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1t is sheer good fortune to miss
somebody long before they leave you.
This book is for Ford and Slade, whom
I miss although they have not left me.



When the word got out about Eva being put in Sunnydale,
the people in the Bottom shook their heads and said Sula
was a roach. Later, when they saw how she took Jude,
then ditched him for others, and heard how he bought a
bus ticket to Detroit (where he bought but never mailed
birthday cards to his sons), they forgot all about Hannah’s
easy ways (or their own) and said she was a bitch. Every-
body remembered the plague of robins that announced her
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 ones who
said she was guilty of the unforgivable thing—the thing
for which there was no understanding, no excuse, No Com-
passion. 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
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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 predilections—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 deterrent 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 tol-
erance. 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 inte-
gration with precisely the same venom that white people
did. ‘

So they laid 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 stony-eyed and let it run.

Sula acknowledged none of their attempts at counter-
conjure or their gossip 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, Teapot knocked on her door to see if she had
any bottles. He was the five-year-old son of an indiffer-
ent 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 Mamma because being his mamma was
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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 tripping home, saw Sula bending over her son’s pained
face. She flew into a fit of concerned, if drunken, mother-
hood, 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 to be well spent, for Teapot did have a
fracture, although the doctor said poor diet had contrib-
uted substantially to the daintiness of his bones. Teapot’s
Mamma got a lot of attention anyway and immersed her-
self in a role she had shown no inclination for: mother-
hood. 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 nickels for
Teapot to go to Dick’s for a breakfast of Mr. Goodbars
and soda pop: no more long hours of him alone or wander-
ing the roads while she was otherwise engaged. Her
change was a distinct improvement, although 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 Mamma, cleared up for
everybody the meaning of the birthmark over her eye; it
was not 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,
bough their steaming platters of food and merely picked
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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 once and then
no more. Hannah had been a nuisance, but she was com-
plimenting the women, in a way, by wanting their hus-
bands. Sula was trying them out and discarding them with-
out any excuse the men could swallow. So the women, to
justify their own judgment, cherished their men more,
soothed the pride and vanity Sula had bruised.

Among the weighty evidence piling up was the fact that
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 vulnerabil-
ity. Some of the men, who as boys had dated her, remem-
bered that on picnics neither gnats nor mosquitoes would
settle on her. Patsy, Hannah’s 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 knew things. At
one of the social meetings she revealed something to her
friends.

“Yeh, well I noticed something long time ago. Ain’t
said nothing ’bout it ’cause I wasn’t sure what it meant.
Well . . . I did mention it to Ivy but not nobody else. I
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disremember how long ago. 'Bout a month or two I guess
"cause I hadn’t put down my new linoleum yet. Did you
see it, Cora? It’s that kind we saw in the catalogue.”

“Naw.,’

“Get on with it, Dessie.”

“Well, Cora was with me when we looked in the cata-
logue...”

“We all know ’bout your linoleum. What we don’t
knowis...”

“OK. Let me tell it, will you? Just before the linoleum
come I was out front and seed Shadrack carryin’ on as
usual . . . up by the well . . . walkin’ 'round it salutin’ and
carryin’ on. You know how he does . . . hollerin’ com-
mands and...”

“Will you get on with it?”

“Who’s tellin’ this? Me or you?”

“You.”

“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 don’t wear no hat.”

“I 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 tipped it at her. Now you know Shadrack ain’t civil
to nobody!”

“Sure ain’t.” : «

“Even when you buyin’ his fish he’s cussin’. If you ain’t
got the right change he cussin’ you. If you act like a fish
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ain’t too fresh he snatch it out of your hand like he doin’
you the favor.” '

“Well, everybody know he a reprobate.”

“Yeh, so how come he tip his hat to Sula? How come he
don’t 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

1 see her look anything but hateful. Like she smellin’ you

with her eyes and don’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 ain’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.

Their conviction of Sula’s evil changed them in account-
able yet mysterious ways. Once the source of their per-
sonal misfortune was identified, they had leave to protect
and love one another. They began to cherish their hus-
bands and wives, protect their children, repair their homes
and in general band together against the devil in their
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midst. In their world, aberrations were as much a part of
nature as grace. It was not for them to expel or annihilate
it. They would no more run Sula out of town than they
would kill the robins that brought her back, for in their
secret awareness of Him, He 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 de-
stroy it. They could kill easily if provoked to anger, but
not by design, which explained why they could not “mob
kill” anyone. To do so was not only unnatural, it was un-
dignified. The presence of evil was something to be first
recognized, then dealt with, survived, outwitted, tri-
umphed over.

Their evidence against Sula was contrived, but their
conclusions about her were not. Sula was distinctly differ-
ent. Eva’s arrogance and 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 obligation 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 life—ever since her
mother’s remarks sent her flying 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
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could count on; the second that there was no self to count
on either. She had no center, no speck around which to
grow. In the midst of a pleasant conversation with some-
one 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 com-
mand attention or compliments—no ego. For that reason
she felt no compulsion to verify herself—be consistent
with herself.

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
one and the same thing. She had no thought at all of caus-
ing Nel pain when she bedded down with Jude. They
had always shared the affection of other people: compared
how a boy kissed, what line he used with one and then the
other. Marriage, apparently, had changed all that, but hav-
ing 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 their husbands would dis-
cover that no uniqueness lay between their legs.

‘Nel was the one person who had wanted nothing from
her, who had accepted all aspects of her. Now she wanted
everything, and all because of that. Nel was the first per-
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son who had been real to her, whose name she knew, who
had seen as she had the slant of life that made it possible to
stretch 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 moonshine 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 full 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 dry corner where she would cling to her
pittle 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 places had merged into one
large personality: the same language of love, the same
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entertainments of love, the same cooling of love. When-
ever she introduced her private thoughts into their rub-
bings 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 equation 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 en-
gage her tremendous curiosity and her gift for metaphor,
she might have exchanged the restlessness and preoccupa-
tion 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 not lie. She could not say to those old acquaint-
ances, “Hey, girl, you looking good,” when _she saw how
the years had dusted their bronze with ash, the eyes that
had once opened wide to the moon bent into grimy sickles
of concern. The narrower their lives, the wider their hips.
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Those with husbands had folded themselves into starched
coffins, their sides bursting with other people’s skinned
dreams and bony regrets. Those without men were like
sour-tipped needles featuring one constant empty eye.
Those with men had had the sweetness sucked from their
breath by ovens and steam kettles. Their children were
.like distant but exposed wounds whose aches were no less
intimate because separate from their flesh. They had
looked at the world and back at their children, back at the
world and back again at their children, and Sula knew that
one clear young eye was all that kept the knife away from
the throat’s curve.

She was pariah, then, and knew it. Knew that they de-
sPised her and believed that they framed their hatred as
disgust for the easy way she lay with men. Which 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 and the ability to feel deep sorrow.
She had not always been aware that it was sadness that she
y.earned for. Lovemaking seemed to her, at first, the crea-
tlon.of a special kind of joy. She thought she liked 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 (ugli-
ness was boring also), she liked to think of it as wicked.
But as her experiences multiplied she realized that not only
was it not wicked, it was not necessary for her to conjure
up the idea of wickedness in order to participate fully.
Durf'r‘xg the lovemaking she found and needed to find the
- cutting edge. When she left off cooperating with her body
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and began to assert herself in the act, particles 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 out-
rage in lying under someone, in 2 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 awareness 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 was not eternity but the death of time and a lone-
liness 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 ad-
mitted the possibility of other people. She wept then.
Tears for the deaths of the littlest things: the castaway
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 tender 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 postcoital privateness in which
she met herself, welcomed herself, and joined herself in
matchless harmony.

At twenty-nine she knew it would be no other way for
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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.

Looking for all the world as he had seventeen years ago
when he had called her pig meat. He was twenty-one
then, she twelve. A universe of time between them. Now
she was twenty-nine, he thirty-eight, 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.

“I don’t like milk,” she said.

“But you like bottles don’t you?” He held one up. “Ain’t
that pretty?”

And indeed it was. Hanging from his fingers, framed
by aslick blue sky, it looked precious and clean and perma-
nent. She had the distinct impression that he had done
something dangerous to get them.

Sula ran her fingernails over the screen thoughtfully
fior a second and then, laughing, she opened the screen

oor.

Ajax came in and headed straight for the kitchen. Sula
followed slowly. By the time she got to the door he had
undone the complicated wire cap and was letting the cold
milk run into his mouth.

Sula watched him—or rather the rhythm in his throat
—with growing interest. When he had had enough, he

125 \ SULA

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 natu-
rally. There in the pantry, empty now of flour sacks, void
of row upon row of canned goods, free forever of strings
of tiny green peppers, holding the wet milk bottle tight in
her arm she stood wide-legged against the wall and pulled
from his track-lean hips all the pleasure her thighs could
hold.

He came regularly then, bearing gifts: clusters of black
berries still on their branches, 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 hunk of ice-wagon ice, a can of Old Dutch Cleanser
with the bonneted woman 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
just 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, brawl-
ing thick-thighed women with knives disturbed many a
Friday night with their bloodletting and attracted whoop-
ing crowds. On such occasions Ajax stood, along with the
crowd, and viewed the fighters with the same golden-eyed



