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There is a loneliness that can be rocked.  Arms crossed, knees drawn up; holding, holding on, this motion, unlike a ship’s, smooths and contains the rocker.  It’s an inside kind – wrapped tight like skin.  Then there is a loneliness that romas.  No rocking can hold it down.  It is alive, on its own.  A dry and spreading thing that makes the sound of one’s own feet going seem to come from a far off place. 


Everybody knew what she was called, but nobody anywhere knew her name.  Diremembered and unaccounted for, she cannot be lost because no one is looking for her, and even if they were, how can they call her if they don’t know her name?  Although she has claim, she is not claimed.  In the place where long grass opens, the girl who waited to be loved and cry shame erupts into her separate parts, to make it easy for the chewing laughter to swallow her all the way.


It was not a story to pass on.


They forgot her like a bad dream.  After they made up their tales, shaped and decorated them, those that saw her that day on the porch quickly and deliberately forgot her.  It took longer for those who had spoken to her, lived with her, fallen in love with her, to forget, until they realized they couldn’t remember or repeat a single thing she said, and began to believe that, other than what they themselves were thinking, she hadn’t said anything at all.  So, in the end, they forgot her too.  Remembering seemed unwise.  They never knew where or why she crouched, or whose was the underwater face she needed like that.  Where the memory of the smile under her chin might have been and was not, a latch latched and lichen attached its apple-green bloom to the metal.  What made her think her fingernails could open locks the rain rained on?


It was not a story to pass on.


So they forgot her. Like an unpleasant dream during a troubling sleep. Occasionally, however, the rustle of a skirt hushes when they wake, and the knuckles brushing a cheek in sleep seem to belong to the sleeper. Sometimes the photograph of a close friend or relative−looked at too long−shifts, and something more familiar than the dear face itself moves there. They can touch it if they like, but don't, because they know things will never be the same if they do.

This is not a story to pass on.

Down by the stream in back of 124 her footprints come and go, come and go. They are so familiar. Should a child, an adult place his feet in them, they will fit. Take them out and they disappear again as though nobody ever walked there.

By and by all trace is gone, and what is forgotten is not only the footprints but the water too and what it is down .there. The rest is weather. Not the breath of the disremembered and unaccounted for, but wind in the eaves, or spring ice thawing too quickly. Just weather. Certainly no clamor for a kiss.

Beloved. 


 (pp.274-5)


“For a baby she throws a powerful spell,” said Denver.


“No more powerful than the way I loved her,” Sethe answered and there it was again.  The welcoming cool of unchiseled headstones; the one she selected to lean against on tiptoe, her knees wide open as any grave.  Pink as a fingernail it was, and sprinkled with glittering chips.  Ten minutes, he said.  You got ten minutes I’ll do it for free.


Ten minutes for seven letters.  With another ten could she have gotten “Dearly” too?  She had not thought to ask him and it bothered her still that it might have been possible – that for twenty minutes, every word she heard the preacher say at the funeral (and all there was to say, surely) engraved on her baby’s headstone: Dearly Beloved.  But what she got, settled for, was the one word that mattered.  She thought it would be enough, rutting among the headstones with the engraver, his young son looking on, the anger in his face so old; the appetite in it quiet new.  That should certainly be enough.  Enough to answer one more preacher, one more abolitionist and a town full of disgust.  (pp.4-5)

“Your woman she never fix up your hair?” was clearly a question for Sethe, since that’s who she was looking at.

“My woman?  You mean my mother?  If she did, I don’t remember.  I didn’t see her but a few times out in the fields and once when she was working indigo.  By the time I woke up in the morning, she was in line.  If the moon was bright they worked by its light.  Sunday she slept like a stick.  She must of nursed me two or three weeks – that’s the way the others did.  Then she went back in rice and I sucked from another woman whose job it was.  So to answer you, no.  I reckon not.  She never fixed my hair nor nothing.  She didn’t even sleep in the same cabin most nights I remember.  Too far from the line-up, I guess.  One thing she did do.  She picked me up and carried me behind the smokehouse.  Back there she opened up her dress front and lifted her breast and pointed under it.  Right on her rib was a circle and a cross burnt right in the skin.  She said, ‘This is your ma’am.  This,’ and she pointed.  ‘I am the only one got this mark now.  The rest dead.  If something happens to me and you can’t tell by my face, you can know me by this mark.’  Scared me so.  All I could think of was how important this was and how I needed to have something important to say back, but I couldn’t think of anything so I just said what I thought.  ‘Yes, Ma’am,’ I said.  ‘But how will you know me?  How will you know me?  Mark me, too,’ I said.  ‘Mark the mark on me too.’”  Sethe chuckled.

“Did she?” asked Denver.

“She slapped my face.”

“What for?”

“I didn’t understand it then.  Not till I had a mark of my own.”

“What happened to her?”

“Hung.  By the time they cut her down nobody could tell whether she had a circle and a cross or not, least of all me and I did look.”  (pp.60-1)

