Passage #1

	     “We could move,” she suggested once to her mother-in-law.

      “What’d be the point?” asked Baby Suggs.  “Not a house in the country ain’t packed to its rafters with some dead Negro’s grief.  We lucky this ghost is a baby.  My husband’s  spirit was to come back in here? or yours?  Don’t talk to me.  You lucky.  You got three left.  Three pulling at your skirts and just one raising hell from the other side.  Be thankful, why don’t you?  I had eight.  Every one of them gone away from me.  Four taken, four chased, and all, I expect, worrying somebody’s house into evil.”  Baby Suggs rubbed her eyebrows.  “My firstborn.  All I can remember of her is how she loved the burned bottom of bread.  Can you beat that?  Eight children and that’s all I remember.”

     “That’s all you let yourself remember,” Sethe had told her, but she was down to one herself—one alive, that is—the boys chased off by the dead one, and her memory of Buglar was fading fast.  Howard at least had a head shape nobody could forget.  As for the rest, she worked hard to remember as close to nothing as was safe.  Unfortunately her brain was devious.  She might be hurrying across a field, running practically, to get to the pump quickly and rinse the chamomile sap from her legs.  Nothing else would be in her mind.  The picture of the men coming to nurse her was as lifeless as the nerves in her back where the skin buckled like a washboard.  Nor was there the faintest scent of ink or the cherry gum and oak bark from which it was made.  Nothing.  Just the breezed cooling her face as she rushed toward water.  And then sopping the chamomile away with pump water and rags, her mind fixed on getting every last bit of sap off—on her carelessness in taking a shortcut across the field just to save a half mile, and not noticing how high the weeds had grown until the itching was all the way to her knees.  Then something.  The plash of water, the sight of her shoes and stockings awry on the path where she had flung them; or Here Boy lapping in the puddle near her feet, and suddenly there was Sweet Home rolling, rolling, rolling out before her eyes, and although there was not a leaf on that farm that did not make her want to scream, it rolled itself out before her in shameless beauty.  It never looked as terrible as it was and it made her wonder if hell was a pretty place too.  Fire and brimstone all right, but hidden in lacy groves.  Boys hanging from the most beautiful sycamores in the world.  It shamed her—remembering the wonderful soughing trees rather than the boys. Try as she might to make it otherwise, the sycamores beat out the children every time and she could not forgive her memory for that.
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Passage #2

	     “What tree on your back?  Is something growing on your back?  I don’t see nothing growing on your back.”

     “It’s there all the same.”

     “Who told you that?”

     Whitegirl.  That’s what she called it.  I’ve never seen it and never will.  But that’s what she said it looked like.  A chokecherry tree.  Trunk, branches, and even leaves.  Tiny little chokecherry leaves.  But that was eighteen years ago.  Could have cherries too now for all I know.”

     Sethe took a little spit from the tip of her tongue with her forefinger.  Quickly, lightly she touched the stove.  Then she trailed her fingers through the flour, parting, separating small hills and ridges of it, looking for mites.  Finding none, she poured soda and salt into the crease of her folded hand and tossed both into the flour.  Then she reached into a can and scooped half a handful of lard.  Deftly she squeezed the flour through it, then with her left hand sprinkling water, she formed the dough.

     “I had milk,” she said.  “I was pregnant with Denver but I had milk for my baby girl.  I hadn’t stopped nursing her when I sent her on ahead with Howard and Buglar.

     Now she rolled the dough out with a wooden pin.  “Any body could smell me long before he saw me.  And when he saw me he’d see the drops of it on the front of my dress.  Nothing I could do about that.  All I knew was I had to get my milk to my baby girl.  Nobody was going to nurse her like me.  Nobody was going to get it to her fast enough, or take it away when she had enough, or take it away when she had enough and didn’t know it.  Nobody knew that she couldn’t pass her air if you held her up on your shoulders, only if she was lying on my knees.  Nobody knew that but me and nobody had her milk but me.  I told that to the women in the wagon.  Told them to put sugar water in cloth to suck from so when I got there in a few days she wouldn’t have forgot me.  The milk would be there and I would be there with it.”

     “Men don’t know nothing much,” said Paul D, tucking his pouch back into his vest pocket, “but they do know a suckling can’t be away from its mother for long.”

     “Then they know what it’s like to send your children off when your breasts are full.”

     “We was talking ‘bout a tree, Sethe.”

     “After I left you, those boys came in there and took my milk. That’s what they came in there for.  Held me down and took it.  I told Mrs. Garner on em.  She had that lump and couldn’t speak but her eyes rolled out tears.  Them  boys found I told on em.  Schoolteacher made one open up my back, and when it closed it made a tree.  It grows there still.”

     “They used cowhide on you?”

     “And they took my milk.”

     “They beat you and you was pregnant?”

     “And they took my milk!”

     The fat white circles of dough lined the pan in rows.  Once more Sethe touched a wet forefinger to the stove.  She opened the oven door and slid the pan of biscuits in.  As she raised up from the heat she felt Paul D behind her and his hands under her breasts.  She straightened up and knew, but could not feel, that his cheek was pressing into the branches of her chokecherry tree.   
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Passage #3

	     Denver’s secrets were sweet.  Accompanied every time by wild veronica until she discovered cologne.  The first bottle was a gift, the next she stole from her mother and hid among boxwood until it froze and cracked.  That was the year winter came in a hurry at suppertime and stayed eight months.  One of the War years when Miss Bodwin, the whitewoman brought Christmas cologne for her mother and herself, oranges for the boys and another good wool shawl for Baby Suggs.  Talking of a war full of dead people, she looked happy—flush-faced, and although her voice was heavy as a man’s, she smelled like a roomful of flowers—excitement that Denver could have all for herself in the boxwood.  Back beyond 124 was a narrow field that stopped itself at a wood.  On the yonder side of these woods, a stream.  In these woods, between the field and the stream, hidden by post oaks, five boxwood bushes, planted in a ring, had started stretching toward each other four feet off the ground to form a round, empty room seven feet high, its walls fifty inches of murmuring leaves.

     Bent low, Denver could crawl into this room, and once there she could stand all the way up in emerald light.

     It began as a little girl’s houseplay, but as her desires changed, so did the play.  Quiet, private and completely secret except for the noisome cologne signal that thrilled the rabbits before it confused them.  First a playroom (where the silence was softer), then a refuge (from her brothers’ fright), soon the place became the point.  In that bower, closed off from the own hunger and its own food, which she badly needed because loneliness wore her out.  Wore her out.  Veiled and protected by the live green walls, she felt ripe and clear, and salvation was as easy as a wish.

     Once when she was in the boxwood, an autumn long before Paul D moved into the house with her mother, she was made suddenly cold by a combination of wind and the perfume on her skin.  She dressed herself, bent down to leave and stood up in snowfall: a thin and shipping snow very like the picture her mother had painted as she described the circumstances of Denver’s birth in a canoe straddled by a whitegirl for whom she was named.
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Passage #1—Beloved’s entrance into the novel

	     A fully dressed woman walked out of the water.  She barely gained the dry bank of the stream before she sat down and leaned against a mulberry tree.  All day and all night she sat there, her head resting on the trunk in a position abandoned enough to crack the brim in her straw hat.  Everything hurt but her lungs most of all.  Sopping wet and breathing shallow she spent those hours trying to negotiate the weight of her eyelids.  The day breezed blew her dress dry; the night wind wrinkled it.  Nobody saw her emerge or came accidentally by.  If they had, chances are they would have hesitated before approaching her.  Not because she was wet, or dozing or had what sounded like asthma, but because amid all that she was smiling.  It took her the whole of the next morning to lift herself from the ground and make her way through the woods past a giant temple of boxwood to the field and then the yard of the slate-gray house.  Exhausted again, she sat down on the first handy place—a stump not far from the steps of 124.  By then keeping her eyes open was less of an effort.  She could manage it for a full two minutes or more.  Her neck its circumference no wider than a parlor-service saucer, kept bending and her chin brushed the bit of lace edging her dress.

     Women who drink champagne when there is nothing to celebrate can look like that: their straw hats with broken brims are often askew; they nod in public places; their shoes are undone.  But their skin is not like that of the woman breathing near the steps of 124.  She had new skin, lineless and smooth, including the knuckles of her hands.

     By late afternoon when the carnival was over, and the Negroes were hitching rides home if they were lucky—walking if they were not—the woman had fallen asleep again.  The rays of the sun struck her full in the face, so that when Sethe, Denver and Paul D rounded the curve in the road all they saw was a black dress, two unlaced shoes below it, and Here Boy nowhere in sight.

     “Look,” said Denver.  “What is that?”

     And, for some reason she could not immediately account for, the moment she got close enough to see the face, Sethe’s bladder filled to capacity.  She said, “Oh, excuse me,” and ran around to the back of 124.  Not since she was a baby girl, being cared for by the eight-year-old girl who pointed out her mother to her, had she had an emergency that unmanageable.  She never made the outhouse.  Right in front of its door she had to lift her skirts, and the water she voided was endless.  Like a horse, she thought, but as it went on and on she thought, No, more like flooding the boat when Denver was born.  So much water Amy said, “Hold on, Lu.  You going to sink us you keep that up.”  But there was no stopping water breaking from a breaking womb and there was no stopping now.  She hoped Paul D wouldn’t take it upon himself to come looking for her and be obliged to see her squatting in front of her own privy making a mudhole too deep to be witnessed without shame.  Just about the time she started wondering if the carnival would accept another freak, it stopped.  She tidied herself and ran around to the porch.  No one was there.  All three were inside—Paul D and Denver standing before the stranger, watching her drink cup after cup of water. 
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Passage #5

	     Sethe opened the front door and sat down on the porch steps.  The day had gone blue without its sun, but she could still make out the black silhouettes of trees in the meadow beyond.  She shook her head from side to side, resigned to her rebellious brain.  Why was there nothing it refused?  No misery, no regret, no hateful picture too rotten to accept?  Like a greedy child it snatched up everything.  Just once, could it say, No thank you? I just ate and hold another bite?  I am full God damn it of two boys with mossy teeth, one sucking on my breast the other holding me down, their book-reading teaching watching and writing it up.  I am still full of that, God damn it, I can’t go back and add more.  Add my husband to it, watching, above me in the loft—hiding close by—the one place he thought no one would look for him, looking down on what I couldn’t look at at all.  And not stopping them—looking and letting it happen.  But my greedy brain says, Oh thanks, I’d love more—so I add more.  And no sooner than I do, there is no stopping.  There is also my husband squatting by the churn smearing the butter as well as its clabber all over his face because the milk they took is on his mind.  And as far as he is concerned, the world may as well know it.  And if he was that broken then, then he is also and certainly dead now.  And if Paul D saw him and could not save or comfort him because the iron bit was in his mouth, then there is still more that Paul D could tell me and my brain would go right ahead and take it and never say, No thank you.  I don’t want to know or have to remember that.  I have other things to do: worry, for example, about tomorrow, about Denver, about Beloved, about age and sickness not to speak of love.

     But her brain was not interested in the future.  Loaded with the past and hungry for more, it left her no room to imagine, let alone plan for, the next day.  Exactly like that afternoon in the wild onions—when one more step was the most she could see of the future.  Other people went crazy, why couldn’t she?  Other people’s brains stopped, turned around and went on to something new, which is what must have happened to Halle.  And how sweet that would have been: the two of them back by the milk shed, squatting by the churn, smashing cold, lumpy butter into their faces not a care in the world.  Feeling it slippery, sticky—rubbing it in their hair, watching it squeeze through their fingers.  What a relief to stop it right there.  Close.  Shut.  Squeeze the butter.  But her three children were chewing sugar teat under a blanket on their way to Ohio and no butter play would change that.
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Passage #6

	     “Mister, too?”

     “Not right off.  But I hadn’t took twenty steps before I seen him.  He come down off the fence post there and sat on the tub.”

     “He loved that tub,” said Sethe, thinking, No, there is no stopping now.

     “Didn’t he?  Like a throne.  Was me took him out the shell, you know.  He’d a died if it hadn’t been for me.  The hen had walked on off with all the hatched peeps trailing behind her.  There was this one egg left.  Looked like a blank, but then I saw it move so I tapped it open and here come Mister, bad feet and all.  I watched that son a bitch grow up and whup everything in the yard.”

     “He always was hateful,” Sethe said.

     “Yeah, he was hateful all right.  Bloody too, and evil.  Cooked feet flapping.  Comb as big as my hand and some kind of red.  He sat right there on the tub looking at me.  I swear he smiled.  My head was full of what I’d seen of Halle a while back.  I wasn’t even thinking about the bit.  Just Halle and before him Sixo, but when I saw Mister I knew it was me too.  Not just them, me too.  One crazy, one sold, one missing one burnt and me licking iron with my hands crossed behind me.  The last of the Sweet Home men.

     “Mister, he looked so . . . free.  Better than me.  Stronger, tougher.  Son a bitch couldn’t even get out the shell by hisself but he was still king and I was . . .” Paul D stopped and squeezed his left hand with his right.  He held it that way long enough for it and the world to quiet down and let him go on.

     “Mister was allowed to be and stay what he was.  But I wasn’t allowed to be and stay what I was.  Even if you cooked him you’d be cooking a rooster named Mister.  But wasn’t no way I’d ever be Paul D again, living or dead.  Schoolteacher changed me.  I was something else and that something was less than a chicken sitting in a sun on a tub.”

     Sethe put her hand on his knee and rubbed.

     Paul D had only begun, what he was telling her was only the ginning when her fingers on his knee, soft and reassuring, stopped him.  Just as well.  Just as well.  Saying more might push them both to a place they couldn’t get back from.  He would keep the rest where it belonged: in that tobacco tin buried in his chest where a red heart used to be.  Its lid rusted shut.  He would not pry it loose now in front of this sweet sturdy woman, for if she got a whiff of the contents it would shame him.   And it would hurt her to that there was no red heart bright as Mister’s comb beating in him.

     Sethe rubbed and rubbed, pressing work cloth and the stony curves that made up his knee.  She hoped it calmed him as it did her.  Like kneading bread in the half-light of the restaurant kitchen.  Before the cook arrived when she stood in a space no wider than a bench is long, back behind and to the left of the milk cans.  Working dough.  Working, working dough.  Nothing better than that to start the day’s serious work of beating back the past. 
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