
An example of layered text from Sula by Toni Morrison  
 

 

 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 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 lay in the 

grass, their foreheads 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 leaned 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 some 

pleasant discomfort when they were lying on their stomachs.

  Sula lifted her head and joined Nel in the grass play. In 

concert, without ever meeting each other's eyes, they 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. At first Nel was content to 

do the same.  But soon 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 knee, 

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 threw 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. 


