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        FOR

        my favorite
                daughters
 (you know who you are)

        AND
            
all the world’s Lizzies

    

1.

In one moment

it is over.

In one moment

it is gone.

The morning grows

thin, gray

and our lives—

how they were—

have vanished.

Our lives have

changed

when I walk

in on Lizzie

my sister

holding a shotgun.

She fingers the

trigger.

Looks up.

My sister.

My sister just looks

up at me.

Touching

the trigger

of that gun.



2.

My breath goes,

lungs empty,

all the blood

runs up to my face.

My heart pounds so

that it hurts.

It hurts.

What are you doing,

Lizzie girl?

I say,

sounding just like Momma,

only not so loud.

The words are

without air

full of blood

and pain.

What are you doing?

I’m on one knee now

face-to-face

with Lizzie.

Just thinking,

she says.



Momma?

I say over my shoulder.

Momma!

And to Lizzie,

What are you thinking?

I’m not even sure

I can hear her answer,

the blood pounds

so in my ears.

Just thinking,

Lizzie says,
looking me right in the eye,

just thinking about

leaving.



3.

Wait—back up.

Back up and see the story

of Momma, Lizzie, and

me.

Of Lizzie and

me

and how the two

of us

got here

to this moment.



4.

Mama she say, Shh.

She say, Shhh.

She say, Quiet, baby.



5.

I love babies,

Momma says.

I love babies most of all.



6.

In the beginning

it was me

and Liz

and Momma

and Daddy.

The four of us.

Together.

Me and Liz just

babies.

Smiling, no teeth. Bottles.

Saggy diapers.

Sunburned cheeks.

All those old

pictures

Momma has hidden

under her

bed in that

box,

all those

pictures prove

we were a family

before.



7.

He left me,

Momma used to say

(and sometimes does

still

now),

when it was late

and she

felt lighter

from Pabst Blue Ribbon

and the hour.

He left me.

She thumped her chest,

tears making her eyes glisten.

Me and Liz

were quiet

on the edge

of the living room

watching

looking

listening.

Even from this far

away

I could see

the tears

in Momma’s eyes

Me and Liz

we sat quiet.

We stayed

we listened

because we had to.

The more she drank,

raising can after can,

the more Momma talked

and soon

would let out the truth.

She let out the truth

and the reason me and Liz

were still in the room,

like she always does.

He left me,

Momma said,

because I had

two kids.

Then she cried right out loud.

And I couldn’t help it.

I cried

with her.

Lizzie patting my shoulder.

Shhh,

Lizzie said.

Shhh.

You were his kids

too,

Momma said.

I cried along with her,

till she fell asleep, quiet, on the sofa

and Lizzie would say,

Hope, it’s time for bed.



8.

Once

after Daddy left

on his bike

and didn’t come back

Miss Freeman

waddled her way across

the street and

over to our place

with a big platter of fried catfish

and hush puppies and

a dish of potatoes and

a salad.

For you, Ms. Chapman,

she said.

I heared what happened

and I thought

you could use some good

Southern cooking.

Momma cried in Miss Freeman’s arms

and me and Lizzie

ate all the hush puppies before

Momma had dried her

eyes.

Looks like you girls

need some more of them

things,

Miss Freeman said.

And she brought us a whole

bowlful more.



9.

Miss Freeman

taught me

and Lizzie to play

rummy

and Chinese checkers

and let us watch

Wheel of Fortune

at her place

on the nights

Momma worked.

And when Momma

tried to pay her,

Miss Freeman said,

Ms. Chapman, I love these girls

like they was my own.

She laid a heavy hand

on my head

and I felt the pressure

of that hand

long after I had gone to bed.



10.

Lizzie was my job.

And I was hers.

It is your job,

Momma said

to us years ago

when me and Liz

came home from school

one day.

(Almost six

and

seven

years old.)

We were late,

late coming home from

the bus.

Playing in the

huge puddle of

mud and

water

there

in the dirt road.

Didn’t notice the time passing.

Till Miss Freeman—

old as the sun—

hollered out,

You girls know

what time it is?

Your momma is gonna be worried sick

about you two

playing in the road.

We move when we

see cars,

Lizzie said.

She had mud all over,

splashed on her

face even.

I was soaked through too.

I know it,

Miss Freeman said.

Git on home.

We got.

Momma, though,

she was even later

coming in that night,

not waiting for us

at all.

Lizzie and me

we changed our clothes,

dried the dirty places

off our legs

on a towel,

and waited.

We watched us some TV,

turned up real loud,

and waited

some more on the sofa.

And when the sun was set

coloring the sky a thin

line of hibiscus red,

Momma pulled into the

drive.

Both me and Liz,

we looked at each other,

and I felt so glad that Momma had made it home.

I let out a breath

I’d been holding all afternoon.

Now we could

eat

and not be afraid

or worried

that she

might leave

like Daddy did.

Might not come back

at all.

You make any dinner?

Momma asked Lizzie

while looking through

the fridge.

No,

Lizzie said.

Momma’s lips made a line

—like a dash—

and she said,

I got me a new job.

Then she smiled.

A good job.

It’ll take time,

this job. I’ll be

busier.

Momma walked over to us,

smoothed my hair,

patted on Lizzie’s shoulder.

We’re gonna have us some money.

More than now.

She squatted down till I could see,

in her eyes,

a bit of me

and a bit of Liz

and the light

from the fridge.

I’ll be working more and more,

she said.

And I expect you two

to help out around here.

Lizzie nodded.

Okay, Momma,

she said.

And I said,

Okay, Momma,

too.

Momma thought.

Then she said,

It is your job,

Liz,

to take care of your

little sister.

And you, Hope,

Momma said

her finger pointing like

she meant it,

you take care of Lizzie.

You hear me?

I nodded. So did

Lizzie.

Then we grinned at each

other,

showing our teeth.

All right then,

Momma said.

We are a team.

The Chapman Girls’

team.

Let’s go get us some

McDonald’s

for dinner

’cause I got money.

And she waved two twenties in the air.

I was so glad

she was home

and safe

and we were headed

to McDonald’s,

a team.



11.

Daddy,

I know,

did not mean

to leave us—

though

Momma sometimes

sees it was

me

and Liz

that sent him away.

He was coming

home

to all

of

us,

bringing

cough syrup for Lizzie

from the Piggly Wiggly,

when

he got himself

killed on that

motorcycle

of his.

Damn motorcycle,

Momma

said.

Damn cough that

Lizzie had.

Damn

damn

damn.

And I agree.



12.

It’s my job now

(like it was then

when we were

almost six and seven),

I know it,

to make Lizzie

happy.

No matter that I am

younger,

that I am

almost thirteen and she’s

fourteen.

The two of us

work hard

for

the two of us.

And have

since

the olden days,

with Momma

changing

more and more

as time passed

and it became clear

that all the praying

she did

would never bring

her dead husband back

and all the praying

in the world

me and Lizzie did

wouldn’t keep

Momma from falling

in her own work

and away from us

more and more.



13.

So we grow up alone

without Daddy

with Miss Freeman

looking in on us

from time to time

with Momma busy

more and more.

Me and Lizzie.

Together.

Until it all begins

with that

gun.



14.

Last night

me and Lizzie

sit

in the dark,

sit on my bed,

in the quiet of

night.

We’re all grown up,

I think.

But we are

having us some

troubles.

Now all I can hear is

our breathing,

and from outside,

the frogs and crickets

singing nighttime songs.

I can see the shadow shape of

trees. A light wind
moves the leaves

like a waving hand.



I talk soft at the

side of Lizzie’s head.

Right now I

think of her like the tiny baby she was,

drinking green Kool-Aid

from a bottle,

biting the nipple so

it hung from her mouth,

and slapped her

baby chest.

The picture tucked under

the bed with

the rest—

the picture that proves

a father

a mother

and two sisters.

My own bottle of Kool-Aid.

Me on my back.

Feet supporting that

bottle.



(And Momma laughing.

Laughing!)

I say to Liz on this night,

I say,

’Member last night how

I was upset at you

’cause you couldn’t sleep?

Liz nods.

She stares off

away

like she sees past the walls

of our

room.

I smell VO5 shampoo

in her hair,

balsam flavor.

’Member I told you,

I say,

to get on out of our room

if you wouldn’t be quiet?

She cried long into the night.

Has been

weeping

for days now.

Crying when the sun

settles to rest itself

past the lip of the world.

Even in her sleep,

crying.

I was just tired then,

I say.

Thinking of that

baby

picture.

Thinking of the

Before

photos and what

they prove.

’Member afterwards I snuggled

you up,

I say,

and then we went to sleep?



Again Liz nods.

Good,

I say,

I just want you

to remember.

And I remember,

I remember,

how I promised

before

to take care of

Lizzie

who is not

as strong as me.

Momma says so.



15.

And then

this morning—

all bright for a minute—

turns dark on me

turns in on me

when

I walk into

the bathroom and

see my sister

fingering the

trigger

of the

shotgun

Momma uses to kill

pygmy rattlers

when we go

to the lake.

Lizzie looks at me

her finger just touching that

trigger

and I say,

What are you doing, Lizzie girl?

I sound just like Momma,

only not so loud.

What are you doing?



16.

I can’t see it right.

I can’t see it clear.

Did I do this wrong?



17.

She’s

fourteen

and

has tried to kill herself.

I cannot see it.

I cannot see the why.

Why?

Momma says,

loud in Liz’s face.

We stand in the living room

all of us,

with that bright

sun splashing

on the floor at

our feet,

waiting for the police

to carry my sister

away.

I didn’t shoot,

Lizzie says.

But Momma’s called the cops

anyway.

(It is my responsibility to take care of Liz.)

I won’t do this,

Momma says. I won’t do this.

I won’t lose

anyone

not even

one

more

time.

(And Liz’s

supposed to take care of

me.)

Liz,

my Lizzie,

she does not answer.

But she does look

at Momma.

She looks at her

so hard

so long

that Momma

finally turns away.



18.

I am old with living.

So much older than almost thirteen.

And things aren’t right.

Not at all.

Is Lizzie nuts

like Momma says?

(It runs in the family,

you know?

No, Momma, I

didn’t know.)

Is Momma?

Is it me who is crazy,

twisted tight with all of this?

So tight

I am not sure I can

breathe.

There’s been

a spiral in time,

things changing so

fast

I don’t know my sister

anymore.

Oh, Liz.

Stop that thinking so you can

come back.



19.

Before all this,

before Liz grew

weary of living

we used to laugh.

Once,

Momma

put me and Liz

in the car

and said,

We are going

garage sale-ing

and you can get yourselves

whatever you want.

Me and Liz,

we whooped it up!

Laughed out loud.

Momma flung us

some money to the backseat.

Lots of ones,

folded so many times

they were soft

as an old blanket.

We rode up and

down the streets

of Ormond,

passed the 7-Eleven,

passed the Piggly Wiggly

looking for signs.

All around us

the smell of pine

and the salt of the ocean,

the clatter of palm fronds

when the wind pushed through,

cooling the air

for us.

There’s one,

I’d say.

There’s one,

Lizzie would say.

And Momma,

she would throw

her head back

and laugh.

Then

help us dig

through boxes of

toys,

the hot sun simmering,

to find just the right thing,

just the thing

me

or Lizzie

had been hoping

for.



20.

That very afternoon

of the gun day,

Momma and me

stand at the edge of a parking lot,

the end-of-school

weather throbbing

around us,

hot.

Oaks dip toward the ground,

lining the lawn

shading the sidewalk.

This grass is like carpet.

I cannot recall the time we step in

the hospital

but

it’s chilly in the building,

dark

after outside.

A

goose runs over

my grave.

Don’t think that.



This way,

Momma says,

and walks right past

the front desk like

she knows this hospital.

No one questions her.

No one stops us.

Somehow

we sneak down one hall

then another

and another,

in the green coolness of

the hospital,

until we

stand in

a corridor

with a sofa that has no back.

Momma holds an unlit cigarette

to her lips.

Shhh, she says, shhh.

I nod.

Down some,

there’s a huge door,

pale green.

The sign,

printed in block letters,

black letters:

LOCKDOWN UNIT

I can see it

from where I sit

and I shiver

again.

Up high

in the door

is a window,

big enough for just eyes

to look through.

And there is wire inside the glass.

Who can get through there?

I say to Momma,

nodding to that

window.

Can’t no one squeeze through

that little rectangle.

But she doesn’t answer.

Just waves her cigarette at me

and chews at her nails

that bleed from

torn cuticles.

I am

scared and

sick

so that I might throw up.

I sit on the edge of my seat,

try to catch just a glimpse

of that huge door

by looking at things through one

squinted eye.

With one eye

the sign looks even

farther away.



LOCKDOWN UNIT

My momma,

out of nowhere,

she sobs.

But I don’t shed a tear.

I am the strong one.

Then I hear them from down the hall.

Coming our way.

And

there is Liz

caught

between two men.

One on each side.

Their hands tight

on her arms.

She

fights.

My sister the fighter,

who almost gave up

to try and kill herself,

she

slings her body this way and that.

I stand

to go to her.

To get to her.

To take care of her.

But Momma, she grabs at my arm,

pinching.

There’s an

animal in my throat

that wants to scream

its way out.

It could tear my

throat apart,

I think.

They get to the door

to the sign

Liz fighting fighting fighting.

One guy

he presses at a buzzer

I somehow missed

seeing.

Liz works

to free herself.

Growling.

Oh baby,

Momma says.

Her voice is a long wail,

twisting like a snake.

Liz turns and looks back.

She catches sight of us.

Me one step closer.

Momma holding on to my arm.

Now Liz screams.

Now she bucks.

Now she throws her body
from side to side:

a wild thing.

My guts wrench for Liz.

They tie themselves

into a knot.

I take another step

but Momma

pulls me back.

Don’t let them take me,

Hope,

Liz says,

don’t let them take me.

Her voice

pierces me in the chest,

right under

the breastbone.

And my heart,

right then and there,

rips in half.

I can feel the weepy

tear in it.

One man says,

How the hell

did the two of them get up

here? Call

security.

Now Momma cries loud,

banging her fists on the wall,

dropping her head

like it is too

heavy to hold

up

on that skinny neck of hers.

I’ve never seen her act this way before.

My Liz, she fights

and hollers

and begs.

No time for anyone to call

with Lizzie fighting

like that.

Hope,

Lizzie says

my name over

and

over

and

over

again.

Hope!

And, oh,

I stand there.

Oh, my heart.

I stand there,

still.

Get her inside,

the man says.

He looks at Momma

crying,

wailing,

and at me,

unmoving,

and says,

Get the hell out of

here.

This is a restricted

area.

His voice is loud as Liz’s.

The door opens

and then

Liz is

gone

from us.

But not before she

calls out.

One last time.

My sister says,

Hope.

My name echoes in the hall

long after

that door is closed.



21.

I need words

for what has happened

here

and there aren’t any.

Not for what I have seen.

At first

I sit, quiet,

on the sofa with

no back.

Then I get up

and walk myself over

to that heavy door

and

tap

on

it.

My hand shakes.

I press my ear

to the metal,

all cold.

Lizzie?



22.

I want to talk

but no voice

comes out.

And that door

stays shut

tight.

Don’t be so

damn melodramatic,

Momma says

and gives a sniff,

wiping at her nose with her arm.

Then she is crying again.

Without tears.

Lighting up

her cigarette

right there in the

hospital.

After a while,

when I think I can make it,

I lead Momma

to the elevator,

holding her up.

Outside the sun

is so bright

it feels like noon

but I know

it can’t be,

that it’s way

later in the day

than that.

Momma stumbles off

the sidewalk,

almost falling to one knee.

And I throw back

my head

and laugh like nothing

else.

The thing is,

though,

I don’t think

it is a bit

funny.



23.

All these years,

Momma says, driving us

up the coast

toward home,

following the old

beach highway.

All these years,

she says,

I kept us

from government help.

Until now.

The hospital and Lizzie are behind us.

Ormond and welfare wait for us

up the road some.

It’s growing dark,

the sky turning

pink and gold

with just that much blue.

Momma is quiet

smoking

smoking

her eyes dripping

like she has leaks.

Then she says,

Your daddy and me

used to drive

this old road on his bike.

You did?

I say.

I never knew.

There’s lots you don’t know,

Momma says.

And she is right about

that.

She is right

about

that.



24.

Momma:

1. Applies for welfare.

2. Hollers at my absent daddy.

3. Settles down for a few drinks.

I:

1. Sneak out of the house.

2. Grab my bike from the falling-down garage.

3. Pedal on over to Mari’s.

I pedal as

fast as

I can.






OEBPS/images/9781416997320.jpg
LIPS

UAROL LYNGH WILLIAMS

A PAULA WISEMAN BOOK






