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You sit in a rocking chair by the old wood stove.  It 

radiates enough heat to bring water to a gentle boil in the 

dinted old tin kettle, steam rising from its spout.  You sit 

there in your yellow gingham, long-sleeve blouse - buttoned to 

the chin - and your sturdy twill skirt that falls to your ankles, 

covered in lace-up, black ankle boots.  What spot on the wall 

captures your attention:  the painting of yellow fields of grain 

hanging by the screen door, a knothole in the wood planking 

beneath the screened window, or the view out that window into 

fields of cotton, harvested last week by a big turbine that left 

behind tufts of white like patches of snow?  What do you see with 

those eyes – dark brown pupils now faded against sclera freckled 

from too much time in the South Carolina sun.  The skin of your 

brown face looks soft to the touch, though etched with deep 

furrows of age and hardship around your eyes, in your cheeks.   

Your lips tighten around the stem of a corn cob pipe, and 

their creases deepen as you draw in a breath of tobacco smoke.  A 

steady, weathered hand holds the pipe to your lips, and the palms 

bear callouses that will never go away.  You exhale a cloud of 

smoke that drifts up towards the ceiling past your face, then 

your hair - gray and plaited in two fat corn rows like a Roman 

crown of laurels. There is no slouch of insignificance in your 

frame, no movement either except that of the almost imperceptible 

rocking of the chair and the puff-puff on the corn cob pipe. 

  

The screen door crashes open and two boys - aged 7 and 9 - 

burst into the room.  They wear button-down short sleeves and 

jeans, their hair cut in short afros.  A little girl, 5, follows 

them, her tidy hair braided into multiple pigtails, each clipped 

with a white or pink barrette.  She wears a white sundress that 

drapes to her knobby knees.  The children, barefoot in the late 

summer heat, stop in their tracks, their rowdy laughter cut short 

when they see you.   
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Never moving your head, you slowly pull your gaze from that 

other place and fix it full force on the children.  They recoil 

from some unseen touch.  They creep towards the door leading to 

an interior room and press their backs into the wall like they 

would melt through it if they could.  They fix their eyes on you 

in the taut, unwavering concentration of gazelles slipping past a 

reclining lioness, drowsy yet sentient in shimmering heat.  When 

the boys near the door they dash through into cool shadow.  Their 

voices rise again in peals of laughter and the thrill of the 

chase. 

  

The little girl stops to look back as she steps through the 

doorway.  Her eyes widen and she gasps when you turn your head to 

face her and tendrils of smoke creep from between your lips.  She 

slams the door quickly, and there is the sound of little feet 

running away.  You turn your head and fix your attention again 

that other place.  You take a deep inhale from the pipe.  This 

time when you exhale, you smile ever so slightly and nod. 

 


