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W h e r e b o u t s  A r e  W e ?  

" L o r d ,  c h i l d , "  h o l l e r s  A u n t  I m o ,  d u c k i n g  a r o u n d  t h e  p a t c h e d  

s c r e e n  d o o r ,  " d o n ' t  c o m e  b r i n g i n g  M o m m e r  t o  m e !  I  g o t  m y  h a n d s  

f u l l . "  S h e  s p i t s  i n t o  a  b u s h  o f  d u s t y - b l u e  h y d r a n g e a s  w h i l e  

s h e ' s  o u t  t h e r e .  

L u z a n n e  h a s  o n e  f o o t  t h r o u g h  t h e  d o o r  o f  h e r  o l d  y e l l o w  

C o r v a i r  a n d  s t a r t s  t o  g e t  b a c k  i n ,  b u t  w h e n  s h e  g l a n c e s  o v e r  a t  

h e r  s h r i v e l e d  G r a  *  o n  t h e  o t h e r  s i d e ,  s h e  h a n g s  t h e r e .  

T h e  o l d  l a d y  m r s i n g  a  w h i t e  D i x i e  s p i t  c u p ,  n e s t e d  w i t h  

K l e e n e x .  S h e  i s  s o  t i n y  t h a t  t h e  t o p  o f  h e r  a g e - y e l l o w e d  h e a d  

d r a w s  l e v e l  w i t h  t h e  s p l i t  b l a c k  d a s h .  C r a d l e d  i n  t h e  b u c k e t  

s e a t ,  s h e  f i d g e t s  w i t h  a  w a d d e d  w h i t e  h a n d k e r c h i e f ,  l e g s  s t u c k  

o u t  1  i k e  a  d o l l ' s .  

" W e  j u s t  c o m e  b y  f o r  a  l i t t l e  v i s i t ,  A u n t  I m o , "  c a l l s  

L u z a n n e .  S h e  t r o t s  a r o u n d  t h e  c a r  t o  t h e  b a c k  d o o r ,  o p e n s  i t  

a n d  t a k e s  o u t  h e r  G r a n n i e ' s  m e t a l  w a l k e r .  T h e n  s h e  w r e s t s  w i t h  

t h e  s t u c k  l a t c h  o f  t h e  f r o n t  d o o r  t i l l  i t  s w i n g s  w i d e .  " C o m e  

o n ,  G r a n n i e ,  l e t ' s  g o  i n . "  

A u n t  I m o  i s  n o w * '  s t a n d i n g  p o u t y  t h i c k  o n  t h e  s c r e e n e d  

p o r c h .  H e r  h a n d s  a r e  b r a c e d  o n  h e r  b o x y  s i d e s .  S h e  i s  s t a r i n g  

o f f  a t  t h e  s i d e  y a r d  w h e r e  a  S i l v e r  S t r e a m  t r a v e l  t r a i l e r  i s  

p a r k e d  a m o n g  a  g r o v e  o f  s c r u b  o a k s  n o  t a l l e r  t h a n  a  c r o p  o f  



p r i m e  d o g  f e n n e l s .  E x c e p t  f o r  o n e  t o w e r i n g  s w e e t g u m  t h a t  s h a d e s  

t h e  l o n g  l o w  h o u s e ,  a  s o r t  o f  l e a n - t o  w i t h  t u r q u o i s e  s l a t s  o n  

t h e  s c r e e n  s q u a r e s  o f  t h e  p o r c h .  H e r  h o u s e  s i t s  s i d e w a y s  o n  t h e  

e n d  o f  t h e  g r a v e l  r o a d ,  f a c i n g  t h e  s i d e  o f  t h e  n e x t  h o u s e ,  a n d  

i s  b a c k e d  b y  g u m  w o o d s .  

L u z a n n e  t a k e s  G r a n n i e ' s  a r m ,  a  b o n e  d i p p e d  i n  m u s h y  f l e s h ,  

a n d  t u g s  g e n t l y .  " T a k e  y o u r  t i m e ,  G r a n n i e . "  

T h e  o l d  l a d y  r a i s e s  h e r  s c a b b y  y e l l o w e d  f a c e - - s h e  h a s  b a d  

s k i n  c a n c e r s ,  t h o u g h  n o t  b a d  e n o u g h  t o  c a r r y  h e r  o u t  o f  t h i s  

w o r l d .  T h e  d o c t o r s  i n  M a c o n  h a v e  p a t c h e d  h e r  u p  a n d  g i v e n  h e r  

s o m e  s a l v e  f o r  t h e  s o r e s ,  a n d  t h e y  s h i n e  l i k e  w e t  g a t o r  h i d e  i n  

t h e  c u r r i e d  s u m m e r  l i g h t .  

S h e ' l l  b e  9 7  n e x t  m o n t h ,  f i r s t  o f  A u g u s t ,  L o r d  w i l l i n g .  

" W h e r e  w e  a t ? "  s h e  a s k s  a n d  s c r e w s  h e r  m o u t h  w i t h  h e r  

h a n k i e  .  

L u z a n n e  s h o u t s ,  " W e  a t  A u n t  I m o ' s ,  G r a n n i e , "  a n d  y a n k s  a t  

t h e  b r i t t l e  a r m .  

T h e  o l d  l a d y ' s  h a z e l  o w l  e y e s  s e e k  a  p e e p  s p a c e  a r o u n d  t h e  

o p e n  d o o r .  " I m o ' s  y o u  s a y ? "  

" Y e s s u m . "  

A u n t  I m o  s t e p s  o u t  t o  t h e  h a l f - b u r i e d  b r i c k  w a l k  o n  b i g  

b a r e  f e e t  a n d  c r o s s e s  h e r  a r m s  u n d e r  h e r  d r o o p e d  b o s o m .  S h e  h a s  

d a r k  s t u f f e d  s k i n ,  s m o o t h  a n d  h a i r l e s s .  " M o m m e r ,  y ' a l l  c o m e  o n  

i n . "  S h e  b r u s h e s  a  f i n e  l o o s e  h a i r  t o w a r d  t h e  b r o w n  b u n  o n  t h e  

b a c k  o f  h e r  h e a d .  
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The old lady has made a little progress, has shifted around 

on the wooly seat and has one blue terry slipper dangling out 

the door. 

Luzanne, still holding to her arm, reaches down and catches 

the other foot and wrenches It around the seat. 

"Ooch!" the old lady says, sitting like a child on a potty. 

"That hurtcha, Grannie?" says Luzanne. 

The old lady's nickel-rimmed eyes set on Luzanne's. "I 

hate to be a bother to my family. 

"You ain't, Grannie." Luzanne, at her back, handles her 

around the rib cage, which is surprisingly fleshy. Grannie's 

arms and legs are sticks. "See, yonder's Aunt Imo." 

"My pocketbook," says the old lady and birrs against the 

bracket of hands. "Where's my pocketbook?" 

Luzanne frames Grannie in the walker and reaches into the 

floor of the car and frees the bone triangular pocketbook from 

the trap of toys and trash. She takes it to Grannie and threads 

her crooked arm through the strap and hooks her claw-like 

fingers to the top rung of the walker. 

Poising Grannie by holding under her arms, Luzanne points 

her toward Aunt Imo, who is waiting on the walk in her faded 

sack-print shift; red Robin Hoods in action. 

"How you getting along, Mommer?" Aunt Imo says. 
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T h e  o l d  l a d y  c l o p s  t h e  m e t a l  w a l k e r  a r o u n d  a  m e n d e d  

s p e c k l e d  p o t  o f  p i n k  s u l t a n a ,  t o t t l i n g  b e h i n d  i t .  " A i n ' t  s o  

g o o d , "  s h e  s a y s  a n d  l a u g h s ,  a  r a t t l e  i n  h e r  p e a - s h a p e d  h e a d .  

H e r  w h i t e  h a i r  i s  s t a i n e d  y e l l o w ,  p o l l e n y  s t u b b l e s ,  l i k e  a  b a d  

w i g .  

A u n t  I m o  k i s s e s  t h e  o l d  l a d y  o n  t h e  l i p s ,  t h e n  h u g s  h e r  

t i g h t .  " I  d o  l o v e  y o u ,  M o m m e r ,  L o r d  k n o w s  I  d o . "  

" A n d  I  l o v e  y o u  t o o , "  s a y s  t h e  o l d  l a d y ,  s t r e t c h i n g  t a l l  i n  

A u n t  I m o ' s  g r a s p ,  t h e n  s h r i n k i n g  a g a i n  t o  n o t h i n g  a s  s h e  l e t s  

g o .  " I  l o v e  a l l  m y  c h i l d r e n . "  

" Y e s s u m , "  s a y s  A u n t  I m o ,  d o n e  w i t h  l o v i n g ,  a n d  p i v o t s  w i t h  

h e r  b r o a d  f l a t  b a c k  t o  G r a n n i e  a n d  L u z a n n e .  " Y ' a l l  c o m e  o n  i n  

i f  y o u  c a n  g e t  i n . "  

T h e  o l d  l a d y  s t o p s  o n  t h e  b r i c k  w a l k  a n d  s p e a k s  t o  a  s t o u t  

y e l l o w  c a t .  " W h e r e b o u t s  a r e  w e ? "  

"We at Aunt Imo's, Grannie," says Luzanne, muffling a 

s n i c k e r ,  a n d  s t e e r s  h e r  t o w a r d  t h e  c o n c r e t e  b l o c k  d o o r s t e p s ,  

l a i d  o n e ,  t w o ,  t h r e e .  M o r n i n g  g l o r y  t u n n e l s  t h r o u g h  t h e  m a t c h e d  

h o l l o w s  o f  t h e  b l o c k s .  

" F r a n c i n e  a i n ' t  g o t  n o  b u s i n e s s  s e n d i n g  h e r  t o  m e . "  A u n t  

I m o  b r u s h e s  h e r  f e e t  o n  t h e  r a g  m a t  a n d  p a s s e s  t h r o u g h  t h e  

s c r e e n  d o o r  t o  t h e  l o w - c e i l e d  p o r c h  a n d  o n  i n t o  t h e  f r o n t  r o o m ,  

s i m i l a r l y  c e i l e d - - s q u a r e s  o f  w h i t e  p l y b o a r d  w i t h  d a r k  g r o u t s .  

F r o m  o u t s i d e ,  y o u  c a n  s e e  t h e  l o n g  k i t c h e n  t a b l e  a n d  t h e  

w h i t e  s t o v e  b e h i n d  i t .  A  p l a t t e r  o f  f r i e d  s a l m o n  p a t t i e s  s i t s  

b e t w e e n  t h e  d u a l  s t o v e  e y e s ,  d e c k e d  w i t h  a s s o r t e d  p o t s .  

D a u g h a r t y  4  



A u n t  I m o ,  a t  t h e  s t o v e  n o w ,  c a l m i n g  t h e  h i s s i n g  b l u e  f i r e  

o f  a n  e y e  t o  a  w h i s p e r ,  i s  s t i l l  t a l k i n g .  " R e c k o n  y ' a l l  h e a r e d  

a b o u t  E m m a c e e  M a e . "  

L u z a n n e  h a s  w e n c h e d  t h e  o l d  l a d y  a n d  h e r  w a l k e r  o n t o  t h e  

p o r c h  a n d  h o b b l e s  w i t h  h e r  t o w a r d  t h e  k i t c h e n  d o o r .  

" I  d o  w i s h  F r a n c i n e  a n d  t h e m  w o u l d  a - g i v e  m e  t i m e . . . t o  

c h a n g e  o u t  o f  m y  n i g h t  g o w n , "  G r a n n i e  m u m b l e s .  

" Y o u  a l l  r i g h t ,  G r a n n i e . "  L u z a n n e  i s  a l m o s t  a c r o s s  t h e  

r a i s e d  b o a r d  t h r e s h o l d  a n d  o n t o  t h e  b l u e  l i n o l e u m  w h e r e  t h e  

p r i n t s  o f  t h e  b o a r d s  b e n e a t h  h a v e  t r a n s f e r r e d  t h r o u g h  i n  s n u f f y  

s  t  r  e a k s .  

T h e  o l d  l a d y ' s  b r u s h e d  p o l y e s t e r  p u r p l e  g o w n  i s  h i k e d  u n d e r  

h e r  w h i t e  s w e a t e r  w i t h  f l o w e r  p e t a l s  o f  p e a r l s  a l o n g  t h e  f r o n t .  

H e r  h a r d e n e d  a n k l e s  a r e  s t a r r e d  w i t h  d i r t y - r o s e  v e i n b u r s t s .  

" Y o u  d o i n g  f i n e ,  G r a n n i e , "  s a y s  L u z a n n e ,  a l m o s t  t h e r e .  

" E m m a c e e ,  h o n e y ,  l o o k ,  i t ' s  G r a n n i e , "  s a y s  A u n t  I m o  l o u d l y ,  

b e n d i n g  o v e r  t h e  l o n g  c o u c h  p l a c e d  n e x t  t o  t h e  s t o v e .  " S h e  c o m e  

b y  t o  s e e  y o u .  J u s t  f o r  a  m i n u t e . "  

E m m a c e e  i s  s p r a w l e d  b a c k  o n  t h e  c o u c h ,  s t a r i n g  u p  a t  t h e  

b a r e  b u l b  i n  t h e  s t a r k  c e i l i n g .  H e r  g r e e n - r i m m e d  p u p i l s  a r e  

f i x e d  l i k e  t a c k s  o n  s t y r o f o a m .  H e r  d r a b  b l o n d e  h a i r  f r i z z e s  

a r o u n d  h e r  l o n g  t h i n  f a c e  a n d  m a t s  i n  s t r a n d s  o n  h e r  j o i n t e d  

n e c k .  A  p l a t e  o f  s c a t t e r e d  t o m a t o e s - a n d - r i c e  a n d  a  b r o k e n  

s a l m o n  p a t t i e  s i t s  o n  t h e  l a p  o f  h e r  c h a r t r e u s e  j u m p s u i t ,  w h i c h  

h a s  a  h u g e  z i p p e r  u p  t h e  f r o n t .  O n e  h a n d  g r i p s  t h e  h a n d l e  o f  a  

s p o o n ,  b o w l  r e s t i n g  o n  h e r  p l a t e ,  a n d  t h e  o t h e r  h a n g s  i n  a  l o o s e  

Daugharty 5 



f i s t  b y  h e r  s i d e .  H e r  l o n g  s t r a i g h t  l e g s  s t i c k  o u t  a n d  h e r  

y e l l o w  t o e s  n e s t  l i k e  n e w  m i c e .  

A u n t  I m o  p i c k s  u p  E m m a c e e ' s  h a n d  w i t h  t h e  s p o o n  a n d  s c o o p s  

s o m e  t o m a t o e s - a n d — r i c e  a n d  g u i d e s  i t  t o  h e r  s l a c k  d r o o l i n g  

m o u t h .  E m m a c e e ' s  p a l e  l i p s  w i g g l e ,  h e r  e y e s  b a t ,  s h e  s m a c k s .  

A u n t  I m o  s c r a p e s  t h e  d r i b b l e  o f  r e d  r i c e  w i t h  t h e  s p o o n  a n d  

p l a c e s  i t  o n  t h e  p l a t e .  T h e n  s h e  s e t t l e s  i n  n e x t  t o  E m m a c e e .  

" S h e  w a s  t o o k  b a d  t h i s  t i m e ,  b a d - "  A u n t  I m o  p u r s e s  h e r  

l i p s ,  d i p s  f o r w a r d ,  a n d  s p i t s  i n t o  a  C r i s c o  c a n  b y  h e r  b l o a t e d  

c r o s s e d  a n k l e s .  " O l d  s t r o k e ,  t h e  d o c t o r s  s a i d . "  

T h e  l o n g  l i v i n g  r o o m / k i t c h e n  o p e n s  i n t o  a  b a t h r o o m  o n  t h e  

e n d  n e a r  t h e  p o r c h .  T h e r e ' s  a n  o r a n g e  d o u c h e  b a g  h u n g  o v e r  t h e  

l a r g e  w h i t e  t u b ,  a n d  a  c a g e  w i t h  a  y e l l o w - g r e e n  p a r a k e e t  s i t s  

o n  a  s t a n d  b e t w e e n  t h e  t u b  a n d  t h e  c o m m o d e .  T h e  o t h e r  e n d  o f  

t h e  r o o m  l e a d s  i n t o  a  b e d r o o m  w i t h  t w o  d o u b l e  b e d s  m a d e  u p  

w r i n k l e - f r e e  w i t h  w h i t e  c h e n i l l e  s p r e a d s .  W e d g e d  i n  t h e  w a l k -

s p a c e  b e t w e e n  b e d s ,  a  n a r r o w  w h i t e  c o o k t a b l e  w i t h  a  r e d  s c r o l l e i  

b o r d e r  i s  s e t  f o r  t w o :  t w o  p l a t e s ,  t w o  f o r k s ,  t w o  s p o o n s ,  a n d  

t w o  e m p t y  p i n t  f r u i t  j a r s .  T w o  l a d d e r - b a c k  c h a i r s  a r e  p u s h e d  t  

t h e  t a b l e  o n  e a c h  e n d .  

L u z a n n e  h a s  m a n e u v e r e d  G r a n n i e  t o  t h e  l o n g  k i t c h e n  t a b l e  

b e f o r e  t h e  s t o v e  a n d  s t e a d i e s  h e r  w h i l e  s h e  p u l l s  o u t  a  c h a i r  

w i t h  a  c o w h i d e  b o t t o m .  " S e t  h e r e ,  G r a n n i e . "  

T h e  p a r a k e e t  t w i t t e r s  n e r v o u s l y  f r o m  t h e  b a t h r o o m .  
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The old lady skiffles around and eyes the chair, backs up 

and sits with her pocketbook on her lap. She wobbles. Luzanne 

places the walker like a cage in front and goes around and 

behind to shore up her shoulders. 

The yellow cat flows into the room and sidles around 

Grannie's legs with its periscoping tail held high. 

The parakeet pecks at its bars, then flits to its perch, a 

miniature trapeze, and rings a bell. 

"Lord a-mercy, I ain't thinking!" says Aunt Imo. "Mommer 

could a-set right here by me." She pats the couch and leaves 

her hand there. "I wish to my Lord it was so I could just keep 

Mommer," she says to Luzanne while looking at Grannie. "I told 

Francine as much, but with my own youngun in such a fix, took 

wit h a s t r oke . . . . " 

Aunt Imo reaches across and tries to feed Emmacee a few 

golden crumbs of the salmon pattie. Emmacee's long pink tongue 

snakes out and draws back inside. She swallows. 

"Can't hold nothing on her stomach," Aunt Imo says. "No 

appetit e." 

"Ain't she living in her housetrailer out yonder nomore?" 

says Luzanne. 

Aunt Imo crosses her arms, her greedy lips harden. 

"Belongs to be." She doubles over and spits; the dry skin of 

her crossed ankles rasps. "Welfare wouldn't give us a cent if 

they was to catch her living here with me." 

"Bet they would if they seen her in that shape," says 

Luzanne. 
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"You'd think so, wouldn't you, honey?" Aunt Imo turns her 

thick face to Emmacee, who still stares at the ceiling. "Mind 

ain't never been all that good nohow; now I even have to take 

her to wee-wee. What's got me down in the back." 

Grannie mumbles and stands her triangular bone pocketbook 

on her lap. The crown of her skimpy yellow head just reaches 

the top of the chair back. 

"What you want, Grannie?" Luzanne ducks to Grannie, her 

brown curly hair cancelling the elfin face. "Says she wants to 

stay right here till Aunt Francine gets back from the hospital," 

Luzanne tells Aunt Imo. 

The yellow cat curls on Grannie's feet. 

Aunt Imo cups her hand to one side of her mouth and 

hisses. "Francine ain't nomore in the hospital than I am. Gone 

to the beach, I got all idears." She winks, her mouth screws. 

She sits Up, hardened gray soles flat on the floor, palms in 

praying position. "Mommer, honey, you know good and well if I 

could keep you I would — I would in a heartbeat. But you can see 

what shape poor lil ole Emmacee's in, can't you now?" 

The old lady spits in her Dixie cup and mumbles again. 

"What's she saying, sugar?" Aunt Imo asks. 

Luzanne's rich brown hair again hides the old lady's 

face. "Says how long's Emmacee Mae been took like that?" 

Aunt Imo sits back and crosses her smooth hairless legs. 

"Three weeks ago tomorrow, Mommer, Sunday week." She studies 

Emmacee, still lolled with the plate on her lap. Her eyes are 

closed now, showing waxy white lids. 
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T h e  p a r a k e e t  f l u t t e r s ,  t h e  c a g e  r a t t l e s ,  t h e  b e 1 1  r i n g s .  

T h e y  a l l  w a t c h  E m m a c e e  w h i l e  t h e  w i n d - u p  c l o c k  t i c k s  d o w n  

o n  t h e  s q u a r e  t a b l e  a t  t h e  e n d  o f  t h e  c o u c h .  

A u n t  I m o  s u d d e n l y  j u m p s  u p  a n d  p a d s  t o  t h e  s t o v e  a n d  c u t s  

o f f  t h e  f i r e  u n d e r  a  p o t .  " H o n e y ,  I  b e t  y ' a l l  a i n ' t  e a t  a  

m o u t h f u l  a l l  d a y .  I s  M o m m e r  e a t  y e t ? "  

" I  d o n ' t  k n o w ;  I  j u s t  p i c k e d  h e r  u p  t w o  h o u r s  a g o . "  

L u z a n n e  b o w s  l o w  o v e r  t h e  o l d  l a d y .  " Y o u  h u n g r y ,  G r a n n i e ? "  S h e  

l i s t e n s  w i t h  l a r g e  s t a r i n g  e y e s ,  t h e n  r e l a y s  t h e  a n s w e r  t o  A u n t  

I m o ,  " S a y s  s h e  a i n ' t  a l l  t h a t  h u n g r y  b u t  s h e  c o u l d  e a t  a  b i t e  

a n d  s a y s  . . . "  

" W e l l ,  I ' l l  j u s t  f i x  h e r  a  p l a t e ,  b l e s s  h e r  o l e  h e a r t . "  

A u n t  I m o  s l a p s  a  s a l m o n  p a t t i e  o n  a  c r a z e d  w h i t e  p l a t e ,  d i p s  a  

s e r v i n g  e a c h  o f  s t e a m e d  c a b b a g e  a n d  t o m a t o e s - a n d - r i c e  a n d  b r e a k s  

o f f  a  c o r n e r  o f  f r i e d  c o r n b r e a d .  T h e  R o b i n  H o o d  r e p e a t s  o n  t h e  

p r i n t  o f  h e r  s h i f t  s h i m m y  a c r o s s  h e r  b r o a d  b a c k s i d e .  

L u z a n n e  f i n i s h e s ,  " S a y s  s h e  w a n t s  m e  t o  g o  g e t  h e r  s u i t c a s e  

o u t  o f  t h e  c a r . "  

A u n t  I m o  w h i r l s  a r o u n d  a n d  f l a t t e n s  b o t h  h a n d s  o n  t h e  w h i t e  

s h e e t  t a b l e c l o t h .  " M o m m e r ,  h o n e y ,  I  c a n ' t  k e e p  y o u  t h i s  t i m e - -

L o r d  k n o w s  I  w i s h e d  I  c o u l d .  W h y  d o n ' t  y o u  e a t  a  l i t t l e  d i n n e r  

a n d  I ' l l  c a l l  u p  M o a v i e  a n d  s e e  i f  s h e  c a n ' t  t a k e  y o u  t i l l  

F r a n c i n e  g e t s  b a c k  f r o m  t h e  b e a c h . "  

" S h e  w e n t  t o  t h e  h o s p i t a l ,  A u n t  I m o , "  s a y s  L u z a n n e ,  p u l l i n g  

o u t  a  c h a i r  a n d  p e r c h i n g .  " A n d  M a m a ' s  g o t  a  n e w  b o y f r i e n d ,  

a i n ' t  g o t  b u t  o n e  b e d  i n  h e r  h o u s e t r a i l e r . "  
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"She looks like a boyfriend!" says Aunt Imo. "Give me a 

minute and I'm gone call her up and give her a piece of my 

mind. She can tell me to my face she can't keep her own 

mommer. Me and Francine's done our part—yeah, I know 

Francine's done the biggest part and it ain't fair, it all on 

her. But I been down in my back, and now Emmacee. 

"Why, you see that table yonder?" She points to the set 

table in the bedroom. "When the welfare lady comes by, I have 

to make like Bobo and Suellen have set up housekeeping here. 

Like they're living here with me in their own quarters, so I can 

draw my foodstamps. A little dab to be sure. 

"And talk about no beds!" She points to the couch and 

stops talking, seems to have clipped all links connected to 

thoughts in her head. Her bland face flushes and her trenched 

nape pinks beneath broken tendrils freed from the bun. She 

swipes at her skirt with the backs of her hands and minces flat-

footed to the couch, jerks the plate off Emmacee's lap and gets 

down on her knees. "Done spilt it, I declare." On all fours 

now, she brushes at imaginary crumbs like Jesus erasing what's 

written in the sand. 

When she gets back with the plate, empty except for a few 

soupy red grains of rice, she drops it in the dishpan under the 

large mullioned window set in sideways--a mural of green viney 

woods . 

She gets Grannie's plate off the stove and places it before 

her. Then huffily she takes up the spoon, paring tiny crescents 

of the salmon patty. Done, she stares the age-yellowed old lady 
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s q u a r e  i n  t h e  e y e .  " M o m m e r ,  d o n ' t  y o u  w a n t  t o  g o  t o  L u z a n n e ' s  

h o u s e ?  

" I  b e e n  t r y i n g  t o  g e t  h e r  t o  g o  h o m e  w i t h  m e , "  s a y s  

L u z a n n e ,  " b u t  s h e  s a y s  s h e  w a n t s  t o  b e  a t  o n e  o f  h e r  o w n  

d a u g h t e r ' s  w h e n  h e r  t i m e  c o m e s . "  

L u z a n n e  l e a n s  c l o s e  t o  G r a n n i e .  " W i l l  y o u  g o  t o  m y  h o u s e ,  

G r a n n i e ? "  

" W h a t ,  c h i l d ? "  

" Y o u  w a n t a  g o  h o m e  w i t h  m e ,  G r a n n i e ? "  

T h e  o l d  l a d y  c u p s  a  l i v e r - p i e d  h a n d  o v e r  L u z a n n e ' s .  " I  

w o u l d ,  h o n e y ,  b u t  I  w a n t  t o  b e  a t  m y  o w n  d a u g h t e r ' s  w h e n  I ' m  

t o o k . "  

A u n t  I m o ' s  h a z e l  e y e s  s t a y  o n  G r a n n i e ,  n o w  e a t i n g  i n  t i n y  

b i t e s  w i t h  h e r  f l o w e r e t  s p r i n k l e d  a n k l e s  c r o s s e d  a n d  t h e  y e l l o w  

c a t  m e a s u r i n g  t h e  h e m  o f  h e r  p u r p l e  g o w n  w i t h  i t s  t a i l .  

" P o o r  o l e  M o m m e r , "  s a y s  A u n t  I m o ,  " n o b o d y  d o n ' t  w a n t  h e r  

b u t  m e ,  a n d  I  c a n ' t  t a k e  h e r .  

E m m a c e e  b e g i n s  g r o a n i n g  a n d  t w i s t i n g ,  b u t  s t a y s  i n  t h e  s a m e  

s p o t  .  

" I ' m  a - c o m i n g ,  h o n e y ,  M o m m e r ' s  c o m i n g , "  s a y s  A u n t  I m o ,  

s m a r t l y  f l o u n c i n g  a c r o s s  t h e  l i n o l e u m .  " G o t t a  g o  w e e - w e e ,  I  

b e t  .  "  
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S h e  b e n d s  o v e r  a n d  w h i s p e r s  w i t h  h e r  s o f t  c o t t o n  s h i f t  

h i k e d ,  t h e n  l a c e s  a n  a r m  a r o u n d  E m m a c e e ' s  b a c k  a n d  h a l f - d r a g s ,  

h a l f - w a l k s  t h e  m o a n i n g ,  d r o o l i n g  o l d  g i r l  a c r o s s  t h e  l i n o l e u m ,  

b e t w e e n  t h e  s t o v e  a n d  t h e  t a b l e  t o  t h e  b a t h r o o m .  E m m a c e e ' s  

g r e e n  e y e s  r o l l ,  h e r  l o n g  l e g s  s c i s s o r ,  h e r  f e e t  d r a g .  H e r  l e g s  

s c i s s o r ,  h e r  f e e t  d r a g .  

T h e  b a t h r o o m  d o o r  c l o s e s  a n d  t h e y  s t a r t  h i s s i n g  a n d  

w h i s p e r i n g  b e f o r e  t h e  l a t c h  h a s  t i m e  t o  c l i c k .  S o m e t h i n g  

r u b b e r y  s l a p s  t h e  d o o r .  " I  c a i n ' t  j u s t  s e t  t h e r e  l i k e  t h a t ,  y o u  

t r y  i t . "  T h e  c o m m o d e  f l u s h e s ,  t h e  p a r a k e e t  s c r e e c h e s .  " L e a s t  

y o u  c o u l d  t u r n  o n  t h e  r a d i o . "  F l e s h  s p l a t s .  S o m e b o d y  s h r i e k s .  

" Y o u  s t a y  p u t  o r  e l s e ! "  A u n t  I m o .  Y o u  c a n  a l m o s t  h e a r  h e r  

t e e t h  g r i t .  T h e n  q u i e t .  

I n  a  f e w  m i n u t e s ,  t h e  d o o r  o p e n s  a n d  A u n t  I m o  h a l f - d r a g s ,  

h a l f - w a l k s  E m m a c e e  o u t ,  t h e  h o s e  o f  t h e  r u b b e r  d o u c h e  b a g  

t a n g l i n g  o n  h e r  a n k l e s .  S h e  s h a k e s  i t  o f f  i n  t h e  d o o r w a y .  T h i s  

t i m e ,  A u n t  I m o  p l a c e s  E m m a c e e  o n  h e r  s i d e ,  f a c i n g  t h e  b a c k  o f  

t h e  c o u c h  w i t h  h e r  k n e e s  d r a w n .  H e r  d i r t y  s o l e s  p r e s s  o u t .  H e r  

f e e t  a r e  a s  t r i m  a s  w o o d e n  s h o e t r e e s .  

A u n t  I m o  b r u s h e s  b a c k  t h a t  s a m e  s t u b b o r n  s t r a n d  o f  h a i r  t o  

t h e  b u n ,  w i t h  i t s  b r o w n  m e s h  r a t t a i l  p e e k i n g  t h r o u g h  a n d  h a i r  

p i n s  s t i c k i n g  u p  l i k e  b a d  w i r e s  o n  a  h o t  p l a t e .  

S h e  d o e s n ' t  l o o k  a t  L u z a n n e  a n d  G r a n n i e ,  h e a d s  s t r a i g h t  f o r  

t h e  b a t h r o o m  a n d  k i c k s  t h e  o r a n g e  d o u c h e  b a g  i n s i d e  a n d  s l a m s  

t h e  d o o r .  T h e  p a r a k e e t  s c r e e c h e s ,  t h e  d o o r  f l a p s  o p e n .  A u n t  

I m o  g o e s  o n  t o  t h e  d i s h p a n  a n d  s t a r t s  w a s h i n g  d i s h e s .  
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b i r d  

" W o r s e  t h i n g  I  e v e r  d o n e ,  

h o w  t o  t a l k . "  

"  s h e  s a y s ,  " w a s  t e a c h  t h a t  o l d  

A f t e r  d i n n e r ,  a f t e r  A u n t  I m o  h a s  f e d  e v e r y b o d y  a n d  h e r s e l f ,  

s h e  s i t s  s t u f f e d  a n d  c r o s s  o n  t h e  e n d  o f  t h e  c o u c h ,  h o l d i n g  

E m m a c e e  M a e ' s  f e e t  w h i l e  s h e  s l e e p s .  O n  h e r  b a c k  n o w ,  w i t h  h e r  

h a n d s  p l a c e d  o n  h e r  c h e s t ,  E m m a c e e  l o o k s  l i k e  a  c o r p s e .  

G r a n n i e  s t i l l  s i t s  i n  t h e  c h a i r  a t  t h e  t a b l e ,  t h o u g h  s h e ' s  

b e e n  t u r n e d  f a c i n g  o u t .  L u z a n n e  b e s i d e  h e r .  A  f r e s h  d i p  o f  

s n u f f  i n  G r a n n i e ' s  m o u t h ,  s h e  a l t e r n a t e l y  s p i t s  i n  t h e  D i x i e  c u p  

a n d  w i p e s  u n d e r  h e r  n o s e  a n d  n o d s .  S a t i s f i e d ,  w h i l e  t h e  p u i i i n g  

c a t  s l e e p s  c u r l e d  a r o u n d  t h e  b a c k  o f  h e r  h e e l s .  

O v e r h e a d ,  t h e  s u n  t i c k s  d o w n  o n  t h e  t i n  r o o f ,  b i r d s  s i n g  i n  

t h e  s w e e t g u m s ,  a n d  t h e  y e l l o w - g r e e n  p a r a k e e t  i n  t h e  b a t h r o o m  

m i m i c s  t h e  c h i r r i n g  o f  c r i c k e t s .  

A  c a r  d o o r  c l a p s  o u t  f r o n t  .  

" S o m e b o d y ' s  h e r e ,  A u n t  I m o , "  s a y s  L u z a n n e ,  s t r e t c h i n g  h i g h  

t o  s e e  o v e r  p o t s  o f  f l o w e r s  o n  t h e  s c r e e n  l e d g e s  o f  t h e  p o r c h .  

" T h a t ' l l  a b o u t  b e  S u e l l e n  a n d  B o b o ,  b r i n g i n g  m y  g r o c e i i e s ,  

A u n t  I m o  s a y s  w i t h  h e r  h e a d  b a c k .  

" N o ' u m , "  s a y s  L u z a n n e ,  " i t ' s  a  w o m a n  t o t i n g  a  b l a c k  c a s e . "  

B e f o r e  f e e t  s c r a p e  o n  t h e  c o n c r e t e  d o o r s t e p s ,  A u n t  I m o  i s  

u p  a n d  r u n n i n g  f o r  t h e  d o o r ,  f u s s i n g  w i t h  h e r  h a i r  w h i l e  g a z i n g  

b a c k  a t  E m m a c e e  a n d  t h e n  t h e  b e d r o o m .  " L o r d  a - m e r c y ! "  s h e  

h i s s e s .  " I t ' s  t h a t  o l d  w e l f a r e  w o m a n .  L u z a n n e ,  r u n  o n  o u t  

t h e r e  a n d  g e t  M o m m e r ' s  s u i t c a s e ,  y o u  h e a i  .  
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S h e  s w i t c h e s  f a c e s  a n d  t o n e s  a s  s h e  b o u n d s  t o  t h e  d o o r  o f  

t h e  p o r c h ,  t a l k i n g  t h r o u g h  t h e  s c r e e n  t o  t h e  w e l f a r e  w o m a n .  

" C o m e  o n  i n  i f  y o u  c a n  g e t  i n . "  

" H o w  y o u  d o i n g ,  M i s s  I m o ? "  s a y s  t h e  w o m a n ,  o n  t h e  p o r c h  n o w  

w i t h  A u n t  I m o .  

" A i n ' t  s o  g o o d , "  s a y s  A u n t  I m o .  " H o w  y o u  g e t t i n g  o n ? "  

L u z a n n e  s t a r t s  o u t  t h e  d o o r  t o  t h e  p o r c h .  

" M i s s  H o g a n ,  t h i s  h e r e ' s  m y  s i s t e r  M o a v i e ' s  g i r l , "  s a y s  

A u n t  I m o ,  s p i t t i n g  a r o u n d  t h e  s c r e e n  d o o r  a n d  d u c k i n g  b a c k  

f l u s h e d .  " C o m e  t o  b r i n g  m o m m e r  b a c k  f r o m  F r a n c i n e ' s . "  

" H o w d y  d o , "  s a y s  t h e  r o u n d  w o m a n .  H e r  b l a c k  h a i r  i s  p a r t e d  

d o w n  t h e  m i d d l e  a n d  p i n n e d  f l a t  o v e r  t i n y  w h i t e  e a r s .  

" Y e s s u m , "  s a y s  A u n t  I m o ,  " l o o k s  l i k e  M a c o n  d o n ' t  a g r e e  w i t h  

M o m m e r .  B u t  i t  w a s  g o o d  o f  F r a n c i n e  t o  t a k e  h e r  f o r  a  f e w  d a y s .  

" R u n  a l o n g  n o w ,  s u g a r ,  a n d  g e t  M o m m e r ' s  s t u f f  o u t  o f  t h e  

c a r , "  A u n t  I m o  s a y s  t o  L u z a n n e ,  w h o  i s  s i d e s t e p p i n g  b e t w e e n  

c h a i r s  a n d  p o t t e d  p l a n t s  a n d  t h e  t w o  s t o u t  w o m e n  t a k i n g  u p  m o s t  

o f  t h e  s p a c e  o n  t h e  n a r r o w  p o r c h .  

" R e c k o n  y o u  h e a r e d  a b o u t  E m m a c e e  M a e  h a v i n g  a  s t r o k e , "  A u n t  

I m o  s a y s  t o  t h e  w o m a n .  

T h e  w e l f a r e  w o m a n  s i t s  i n  a  c h a i r  b e s i d e  G r a n n i e ,  w r i t i n g  

o n  a  y e l l o w  p a d  w i t h  o n e  f o o t  c r o s s e d  b e h i n d  t h e  o t h e r .  A u n t  

I m o  i s  w e d g e d  i n  h e r  s p o t  a t  t h e  e n d  o f  t h e  c o u c h .  A l l  o f  t h e m  

v i e w i n g  E m m a c e e ,  l a i d  o u t  w i t h  h e r  w a x y  l i d s  t w i t c h i n g .  

L u z a n n e  l u g s  t h e  t w e a d y  g r a y  s u i t c a s e  i n  a n d  s e t s  i t  b y  t h e  

t a b l e  a n d  t a k e s  h e r  p l a c e  o n  t h e  o t h e r  s i d e  o f  G r a n n i e .  
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" M i s s  I m o , "  s a y s  t h e  w e l f a r e  l a d y ,  " y o u  d o n ' t  r e c k o n  

E m m a c e e ' s  g o n e  i n t o  a  c o m a ? "  

" C a n ' t  n e v e r  t e l l ,  h o n e y , "  s a y s  A u n t  I m o .  " D o c t o r s  s a i d  

s h e  m i g h t  c o u l d . "  

T h e  w e l f a r e  w o m a n  w r i t e s  o n  h e r  y e l l o w  p a d .  " W h a t ' s  h e r  

d o c t o r s '  n a m e s ? "  

" L o r d ,  c h i l d , "  s a y s  A u n t  I m o ,  r u b b i n g  h e r  b o w l  f o r e h e a d ,  

" I ' l l  h a v e  t o  l o o k  i t  u p  a n d  g e t  b a c k  t o  y o u . "  

T h e  w o m a n  t w i d d l e s  h e r  p e n  o n  t h e  p a d .  " S a y  y o u r  m a m a ' s  

l i v i n g  h e r e  a l l  t h e  t i m e  n o w ,  r i g h t ? "  

" Y e s s u m , "  s a y s  A u n t  I m o ,  s h i f t i n g  a g a i n s t  t h e  p r e s s u r e  o f  

E m m a c e e ' s  s o l e s .  " C o u r s e ,  w i t h  E m m a c e e  i n  s u c h  a  s h a p e  I  m i g h t  

h a v e  t o  g e t  F r a n c i n e  a n d  M o a v i e  t o  t a k e  h e r  f o r  a  d a y  n o w  a n d  

t h e n . "  

" I  s e e , "  s a y s  t h e  w o m a n ,  w a t c h i n g  G r a n n i e  d o z e  w i t h  h e r  

c h i n  o n  h e r  c h e s t .  " S o  s h e  m i g h t  b e  w i t h  h e r  o t h e r  g i r l s  s o m e  

o f  t h e  t i m e . "  

" J u s t  w h e n  I  h a v e  t o  r u n  E m m a c e e  t o  t h e  d o c t o r  a n d  a l l . "  

" B o b o  a n d  S u e l l e n , "  s a y s  t h e  w o m a n ,  t u r n i n g  t o  e y e  t h e  

b e d r o o m ,  " t h e y  s t i l l  l i v i n g  w i t h  y o u  I  g u e s s . "  

" Y e s s u m , "  s a y s  A u n t  I m o ,  c r o s s i n g  h e r  l e g s  a n d  l a y i n g  i n t o  

t h e  c o u c h  a r m ,  " g o n e  t o  t o w n  t o  p i c k  u p  s o m e  g r o c e r i e s  r i g h t  

n o w .  B u t  t h e y  l i v i n g  w i t h  m e ,  s h o r e  a r e . "  

" W e l l , "  s a y s  t h e  w o m a n ,  g e t t i n g  u p ,  " g e t  m e  t h e  n a m e  o f  

E m m a c e e ' s  d o c t o r s  a n d  I ' l l  s e e  w h a t  I  c a n  d o  a b o u t  u p p i n g  y o u r  

f o o d s t a m p s  a n d  a l l . "  
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" I ' l l  g e t  r i g h t  o n  i t , "  s a y s  A u n t  I m o ,  r i s i n g  a n d  s e e i n g  

h e r  t o  t h e  d o o r .  H e r  R o b i n  H o o d  p r i n t  d r e s s  i s  s t u c k  t o  h e r  

s w e a t y  b a c k .  

S u n  s t i l l  s h i n i n g ,  a  s h o w e r  d a n c e s  u p  o u t  o f  t h e  w o o d s  

b e h i n d  A u n t  I m o ' s  h o u s e  a n d  b e a t s  o u t  a  s w e e t  r h y t h m  o n  t h e  t i n  

r o o f .  T h e  b r i n y  s m e l l  o f  d a m p  d u s t  s i f t s  t h r o u g h  t h e  p o r c h  

s c r e e n  a n d  c o u r s e s  i n t o  t h e  k i t c h e n  w h e r e  G r a n n i e  s i t s  g a z i n g  

o u t .  S h e  l o o k s  c h a r m e d ,  h e r  a g e - y e l l o w e d  f a c e  c a l m  t h o u g h  

c a v e r n o u s .  H e r  p o c k e t b o o k  i s  o n  t h e  f l o o r  b y  h e r  w o r n  

s u i t c a s e .  S h e  s t r o k e s  t h e  y e l l o w  c a t  o n  h e r  l a p .  I t  p u r r s .  

E m m a c e e  s n o r e s .  

L u z a n n e ,  i n  a  c h a i r ,  f a c e s  A u n t  I m o  o n  t h e  c o u c h .  T h e y  

b o t h  w a t c h  G r a n n i e  a t  t h e  e n d  o f  t h e  t a b l e ,  w h o  i s  u s e d  t o  

s i t t i n g  t h a t  w a y  a t  F r a n c i n e ' s  h o u s e :  i n  h e r  o w n  c o r n e r  b y  a  g a s  

s p a c e  h e a t e r  w i t h  a  p i c t u r e  c a l e n d a r  o n  t h e  w a l l ,  a  c l o c k  b e s i d e  

i t  w i t h  a n  a n g e l ' s  w i n g s  f o r  h a n d s .  

T h e  r a i n  l e t s  u p ,  t h o u g h  a  f e w  d r o p s  d r i p  f r o m  t h e  s w e e t g u m  

l e a v e s  t o  t h e  t i n  a n d  t r a i l  d o w n  t h e  c o r r u g a t e d  e a v e s  t o  

t w i n k l i n g  s a n d y  g u l l i e s .  

" W h a t  w e n t  w i t h  y o u r  l i t t l e  k i t t y ,  M o m m e r ? "  s a y s  A u n t  I m o .  

L u z a n n e  a n s w e r s  f o r  G r a n n i e .  " A u n t  F r a n c i n e  t o o k  h i m  o f f . "  

N o t h i n g  i s  c h a n g e d  b y  t h e  w e l f a r e  w o m a n ' s  v i s i t ,  b u t  i n  

d e f e r e n c e  t o  G r a n n i e  a n d  t h e  r h y t h m  o f  t h e  r a i n ,  A u n t  I m o  a n d  

L u z a n n e  h a v e  p u t  a l l  b u s i n e s s  o n  h o l d  t i l l  t h e  s h o w e r  e n d s .  
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Then Aunt Imo starts. "I'm gone call up Moavie." She 

stands and tips to the square table with the slow-ticking clock 

and the black phone and opens a blue notebook, running her 

finger down the page. She licks her finger and turns another 

page, running names and numbers. Her finger stops. She dials, 

a lazy spring-back grating. She puts the receiver to her ear, 

discovering the loose hair pins, and while she talks, she 

punches them into the bun. 

Luzanne gets up and goes into the bathroom, closing the 

door. 

"How you doing, Moavie? " Aunt Imo pauses. "That so?" 

Pause. "No, I didn't know that, I..." She waits, switching 

ears. "Listen, honey, Luzanne's here with Mommer. Yeah. 

Yeah. Yeah, she took her off Francine's hands for the weekend, 

can't get her to go home with her. So... Yeah, I know, 

sugar." She laughs, her broad body quakes, bun to buttocks. 

"Me too. Yeah, yeah, yeah." She waits, straightening the Holy 

Bible on the table, picking at the starched points of the 

crocheted table scarf. "Reckon you heared about Emmacee." She 

waits. "She had herself a stroke." She watches Emmacee, who 

has rolled over, still sleeping with her hands clasped beneath a 

sallow pouched cheek. Her mouth is open, the undersides of her 

pink lips glisten wet. 

"Listen, sugar," Aunt Imo says, turning her attention to 

Grannie now, "it'd shore be a help to me if you'd take her, 

I..." She pauses. "Yeah, yeah, I can imagine..." 
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The fat yellow cat stands on Grannie's lap, arches its back 

and hops softly to the floor and spirits out on the porch. 

"Kitty, kitty, kitty," Grannie calls. "Come on back here, 

kitty." 

The old lady braces on the rim of the walker and struggles 

to her feet, blue terry slippers scuffing across the linoleum. 

She smiles, her hazel eyes bleaching in the door-shape of 

sunshine. Her hair turns to gold. She holds out one hand. 

"Here, kitty-kitty." She skiffles up to the raised threshold 

and trips and drops to her knees, going down in a puff of air. 

"Here kitty-kitty." 

"Like I was saying, I'd shore prechate it if you'd take 

her....just a minute, Moavie." Aunt Imo chins the mouthpiece of 

the phone and goes white. "Mommer! Mommer!" she yells, lowering 

the receiver to her side, and watches the old lady rock on her 

knees. Then into the phone again, Aunt Imo says, "Never mind, 

Moavie." 

The cat, sunning on the ledge of the porch, hops down and 

glides before Grannie's raised face, its tail caressing her 

chin. Then it circles back to the puddle of sunshine on the end 

of the porch. 

The old lady follows, crawling slowly, one blue slipper on 

the threshold, the other before the screen door. When she gets 

to the cat, she curls up beside it and closes her eyes. 
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