She could feel the cold as a softness.  Like a little girl, she imagined herself closing her eyes and laying back into the air and floating on it, like an angel on a cloud.  The chill came only with the wind, and pricked like darts.  It was still light out, for a little while longer, and the sky was entirely white.  Snow had not yet fallen and the leaves on the ground had lost all of their color and were as pale and gray as the dirt and frosted grass she was walking on.  There was no need to pay the colored man double to rake up the back yard as well as the front; nobody ever walked back here and the neighbors across the alley were not the types to care.  They had garbage in their yard all year round, and in the winter they didn’t decorate for Christmas and in the summer their naked children would leave their toy guns and water shooters in the middle of the road and their father would have his friends over in the evening to drink and play rock and roll music in the front yard.  She watched them from her back window with a pair of binoculars.

When she and Harry had moved into this house it was a nice neighborhood.  That wasn’t very long ago, twenty years maybe, when this was the area of town where retired couples went to live in small homes with big gardens.  There was Maude right next door, to the right, and Agnes and Fredrick to the left.  Fredrick died right before Harry did, or right after, they were separate by five weeks.  Agnes would always make a to-do about that.  She said five was an unlucky number and that she had always had problems with it, ever since she was a little girl.  Across the street was Maggie and before her was—who was there before her, for the first few years?  Maggie was across the street, anyways, when Harry died, and all the women on the street would visit with one another every evening, except when it was very cold or too rainy to walk to each others’ houses.

The chilled wind blew again, just as she had reached the short metal gate between the two garages that separated her from the alley.  The two buildings were peeling a layer of white paint which was painted over another layer of white paint and the window to the abandon garage had been broken earlier in the year by some nigger kid and the glass still laid on the ground in the patch of brown weeds that used to be where she grew her vegetables.  The padlock that once secured the gate had rusted away and lay on the ground, and it still took a great deal of concentration to bend over to set down the saucer, push open the tiny gate, bend over again to pick up the plate, and then walk through.  Her knees popped not painfully but unpleasantly while she slowly straightened herself up, holding the saucer, and started to walk forward again.  

Beside the abandoned garage was the saucer she had set out yesterday, empty, a coated ceramic dish painted white and lined with blue along its edge, the same as the one she was holding only it had been licked clean and was no longer filled with tuna fish.  She started to bend down slowly, at the knees, to exchange the two, when she was struck with a panicked thought.  Why I am doing this?  What I am doing?  She staid hunched, her knees crook, staring down dimly at the thumb-sized amorphous chunks of white gravel that paved the alley, thinking nothing at all.  She forgot about her questions and the panic soon subsided—soon after she had forgotten about the panic, as well.  She exchanged the dishes, braced herself against the garage with her right arm, and slowly raised herself again to a stand.

The next morning the woman woke early, as always, before the autumn sunrise.  She had been sleeping in the guest bedroom since Maggie had died; she had not even been upstairs for years.  The house was clean and smelt of old wood, mothballs, and burning toast.  There was no more of the cat hair that had coated her curtains and table tops and lined the bottoms of her walls where they intersected with the carpeting as their had been for her entire lifetime, in whichever home she had lived.  She saw Elmer and Jack, running home from school up the golden gravel road from the highway, a trail of dust coming up behind them they were running so fast.  Jack holding a black and white kitten with a fluffy mane, covered in cockleburs and Jack with an emaciated gray kit, its ribs poking out so far as to discolor its flesh and its green eyes as large as silver dollars.  Elmer and Jack holding the kittens up for inspection, up to the screen door, before they had even reached the porch.

“We found ‘em!  They was trying to suck on their momma, but she was dead.”

“Stiff and dead.  And they was flies, momma!  And they come right up to use and purred and didn’t make but a fuss when we picked ‘em up and this here one fell asleep right in my hands, momma.”

They didn’t ask her any questions, and she didn’t say yes, the same as she didn’t say no, but she nodded quickly and opened the door.  The four of them came in, smiling.  

The dust and hair.  The fleas.  New kittens.  Hair on the curtains, the tabletops, along the edges of the carpeting.  Clean now.  

She made a two slices of burnt, buttered toast for breakfast with black coffee.  Harry would order the newspaper and read it in the mornings and she would watch him.  Now she would watch the wall.  Maggie once told her to have a man move the table over so that she could look out the window while she ate her breakfast, but there wasn’t nothing she wanted to look at.  

The kitchen was all white.  White metal stove and white tiled floors and cabinets and counters.  She sat a white metal table on a cold metal chair rusted at the sides.  Above her hung a naked light bulb that gave off a warm, amber glow.  She could see her breath.  

