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Unfurling Lily
ONE


Homework: Define the following:

1. A really bad day

2. The last thing you want to hear on a Friday

3. Home (Compare and contrast ‘where you are from’)

Lily Sweetwater sat on a Friday morning grading homework papers for her son’s geography class. The teachers at his school were, as all public school teachers are, underpaid and overworked. Housewives, being used to the ultimate in low wages, could often be counted on to chip in. Lily was the kind of mother you could count on, a homemaker who herself had no sense of home.

The papers she graded required the children to list the states in the U.S. in the order that they were added to the union, and before that, the colonies in order of their inception. Over the weekend, they were to research per capita income and population and re-order the list of states accordingly. The history was lost to Lily, but she knew which states were poorest: Alabama, Louisiana, Georgia, Arkansas, South Carolina. North Carolina had fared slightly better over time, though education and health care still weren’t what they should be, or what they were in Seattle, Washington, where Lily now lived. She called herself lucky. She’d never live in the South again and she visited only when her son demanded that she take him to see his grandmother and his aunt Peri.

When the phone rang, Lily looked at the number first. Charlotte. Mama was calling. Shit, she thought, because her mama only called during the day to make trouble. Otherwise, she called to talk to Matthew and Lily pretended, for her son’s sake, to welcome the call. 

“Lily honey?” Beverly’s voice was tight and high, like she’d had too much iced tea.

Lily used to think her name was both words together: Lilyhoney. She said, “Mama. What a nice surprise.”

“Oh Lord, here we go again.”

Lily began to doodle with her red pen, a felt tip, her favorite. She was generally unable to sit still when her mother called.

“Lily?”

“I’m here. What’s up?”

“You’re busy.”

“You always say that as if you’re surprised. I have a full, busy life, Mama.”

“Well of course you do, Lily. Of course you do.”

They both sighed in unison, which should have been funny, but they had long given up on offering amusement to one another.

“How’s Matthew? David? The hospital? Are you painting?”

Lily pressed one hand to her temple. “Matthew’s great. David’s working hard. Hospital’s still standing and, yes, I still volunteer there.”

“And?”

“And what, Mama? You didn’t call me to talk about painting. You know I haven’t painted in years and so what? What’s the world need another painter for?”

“Well, I just don’t see how you could walk away from something you’re so talented at. It’s a shame, that’s all.”

Lily tapped her pen frantically now. “That’s never all.”

A low sort of whistle and another ‘well.’ It was rude, but Lily did enjoy knocking her mama off balance via fiber-optics and a quick, bitter wit. 

But Beverly pressed on: “Lily, I have something to say to you.”

“Not the first time.”

“Jesus, child. This is not a Groucho Marx movie. Can’t you just listen? Don’t I deserve at least that much?”

Lily cringed. “Of course you do, Mama. Go ahead.”

Beverly had a way of clucking her tongue that was unique. Lily waited. When her mother started with the clucking, the only thing to do was to wait for her to finish walking in circles and working out whatever she was stewing on. The little smacking sounds were something like a metronome marking the slow movement of sound across a thousand miles.

“Lily, I have a tumor. In my head. It looks like cauliflower, if you can imagine that. Cauliflower. Just about the only vegetable I don’t care for. I think it may be karmic. Truly.”

“Whoa.” Lily held out one hand like a traffic cop. Nothing stopped. The room tilted a few inches to one side and Lily clutched the desk. “Go back. The tumor. Go back to that.”

“Well, shoot, Lily honey. It’s a nasty one. You know I’ve been to all the right people. Dr. Garrison down at the Nalle Clinic, he got me right in, professional courtesy and all, plus I think he’s still hoping I’ll sleep with him. I don’t have the heart to tell him that was a different time. I mean, it’s not 1972 any more is it?”

“No, Mama, it’s not.”

“That was a rhetorical question, Lily honey.”

Lily slapped the hand that had been at her temple onto the desktop and sent the red pen flying onto the carpet, topless, leaving a red line in its wake. “Mama, quit with the Lily-honey. I mean Jesus Christ, I’ve asked you at least a thousand times.” As if naming her Lily Freesia Sweetwater wasn’t bad enough. Lily, unlike her sister Peri (Periwinkle Jasmine Sweetwater), had never come to love her name; she felt they both were cursed to sound like an off-brand perfume and greedily took her husband’s surname when it was offered to her. 

“I know you’re upset,” Beverly said in her soft, endearing voice.

“Yeah.”

“I’d like for you to come home.”

Lily stood and began straightening the desk, which was already tidy. “Well, okay. I’m sure I can do that at some point.”

“I need you to come now, honey.”

Lily did that thing we all do to calm ourselves without making a sound (in her case, a sort of rhythmic counting of her fingers) while she came up with an excuse that might just sound reasonable. “Mama, it’s a busy time here. We have Hanukkah coming up. You have Christmas. Mid-terms at school for Matthew, and Hebrew School. Why don’t we look at January?”

Beverly cleared her throat and tried again. This time, her voice was thinner and grainier. “Lily, I’m dying. This tumor is a serious one. I want to see you, and I’m not going to ask again. You call me when you’ve decided what you want to do. My head hurts.” She laughed. “That’s funny, isn’t it? Well, I think it is anyway. Good night.” Beverly began to hang up the phone.

“Mama,” Lily said with some urgency.

“Yes?”

“Eat your vegetables.”

“I always do. Except for cauliflower, I mean.”

“And sleep. You need to sleep.”

“I’ll be getting a great deal of rest when I’m dead.”

“Mama.”

“Sorry. It’s been a hell of a day. I cleaned out my office and had a goodbye party and the whole nine yards.”

Lily gasped audibly and wished she’d been quieter about it. Mama leaving work was a big fucking deal. Beverly Sweetwater was a Nurse Practitioner known all over Charlotte, North Carolina for her no-nonsense approach to women’s GYN issues. The affluent and the trailer park women alike appreciated her way of calming them, helping them talk about such private things as an itchy vagina or trouble inserting a diaphragm. A good southern girl can’t even say the word vagina, much less talk about her own. Beverly had broken through a lot of barriers and helped a lot of women. This was the one thing about her mother that Lily admired, truly and without bounds. 

“Mama.” She had to pause here and ready herself. “Why did you leave work?”

Beverly began to cluck again, but she got to her answer quicker this time. “I started to forget things. It’s just not right to keep on as if it’s all fine. I can’t do it. Can’t risk making a mistake and letting one of my ladies down. Can’t do it.”

“So how long have you known about this?”

“Hmn. I’m thinking there’s no good answer to that question, is there?”

“I doubt it. Sounds like you took your time calling me. Does Peri know?”

“Of course Peri knows. She’s the one that’s been taking me to the clinic.”

Of course Peri knows. Peri, who’d be just slammed by all this. “Well why didn’t she tell me?” 

“I asked her not to.”

“Wow. What an obedient child. If only both of your girls could be so manageable,” Lily spat. 

“This is foolishness. As I said, call me when you know what you want to do.” The phone slipped easily now into dial tone. She was gone. Another missed opportunity. 

Lily returned the phone to its holster and wiped her hand on her sensible khaki pants. Her palm was sweaty; her fingers slightly numb from clutching the handset too tightly. She placed her hands together as if to pray and looked up at the ceiling. Nothing. No sense at all of the divine. Just plaster. Maybe you had to be in a real church with loads of stained glass and ominous organ music. Or maybe she was broken.

“Shit,” she said, and then far louder: “Shit, shit, shit.” She crumpled up someone’s class paper with one hand. The squeezing of it, the power to destroy, was something she needed.

Ruth Stern was not.

But up she scurried from the guest room. “Lily? Did you scream? What’s wrong?”

Lily called out, calm as she could: “Nothing, Ruth. Sorry about that. It’s fine.”

“Lily, what is going on?” She was at the office door now, in all her over-tanned, fresh-from-Florida, mother-in-law glory. Heavily jeweled hands on her narrow hips. Lipstick freshly applied in a shade of coral to match her silk twin set. Hair sprayed into submission and curled under at the ends for that bit of youthful, Jackie-O, ‘what, this old thing?’ flair.

Lily couldn’t look right at her. She reached for the pen on the floor. “It’s my mother. She’s sick. Cancer, it sounds like.” 

Ruth said the expected. “Oh my God, Lily. I am so, so sorry to hear that.” One hand was splayed out on her leathery chest. One hand and four garish rings. “What can I do? Anything.” And now her hand was out to one side, sweeping the room as if to underscore the graciousness of her offer.

Lily snapped the top back on the felt-tip. “I wrote on the rug,” she said in a small voice.

“I’ll get a towel.” 

Ruth hurried back towards the kitchen.

Lily sat and waited for her, yet with no anticipation whatsoever. Ruth and Lily rarely touched each other, and Lily even more rarely ever told Ruth what she was really thinking. In the course of an ordinary visit, allowing Ruth to know she was upset, screaming even one ‘shit’, for example, would be a monumental mishap. One just didn’t trust a woman as tough as Ruth Stern with their soft, inner thoughts. Lily’d been slammed enough times to know better.

*  *  *

The pen mark was stubborn and left behind a puddle of pink dye on the impractical cream-colored carpet. It looked like makeup had run, but Lily hadn’t cried yet. She’d kept all that in check. She was very, very good at keeping pain to herself, as if in doing so she might will it away. 

Lily could hear Ruth scurrying around in the kitchen like an unwanted rodent. She later decided that it was a veiled blessing that Ruth had arrived just that morning. Ruth would distract Matthew. Ruth would stay with he and David. Ruth would cook and clean and stand in for Lily as she’d always wanted to.

Lily finally stood up and headed into the designer kitchen (granite and steel and smooth flawless wood and a special little cubby to hide away one’s toaster). Ruth was as cool and solid as ever as she marched around the kitchen. She laid a photocopied handful of paper on the spotless granite countertop. “Excellent article on infertility, Lily. I thought Periwinkle might benefit from it.”


Lily winced at the sound of her sister’s full given name, spoken in Ruth’s Long Island tongue. “How thoughtful, Ruth. I’ll send it off to her later today.” 

“Hmm.” Ruth said, or didn’t say. She chopped and hummed something to herself. Lily didn’t recognize the music, but then they were of different vintages and from different parts of the country. Ruth had grown up in the Bronx and risen above her roots. Married a garment district whiz-kid, a nice Jewish boy, and retired to Miami. “You can take it to her, can’t you dear?”

Lily swallowed. “Of course. I forgot. I’ll be there soon.” Her hands began to shake and she hid them in her pockets.

“Well of course you will. I can help out, you know. Anything, just say the word.” Ruth chopped like a television chef. “I think it will be good for you to go home, Lily. How long has it been?” She didn’t wait for an answer. “I sure hope she can beat this cancer, Lily. I just adore your mother.”

“Yes,” Lily said.

“When I call her, we don’t talk about you at all, you know. We talk about issues affecting women of our generation.”

Depends, false teeth, vaginal dryness. Lily could easily hear her mother talking, in her lithe drawl, about the glory of the vagina, the proper care at any age, a woman always a woman, and so on. Beverly Sweetwater was born with a soap box under her feet. 

Ruth cleared her throat. This meant that Lily really should be participating in the conversation, but if she wouldn’t, Ruth would carry on by herself. “Your mother is so funny, Lily. I called her about this friend of mine who went for liposuction and now she has these horrible scars. Just dreadful. Anyway, she went on about how women our age must love our mature bodies.”
Lily shivered at the thought of a vacuum sucking the mush out of her. What if it went too far and accidentally took out an organ? She turned to fiddle with a small stack of bills on the counter and glanced at the clock to see how long she had left before her son came home, but she wasn’t offered a reprieve. Matthew, sweaty and twelve and slipping away from her daily, stormed into the house, slamming the door behind him, throwing his backpack down on the floor, collapsing dramatically onto the couch.


Lily walked over, but did not reach for him. She smiled and tried to be easy, subtle, not prying. “Long day?”

He shrugged. “Sort of.” He stood up quickly and stretched. He was as tall as Lily now and when his tie-dyed tee rode up a downy line of new hair was revealed, running from his belly down. 

“Your bubbe is in the kitchen.”

His eyes lit up. “I almost forgot.” He was all light and air, a child again as he moved into the kitchen to receive his grandmother’s adoration. 

She hugged him and made much of his longer hair and height. Lily listened but did not look. She found it difficult to accept the warmth between them. How could it not reflect poorly on Lily’s ability to form some semblance of the same connection?

Lily looked around the den for something to straighten: This was what her life had become, she thought, perpetual straightening, failed attempts at order. She picked up Matthew’s backpack. He had drawn all over it with a Sharpie. He was good. Dragons and skateboard logos and a snowboarder in mid-air came to life. Again, her hands shook. She had once drawn like this and she would soon see it all again, assuming Beverly hadn’t painted over the walls of Lily’s old room, covered in castles and unicorns and rainbows, the archeology of her childhood and, once, happiness. She couldn’t say she’d never been happy.
They kept the hard liquor in the cabinet next to the television. She and David drank wine like all good northwest couples. They’d purchased a wine refrigerator and driven over the Pass to Washington wine country more than once. On these wine-tasting (and buying) trips, Lily often drank a little too much and David would say, later, how different she seemed, how much fun he had, which meant, clearly, that ordinarily, she was no fun at all. This induced a sense of panic and an attempt to laugh more, whether she felt it or not. Her life hinged on David and this house and her son, a domestic tableau which meant that she had successfully left her mother’s ways behind her and would not, as Mama had been, be left herself. 

Lily fished out a bottle of vodka and swiftly disappeared into her bedroom. She turned on the shower but did not get in. She sat on the marble floor and tipped back the bottle. After a few swigs, she spilled some vodka on her blouse and just stared at the spreading mark of the liquid, like an amoeba. She poured a little more onto her chest. She wore a blue sweater and the vodka darkened the fabric in the shape of a river flowing down to her navel. She tipped the bottle upside down and let it rain on her head, burning her eyes, filling the room with the odor of disinfectant or lighter fluid. She thought of barbecue, of her father’s baby back ribs, of the weight of the bottle in her hand, and then she cried, but not for herself. She cried at her father, at Mama, at Wayne and the Charlotte suburbs and her thin hands which had once made things beautiful. She wanted so badly to smash the bottle on the floor. As she stood, she slid on the vodka and pulled a muscle in her groin, but saved the fucking bottle. She took it with her into the shower, along with the towel she used to clean up the floor and all of her clothes. 

Her sweater was an ocean now, like the Atlantic, warm. She’d always loved the warm beaches in Carolina, and so had Beverly. Blue crabs and sand dunes and beach spurs. Her mama used to rub Solarcaine on Lily and Peri at night to cool the sunburn. Nobody used sunscreen back then and now, when Lily had peeled off her wet clothes and looked down at the green cast of her pale skin, she thought she couldn’t remember the feel of the sun at all. 

TWO

Lily warmed herself with a new sweater and the hairdryer. David made it home by seven and did not seem to notice anything amiss, so successful was Lily at hiding her feelings. He wore his usual uniform: Pressed white oxford with a bright, cheerful tie (this one had little blue whales) and trim khaki pants. Nurses were said to fawn after him, but Lily had never caught them in person. He was tall and dark and purposeful, always sure of himself, so that Lily wondered which was the most attractive, his fine features, or the way he moved through the world. 

He swept into the kitchen and the air became charged with energy and possibility. He had always been like this, always known his path and his power. In college, when they first met, they were playing poker at a frat house and David was winning with such ease and grace that Lily could not keep her eyes off him. Of course, he knew she was hooked before she did. He knew they’d marry and move to the West Coast. She had loved his knowing and sureness. Sometimes now she loved it still.


Ruth looked at Lily expectantly. Yes, it was time.


“David, Mama called today with some bad news.”


He relinquished the mail he’d been thumbing through. “Oh? What is it?”


“Cancer. In her brain. I can’t quite tell how serious it is, but she asked me to come home.”


David spread his hands out as if to wave her out of the house. “Well of course you have to go. Family is crucial for the patient. You’d be surprised what a difference it can make.” He walked to Lily and put his arms around her. She stiffened. He sighed. He patted her back and let her be, stepping back to the mail. “Have you told Matthew?”


“Not yet.”


“Are you ready?”


“As I’ll ever be.”


David nodded and called Matthew down from his room. Lily thought that her son would think this just another night with his family, Sports Center and Ruth’s cooking. But he knew after a look at his mother that something was wrong. They settled into the family room, Matthew on the edge of the couch. His eyes held concern surrounded by innocence. He was thirteen. What did he know of loss? 


She found she could not look at either of them and keep herself together, so she talked down into her hands. “Mama’s sick. She’s asked me to come to Carolina as soon as possible.”


Matthew jumped in first. “What’s wrong with Grandma?”


Lily frowned, without meaning to. It always caught her off guard the way Matthew cared about Beverly, with his whole heart open. He didn’t know the damage she could do. 


“Mom.”


“I’m sorry honey. I’m just flustered I guess. Worried.” She took a deep breath, not worth much. “It’s not good. They think it’s a tumor, in her brain.”


Matthew fell back into his reclined position on the couch and stared at the ceiling where the answers to life’s big mysteries were hiding. “Man.”


Lily nodded. “So I should be there with her. Do you think you and Dad can manage without me?” She found it far easier to ask Matthew this question, though for reasons of practicality, it was directed to David (Could he manage Matthew’s frenetic schedule, cook him dinner, get his ass home on time for once?). 


“Why can’t I go?” Matthew asked.

Lily looked at David with frank desperation. She would miss Matthew terribly, but it would be so much harder with him there. David shrugged. What did he know of these decisions?

She put one hand on Matthew’s. “I’ll think about it, okay?” 
He pulled his hand away.

“Matthew, I need to get there first and see how she is, what she needs. Then I’ll call you guys and we’ll see when you should come. Okay?”

“I know how you feel about her, Mom.”

Lily’s face warmed. “All that’s my problem, Matthew. Frankly, it’s none of your business at this point.”

“Just be nice to her.”

“Are you kidding?” She stood. “Don’t talk to me like that, you hear? You have no right to accuse me. You know nothing.” Her voice had sharpened and he seemed to fold up like he’d been hit in the stomach.

“Well I’m going, and that’s final.” He stood, grabbed his backpack, long blond hair covering his face as he leaned over, and stormed out of the room.

“He feels powerless,” David said. “Why don’t you let him go?”

“I just can’t.”

“Fine,” he said, as if he had a superior grasp on the big world of cancer and death. “I just hope you know what you’re doing.”

He left her alone. She’d successfully alienated her entire family in less than fifteen minutes, and she thought, damn her. Always Mama, creeping back in. She couldn’t imagine it yet, but her son might just say the same thing about her one day, if she let him drift away.  But she was selfish then. All she could think about was how to get herself ready to go home. 
David, she didn’t worry for. He was almost obscenely used to death by now. And they had Ruth tonight. Good for Ruth, she thought. Let her run the show like she always wanted to.
Lily skipped dinner and hid out in the garage, wrapping Hanukkah presents for Matthew because she couldn’t be sure she’d be back in time. She fumbled in an old shoe box for her stash of cigarettes. Maybe life with a doctor had pushed her in this direction, or was it genetic, this need to rebel in some small way, even though she knew she would blacken her lungs until they looked like sinister mushrooms? She took a long drag from her Virginia Slims, just like they smoked in high school, driving around in her best friend’s Pontiac.

She should know better. But hell, didn’t you deserve to smoke a cigarette on the night you found out your mother was dying? There should be something on the package about that:  May cause cancer, but still okay for occasional use in times of family trauma. Lily smiled ever so slightly at the thought that her mother would, in fact, be furious if she knew Lily was smoking. Mama who used to smoke pot like it was a vitamin supplement. 

Lily opened the small window behind her and wondered if the McLaurenson’s could see her from their family room window, smoking in the cold light of the garage. What was the neighborhood coming to?

Later, Lily went back inside, droopy and guilty over her time alone and her anger. She went quickly to find Matthew but he had gone to bed already. His door was closed and the room dark, which meant he wanted to be left alone. Generally, she tried to respect his wishes. A boy his age needed sleep.

She gently pushed open his door and crept through the darkness towards the low rush of his breathing. A bit of moonlight slipped through the blinds and she watched what she could see of him in the stripes of light. His hair was lighter than his father’s, his build the same. She could just make out the jungle scene on the wall behind his bed. He’d want to paint over it soon, she imagined. She had painted it as a surprise for his fifth birthday, a tangle of green leaves, a leopard, monkey, three snakes and a macaw, and he had been ecstatic. She still loved the mural, but her boy was growing up and out of the realm of painted monkeys. She bent and kissed his forehead, just as she had done every single night of his life. 

THREE

Lily turned eleven on May 5th, 1975. Her mama took her shopping for a new pair of bellbottoms with little butterflies embroidered on the pockets. She’d had her party early, the week before, at Skate Palace near the mall. Five of her friends came, all of them with hair flipped back on both sides and heavily lacquered, Farrah Fawcett style. Lily wasn’t allowed to wear eye shadow, or she would have smeared baby blue on her lids like Nicole, her best friend, did (once her mother had gone, in the privacy of the roller rink bathroom). Lily berated her mother to no avail: What was the big deal about makeup anyway? Mama didn’t like it, but she also said they should wear what made them happy, not what all the other kids wore. So Lily said makeup would make her happy. And Mama laughed and shook her head and wandered off to plant something, never really answering her.


The big shopping trip was a little odd since Mama refused to change out of her gardening clothes, terrycloth shorts and a tube top that squished her boobs into a fold across the front of her, not at all like Farrah’s tops. Mama’s hair was piled up on top of her head, clipped with a tortoise shell barrette, and little curly tendrils fell onto her shoulders, which were pinked from the sun. Everywhere they went, people looked at her and said how young she looked and were she and Lily sisters? Lily just rolled her eyes at that, but Mama ate it up. Peri slept in her stroller, even though Mama kept telling her she was about too big for it. The truth was, neither of them could say no to Peri, and this weakness lurked in them both long into Lily’s adulthood.


Peri wanted butter cream frosting on the cupcakes. Lily wanted chocolate, but she said okay to the vanilla recipe to be nice to Peri. She had recently read part of a children’s bible she saw at her friend’s house and felt, without question, her mother had been hiding from her. She took from it the idea of sacrifice, and what it could do for you later, on the big day of reckoning. Her mama had never warned her that she might be smote down by God, but she intended to take more care and to be good, at least on the surface, in case He was watching.

Back at the house, twelve lovely cupcakes were filling the kitchen with the smell of vanilla cake. The girls were drawn there like little sugar magnets, darting in and out to peek through the oven door and see the cakes rise. Mama had changed, now, into a loose-fitting sundress made of crocheted cotton and beads. She looked like she was headed for Jamaica. She had washed her pretty face and spread Gardenia Sunset lotion all over her body so she smelled nearly as good as the cupcakes. Lily snuck up behind her to taste the icing.


“Quit it, Lily.” Mama playfully slapped her hand away.


“Can we make it orange? Please?”


“Orange? What happened to purple?” Mama asked, grinning.


“Well, maybe half orange and half purple. Do we have enough food color for that?”


“Sure we do. Go on and dig it out of the cupboard, Lil. You can stir in the dye with your sister while I get some chili started for everybody.”


Lily put her hands on her hips. “Well, don’t make it too spicy this time.”


“Yes, Ma’am.” Mama appeared contrite, but she was known to over-spice everything.


“So, who’s coming today?”


“Wayne and Carol and Lynn and I think Jackson’s got his kids this weekend, so they’re coming too.”


“Okay,” Lily said, though she had not been asked for her approval. Lily was used to the steady stream of friends in and out of their house. There were no grandparents, and Mama was an only child, so she said she liked to have friends around like one big happy family, without all the baggage. In the living room of the old house, Mama had gotten rid of the furniture she and Lily’s father bought when they first got married. She said the couches had bad energy. Instead, they had a room full of pillows, some big as an Aladdin carpet, and two wide, low tables for drinks, rolling papers, and Mama’s bong collection for smoking pot. All of the extended family, as it were, liked to sit around the tables and breathe in the smoke through water with a little mint liquor mixed in. Lily tried smoking a couple times after they went to bed, but it just made her cough and, to tell the truth, holding the Bic lighter kind of scared her. The mint taste was nice, though. Like that green ice cream from Baskin Robbins.


Wayne came in first and he was full of sparkle tonight, with a gift for Lily, which she opened right away. He’d bought her a lime green poncho with fuzzy tassels, very grown-up, she thought. She thanked him with a bear hug and a kiss. His kiss tasted like pot and Lily thought he must have already been smoking before he even came over. Then he went to kiss Mama, and that was a whole other kind of kiss. He leaned her up against the pantry door and held her hands up high with his and they kissed for a long time, kind of moaning a little and dancing in place. Lily was both fascinated and sickened. Obviously, Wayne was sleeping over tonight. She’d heard them before, thumping the headboard against the wall and yelping like a couple of dogs. She thought it was funny. She asked Mama once if he was her boyfriend, which would have been fine with her. She liked Wayne, and she barely remembered her father. But Mama said hell, no, honey, that they were just good friends. And a woman like her had needs, was all. Lily would understand one day.


Lily really just wanted to ice the cupcakes, which were now cooling on the stove. Mama put in a second batch and told Lily to listen for the timer and take them out when they were done. She and Wayne went back to her room for some ‘private time’ before the other friends showed up. Peri was asleep in the den, the television still running an episode of Flipper, so Lily settled in on the other end of the plaid sofa to watch. The episode was a good one; it really pulled pre-adolescent girls in and made them cry, just a little. Flipper helped rescue a young girl who looked just like Peri with shiny brown hair and freckles on her nose. 


Lily never heard the timer, if it ever went off. But she smelled the sharp odor of burnt sugar, well past the point of caramelization, and coughed on the smoke in the kitchen. Oh, man. The cupcakes were burnt. She wanted to cry, then, because they were ruined, but there was still another pan. She yelled for Mama. Nobody came out of the bedroom and she was too embarrassed to go open the door. So she picked up the potholders, held her breath, and opened the oven door. More smoke rolled out at her like a slap in the face, burning her eyes and the inside of her nose. She coughed and swatted at the cloud with her hand.


The pan of cupcakes looked like a tray of charcoal briquettes, sending up evil wisps of grey smoke. She was afraid to touch them. And then Peri came in, coughing too and asking what happened. She walked right up to the oven and put her hand on the inside of the door and then screamed and started crying. Lily froze for a minute. She slammed the oven door shut, reached across the hot front of the thing and turned the knob with all her might to ‘off.’  Peri jumped around, screaming, and still Mama did not come. Peri called out her name, Lily’s, not Mama’s, to make it better. Lily grabbed her sister’s hand and blew on the angry red welt, stroking her hair to calm her. Her hands shook, but she got Peri’s up to the sink and ran cold water on the burn, like Mama would do, then rubbed margarine on it, feeling the little blisters rising from under the skin.


Peri sat on the floor and sucked her thumb. Well, enough was enough, Lily thought. She went to find Mama and Wayne and they were sound asleep on Mama’s bed, naked. Lily stared for a minute at Wayne’s penis, like a big earthworm against his thigh, crawling out of a nest of dark hair. She knew all about penises, even if there were no men living in the house. Mama had read to Lily a ‘modern’ book about bodies and the differences and how babies were made, and Lily did think for a second that maybe they had made a new baby today and wouldn’t that be cool? 


“Mama!” 

Mama rubbed her eyes and smiled at Lily. She giggled to Wayne to get dressed but he thought it was funny that Lily was there and he just smiled at her and scratched around his penis and Lily saw it get bigger, right then and there. She was frightened by it, not by Wayne, but by the way the thing turned purple and pulsed and rose up, taunting her. Wayne turned toward Beverly and put his hands on her again, which meant he wanted Lily to leave. Well, no way.


“Mama, Peri got burned and the cupcakes too.”


She looked confused. “What? Peri’s asleep, honey.”


“No, she woke up. And she touched the oven.”


“Well, why did you let her do that, Lily? She’s just a child, for chrissake.” Mama rubbed her temples and sat up, groaning a little.


Lily looked at the floor and fought the urge to cry. “I didn’t mean to, Mama. I was trying to take them out and she just walked up - .”


“Lily,” she said sharply, “don’t make excuses. Let’s just hope she doesn’t scar.”


Mama wrapped up in a robe, rushed to the kitchen, picked up Peri and kissed all around the burn and then bandaged it up and gave her a lollipop. She said she really needed Lily to be more responsible and she couldn’t do everything in this house and why couldn’t she trust Lily? And then the friends came and Mama was all smiles again, welcoming everybody, who cooed over the bandage and spent extra time dancing around with Peri, even though it was Lily’s birthday. 

Later that night, when it was near bedtime, nobody could find Peri. The adults were all stoned and stumbling around, laughing as they looked for her, like it was some kind of game. Turned out Peri had started down the road to show her friend Emma her bandage. She had her little backpack with her and was walking slowly in the dark when Lily found her and brought her back. No one else had thought to check that far away, but Lily knew where her sister was. She was the only one who knew Peri that way. And she’d end up the one to rescue Peri many times in the following years, so that it became second nature to Lily, Peri’s well-being like a tether to her soul. She never left the house without knowing where Peri was, and that she was okay. She checked on her in bed every night, just in case. Peri was the kind of kid likely to wander off. She wasn’t afraid of anything. But Lily knew better.
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