his

rope, his bell and his childish dirge.
g A

Years later people would quarrel about who had been the
first to go. Most folks said it was the deweys, but one or
two knew better, knew that Dessie and Ivy had been first.

Said that Dessie had opened her door first and stood there
shielding her eyes from the sun while watching Shadrack
coming down the road. She laughed.

Maybe the sunj maybe the clots of green showing in the
hills promising so much; maybe the contrast between Shadrack's
doomy gloomy bell glinting in all that sweet sunshine. Mavbe
just a brief moment, for once, of not feeling fear, of looking
at death in the sunshine and being unafraid. She laughed.

Upstairs, Ivy heard her and locked to see what caused
the thick music that rocked her neighbor's breasts, Then
Ivy laughed too. Like the scarlet fever that had touched
eﬁerybody and worn them down to gristle, their laughter
infected Carpenter's Road. Soon children were jumping about
giggling and men came to the porches to chuckle. By the time
Shadrack reached the first house he was facing a line of

delighted faces.
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" He had spent the night before watching a tiny
moon. The people, the voices that kept him company
were with him less and less. Now there were long
periods when he heard nothing except the wind in the
trees and the plop of buckeyes on the earth. In the
winter, when the fish were too hard to get to, he did
picking-up jobs for small businessmen (nobody would
have him in or even near their homes), and thereby con-
tinued to have enough money for liquor. Yet the drunk
times were becoming deeper but more seldom. It was
as thoughzﬂhe no longer needed to drink to forget what
ever it was he could not remember. Now he could not
remember that he had ever forgotten anything. Perhaps
that was why for the first time after that cold day in
France he was beginning to miss the presence of other
people. Shadrack had improved enough to feel lonely.
If he was lonely before, he didn't know it because the
noise he kept up, the roaring, the busyness protected
him from knowing it. Now the compulsion to activity,
to filling up the time when he was not happily fishing
on the river bank had dwindled. He sometimes fell asleep
before he got drunk; sometimes spent whole days looking
at the river and the sky; and more and more he relinquished
the military habits of cleanliness in his shack. Once

a bird flew into his door--one of the robins during the




&

time there was a plague of them?ﬁ. It stayed, looking for
an exit, for the better part of an hour. When the bird found
the window and flew away, Shadrack was grieved and actually
waited and watched for its return. During those days of
waiting, he did not make his bed, or sweep, oOr shake out the
little rag braid rug, and almost forgot to slash with his
fish knife the passing day'on his calendar. When he did
return to housekeeping, it was not with the precision he

had always insisted upon. The messier his house got, the
lonelier he felt, and it was harder and harder to conjure up
sergeants, and orderlies, and invading g;eégég?'harder and
harder to hear the gunfire and keep the platoon marching in
time. More frequently now he looked at and fondled the one
piece of evidence hExhadxkkakxax that he had once had a visitor
in his house: a child's purple and white belt. The one the
little girl b=wd 1ef§:$£;;ﬂshe came to see him. Shadrack re-

membered the scene clearly. He had stepped into the door and

there was a tear-stained face turning turning toward himj

u
eves hurt and wondering; mog¢th parted in an effort to ask
y P

Miwr a question. She had wanted something--from him. Not

fish, not work, but something only he could give. She had

a tadpole over her eye (that was how he knew she was a friendY
she had the mark of the fish he loved) and one of her braids

had come undone. But when he looked at her face he had seen

also fhe skull beneath, and thinking she saw it too--knew it
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was there gdp was afraid, he tried to think of something

to say to comfort her, something to stop the hurt from
spilling out of her eyes. So he had said "always: SO
she would not have to be afraid of the change--the falling
away of skin, the drip and slide of blood, and the ex-
posure of bone underneath. He hdd said "always'" to
convince her)assure her of permanency.

It worked, for when he said it her face 1lit up
and the hurt did leave. She ran then, carrying his
knowledge, but her belt fell off and he kept it as a
momento . It hung on a nail near his bed--unfrayed,
unsullied those years, with only
bend in the fabric made by its long life on a nail. It
was pleasant living with that sign of-hﬁl visitor, his
only one. And after a while he was able to connect the
belt with the face, the tadpole-over-the-eye-face that
he sometines saw up in the Bottom. His visitor, his
company, his guest, his social life, his woman, his daughter,
his friend--they all hung there on a nail near his bed.

Now he stared at the tiny moon floating high over the
ice-choked river. His loneliness had dropped down some-
where around his ankles. Some other feeling possessed him.
A feeling that touched his eyes and made him blink, He
had seen her again months? weeks? ago. Raking leaves for
Mr. Hodges, he had gone into the cellar for two bushels
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baskets to pu{them in., In the passege ?é passed an open




door leading to a small room. She lay on a table
there. It was surely the same one. The same little
girl face, same tadpole over the eye. So he had been
wrong. Terribly wrong. No '"always' at all. Another
dying away of someone whose face he knew.

It was then he began to suspect that all those
years of rope hauling and bell ringing were never going
to do any good. He might as well sit forever on his
river bank and stare out of the window at the moon.

By his day-slashed calendar he knew that tommrrow
was the day. And for the first time he did not want to
go. He wanted to stay with the purple and white belt.
Not go. Not go.

Still, when the day broke in an incredible splash
of sun, he gathered his things. In the early part of
the afternoon, drenched in sunlight and certain that this

would be the last time he would invite them to end thiér

liveé neatly and sweetly, he walked over the rickety bridge

and on into the Bottom. But it was not heartfelt this
time, not loving this time for he no longer cared whether
he helped them or not. His rope was improperly tied;

his bell had a tinny unimpassioned sound. His visitor

was dead and would come no more.




quever before had they laughed. Always they had shut

their doors, pulled down the shades, and called their
children out of the road. It frightened him, this glee,
but he stuck to his habit--singing his song, ringing his bell
and holding fast to his rope. The deweys with ;;;ééjmagnificent
teeth ran out from number 7 and danced a little jig around the
befuddled Shadrack then cut into a wild apeing of his walk, his
song, and his bell ringing. By now women were holding their
stomachs, and the men were slapping their knees. It was Mrs.
Jackson, who ate ice, who tripped down off her porch and marched--
actually marched--along behind him. The scene was so comic
the people walked into the road to make sure they saw it all,
Iu that way the parade started.

Everybody, Dessie, Tar Baby, Patsy, Mr. Buckland Reed,
Teapot's Mama, Valentine, the deweys, Mrs. Jackson, Irene,
the proprietor of the Palace of Cosmetology, Reba, the Herrod

brothers and flocks of teenagers got into the mood and laughing,

dancing, calling to ane another, formed a pied)/piper's band

behind Shadrack. As the initial group of about twenty people
passed more houses, they called to the people standing in
doors and leaning out of windows to join them; to help them
open further this slit in the veil,igggbite from anxiety, from

dignity, from g?vity, from the weight of that very adult pain




that had undergirded them all those years before. Called

to them to come out and play in the sunshine--as though the
sunshine would last, as though there really was hope. The
same hope that kept them picking beans for other farmers; kept
them from finally leaving as they talked of doing; kept them
knee-deep in other people's dirt; kept them excited about
other people's wars; kept them solicitous of white people's
children; kept them convinced that some magic '"government'

was going to 1lift them up, out and away from that dirt, those
beans, those wars.

Some, of course, like Helene Wright, would not go. She
watched the ruckus with characteristic scorn. Others, who
understood the Spirit's touch which made
understood whole families bending their backs in a field
while singing as from one throat, who understood the ecstaéy

of %;iver baptisms under suns just like this one--did not

understand this curious i&isorder, this headless display=--and

so refused also to go.

Nevertheless, the sun splashed on a larger and larger
crowd that strutted, skipped, marched, and shuffled down the
road. When they ?/got down to where the sidewalk started
some of them stopped and decided to turn back=-tooembarrassed
to énter the white part of town whooping like banshees. But
except for three or four, the fainthearted were put to shame

by the more agressive and abandoned, and the parade danced down




Main Street past Woolworth's and the old poultry house,
turned right and moved on down the New River Road.

At the mouth of the tunnel excavation, in a fever pitch
of excitement and joy, they saw the timber, the bricks, the
steel ribs and the tacky wire gate that glittered under ice
struck to diamond in the sun. It dazzled them, at first, and
they were suddenly quiet. Their hooded eyes swept over the
place where their hope had lay since 1927. There was the
promise: leaf-dead. The teeth unrepaired, the coal credit

cut off, the chest pains unattended, the school shoes unbought,

the rush stuffed mattresses, the broken toilets, the leaning

norches, the slurred remark and the staggering childish mal=-
evolence of their employers. All there in blazing sunlit ice
rapidly becoming water.

Like antelopes they leaped over the little gate--a
wire barricade that was never intended to bar anything but
dogs, rabbits, and stray children--and led by the tough,
the enraged, and the young they picked up the lengths of
timber and thin steel ribs and smashed the bricks they would
never fire in yawning kilns, split the sacks of limestone
they had not mixed or even been allowed to haul; tore the
wire mesh, tipped over wheelbarrows and rolled forepoles

down the bank where they sailed far out on the ice-bound river.




0ld and young, women and children, lame and hearty, they
killed, as best they could, the tunnel they were forbidden to
build.

They didn't mean to go in, to actually go down into
the lip of the tunnel, but in their need to kill it all, all
of it, to wipe from the face of the earth the work of the
thin-armed Virginia boys, the bull-necked Greeks and the
knife-faced men who waved the leaf-dead promise they went
too deep, too far....

A lot of them died there. The earth, now warm, shifted;
the first forepole slipped; loose rock fell from the tunnel's
face and caused a shield to give way. They found themselves
in a chamber of water deprived of the sun that had brought
them there. With the first crack and whoosh of water, the
clamber to get out was so fierce that others who were trying
to help were pulled to their deaths. Pressed up against steel
ribs and timber blocks young boys strangled wikk when the oxygen
left them to join the water., Outside, others watched in
terrolas ice split and earth shook beneath their feet. Mrs.
Jackson, weighing less than 100 pounds, slid down the bank
and met with an open mouth the ice she had craved all her life.
Tar Baby, Dessie, Ivy, Valentine, the Herrod boys, some of
Ajax's younger brothers and the deweys (at least it was

supposed--their bodies were never found)--all died there.

Mr. Buckland Reed escaped, so did Patsy and her two boys,




as well as some fifteen or twenty who had not gotten close
enough to fall, or whose timidity would not let them enter

an unfinished tunnel.

And all the while Shadrack stood there. Having forgotten

his song and his rope, he just stood there high up on the

bank ringing ringing his bell.




Things were so much better in 1965. Or so it seemed.
You could go downtown and see colored people working ir the
dime store behind the counters, even handling money with
cash register keys around their necks. And a colored man

taught mathematics at the junior high school. The young

people had a look about them that everybody said was new

but which reminded Nel of the deweys whom nobody had ever
found. Maybe, she thought, they had gone off and seeded
.the land and growed up in these young people in the dime
store with the cash register keys around their necks.

They were so different, these young people. So dif-




ferent from the way she remembered them forty years ago.

Jesus, there were some beautiful boys in 1921 Look
like the whole world was bursting at the seams with them,
Thirteen, fourteen, fifteen years old. Jesus, they were
fine., L.P., Paul Freeman and his brother Jake, Mrs. Scott's
twins, and Ajax had a whole flock of younger brothers,

They hung out of attic windows, rode on car fenders, deli-
vered the coal, moved into Medallion and moved out, visited
cousins, plowed, hoisted, lounged on the church steps,
careened on the school playground. The sun heated them and
the moon slid down their backs. God, the world was full

of beautiful boys in 191.

Nothing like these kids. Everything had changed. Even
the whores were better then: tough, fat laughing women with
burns on their cheeks and wit married to their meanness: or
widows couched in small houses in the woods with eight
children to feed and no man. These modern—day whores were
pale and dull before those women. These little clothes-
crazy things were always embarrassed. Nasty but shamed.
They didn't know what shameless was. They should have known
those silvery widows in the woods who would get up from the

dinner table and walk into the trees with a customer with as




much embarrassment as a calving mare.

Lord, how time flies. She hardly recognized anybody in
the town anymore., Now there was another old people's home.
Look like this town just kept on building homes for old
people. Every time they built a road they built a old folks
home., You'd think folks was living longer, but the fact of
it was they was just being put out faster.

Nel hadn't seen the insides of this most recent one yet,
but it was her turn in Circle Number 5 to visit some of the
old women there. The pastor visited them regularly, but the
circle thought private visits were nice too. There were just
nine colored women out there; the same nine that had been in
the other one. But a lot of white ones. White people didn't
fret about putting their old ones away. It took a lot for
..black people to let them go and even if somebody was old and-
alone,others did the dropping by, the floor washing, the

cooking. Only when they got crazy and unmanageable were they

let go. Unless it was somebody like Sula, who put Eva away

out of meanness. It was true that Eva was foolish in the
head, but not so bad as to need locking up.

Nel was more than a little curious to see her. She had
been really active in church only a year or less and that was

because the children were grown now and took up less time and




and less space in her mind., For over twenty-five years since

Jude walked out she had pinned herself into a tiny life. She

spent a little time trying to marry again,but nobody wanted
/l.!' ~AD

to take her on with_féﬁ%'children, and she simply couldn't

manage the business of keeping boyfriends. During the war she

e
had had a rather long relationship with a sargeant stationed

at the camp twenty miles down river from Medalliom, but then

he got called away and everything was reduced to a few letters—-
then nothing. Then there was a bartender at the hotel, But

now she was 55 and hard put to remember what all that had been
about.

It didn't take long, after Jude left, for her to sec
what the future would be. She had looked at her children and
knew in her heart that that would be all. That they were all
she would ever know of love. But it was a love that, like a
pan of syrup kept too long on the stove, had cooked out--
leaving only its odor and a hard sweet sludge, impossible to
scrape off. For the mouths of her children quickly forgot
the taste of her nipples, and years ago they had-begun to
look past her face into the nearest stretch of sky.

In the meantime the Bottom had collapsed. Everybody
whe had made moFﬁy during the war moved as close as they could

to the valley and the white people were buying down river,




cross river stretching Medallion like two strings on the
banks. Nobody colored lived much up in the Bottom anymore,
White people were building towers for television stations

up there and there was a rumor about a golf course or some-
thing. Anyway, hill land was more valuable now and those
black people who had moved down right after the war and in
the fifties couldn't afford to come back even if they wanted
to. Except for the few blacks still huddled by the river
bend, and some undemolished houses on Carpenters Road, only
rich white folks were building homes in the hills, Just
like that, they had changed their minds and instead of
keeping the valley floor to themselves, now they wanted a hill
top house with a river view and a ring of elms. The black
people, for all their new look, seemed awfully anxious to
get to the valley, or leave town, and abandon the hills to.
whoever was interested. It was sad, because the Bottom had
been a real place. These young ones kept talking about the
community, but they left the hills to the poor, the old, the
stubborn--and the rich white folks. Maybe it hadn't been a

community but it had been a place--now there weren't any

places left--just separate houses with separate televisions

and separate telephones and less and less dropping by.

These were the same thoughts she always had when she




walked down into the town. One of the last true pedestrians,
Nel walked the shoulder road while cars slippned by. Laughed
-at by her children, she still walked where ever she wanted to
go, allowing herself to accept rides only when the weather
required it.

Now - she went straight through the town and turned
left at its farthest end, along a tree-lined walk that turned
into a country road further on and passed the cemetary, Beech-
nut Park,

When she got to Sunnydale, the home for the aged, it was
already four o'clock and turning chill. She would be glad to
sit down with those old birds and rest her feet.

A red-haired lady at the desk gave her a pass card and
pointed to a door which opened on to a corridor of smaller

-doors. It looked like what she imagined a college dormitory

to look., The lobby was luXurious——mod%ﬂgl—but the room s she

peeped into were sterile green cages. There was to0 much
light everywhere; it needed some shadows. The third door,
down the hall, had a little name tag over it that read Eva
Peace, Twisting the - knob and rapping a little on the
door at the same time, Nel listened a moment before she

opened it.




At first she couldn't believe it. She seemed so small,
sitting at that table in a black vinyl chair., All the heavi-
ness had gone and the height. Her once beautiful leg had no

stocking and the foot was in a slipper. Nel wanted to cry--

not for Eva's milk dull eyes or her floppy lips but for the

once proud foot accustomed for over half a century to a fine
~ well laced shoe--now stuffed gracelessly into a pink terry
cloth slipper.
Greene

"Good evening, Miss Peace. I'm Nel =ibbms come to
pay a call on you. You remember me don't you?"

Eva was ironing and dreaming of stairwells. She had
neither iron nor clothes but did not stop her fastidious
lining up of pleats or pressing out of wrinkles even when
she acknowledged Nel's greeting.

"Howdy. Sit down."

"Thank you.," Nel sat on the edge of the little bed.
"You've got a pretty room, a real pretty room, Miss Peace."

"You eat something funny today?" -

"Mam?"

"Some chop suey? Think back."

"No mam,"

Gopi -

"No? Well you gedm be sick later on."

"But I didn't have no chop suey."




_ "You think I come all the way over here for you to tell
me that? I can't make visits too often. You should have some
respect for old people."

"But Miss Peace, I'm visiting you. This is your roon, "
Nel smiled.

"What you say your name was?"

el Greens'-

"Wiley Wright's girl?"

“Uh huh. You do remember. That makes me feel good, Miss
Peace. You remember me and ﬁy father."

"Tell me how you killed that little boy."

"What? What little boy?"

“"The one you threw in the water. I got oranges. How did

you get him to go in the water?"

"I didn't throw no little boy in the river. That was

Sula,"

"wou. Sula. What's the difference. You was there. You
watched didn't you? Me, I never would've watched."

AYou're confused Miss Peace. I'm Nel. Sula's dead."”

"It's awful ccld in the water. Fire is warm. How did
you get him in?" Eva wet her forefinger and tested the iron's
heat.

"Who told you all of these lies? Miss Peace? Who told




you? Why are you telling lies on me?"
"I got oranges. I dom't drink they old orange juice.
puts something in 1t."
"Why are you trying to make out like I did it?"
Eva stopped ironing and looked at Nel. For the first
her eyes looked sane.
"You think I'm guilty?" Nel was whispering.
Eva whispered back "Who would know that better than you?"
"I want to know who you been talking to." Nel forced
herself to speak normally,

"Plum. Sweet Plum. He tells me things." Eva laughed g

light)tinkly, giggle--girlish,

"I'1ll be going now, Miss Peace." Nel stood.

"You ain't answered me yet."

"I don't know what you're talking about."

"Just alike. Both of you. Never was no difference be-
tween you. Want some oranges%' It's better for you than chop
suey, Sula? I got oranges."

Nel walked hurriedly down the hall, Eva calling after
her: "Sula?" Nel couldn't see the other women today. That
" woman had upset her. She handed her pass back to the desk-
lady avoiding her look of surprise.

Outside she fastened her coat against the rising wind.




The top button was missing so she covered her throat with her

hand.A}&ight space opened in her head and memory seeped into

3 e '\m]__-rple an(j M‘Eh_ite;l
Standing on the river bank in a‘iﬂlkﬂdress, Sula swinging

Chicken Little around and around. His laughter before the hand
slipped and the water closing quickly over the place, What had
she felt then, watching Sula going round and round and then the
little body swinging out ovérlthe water? Sula had cried aﬁd
cried when she came back from Shadrack's house. But Nel had
remained calm,

"Shouldn't we tell?"

"Did he see?"

"I don't know. No."

"Let's go. We can't bring him back."

What did old Eva mean by you watched? How could she help
seeing it? She was right there. But Eva didn't say see, she
said watched. "I did not watch it. I just saw it." But it
was there anyway, as it had always been, the old feeling and
the old question. The good feeling she had had when Chicken's
hands slipped. She hadn't wondered about that in years. "Why
éidn't I feel bad when it happened? How come it felt so good
to see him fall?" F

All these years she had been secretly proud ofher calm,




controlled behavior when Sula was uncontrollable, her com-
passion for Sula's frightened and shamed eyes. Now it
gseemed that what she had thought was maturity, serenity and
compassion was only the tranquility that follows a joyful
stimulation. Just as the water closed peaéefully over the
turbulence of Chicken Little's body, so had contentment
washed over her enjoyment.

She was walking too fast. Not watching where she placed
her feet, she got into the weeds by the side of the road.
Running almost, she approached.Beecﬁnut Park. Just over
there was the colored part of the cemetary. She went in.
Sula was buried there along with PlumJHannah and now Pearl.
With the same disregard for name changes by
the black people of Medallion always showed, each flat slab
had one word carved on it, Together they read like a chant:
Peace 1895-1921, Peace 1890-1923, Peace 1910-1940. Benca
1892-1959.

They were not dead people. They were words. Not even
words. Wishes, longings.

A1l these years she had been harboring good feelings

~ about Eva; sharing, she believed, her loneliness and unloved

state as no one else could or did. She, after all, was the

only who really understood why Eva refused to attend Sula's
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funeral. The others thought they knew; thought the grand-
mother's reasons were the same as their own--that to pay
respect to someone who had caused them so much pain was
beneath them, Nel, who did go, believed Eva's refusal was
not due to pride or vengeance, but a plain unwillingness to
see the swallowing of her own flesh into the dirt, a deter-
mination not to let the eyes see what the heart could not
hold. '
' had 1usC

Now, however, after the way Eva, treated her, accused her,
she wondered if the townspeople hadn't been right the first
time. Eva was mean. Sula had even said so. There was no

. oy = P -—
for her Lo S?r_‘,u-‘m SO, F:?.Cblc ninded or not, 01'.'!-

good reason
Whatever. kva knew what she was doing. Always had. She

had stayed away from Sula's funeral and accused Nel of

" drowning Chicken Little for spite. The same spite that =
galloped all over the Bottom. That made every gesture an

offense, every off center smile a threat, so that even the

bubbles of relief that broke in the chest of practically
eVery]:%S):ahen Sula died did not soft.en their spite and allow

.them to go to Mr., Hodges' funeral parlor or send flowers from

|

./
the church or bake a yellow cakefffShe thought about Nathan

opening the bedroom door the day #8pmy she had visited her,

&




and finding the body. He said he knew she was dead right
away not because her eyes were open but because her mouth
‘was. It looked to him like a giant yawn that she never
got to finish., He had run across the street to Teapot's
mama's house who, when she heard the news said "Ho!" 1like
;he conductor on the train when it was about to take off
except louder, and then did a little dance. None of the

women left their quilt patches in disarray to run to the

.house. Nobody left the clothes half way through the

" 1

wringer to run to the house. Even the men just said "uhn",
when they heard. The day passed and no one came. The night
slipped into another day and the body was still lying in
Eva's bed gazing at the ceiling trying to complete a yawn.
It was most strange, this stubbornness about Sula. For

even when China the most rambunctious whore in the town

died (whose black son and white son said, when they heard

she was dying "She ain't dead yet?") even then everybody

stopped what they were doing and turned out in numbers to

put the fallen sister away.

It was Nel who finally called the hospita% then the
.mqrtuary, then the police who were the ones to come. So
the white people took over, They came in a police van and

carried the body down the steps past the four pear trees




and into the van for all the world like with Hannah. When
the police asked questions nobody gave them any information.
it took them hours to find out the dead woman's first name.
The call was for a Miss Peace at 7 Carpenter's Road. So they
left with that: a body, a name, and an address. The white
people had to wash her, dress her, prepare her and finally
lower her. It was all done elegantly, for it was discovered
that she had a substantiél death policy. Nel went to the
funeral parlor, but was so sh@oked by the closed coffin she

stayed only a few minutes, Abeve-her—owa-sigaature-in_the

The following day Nel walked to the

herself the only black person there, steeling her mind to
the roses and pulleys. It was only when she turned to leave
that she saw the cluster of black folk at the lip of the
éemetary. Not coming in,not dressed for mourning, but there
waiting. Not until the white folks left--the grave diggers,
Mr. and Mrs. Hodges, and their young son who assisted them--
did those black pe%%%iufrom up in the Bottom enter with

hooded hearts and/sidded eyes to sing "Shall We Gather By the

River" over the curved earth that cut them off from the most

magnificent hatred they had ever known. Their question
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clotted the October air, Shall We Gather at the River? The
beautiful, the beautiful river? Perhaps Sula answered them
even then, for it began to rain and the women ran in tiny
leaps through the grass for fear their straightened hair

would beat them home.

ro— e

{iNelI§hai;, heavily;léft the colored part of the cemetary.

Further along the road Shadrack passed her by. A little
shaggier, a little older, still energetically mad, he looked
at the woman hurrying along the road with the sunset in her
face.
He stopped. Trying to remember where he had seen thé;?
w1 Jmark before.  HAt-tMmSNTETR-OyEr-th eveyenthatmndookedwdd ke
“ tadpole-~
iauhq?E;g;ic effort of recollection was too much for him
and he moved on. He had to haul some trash out at Sunnydale
and it would be good and dark before he got home. He hadn't
sold fish in a long time now. The river had killed them all.
No more silver.gray flashes, no more fla;lwidg’unhurried look.
No more slowing down of gills. No more tremor on the line.
Shadrack and Nel moved in opposite directions each thinking
separate thoughts about the past. The distance between them
increased as they both remembered gone things.

Suddenly Nel stopped. Her eye twitched and burned a

Jitrie;




"Sula?" she whispered, gazing at the tops of trees.
"Sula?"

Leaves stirred; mud shifted; there was the smell of over-
ripe green things. A soft ball of fur broke and scattered like
dandelion spores in the breeze.

"All that time, all that time I thought I was missing
Jude." And the loss pressed down on her chest and came up

into her throat. '"We was girls together,'" she said as though

explaining something. 'Oh Lord, Sula," she cried, "girl, girl,

girlgirlgirl."




