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Wedding Bell Blues
The things a woman will do for love… and Lily had love, lots of it. But her partner Charlotte is dead. 
Their daughter Mimi keeps her sane—until Charlotte's family claims they have all the rights to Mimi, 
who is their blood kin, and no “real” relation to Lily. With what’s left of her world balanced on a 
razor’s edge, any choice to find safer ground seems reasonable. 
Even getting married. Married to her Bugle Boy-wearing, trust fund-spending gay neighbor, Ben. 
Married and relocated to rural Georgia where Ben’s powerful family will make sure Lily gets custody 
of Mimi. 
Just one little trick involved: convincing Ben’s parents their marriage is the real thing. It doesn't seem 
like keeping up appearances will be that hard. But the charade gets more difficult when a beautiful 
country veterinarian offers Lily a taste of what she’s pretending she no longer craves…
CHAPTER 1
“Widowhood may cause some major changes in my life, but it sure as hell won’t affect my wardrobe,”Lily muttered as she surveyed the dozens of black dresses in her closet. Of course, even though all of herdresses were black, most of them wouldn’t be appropriate for the memorial service—or the funeral, asCharlotte’s parents insisted on calling it. 
The black minidress printed with images of Jackie O’s face was definitely out, although Lily couldn’thelp but think that Charlotte—wherever she was—would get a kick out of seeing Lily show up at hermemorial service in a dress paying tribute to that most famous of professional widows. Lily would haveto wear something with long enough sleeves to cover her tattoos —the woman’s symbol in Celticknotwork she’d gotten on her right bicep to celebrate her lesbianism and the matching band in knotworkshe’d gotten just below it, to mark her commitment to Charlotte. 
After Lily and Charlotte had been together three years, they were surprised to find themselves yearningfor a symbol of the permanence of their relationship. The media flooded consumers with images ofheterosexual commitment: diamond engagement rings, virginal white wedding gowns, and honeymoonsuites reserved for church-and-state-approved hetero hanky-panky. But for same-sex couples, symbols ofcommitment were hard to find. 
They had toyed briefly with the ring—and-commitment—ceremony route but gave up the notion whenthey tried to picture themselves in a jewelry store, crooning over diamonds like a former frat boy and hisbleached-blonde bride-to-be. Besides, the only pieces of jewelry Lily wore regularly were the silver ringsin her ears, nose, and navel, and Charlotte was a professed socialist who eschewed status symbols. 
Neither of them was the diamond-ring type. 
And so they had settled on the armbands. The tattooing had been their commitment ceremony. Charlottehad held Lily’s left hand while the lesbian tattoo artist inked her right arm, and Lily did the same forCharlotte when her turn came. After their artwork was complete, they had kissed. 
That night, Lily and Charlotte had enjoyed a night of passionate but awkward lovemaking, as theywallowed in connubial bliss while trying to avoid each other’s bandaged biceps. 
The past two weeks, the image of Charlotte’s armband had haunted Lily. When the highway patrolmantold her that Charlotte’s car had been run off a rain-slick road in southern Georgia, Lily’s mind flashed toCharlotte’s tattoo. Charlotte had left the house the morning of the accident wearing a black T-shirt withthe sleeves cut off so she could show off her ink and shock her uptight academic colleagues. 
Later, when Charlotte’s body was being cremated, Lily thought again of the tattoo, of the symbol of theirlove, burning away to ashes. 
Maybe all couples should get tattoos as a sign of commitment, Lily thought as she yanked on thepantyhose she resented wearing. A wedding ring could be put in a drawer and forgotten after one’s partnerpassed on, but a tattoo was a constant reminder to remember. No matter what happened, Lily wouldalways be marked by Charlotte’s love. 
Lily regarded herself in the full-length mirror: her plain black vintage dress with its tattoo-concealingsleeves, her black stockings, and the black Mary Janes with chunky high heels, which were the closestthing to a respectable-looking pair of shoes she owned. She had pulled her white-girl dreadlocks into amessy bun so her hair didn’t look too wild, and she had replaced the silver hoop in her nose with a tinysilver stud. She had considered removing her body jewelry altogether, but she couldn’t bear to. Hermultiple piercings were the only thing that prevented her from looking like someone’s grandmother fromthe Old Country. 
 
Lily walked to the room at the end of the hall, where Mimi was still asleep in her crib. Lily hatedto wake her up to take her to this damned thing. Charlotte’s real funeral had been last week — a small,private service in which Charlotte’s friends had gathered to remember Charlotte the way she really was. 
They had told stories and read poems by Adrienne Rich and Audre Lorde to the accompaniment of asoftly strumming guitarist, and Lily had cried until she marveled that there was any fluid left in her body. 
 
But today’s service had nothing to do with Charlotte. Had she been alive, it would have been thekind of thing you couldn’t have dragged her to. Today’s service was about Charlotte’s parents and howthey wanted to remember her — which, of course, was in complete contrast to her. Now that Charlottewas dead, her parents could shape her into what they had always wanted her to be: a dutiful, passive,Christian daughter. Of course, the only reason they could make this transformation was that Charlotte wasno longer around to defend herself. 
 
But Lily was still around — a fact, she was sure, that troubled Charlotte’s parents no end. And foras long as she was around, she would defend Charlotte’s real memory. Charlotte’s parents might not likeit, but they would have to put up with Lily’s troublemaking for one reason: Mimi, the bearer ofCharlotte’s genetic material, who was snoring sweetly in her crib. 
 
The story of Mimi’s conception, like the conception stories of all children of lesbian parents, was along one. Lily and Charlotte had often discussed the fact that if straight couples had to go to the sametrouble as lesbians to get pregnant, there would be fewer cases of abused and neglected children becausethere would be no instances of “oops, a pregnancy.” Every child would be wanted because the parentswould have gone to a whole hell of a lot of trouble in order to conceive. 
 
Even though Mimi’s conception was the result of many frustrating months and so many intimateencounters with a turkey baster that Thanksgiving would never be the same again, the method by whichMimi’s biological parents were chosen had been as simple as a game at a children’s party. 
 
Lily and Charlotte’s best friends were Desmond and Ben, who lived in the condo adjoining theirs. 
Ex-lovers whose personalities were as different as RuPaul’s and Bruce Bawer’s, Desmond and Ben hadcontinued to share the same living quarters even after they had stopped sharing a bed. It was as if they haddecided that now that they were no longer lovers, they would be brothers instead — with a specialemphasis on sibling rivalry. 
 
On the evening Lily and Charlotte had naively thought their baby’s conception would take place,Lily had made a pan of her famous eggplant parmesan while Charlotte had gone out to buy the biggest jugof decent wine she could find. That night, after Lily, Desmond, Ben, and Charlotte had eaten dinner andswilled down enough wine to giggle away any awkwardness, Lily had set two black hats on the coffeetable, one labeled sperm and one labeled egg. The slip of paper drawn from the sperm hat woulddetermine the sperm donor; the egg hat would reveal the biological mom’s identity. Since Lily andCharlotte’s cycles were in sync, they figured they were equally likely to conceive. 
 
“Who gets to pick?” Charlotte asked. 
 
“Well, one of the boys should get to pick from the sperm hat,” Lily said. 
 
“You do it, Ben. I’m too nervous. I feel like I’m a game-show contestant or something,” Desmondsaid, his amethyst pinkie ring glittering as he poured himself another glass of wine. 
 
“Oh, for god’s sake—” Ben closed his eyes, picked a slip of paper out of the hat, unfolded it, andglanced at it. “It’s you, Dez.” 
 
Dez leaped out of his chair and began dancing around the room, singing, “I get to be the patriarch! 
I get to be the patriarch!” The sight was made all the more comical by the fact that Dez’s large body wasclothed in a purple flowered caftan at the time. 
 
“Are you girls sure you want him to be the father?” Ben asked. “I mean, what if the kid turns outto be a boy? Do you really want a son prancing around with Dez’s genetic material?” 
 
“Oh, I want you to listen to her,” Dez said. “Just because she’s got a closetful of Tommy Hilfiger,she thinks she’s the butch one.” He turned to Lily and Charlotte. “Any objections to the kid calling meBig Daddy? It’s what Ben used to call me...once upon a time.” 
 
Ben looked down to hide his red cheeks. “Shut up, Dez. It’s the girls’ turn to draw.” 
 
Lily held out the egg hat, and Charlotte shut her eyes, selected a slip of paper, and glanced at it. 
“Omigod! It’s me!” she whooped. 
 
Ben laughed. “The queen and the diesel dyke! What kinda morphodite are you two figuring onmaking?” 
 
Lily smiled. “Fortunately, a normal child was never what we were shooting for.” 

 
“Well, I, for one, am completely comfortable with the idea,” Dez said. “This child will be yetanother fine collaborative effort between Dr. Charlotte Maycomb and Dr. Desmond Reed.” 
 
Colleagues at Atlanta State University, Charlotte and Dez had collaborated on a number ofacademic papers and one book, The Lust That Dared Not Speak Its Name: A History of Nineteenth-Century British Homosexual Scandals. 
 
After another round of wine, Lily, Charlotte, and Dez retreated upstairs while Ben flipped on theTV to catch the financial report on CNN. Once they were upstairs, Lily presented Dez with a glass jar. 
“Oh, so now that you’ve wined me and dined me, you want me to put out, is that it?” he said. 
 
“I guess that’s about the size of it. Uh...maybe you’d like to use the spare bedroom. Charlotte and Iwill be in our room whenever you’re, uh, ready.” 
 
“Give me that issue of Premiere with Mark Wahlberg on it, and I won’t be a minute.” 
 
Four minutes later, Dez knocked on Lily and Charlotte’s bedroom door. “Here it is, ladies — mycuppa, cuppa burnin’ love.” 
 
Lily gingerly accepted the jar, and Desmond bowed out of the room, with the comment that hewas confident they had things under control from there. Lily did her business with the turkey baster, andthen Charlotte stood on her head because she had read somewhere that it aided conception. 
 
But the evening of eggplant parmesan was not to be the night of conception. Only unluckyteenagers get pregnant after just one ejaculation. Soon Charlotte, Lily, and Dez had done the jar-and-baster routine so many times that they lost all their self-consciousness. It became a running joke. Oneafternoon Lily had rung Dez and Ben’s doorbell and greeted them with, “Excuse me, but could I troubleyou for a cup of sperm?” 
 
On their last attempt, Dez delivered his jar to their door and said, “This better do the trick. Thehair I’m growing on my palms is starting to cause some painful friction.” 
 
It did the trick. And nine months later, little Artemesia Gentileschi Maycomb (Mimi for short) wasborn. Lily, Dez, and Ben were all present in the birthing room, although Ben had to excuse himself tothrow up when he saw the placenta. 
 
Charlotte and Dez had lived long enough to see Mimi’s first birthday. And if it hadn’t been forDez’s morbid fear of airplanes, they might be alive still. But he refused to fly, so if he and Charlotte weregoing to attend a conference, no matter how far away it, they always rented a car. So instead of flying intoMiami for the gay/lesbian studies conference, they drove, and the rainy roads of southern Georgia robbedMimi of her Mommy and Dezzy, Lily of her lover and her friend. 
 
Lily gently shook her daughter’s shoulder. “Wake up, sweetie. Time to go see your grandma andgrandpa.” Who are batshit crazy, she thought, but obviously she wasn’t going to say this to a one-year old. 
 
“Mama?” Mimi’s blue eyes, the image of her mother’s, were droopy with sleep. “Mick.” 
 
“I’ll get you some milk, Mimi-saurus.” She supposed it was lucky that Mimi had been weanedfrom breast milk just before her first birthday, since the only kind of milk Lily could provide for her camein a can. 
 
She carried Mimi downstairs and heated up some formula. After Mimi had sucked it down, Lilychanged her diaper and brushed through her unruly baby hair — more out of habit than because it did anygood. 
 
Lily sighed and wished for a drink, a joint, an excuse. But there was no time for the first two, andher mind was too clouded by grief to think up an excuse. She grabbed her car keys and Mimi’s diaperbag. 
 
It was time to go to church. 
 CHAPTER 2
  
Lily felt empty and unsettled as she drove out of downtown Atlanta and into Cobb County. Sheimagined it was much the same feeling native New Yorkers got when they crossed the line into NewJersey: the feeling of being among “them” instead of “us.” 
 
Downtown Atlanta had character, history, and the tolerant do-what-you-want quality of the city. 
Hole-in-the-wall Thai restaurants sat next door to gay leather bars. You could see the church oncepastored by Martin Luther King, the Margaret Mitchell House, or (if your tastes ran to the morbid thestreet corner where Ms. Mitchell was fatally hit by a taxi. The junk-food establishments even hadcharacter and history: the Varsity, where comedian Nipsy Russell had once worked as a carhop, and theMajestic, the seedy all-night diner where Jack Kerouac used to kill time. 
 
Driving through Cobb though, it was rare to see buildings that had been erected prior to 1975. 
Restaurants consisted mainly of the usual suspects: McDonald’s, Chuck E. Cheese, Steak n’ Shake. Thestores were links in multinational chains and were housed in sterile strip malls. If someone blindfoldedme and dropped me in the middle of Cobb County, Lily thought, there would be no way I could figure outwhere the hell I was. The area had no distinguishing characteristics. 
 
Calvary Baptist Church, the church where Charlotte’s family were having their little denial-fest ofa memorial service, was the biggest, ugliest Protestant church on a street lined with big, ugly Protestantchurches. Calvary was especially aesthetically offensive because of its puke-yellow brick and cream-colored, plantation-style columns. The plantation image was appropriate for the church, though, since theonly black person ever seen on the premises was the janitor. 
 
“Damn,” Lily muttered when she saw that according to the church clock, she was five minuteslate. According to her battered Timex, she was two minutes early, but apparently her watch didn’t run onCobb County time. She scooped Mimi up out of her car seat. “Okay, kid, you’ve never been to one ofthese before, and hopefully you’ll never have to go to one again. It’s called a church service.” 
 
Once inside, Lily followed the sound of the maudlin organ music and slipped into a back pew inthe sanctuary. An old lady in a wig that was slightly askew pounded on the pipe organ — one of thosedroning songs from the Baptist Hymnal. Was it “Rock of Ages” or “Blessed Assurance”? Lily could neverkeep those oldies-but-oldies straight, and her memory wasn’t aided by the fact that the goal of mostWASP church musicians seemed to be to make all the songs sound as much alike as possible. 
 
The stark white sanctuary was huge, but fewer than twenty people sat in the pews: Charlotte’sparents, recognizable because of Ida Maycomb’s helmet of rigidly coiffed brown hair and CharlesMaycomb’s shiny bald pate; Charlotte’s brother Mike, there with his wife and two kids; and a few ofCharlotte’s aunts and uncles. Lily figured that the other people in attendance were the types who waitedaround for the church doors to be unlocked so they could dart in and warm a pew. If this had been a realmemorial service, instead of Ida and Charles Maycomb’s half-assed attempt to mark the passing of thedaughter they never approved of, the turnout would have been pathetic. 
 
After the pipe organ breathed its last, a puffy man whose gray hair matched his gray three-piecesuit took his place behind the podium. “We gather here today,” he said, his voice dripping with mocksolemnity, “to mourn the passing of the daughter of two of our congregation’s most beloved members, Idaand Charles Maycomb.” 
 
Lily saw where this was going. Charlotte wasn’t even going to get top billing at her own memorialservice. 
 
“As Scripture has shown us,” the reverend continued, “there are few experiences more painfulthan the death of a child. When God tests Job, he takes his children from him. And just as Job wept for hislost children, today we join Ida and Charles Maycomb in weeping for their lost child, CharlotteMaycomb.” 
 
Lily shifted Mimi’s weight on her lap. Lost child? Charlotte had been thirty-eight years old. 
 
“And as always, Charlotte’s passing gives us the opportunity to ask ourselves: Are we really livingour lives in a way that would make Jesus proud?” The rev was curiously puffy — not fat, exactly, butbloated, as though someone had given him an enema with the air from a bicycle pump. “Or when our timecomes and we stand before Saint Peter at the pearly gates, are we going to have some explaining to do? 
Today, as we observe Charlotte’s passing, I urge you all to think: If Jesus took you today, where wouldyou spend eternity?” 
 
Lily heard Ida’s sobs. No doubt she was contemplating her sinful lesbian daughter frying extra-crispy in the fires of hell. Lily had no doubt that Charlotte’s sinfulness was the not-so-subtle subtext of therev’s little sermon. What made it all the more irritating was his delivery. For some reason, Lily didn’tobject to the loud-mouthed hellfire-and-brimstone preachers as much as preachers like Mr. CalvaryBaptist here. While the ideas he expressed were the same old damnation-and-judgment mambo, he spokein sweet, subdued tones with a simper on his face that Lily longed to slap off. The only thing worse thanregular hellfire and brimstone, Lily decided, was candy-coated hellfire and brimstone. 
 
Lily spaced out for a few comparatively pleasant minutes, but when her attention returned to thegray three-piece suit behind the podium, he said, “And now, we’re going to hear from somebody whoholds our dearly departed in a very special place in his heart. I ask you: What can be more tender, moreprotective and sweet than a big brother’s love for his little sister? Michael Charles Maycomb, won’t youcome up and say a few words?” 

 
Mike? Lily nearly dropped the baby off her lap in shock. According to Charlotte, Mike had beenintent on making Charlotte’s life as unpleasant as possible from the moment she was born. WhenCharlotte was an infant, her baby skin was covered with bruises from where Mike used to pinch her whennobody was looking. When she was a little girl, Mike took the axe from the toolshed and chopped hernew red wagon into splinters. When, as a young adolescent, Charlotte began to develop at a rapid rate,Mike insisted on calling her “Jugs.” And this was only the stuff Charlotte had told Lily about. No matterwhat Mike did when they were growing up, Charlotte told Lily, her parents dismissed it with clichés like, 
“Boys will be boys.” 
 
Now Mike was president of the Cobb County chapter of the Lord’s Lieutenants, an all-maleChristian paramilitary organization devoted to preserving traditional Christian values, particularly as theypertain to the submission of women. Prior to her death, Charlotte only saw Mike at unavoidable familyoccasions. Once, Charlotte had told Lily, Mike had cornered her and told her how being the liberal shewas, she should appreciate the Lord’s Lieutenants because they happily accepted black, Latino, and Asianmen into their ranks. Charlotte had replied, “How beautiful ... all races, creeds, and colors united in thespirit of misogyny.” 
 
Charlotte told Lily afterward that she was sure this comment would have really pissed Mike off, ifhe had known what the word misogyny meant. 
 
And so it was Mike whom the Maycombs had decided would memorialize Charlotte. It wasfitting, in a perverse way. They never understood her while she was alive. Why should they understandher now that she was dead? 
 
Mike stood at the lectern in his gray three-piece suit (What is it with the gray three-piece suits inthis church? Lily wondered), his ash-blond hair combed over his bald spot. “Charlotte always did lovereading literature and stuff like that,” he began, “so I’ve composed a poem in her honor.” 
 
Dear god, no, Lily thought. 
 
He cleared his throat and began. “It’s called, ‘My Sister’.” He began reading in the sing-songrhythm that the marginally literate feel is integral to poetry:
   
When I was a boy, God looked down and saw me at my play. 
 He said, “This boy needs a friend to help him on his way.” That’s why, I think, he saw fit to send you to me— 
 A little baby sister—as sweet as sweet could be. 
 I used to stand and watch you as in your crib you laid. 
 As time went by and you grew some, in the yard we played. 
 More time went by, and I admit, I was surprised to see
 The educated lady that you turned out to be. 
 Now the Lord has taken you, and as we together pray, 
 There’s something I have never said that I want to say. 
 Although I’ve never said it, please know that it is true, When I say these three words, my sister: I... 
   
Then a miracle occurred. Well, the closest thing to a miracle this church would see anyway. AsLily held the suddenly restless Mimi on her lap, she detected warmth and movement emanating from thechild’s diaper. Hallelujah! Lily thought. The child hath pooped! Now I have a socially acceptable reasonto bolt from this debacle of a memorial service. 
 
Just then, Mimi emitted an eardrum-shattering wail. Given the nature of Mike’s poem, Lily wasn’tsure if Mimi was crying because of her soiled diaper or because she was a budding literary critic. 
 
When Lily carried Mimi into the ladies’ room, she was dismayed to discover that it was notequipped with a changing table. Great, she thought, all this talk of family values in this church, and theydon’t even give me a place to change a poopy diaper. She changed Mimi awkwardly on the counter, andthen noticed that the large mirror above the counter protruded two or three inches from the wall. Insteadof throwing the dirty diaper into the trash like a good girl, she slam-dunked it so it wedged between themirror and the wall. By tomorrow morning’s service, that diaper would be stinking up the place prettygood, and they’d go nuts trying to figure out where the smell was coming from. 
 
Lily reentered the sanctuary just in time to hear the rev suggest that they all join in singing “HowGreat Thou Art,” since it had been “one of Charlotte’s favorites.” To the best of Lily’s memory,Charlotte’s favorite song had been Patti Smith’s version of “Gloria.” 
 
As soon as the service was over, Ida made a bee-line for Lily. “There’s my little precious!” shesquealed at Mimi. “There’s Grandma’s little angel!” 
 
“Gamma!” Mimi sprang into Ida’s arms, and Ida carried her away without even acknowledgingLily’s presence. 
 
Lily watched as Ida showed Mimi off to her church friends. As she watched the bald men andshampooed-and-set women coo over her daughter, Lily was reminded of that scene in Rosemary’s Babywhere Rosemary discovers all the wrinkled old Satanists keeping watch over her baby’s black bassinet. 
Five minutes, she thought. They can fuss over Mimi for exactly five minutes, but then we’ve got to getout of here before I turn into a pumpkin or a pillar of salt or something. 
 
She watched the seconds tick by on her Timex, gnawed her already nubby fingernails, and thoughthow much Charlotte would have hated this whole thing. As she approached Ida and one of her church-lady friends, she heard the friend say, “Cremated? Really? Well, of course, I would just never feel rightabout being cremated, but Charlotte always was” —she stiffened when she saw Lily — “different.” 
 
“Mama!” Mimi called when she saw Lily. Lily was sure it wasn’t her imagination that both Idaand her sour-faced friend cringed. 
 
“I guess we’d better be taking off,” Lily said. 
 
“Ooh, can’t this precious angel stay with her grandma just a few teeny-weeny minutes?” 
 
Great, make me the bad guy, Lily thought. “Well, it is getting to be her dinnertime ...” 
 
“Oh, all right,” Ida sighed, careful to hand over Mimi without making any physical contact withLily —wouldn’t want to catch those lesbian cooties. “But I think the boys had something they wanted totalk to you about before you left.” She looked around in that desperate, dithering way she had, calling, 
“Charles! Mike! Lily’s leaving!” 
 
Charles and Mike appeared at her side. Charles nodded at Lily and said, “We’ll walk you to yourcar.” 
 
Walking to the car with a large, gray-suited man on either side of her, Lily felt like she was in oneof those scenes in a movie in which the mobsters politely escort their victim to a car with the destinationof a deserted warehouse where no one can hear the screams. 
 
When they reached her car, Charles said, “We didn’t want to say anything at the reading of the will
— didn’t want to make a scene. We know how upset you were— how upset we all were.” His tone wasgentle, calm. “But we just wanted to let you know today, Mike here’s been talking to some attorneys whoare in the Lord’s Lieutenants with him—” 
 
“Attorneys?” Lily’s stomach tied itself into a Gordian knot. 
 
“Yes,” Mike said. “You see, we just don’t feel that a young lady on her own ... a young lady suchas yourself, with no blood ties to Mimi whatsoever ... what kind of parent could you possibly be?” 
 
“I’ve been a damned good one for the past thirteen months.” She ran her hand through her hair,which loosened her bun and made her dreadlocks fall loose on her shoulders. “Look, I don’t have tojustify myself to you. You read Charlotte’s will the same as I did. If you loved Charlotte at all, you’drespect her wishes.” 
 
Charles’s tone was irritatingly even. “We loved Charlotte very much. It’s just that we don’t feelshe was capable of understanding what is best for her child. She was blinded by her ... her ...” 
 
“Her sickness,” Mike finished helpfully. 
 
Lily set Mimi in her car seat and spun around to face her enemies. “Her sickness, huh? Let me tellyou, this, this, is the sick shit right here! Charlotte knew more about loving and raising a child than youfucking bigots ever did!” 
 
“See, this is just the kind of thing we’re talking about,” Mike said calmly. “You should never usesuch foul language in front of a child.” He pressed a card into Lily’s fist. “If you decide you’d like to talksensibly about this, you can speak to our attorney.” 
 
As Charlotte and Mike walked away, Lily looked at the card in her hand: STEPHEN J. 
HAMILTON, ATTORNEY-AT-LAW. Hamilton was one of the most powerful right-wingers in the state. 
And all Lily had on her side were the wishes of her dead lesbian lover. 
 
She got in the car and pounded her head against the steering wheel. That was productive, shethought. Now what the hell am I going to do? 
 CHAPTER 3
  
Lily sat on the couch with her head on Ben’s shoulder, a glass of wine in one hand and a Kleenexin the other. When she’d put Mimi to bed an hour ago, she had stood by her crib watching her sleep. Mimiwas perfect in sleep — her fringe of eyelashes resting on her round cheeks, her little rosebud lips slightlyparted. Lily had trembled with the fear of losing her. 
 
Charlotte’s absence left an aching void in Lily’s life, but even the second Lily heard about theaccident, she knew she would go on. She would have to, for Mimi. Without Mimi, though, Lily couldn’teven imagine a reason for waking up in the morning, for keeping up a pretense of living. 
 
Lily could tell that Ben wasn’t used to women crying on his shoulder. He patted her in thedistracted way a person who isn’t particularly fond of dogs might pat an affection-starved beagle. 
“Fucking breeders,” he muttered. 
 
“Hey,” Lily sniffed, “you promised Charlotte and me you wouldn’t use that word anymore afterwe decided to have the baby.” 
 
“It’s different with queers,” Ben said. “You and Charlotte made an informed decision to becomeparents. Breeders litter the earth with their progeny without even giving it a thought. But even that’s notenough for them; they have to take our kids, too.” 
 
Dez and Charlotte used to make fun of Ben’s dismal views of the plight of gays. Dez always saidBen sounded like one of the tragic homos in those 50s pulp novels with titles like Children of Twilight. 
Today, though, Lily wondered if Ben’s bleak view might be valid. She sniveled some more on his TommyHilfiger T-shirted shoulder, even though the way he was patting her was starting to get on her nerves. 
 
“Okay, enough of this,” Ben said abruptly. “My shoulder is falling asleep.” 
 
Lily sat up. “Sorry, man. Didn’t mean to test the bounds of your sensitivity.” 
 
“I’m just trying to be practical. Crying gets us nowhere. We’ve got to decide what we’re going todo.” 
 
“Do? There’s nothing to do. I mean, I’ll hire a gay positive lawyer, and we’ll go to court andeverything. But we’re doomed. Don’t you know how every single custody case involving a lesbian momhas turned out? Judges would rather see kids raised by a child-molesting serial killer than a dyke. And I’mnot even Mimi’s biological mother!” 
 
Ben rose from the couch and started pacing. “Well, it certainly is a complex problem.” He pacedback and forth across the living room floor. “Hmm. Let me ask you this. You’re not bound to Atlanta forany reason, are you? I mean ... you could do your work somewhere else, right?” 
 
Lily was the author and illustrator of several books for children. As long as she had her drawingboard, she, could work anywhere. Of course, the past couple of weeks, she hadn’t felt much like working. 
“Sure... I guess I could go somewhere else.” She tried to picture herself and Mimi and Ben on a cross-country trek, hiding from the Maycombs. “But Ben, I don’t think we can run away from this, and if you’llforgive me for saying so, you don’t exactly strike me as the Thelma and Louise type.” 
 
“You’re right on that count. All I could think about the whole time I was watching that movie washow long it had been since those girls had taken a shower.” He paced some more in silence, then asked, 
“What kind of relationship do you have with your family?” 
 
“Not much of one. Mom and Dad are divorced. Dad and I exchange Christmas and birthday cards,and that’s about it. Mom and I have lunch every couple of months or so. She tells me that I’m a grownwoman and should get a decent hairstyle and take that ridiculous thing out of my nose.” 
 
“And if you mention your private life?” 
 
“She sticks her fingers in her ears and sings ‘Mary Had a Little Lamb.’ When she has no choicebut to acknowledge Mimi, she refers to her as ‘your friend’s daughter.’ ” 
 
“Well, obviously we’re not gonna get much help on that front.” 
 
Lily poured another glass of wine. “Ben, nobody’s gonna help us except other queers, andnobody’s gonna listen to them anyway ’cause ... well, they’re a bunch of queers.” She slammed herwineglass so hard on the coffee table that the base broke, nicking her index finger. “Goddamn it!” Shestuck her finger in her mouth and sucked. 
 
“Are you okay?” 
 
“No, I am most certainly not okay. My daughter is going to be raised by Republicans.” 
 
Ben sat down next to her. “Lily, I need to ask you a question.” 
 
“So ask.” The cut on her finger was almost a relief — a small dose of physical pain to distract herfrom the pain that mattered. 
 
“Okay, I’m very serious here. Would you do anything to keep Mimi?” 
 
She didn’t have to pause to think. “Yes. She’s all I have left. If anything had a chance of working,I’d try it. 
 
“Even if it meant putting yourself in a hellish situation?” 

 
“In case you haven’t noticed, buddy, I’m in a hellish situation right now. Stop being so damnedmysterious. What are you thinking?” 
 
Ben sighed. “Okay. My family — they drive me nuts, but they have the two things that might getus out of this situation.” 
 
“An AK-47 and what else?” 
 
“Better than that. They have the two things in this country that can get you out of just about anysituation: money and power.” 
 
Lily had always known that Ben was on the payroll for some family business he rarely did anywork for. The way Dez had told it, Ben’s parents kept him paid off so he wouldn’t come back to his smallnorth Georgia hometown and flaunt his homosexuality. “But from what I’ve heard from you and Dez,your family hasn’t exactly joined up with P-FLAG. Would they be willing to use their money and powerto help us?” 
 
“Under the right circumstances.” 
 
Lily smelled compromise — an odor she hated. But she had said she would do anything to keepMimi, and she meant it. She took a deep breath. “And what circumstances would those be?” 
 
“Okay,” Ben began. “Suppose — just suppose for a second — that I’m actually Mimi’s biologicalfather.” 
 
“But we both know Dez is.” 
 
“For a writer, you’re not being very imaginative. Let’s say that unbeknownst to you and Dez,Charlotte and I were having an affair.” 
 
For the first time in two full weeks, Lily laughed out loud. 
 
“I know. It’s ridiculous. But remember: We’re cooking up a story for the breeders. They want us tobe straight so badly, they’ll believe any bullshit story we come up with.” 
 
Lily cleared her throat to stifle a giggle. “So you and Charlotte were having an affair.” She tried toimagine Charlotte and Ben locked in a passionate clench. “She was the top, obviously.” 
 
“Don’t be ridiculous. I was the top. I’m the man, aren’t I?” His voice squeaked as he defended hismasculinity. 
 
“If you say so, dear.” 
 
“So anyway, Charlotte and I had been having this affair, and she tearfully confessed to me whenshe got pregnant with Mimi, that she was sure that I, not Dez, was the father ...” 
 
“Where did you come up with this story, Soap Opera Digest?” 
 
“We both know it’s absurd, and Charlotte and Dez are probably giggling in their graves at the idea. 
But don’t you think they’d want us to do whatever it took to keep their baby away from those CobbCounty cretins?” 
 
“Of course they would. I just don’t see where this flight of fancy is taking us.” 
 
“Wake up and smell the patriarchy, Lily! If I can convince a jury that I’m Mimi’s biological father,then I’ll have a legitimate claim on her.” 
 
“But they can do tests for that kind of thing now, if the judge orders it. DNA ...” 
 
“Which brings me to my family. My brothers were what you might call mischievous when theywere growing up. Mother and Daddy bought them out of so much trouble with the law that they own thejudge of the juvenile court in Faulkner County — he’s practically a house pet. There’s no way JudgeSanders is gonna make a member of the McGilly family take a DNA test. He knows a McGilly’s word isas good as his next payoff.” 
 
“So how are we gonna manage to get this case tried in your hometown?” 
 
“That’s where we come to the part of the plan that’ll make the whole thing work.” Ben cleared histhroat and arched an eyebrow. “Lily, will you marry me?” 
 
She had seen the question coming, but she still couldn’t stifle her laughter. “I swore when I was infirst grade I’d never marry a man.” 
 
“It wouldn’t be like a real marriage. I’m not gonna take advantage of your virtue or anything. Theone time I tried to have sex with a woman, I threw up on her.” He sat back down next to Lily. “Here’swhat I’m thinking. We get married, we move to Faulkner County for the time being, convince my parentsour marriage is the real thing, give them time to fall in love with Mimi. And that won’t take any time atall, because they’ve got grandsons out the wazoo, but not one granddaughter. We’ll have the case triedthere, get joint custody of Mimi, then we can move back here to our respective condos. We can staymarried for the insurance benefits or get a divorce, whichever you want.” 
 
Lily’s heart was racing. “You make it sound so easy, but this ...this goes against my wholepersonal philosophy.” She rolled up her sleeve to show her woman symbol tattoo. “When I got this tattoo,I was nineteen years old. I swore then that I’d always be true to my lesbian identity ... that I’d never closetmyself, or use vague pronouns, or —” 
 
“That’s all very moving, hon. But is your pride worth allowing your daughter to be raised aSouthern Baptist?” 
 
Lily collapsed with her head in her hands. “Oh god.” 
 
“If it helps, you can think of this as a subversive act. We’ll not just be lying out of self-protection;we’ll be beating the straight people at their own game.” 
 
Lily sat in silence for a moment. Hellish as the plan was, it was the only course of action she couldthink of that might give them a chance of success ... if they could pull it off. “I won’t have to, like, wear awhite dress or anything, will I?” 
 
“Hell, no. We’ll just have a justice of the peace do it. You can wear jeans and a Lesbian AvengersT-shirt for all I care. The thing is, though, in front of my folks and the judge, we’ll have to make it lookreal. We’ll have to be affectionate with each other, and in order to play well in Faulkner County you’llhave to take my name —” 
 
Lily started laughing so hard she couldn’t get her breath. Tears streamed down her cheeks. 
 
“What is it?” Ben asked. 
 
“I don’t fucking believe it,” she said when she could finally speak. “My whole life I’ve swornnever to let men influence my identity, and now I’m going to be named Lily McGilly.” 
 CHAPTER 4
  
Ben’s Lexus sped along the interstate, taking Lily into a world so different it was hard for her tobelieve they’d been in Atlanta a scant fifty minutes ago. The only traveling Lily had done in the pastseveral years was for book signings. She’d drive to the Atlanta airport, board a plane, and be depositedinto another metropolitan area. A native Atlantan, Lily had seen little of the expanses of country that laybetween major metropolitan areas. 
 
She looked behind her, where Mimi was snoozing away in her car seat. As always, Lily sawCharlotte’s face in Mimi’s. She hoped she was doing the right thing. 
 
They passed a green sign that read FAULKNER COUNTY. “Last chance to back out,” Ben said. 
His tone was only half-joking. 
 
Lily replied, “I’m willing to go through with it if you are. Although I must admit I’m surprisedyou’re willing to go so far to help Mimi. I mean, you don’t even like kids.” 
 
“Look, I know I’m not the most touchy-feely person in the world, but Dez meant a lot to me. Hebrought me out into the gay world, and even after we weren’t lovers, he was my best friend. Babies arenoisy and erratic and have no control over their biological functions, but that baby in the backseat carriesDez’s genetic material, and I’ll be damned if I’m gonna see her raised in a way Dez would disapproveof.” 
 
“So,” Lily said, “which are we gonna do first, go see your folks or get married?” 
 
“Oh, get married, definitely. If we don’t, Mom’ll try to rope us into having a big church wedding,and I don’t think either of us is up for that.” 
 
“God, no. Weddings are barbaric. I’ve never understood why people think they’re romantic — allthat heavy-handed symbolism about virginity and fertility ... it’s about as romantic as throwing a virgininto a volcano.” 
 
Ben laughed. “Well, we’re lucky. In Faulkner County, they have this deal where you can getmarried in a day. The blood test, the license, the ceremony... you can get it all done in about an hour, if it’snot too crowded.” 
 
“Instant heterosexual respectability in an hour, huh? Pretty amazing.” 
 
Ben put on his turn signal as they approached the exit sign marked VERSAILLES. 
 
“Versailles?” Lily asked. 
 
“Actually, everybody pronounces it Ver-sales. Trust me; it’s more appropriate.” 
 
The interstate exit for Versailles was home to only two businesses, a ramshackle fruit stand sellingGeorgia peaches and boiled peanuts, and the Lazy J Truck Stop, which, according to its sign, offered bothFRIED CHICKEN AND HOT SHOWERS. 
 
Downtown Versailles was a scant block long. All the businesses seemed to be lost in the early 
‘60s. The window of the La-Di-Da Dress Shop displayed pastel suits that looked like bargain basementversions of what the queen of widows had worn before she was given the moniker “Jackie 0.” Next doorto the La-Di-Da, the Chatterbox Beauty Shop looked as though it might dole out hairdos to match thedress shop’s anachronistic clothing. 
 
The only downtown eating establishment was a diner called the Dinner Bucket. “You know,” Lilysaid, “somehow I just don’t find bucket to be a very appetizing word.” 
 
Ben pulled over in front of a squat brick doctor’s office. “Yeah, it does sound kinda like sloppingthe hogs, doesn’t it? And the really awful thing is that nobody in town calls it the Dinner Bucket — theyjust call it the Bucket.” He put the car in park and looked in the direction of the doctor’s office. “So ... areyou ready to bleed?” 
 
“Do we need an appointment?” 
 
“Nope. That’s why you can get married in a day here. They’ve got a lab tech on staff whose onlyjob is to draw the blood of the betrothed — no appointments necessary.” 
 
Mimi was sweaty and cranky from her nap in the car. As soon as Lily took her into the doctor’soffice, she got to work making her a juice bottle while Ben waited at the front desk to check in. 
 
A heavy woman in a white polyester uniform emerged from behind the EMPLOYEES ONLY doorand promptly crowed, “Well, Benny Jack McGilly, as I live and breathe!” 
 
Lily stifled the guffaw she felt rising from her belly. Benny Jack? Mr. Tommy Hilfiger-wearing,Wall Street Journal-reading, Emory University alumnus over there was named Benny Jack? 
 
“Hi, Maybelle. We need to get blood tests today.” 
 
Maybelle grinned. “Blood tests? Do you mean to tell me the oldest McGilly boy is finally gettingmarried? I never thought I’d live to see the day!” 
 
Ben glared up from the form he was filling out. “Believe me, neither did I.” 
 
“You having a big church wedding?” Maybelle asked, taking his paperwork. 
 
“No. Actually, I’d really appreciate it if you didn’t say anything about it. It’s kind of a secret.” 
 
“A secret?” 
 
Lily felt Maybelle’s eyes on her as the chunky woman suspiciously regarded Lily’s nose ring andthe baby on her lap. Lily gave the woman a jaunty wave, but it didn’t seem to alter her opinion. 
 
“A secret. I understand,” Maybelle said. 
 
Maybelle called Ben back first. Mimi was calmer now, sitting in the chair next to Lily and playingwith her toy camera. There was precious little in the waiting room to keep patients amused: ancient copiesof Field and Stream for the menfolk, equally antiquated issues of Good Housekeeping for the ladies. Thekiddies were expected to amuse themselves with the Children’s Illustrated Bible, the cover of whichdepicted an Aryan-looking Jesus talking to an equally Aryan-looking group of children. 
 
In the lab, Lily sat down on a stool with Mimi on her lap. Although she was sure that Mimi wastoo young to comprehend what had happened to her mother, Lily had noticed that since the accident Mimihad clung to her like a baby koala bear. Tiny though she was, she seemed to sense that she had alreadylost one of her mothers and that she needed to be extra-careful not to lose this one, too. 
 
The lab technician swabbed Lily’s arm with alcohol and nodded at Mimi. “That Benny Jack’s littlegirl?” 
 
Lily reminded herself that this was the lie she was supposed to be perpetuating. She was going tohave to be careful to keep her story straight. A lifetime of honesty hadn’t prepared her for this kind ofskullduggery. “Uh, yes,” she said. 
 
“I thought so,” the lab tech replied. “She looks just like him.” 
 
Sure, lady. Whatever, Lily thought. But she smiled benignly. “Let’s see. I guess you’ll have to putyour little girl down while I draw your blood. She can crawl around on the floor; she won’t hurt nothin’.” 
 
Lily set Mimi down and turned her head as the needle entered her non-tattooed arm. Tattooneedles, she could handle. But she hated having blood drawn. 
 
As Lily queasily watched the syringe fill with red fluid, a middle-aged, smiling nurse stuck herhead in the door. “Hi, honey,” she said to Lily. “I just wanted to stop by to ask if you had any questionsabout ...” She pursed her lips demurely. “Married lady things. I’ve got all kinds of pamphlets, if you need 
’em.” 
 
“Mama!” Mimi squealed happily. Despite the lab tech’s certainty that she wouldn’t “bothernothing,” Mimi had managed to dump an entire bag of cotton balls on the floor and was petting them as ifthey were kittens. 
 
The nurse looked at the baby, then at Lily. “I guess you won’t be needing any pamphlets, will you,hon?” She scurried off. 

 


“Poor ole Bernice,” the lab tech said, sticking a round band-aid on Lily’s arm. “She just can’t get itthrough her head that there ain’t a girl alive these days that needs one of her little pamphlets on what agirl should expect on her wedding night.” 
 
Lily laughed. “I guess girls are more sophisticated these days.” More sophisticated than you’llever know, she was thinking. “I’m sorry my daughter wrecked your lab.” 
 
“Oh, don’t worry a thing about it. She’s just as cute as she can be. If you and Benny Jack wannacheck back in half an hour, we should have your test results ready.” 
 
After a quick trip to the Piggly Wiggly for cold Cokes and Pampers, Ben and Lily returned to thedoctor’s office. “Congratulations!” Maybelle crowed when they walked in. “Y’all are healthy andcompatible.” 
 
At the sound of the word compatible, Ben and Lily both burst out laughing. 
 
The Faulkner County Courthouse was typical of small-town courthouse architecture: brick,columns, clock tower. In a stark, fluorescently lighted office, Lily and Ben waited for their license to beprocessed along with another soon-to-be wed couple. The man looked to be in his late thirties. His beardand mustache were tinged with gray. His bride-to-be, however, couldn’t have been more than sixteenyears old. She was big-eyed and bony except for her belly, which was swollen with pregnancy. The girlnodded at Mimi, who was standing up while holding onto Lily’s knee. “How old?” the girl asked. 
 
“Thirteen months,” Lily said. “She’s working on learning how to walk.” 
 
“She’s pretty,” the girl said, with a wistful smile on her face. “I can’t wait til my baby comes, so Ican play with him.” 
 
Lily smiled at the girl, but looking at her made her sad — this little girl who was going to playwith her baby like a new doll. Lily couldn’t even look at the grown man who had taken his bride’sgirlhood away. 
 
Finally the clerk returned with Ben and Lily’s paperwork. “There ya go,” she said brightly, “andcongratulations.” 
 
Lily was exhausted from hauling Mimi around. “So, where do we go to get this thing over with?” 
 
“Over to the City Drug,” Ben said. “The pharmacist there’s the justice of the peace.” 
 
Lily followed him down the stairs. “We’re getting married in a drug store?” 
 
“Yup.” 
 
“Well, it’s handy, I guess. We can get married and buy condoms for our wedding night in the sameconvenient location.” 
 
Ben stumbled on the stairs, steadied himself on the railing, and looked back at Lily with anexpression of animal terror. 
 
“I was joking! God.” 
 
The old lady in the half-glasses at the City Drug eyed Ben. “You’re Big Ben McGilly’s boy,ain’tcha?” 
 
“Yes. Ma’am, and we’re here to get married.” 
 
“A McGilly getting married in the City Drug? I’ve never heard the like! Why, when your littlebrother got married, they had it over at the country club. I heard tell they floated candles and flowers inthat pond out by the golf course —” 
 
“I know,” Ben said impatiently. “I was there. The thing is, we’re in kind of a hurry.” 
 
The woman looked Lily up and down. “I don’t see why. She ain’t showing yet. And that littlegirl’s just about big enough to be a flower girl.” When neither Lily nor Ben responded, she shrugged andhollered, “Frank! Wedding!” 
 
“Bring ’em on back,” a gruff voice called from the back of the store. 
 
Frank was a paunchy, middle-aged guy in a too-tight pharmacist’s smock. “Y’all got yourlicense?” Ben presented the paperwork, and Frank glanced over it disinterestedly. “All right, then. Let’sget started. Doris, you wanna witness?” 
 
Doris, the lady in the half-glasses, presented Lily with a bouquet of red plastic carnations — thekind that would decorate graves in a cemetery near a trailer park. “A bride needs a bouquet,” the old ladysaid, beaming. 
 
And a blushing bride Lily was, with a baby in one arm and a tacky plastic bouquet in the other,wearing her Good Vibrations T-shirt, cutoff Levi’s, and Doc Martens. If there were a magazine calledPostmodern Bride, she would be its cover girl. 
 
“Ben McGilly, do you take this woman, Lily Fox, to be your lawful wedded wife, to have and tohold, in sickness and in health, as long as you both shall live?” Frank droned. Clearly this ceremony wasno more magical for him than it was for the bride and groom. 
 
“Sure, okay,” Ben said. “I do.” 
 
“Lily Fox, do you take this man, Ben McGilly. ...” While Frank finished his litany, Lily’s eyeswandered to a nearby display shelf where she saw a box marked MEDICATED DOUCHE. When Frankfinished the as-long-as-you-both-shall-live bit, Lily replied, “I...I douche,” and collapsed in a fit ofnervous giggles. 
 
“Then you may kiss the bride.” Frank apparently hadn’t even heard her joke. Heterosexuals were ahumorless lot, Lily decided. 
 
Ben leaned over to kiss Lily’s cheek, but she turned so he caught her on the lips. He was the onewho had said they had to make this look real, after all. The kiss was completely bland, like pecking an oldaunt’s powder-scented jowl. 
 
“Smile!” Doris said after their perfunctory kiss. She snapped a Polaroid of the three of them. Mimiwas chewing on the plastic bridal bouquet. Doris handed the Polaroid to Ben. “Something to show yourgrandchildren.” 
 
“Thanks.” Lily threw the god-awful snapshot in the trash as soon as they were out of the store. 
“That was certainly romantic,” Lily muttered, strapping a complaining Mimi into her car seat. “It’s okay,honey,” she cooed to the little girl, “you won’t be in your nasty old car seat much longer, I promise.” 
 
Ben started the car. “So ... ready to go meet the in-laws?” 
 
“Why not? Might as well make this day as surrealistic as possible.” Today had been like a dreamfor Lily, though not in the sense that bubbly straight girls might say their wedding day was like a dream. 
Just like in her dreams, today Lily had been performing one bizarre action after another, and as in thedream world, no matter how bizarre her actions were, she had no choice but to perform them. 
 
Ben drove them into the rolling hill country outside of Versailles, where the only businesses werethe beautiful working farms and the ugly corrugated aluminum buildings that housed textile companies. 
Ben slowed down when they passed one of these buildings. “Well,” he said, “there’s the source of thefortune you just married into.” 
 
The slate-blue aluminum building hardly looked like the source of a family fortune. On thebuilding’s side was a block-lettered sign reading THE CONFEDERATE SOCK MILL. Next to thelettering was a line drawing of a cartoon Confederate soldier, who resembled a Civil War-era BeetleBailey, leaning against a cannon, asleep in his sock feet. “Well...” Lily searched desperately for somethingto say. 
 
“I know it doesn’t look like much,” Ben said. “But we do an incredible international business. Yousee, back when he was playing sports in high school, Daddy got frustrated because he couldn’t find anysocks that didn’t start sagging after several washings. So after he graduated from technical school, hedeveloped a special kind of elastic and patented it. Confederate Socks never lose their elasticity, andwe’ve made millions off ’em. Daddy always gives free socks to the Faulkner County High football andbasketball teams, since that was where his idea began.” 
 
“It’s quite an American success story,” Lily said. “Growing up with a self-made man like that for adad, no wonder you vote Republican.” 
 
“Hey, it’s in my best interest to make sure business is protected.” 
 
“Well, it may be in your best interest financially, but I still think that gay Republicans are likegazelles who try to make friends with lions.” She and Ben had had this argument umpty-dozen times. 
“But I guess there’s no need for us to argue politics on our wedding day, is there, honey?” 
 
“I guess not... pumpkin.” 
 
Lily laughed. “So, how are your parents gonna take this— you showing up with new wife andbaby in tow?” 
 
“Oh, they’ll be thrilled, once they get over the initial shock. I mean, you’re certainly not who theywould’ve picked out for me if they had had the choice, but as far as their gay-boy son goes, any woman isbetter than no woman.” 
 
Lily looked up from gnawing her nails. “You sure know how to flatter a girl.” 
 
Right past a run-down store advertising live bait and sandwiches, Ben pulled into a long driveway. 
The driveway ended at a huge monstrosity of a house — a red brick mansion with antebellum columnsand a cupola on the roof. “When Daddy had this house built, Mom couldn’t decide if she wanted Tara orMonticello,” Ben said, “so they kinda built both.” 
 
Lily wondered what she would do if she had the money to build a house like this. The only thingshe knew for sure was that if she did, she definitely would not use the money to build a house like this. 

 
“So,” Ben said, “you ready to meet the folks?” 
 
“Sure thing, Benny Jack.” 
 
“Never call me that. Half the reason I moved away from this damn place was so nobody wouldcall me that.” 
 
Lily, with Mimi in her arms, followed Ben up the front porch steps. Ben opened the front door andhollered, “Mom!” There was no answer, so they went inside. 
 
The living room was decorated in slate blue and mauve, with lots of geese, sheep, and other ersatz 
“country” doodads. A TV with a theater-sized screen dominated the room. “Mom!” Ben yelled again, thensaid, “She must be out back.” 
 
Lily followed Ben through the enormous kitchen, through the formal dining room with the fullystocked china cabinet and floral centerpiece on the table, through the sunroom with its white wickerfurniture. They went out the back door and down a stone path that led to a high wooden fence. Benopened the gate. 
 
Mrs. McGilly was lying on a floating air mattress in the Olympic-size swimming pool, reading aglossy-covered romance novel and eating grapes. She was an attractive woman, with curly light brownhair that was highlighted with the occasional streak of silver. For the mother of three grown children, herbody was positively streamlined in her purple swimsuit. 
 
Ben stood silently, waiting for her to notice him. Finally, she looked up and exclaimed, “BennyJack! You ’bout scared me to death. You didn’t tell me you was coming!” 
 
“I wanted it to be a surprise.” 
 
Mrs. McGilly pulled down her sunglasses and regarded Lily and Mimi. “Well, hon, ain’t yougonna introduce me?” 
 
“Uh...sure, Mom. This is Lily, my wife, and Mimi, my daughter.” 
 
Mrs. McGilly sat bolt upright, upsetting the air mattress, and fell into the pool with a splash—sunglasses, grapes, romance novel, and all. 
 CHAPTER 5
  
 “I didn’t mean to act so shocked,” Mrs. McGilly said, as they sipped lemonade in the living room. 
“It’s just that from the time he was a little boy, we never thought Benny Jack was the marrying kind.” 
 
“Well, I guess he just had to meet the right woman.” Trying to act extra-wifely, Lily reached forher husband’s clammy hand. She could tell that Ben was offended by his mother’s insinuation about hisproclivities. Despite Ben’s rather obsessive penchant for color coordination, he liked to think he couldpass for a hetero he-man. 
 
“And I just can’t believe this precious little doll here is my grandbaby!” Mrs. McGilly bounced thegiggling Mimi on her knee. “Mamaw just can’t wait to take her little granddaughter shopping, no, shecan’t.” She looked up at Ben and Lily. “Of course, I’m absolutely scandalized that y’all got married at theCity Drug. Why, we coulda had the biggest wedding Faulkner County’s ever seen.” 
 
“You know I hate stuff like that,” Ben said. “Besides, we thought a discreet marriage would bemore appropriate — what with Mimi and all.” 
 
“Now, Benny Jack, you know good and well nobody in this town woulda said a thing about it ifyou’d had a big church wedding. You’re a McGilly!” She smiled at Lily. “And now, so are you. We’reglad to have ya, hon.” 
 
“Thank you, Mrs. McGilly.” 
 
“Now you’re gonna have to drop that formal stuff. You’re family now. The least you can do is callme Jeanie.” 
 
“Okay, Jeanie.” Lily was finding it impossible not to like Jeanie McGilly. Despite the wealth thatthe obscene diamonds on her fingers attested to, she was completely devoid of pretension. Her attitudesaid: My husband and I worked damn hard for all this money, and by god, we’re gonna enjoy it. 
 
“You know what we oughta do tonight?” Jeanie said. “We oughta have a big barbecue to announceyour marriage. Y’all are gonna be in town for a while, right?” 
 
“Actually,” Ben said, “we were talking about getting a place here.” 
 
Jeanie clapped her hands with little-girl delight. “Oh, nothing would make me happier than havingall my boys right here in Versailles, all my grandbabies here where I can spoil ’em rotten!” She ran aFrench-manicured finger under her eyes. “Lord, I’m fixing to cry” 
 
Lily was beginning to wonder how a person as open and natural as Jeanie could have produced ason as stuffy and uptight as Ben. “Well,” said Lily, “I guess we should see about finding a motel —” 
 
“Motel!” Jeanie yelped, as if the word were blasphemy. “No family of mine ever stays at a motelwhen they can stay with me.” She leaned over conspiratorially. “Besides, hon, the only motel in Versaillesis that run-down motor court on the old road, and they just rent rooms by the hour. Why don’t y’all getyour things, and I’ll get you settled in the guest room? I would put you in Ben’s old room, but I don’tguess a new wife wants to spend the night in a room where she’s looking at her husband’s old math teamtrophies.” 
 
Lily had brought minimal luggage: a small suitcase stuffed with clean underwear, a couple of pairsof jeans, a few T-shirts, and two respectable dresses and a dressy pair of shoes for the inevitable courtappearances. A single diaper bag filled with clothes and a few books and toys took care of Mimi’s needs. 
Ben, by contrast, had brought two enormous suitcases that had to be pulled on wheels and one garmentbag. They were certainly doing their job to defeat gender stereotypes. 
 
“This is the grandkids’ room,” Jeanie said, showing them a bedroom crowded with two sets ofbunk beds, a crib, and a playpen. “You know, I was just thinking this morning that I should get rid of thatcrib and playpen ’cause the boys is all getting so big.” She tickled Mimi’s chin. “I didn’t know thismornin’ that I was fixing to have me a baby granddaughter.” She set Mimi down in the playpen, whichwas filled with colorful blocks and beads. “Why don’t you play in here while I show Mommy and Daddytheir room?” 
 
Mommy and Daddy, Lily thought. Naturally, Jeanie thinks I’m Mimi’s biological mother. Sheknew this was a notion they’d have to straighten out, but now didn’t seem like the time. 
 
“Oh, Lily, I wanna show you somethin’.” Jeanie escorted her into a bathroom that was quitepossibly the most sensual room Lily had ever seen. A deep marble tub, which was big enough tocomfortably hold at least two people, was sunken into the floor. The tub was surrounded by candles, and acrystal bowl of many-colored bath oil beads sparkled like jewels in the light that shone through thewindow. 
 
“What a beautiful bathroom,” Lily said. 
 
“You can use it any time you want to,” Jeanie replied. “It’s my special place, I guess. I’ve beenwith Benny Jack’s daddy thirty-four years, and I’ve raised up three boys in this house. Sometimes I justneed a place where I can get away from the men, you know what I mean?” 
 
“I know exactly what you mean.” Lily bit her lip as Ben erupted in a fake coughing fit. 
 
“Well, this can be y’all’s room.” Jeanie led them into a room with a king-size canopy bed. 
Paintings of outdoor scenes hung on the cream and hunter-green striped walls, and a stuffed wild turkeystood guard in the corner, looking as if he might say, “Nevermore.” 
 
“Benny Jack’s daddy bagged him a coupla years back,” Jeanie said, when she caught Lily staringat the dead bird. “All the McGilly boys love to hunt, ’cept for Benny Jack here.” 
 
“Well, I wouldn’t want him to hunt anyway,” Lily said. “I’m an animal lover.” 
 
“And this way you won’t be a widow during hunting season.” Jeanie smiled. “Well, I’ll let y’allget settled in. I’d better be heading to the store if we’re gonna have a barbecue tonight.” 
       
Lily had already popped open a Bud tallboy before she realized that only the men were drinkingbeer. The women at the poolside barbecue appeared to be sticking to diet soft drinks. Ben’s brothers,Johnny and Wayne, were knocking back beers and laughing, threatening to push one another into thepool. Lily couldn’t help but observe how muscular both of Ben’s bathing-suited brothers were. With theirbulging biceps and V-shaped torsos, they would have been the gods of the gay scene if they had sharedtheir brother’s sexual orientation. 
 
Ben stood with his buff brothers, looking unamused at their high jinks. He was the only male atthe party drinking Diet Coke instead of beer. 
 
Johnny and Wayne had five kids between them —scrawny, unruly boys between the ages of fourand ten. Mimi sat on a beach towel, playing with her nesting cups and occasionally looking up at her newcousins’ antics with the critical gaze of an anthropologist. 
 
“You come on over here, Lily,” Sheila, Wayne’s wife, said. “Me and Tracee wanna give you acrash course on how to handle a McGilly man.” 
 
Lily managed a smile, knocked back some beer, and sat down at the redwood picnic table acrossfrom the other McGilly wives. Lily could tell she was going to have a hard time telling Sheila and Traceeapart. They both had dark tanning-bed tans and peroxided blond hair. Their aerobicized bodies didn’tpooch or dimple in their bathing suits, and diamond rings and pendants glittered against their brown skin. 
They were the kind of girls who had made Lily’s life hell in high school. 

 
“So...” Sheila purred, “how did you meet Ben?” 
 
“Through a mutual friend.” It was true. Dez had been dating Ben at the time he and Charlottestarted collaborating on papers. To celebrate the publication of Dez and Charlotte’s first paper, the four ofthem had met for dinner at an Indian restaurant one night. Lily could have gone into detail about her andBen’s first meeting, but she figured the best policy here was not to lie unless it was absolutely necessaryand to never give any more information than the bare minimum. “We were friends for a long time beforewe got…involved.” 
 
“Is that a fact?” Tracee laughed. “I had Johnny engaged to me before he knew what hit him. Andof course, we had John Junior seven months after the wedding, so I don’t guess I can say much aboutyour little un over there being born outta wedlock. Me and Johnny just got in under the wire ourselves.” 
 
Lily smiled politely and took a big swig of beer. 
 
“So, Lily, let’s see your ring,” Sheila said. 
 
Lily looked down at her hands — so different from Sheila’s and Tracee’s well-manicured, gold-encrusted ones. Lily had artist’s hands — long, callused fingers with nubby nails and ink stains that neverquite washed away. “My ring?” 
 
“You know,” Sheila enunciated as though she were talking to a particularly slow-witted child, 
“your diamond. That Ben bought you.” 
 
“Oh,” Lily said, “we haven’t bought a ring yet.” 
 
“But, Lil-eeee!” Sheila whined. “You absolutely have to make him buy you a ring. That’s one ofthe fun parts of being married. And let me tell you, you better enjoy the fun stuff while you can, becausemost of the time, being married’ll just make you wanna tear your hair out!” Despite Sheila’s words ofdoom, a smile was plastered across her face as she studied the enormous diamond that winked like a thirdeye on her hand. 
 
“Well, I guess I’m just not that interested in material things,” Lily said. 
 
Sheila and Tracee wouldn’t have looked at Lily with more shock if she had just confessed to beinga serial killer. 
 
Jeanie and an old woman Lily assumed was Ben’s grandmother were arranging a buffet on afolding table. “Wayne!” Jeanie hollered. “I reckon you’ll have to put the ribs on the grill. There’s notelling when your daddy’ll get home.” 
 
The old woman stuck a serving spoon in a bowl of potato salad and then made her way to the tablewhere the McGilly wives were seated. “Oh, lord,” Tracee muttered, “here she comes.” 
 
“Honey,” the old woman said to Lily, “I just wanted to welcome you to the family. I’m BennyJack’s Granny McGilly.” 
 
“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mrs. McGil —” 
 
“Now, there ain’t no sense in you calling me Mrs. McGilly when your name’s Mrs. McGilly, too.”She grinned, revealing a mouthful of sparkling dentures. “Lily McGilly — that’s a real humdinger of aname, ain’t it? You must love my grandson something fierce to let yourself get saddled with a name likethat!” 
 
Lily laughed. “Well, that was the first thing I thought of when he proposed — if I could actuallystand to go through life as Lily McGilly.” 
 
The old woman smiled back at her. “Well, Lily McGilly, you just call me Granny, you hear?” 
 
“I will. Thank you.” Granny McGilly was a stout old woman with soft white hair cut close to herhead. She wore a plain blue T-shirt, sweatpants, and a pair of expensive white running shoes. Far frombeing a prissy old lady, she had an easy, comfortable manner about her that was almost butch. Lily likedher immediately. 
 
“Well,” Granny said, glancing over at the food table, “Wayne’s got the meat on the grill andeverything else is ready. I reckon I could sit a spell.” She sat down at the table next to Lily and acrossfrom Sheila and Tracee. 
 
Sheila and Tracee exchanged glances, and Sheila said, “Excuse us. I think we’re going for aswim.” 
 
When Sheila and Tracee got up, Granny said, “Lord, Sheila, that bathing suit you got on’scrawling right up the crack of your hind end!” 
 
“Everybody’s wearing suits like this, this season,” Sheila said defensively. She turned to go to thepool, revealing most of her tanned, taut butt. 
 
“She’s just showing off,” Granny whispered to Lily. “She had that thing done where they take avacuum cleaner and suck all the fat outta your butt — what’s that called?” 

 
“Liposuction?” 
 
“Yeah, that’s it.” Granny grinned. “Of course, she didn’t have that much fat in her butt in the firstplace. If she’d had the fat sucked outta her head, that doctor woulda had a real job to do.” 
 
Lily laughed and looked down at Mimi, who started laughing, too. 
 
“You know,” Granny said, “you’re the first woman I’ve ever seen drinking a beer at a McGillybarbecue. I think I just might have me one, too.” 
 
Granny grabbed a beer from the cooler while Lily watched Sheila and Tracee in the pool. Theywere staying at the shallow end — no doubt so they could avoid wetting their carefully coiffed hair. Ofcourse, given Lily’s recent conversation with the other McGilly wives, she thought the shallow end wasan appropriate place for them. 
 
“What’s your baby’s name?” Granny asked. 
 
“Mimi — it’s short for Artemesia.” 
 
Granny looked down at Mimi. “That’s an awful big name for such a little-bitty girl. Benny Jackher daddy?” 
 
“Uh-huh.” Maybe she’d have another beer. The alcohol seemed to make lying easier — and it alsoeased the awkwardness of social interaction. Before her normal life had been interrupted, Lily had been areclusive sort, content to spend her days bent over her drawing board, rising only to see to Mimi’s needs,until Charlotte came home from work. Lily had probably talked to more people in the past two weeksthan she had in the past two years. 
 
“Benny Jack’s the only one that’s been able to make a baby girl,” Granny said. “His brothers isjust too all-boy, I reckon. I always did love me a little girl, though. You care if I hold her?” 
 
“Go right ahead.” Lily helped herself to a second beer. 
 
Granny knelt down and made eye contact with Mimi. “Hey, Mimi, you care to come sit in an oldwoman’s lap?” 
 
Mimi smiled and raised her arms in the universal “pick-me-up” symbol. 
 
“What’s all this about?” a male voice boomed. 
 
Lily looked up to see a middle-aged man, balding, bearded, and broad-shouldered, with a sizablepaunch beneath his plain white T-shirt. She knew immediately that he was “Benny Jack’s” father, BigBen. 
 
Jeanie ran over to stand at his side. “I thought about calling you at work to tell you, but I thoughtit’d be more exciting to surprise you at home.” She looked across the pool. “Benny Jack! Come tellDaddy your news!” 
 
Lily considered joining Ben but decided to stay put until she was told otherwise. From her safespot at the picnic table, she heard Ben say, “Daddy, I’m married.” 
 
When Big Ben could close his jaw enough to speak, he shouted, “Married? To a woman?” BigBen cackled with joy. “Hot damn! I never thought I’d live to see the day.” He punched his son on theshoulder so hard that Ben lost his footing for a second. “Where is she? Where’s the little lady?” 
 
This, Lily guessed, was her cue. She rose. “Right here,” she said. 
 
Big Ben gallumphed over and placed a hand on each of her shoulders. “I don’t believe I’ve everbeen so happy to see a woman in my whole life.” 
 
Lily guessed that Ben had been right. Her nose ring, her dreadlocks, and her Doc Martens wereirrelevant; the only thing that mattered to the McGillys was that she was a woman, and Ben had marriedher. “It’s nice to meet you, Mr. —” She stopped herself. “Big Ben.” 
 
“Gan!” Mimi babbled from Granny McGilly’s lap. She was already trying to say granny. 
 
Big Ben looked down at the baby girl, surprised. “Now who is this?” 
 
“This,” Ben said, “is my daughter.” 
 
Big Ben looked at Mimi, then at Lily, and finally at Ben. His lips spread into an impossibly widegrin. He punched his son on the shoulder again. “You dog,” he laughed. “You ole dog, you!” 
       
The party was dying down. Wayne and Sheila and Johnny and Tracee had taken their kids home tobed. Jeanie and Granny were in the kitchen, washing the dishes after having assured Lily that there wasno need for her to help them. “No need for a girl to wash dishes on her wedding night,” Jeanie had said. 
“They’ll be plenty of time for that kinda thing later, believe me.” 
 
Lily and Ben sat beside the pool with Big Ben, who was holding the sleeping Mimi in his arms. 
“Lily,” he said, “I know I oughta let you put this baby girl to bed, but I swear, I don’t believe I can standto part with her.” 
 
“She does look awfully comfortable,” Lily said. Big Ben cradled Mimi’s little body in hisenormous forearm and hand. In his other hand, he held the last beer from the cooler. 
 
“Daddy,” Ben said, “there’s something I need to talk to you about ... some legal trouble.” 
 
Big Ben raised his wooly eyebrows. “You in trouble with the law, boy?” 
 
“No, Daddy ... nothing like that. It’s about Mimi, actually.” 
 
“Now you got me real confused, Benny Jack.” Big Ben took another swig of beer and lookeddown at Mimi’s cherubic face. 
 
“It’s about who gets custody of Mimi,” Ben the younger said. “You see ... I’m Mimi’s biologicalfather, but Lily here isn’t Mimi’s real mother.” 
 
Lily was offended by the phrase real mother, but decided it was best not to make an issue out ofit… not while they were trying to make their case. “Mimi is the daughter of my best friend Charlotte,”Lily explained. “She was killed in an accident, and she left custody of Mimi to me.” 
 
“Charlotte was in the car with Dez,” Ben added. 
 
Big Ben shook his head. “I sure was sorry when ole Dez got killed. He was queer as a three-dollarbill, but he was funny as hell.” He stared off in the distance for a second. “Now, Benny Jack, Mimi here’syour baby by Charlotte?” 
 
“Yes. Charlotte and I were ... involved.” 
 
Lily could tell she really wanted this plan to work because she managed to keep a straight faceduring this part of the story. 
 
“Well, I’ll be a monkey’s uncle!” Big Ben laughed, obviously delighted. “All this time I thoughtyou was a fairy, and here you was, with two women!” 
 
“Go figure,” Ben replied lamely. 
 
“So, anyway,” Lily said, “now Charlotte’s parents want to contest my custody of Mimi — theydon’t think I should be allowed to raise her.” 
 
Big Ben drained his can of beer and crushed it. “Now is that on account them thinking there wassomethin’ between you and Charlotte?” His steel-gray eyes were focused on Lily. 
 
“Well, uh . . . there was something between Charlotte and me,” Lily said, as Ben shot her awarning glance. “But that was before I met Benny Jack here.” 
 
“Hmm.” Big Ben scratched his beard thoughtfully. “Well, I don’t even pretend to understand whatit is you young people do today, but what I want to know is this: The two of y’all has a real marriage,right? You’re devoted to each other, with no hanky-panky on the side?” 
 
“We are,” Ben and Lily said in unison. 
 
“And y’all wanna make a real family for this little girl?” 
 
“Yes.” 
 
“All right, then. First thing in the mornin’, I’ll get ole Buzz Dobson on the phone ... he’s ourfamily lawyer. And Lily, you just tell Charlotte’s parents to come on down to the Faulkner CountyCourthouse, and we’ll have a big can o’ whupass waitin’ for ’em.” 
       
Lily and Ben lay in their marital bed, not consummating a thing. “You think you’re gonna be ableto do this?” Ben asked. 
 
“Do what?” Lily gasped. She was a little nervous about his question, given where they were. 
 
“Fake this whole marriage act for as long as it takes?” 
 
“I think so. It’s awfully fucking weird, though. This whole day has reminded me of when I wasexperimenting with hallucinogens in college.” 
 
“I know what you mean — not about the drugs, but about the weirdness. Tomorrow we’ll see if wecan rent an apartment ... that way we’ll be out from under my parents’ watchful eyes. Plus, we won’t bestuck in the same bed.” 
 
“That’d be cool. This isn’t so bad, though. When I was little I used to sleep in the same bed withmy cousins. It’s kinda like that.” She listened to her stomach rumble. “One thing we’re definitely gonnahave to do tomorrow is find some food I can eat. The only thing I could eat at the barbecue was that fruitsalad with the little marshmallows in it.” 
 
“Yeah, my folks aren’t much on vegetarian cuisine.” 
 
“No shit. Even the potato salad had bacon in it.” They lay in awkward silence for a few minutesuntil finally Lily said, “Good night, husband.” 
 
“Good night, wife.” 
 
Lily closed her eyes and slept the sleep of exhaustion. 
 CHAPTER 6

  
Mimi had gone to the park with Dez. Finally, Lily and Charlotte could have some time alone. 
Since Mimi had come onto the scene, time alone had become Charlotte and Lily’s euphemism for thelovemaking that occurred all too infrequently between them. Their nighttime attempts at intimacy wereoften interrupted by Mimi howling for formula or climbing out of her crib to scratch pathetically at theirbedroom door. As a result of this syndrome of caught-us-interruptus, Dez had agreed to take Mimi out fora couple of hours every two weeks so the women could enjoy some uninterrupted time alone. 
 
Although sex had become less frequent since Mimi’s arrival, the rule seemed to be quality overquantity. Lily and Charlotte craved their time alone — ached for those couple of hours when they couldbe free of the responsibilities of mommyhood and lose themselves in each other. 
 
Lily was aware of Charlotte behind her as they walked upstairs to the bedroom. Her breath caughtin anticipation of what they were about to do. She let Charlotte follow her into the bedroom, takingpleasure in the fact that there was no need to close the door behind them. 
 
Lily lay on the bed, barefoot in the little black dress she knew Charlotte liked, and watchedCharlotte take off her watch and rings and set them on the bureau. Charlotte looked at Lily sprawled onthe bed and smiled. 
 
“C’mere,” Lily coaxed, scooting over to make room. “Just a second. I want to look at you first. “Lily laughed. “You look at me all the time.” 
 
But I never tire of it.” 
 
Lily lay on the bed, feeling Charlotte’s gaze burn through her. In everyday life, Lily felt she waspassably attractive in a sloppy, bohemian kind of way, but she certainly wasn’t the kind of person whoturned heads — male or female. 
 
In the world of their bedroom, though, Charlotte made Lily feel like a high-femme fantasy figure. 
In Charlotte’s eyes, in Charlotte’s hands, she was Rita Hayworth ... Marilyn Monroe. 
 
When Charlotte finally joined Lily on the bed, their lips met in a fierce, bruising kiss. Lilywrapped her arms and legs around her lover, who pressed down on her, as each of them tried to get asclose to the other as possible. 
 
Charlotte pulled down the shoulder strap of Lily’s black dress and kissed her from shoulder tocollarbone to breast. And when Charlotte’s hand slipped between Lily’s legs, Lily was ready for her — soready that as Charlotte entered her, a sound escaped her mouth, the sound a woman can only make at theheight of passion — a breathy, desperate... 
 
SNORT! 
 
Snort? Lily awoke from her dream to find that her arm was wrapped around not the curvy form ofCharlotte, but the flat, hairy chest of Benny Jack McGilly, who was snoring with the volume of a sea lionwith bronchitis. 
 
Disoriented and still not quite removed from her dream state, Lily leaped out of bed. Where thehell was she, and what in the name of Sappho was she doing in bed with a man? 
 
SNORT! Ben’s snoring shook the bed. 
 
A man with obvious respiratory problems, no less? She backed away from the bed, horrified, onlyto feel something sharp stick her shoulder blade. She wheeled around to see the black, beady eyes of thestuffed turkey staring at her. She couldn’t help it. She screamed. 
 
Ben stopped in mid-snort, sat upright, and flipped on the lamp. “What the — ?” 
 
The peck on the shoulder had woken Lily up. “Um... I’m sorry. I was dreaming ... about Charlotte,and then your snoring woke me up, and I don’t know... In my dream it was like everything was so normal,and then when I woke up everything was just ... weird, y’know?” 
 
“Well, that’s no excuse for hysteria when some people are trying to sleep. And besides, I do notsnore.” 
 
A knock on the door froze Lily and Ben stiff. “Hey,” Big Ben’s voice called. “Everything okay inthere? We heard screaming.” 
 
“Everything’s fine, Daddy,” Ben said testily. “Go back to bed.” 
 
“Oh,” Big Ben said. “Oh. Sorry to, uh, interrupt.” Ben’s face turned the same shade of red as thepreserved turkey’s wattle. 
 
“What?” Lily teased. “You’re embarrassed that your father thinks you were driving me toscreaming heights of ecstasy?” 
 
Ben flipped the light off. “Let’s go back to sleep, okay?” He rolled over, and soon the snoringresumed. 

 
Lily crawled back into bed. She hated Ben for waking her up, because she knew that dreams werethe only place she’d ever feel Charlotte’s touch again. Lily’s six years with Charlotte had been a blur ofbliss, and now in two short weeks, Lily’s life had altered until it was no longer recognizable. 
 
She lay awake, crying softly to herself and praying that Mimi would be safe, until beams ofsunlight shot through the bedroom window. 
 
Lily slept just long enough to awake feeling extra groggy. The only thing that’ll make you feelworse than not sleeping at all is sleeping just a couple of hours, she thought as she padded stiffly downthe hall to check on Mimi. Mimi was in her crib, sleeping with a soundness that Lily envied. She walkeddown the hall to one of the McGillys’ numerous bathrooms. 
 
As she emerged from the shower, she heard Mimi crying. She pulled her clothes on over her dampskin and ran down the hall. By the time she arrived, Mimi was in the throes of a full-blown hysterical fit. 
 
“It’s okay, baby. Mama’s here.” She lifted Mimi out of the crib and hugged her. “You don’t likewaking up in a strange place any more than your mama does, do you?” She laid her down on one of thebunk beds. “Let’s get you out of this pee-pee diaper and see if we can scare you up some breakfast.” 
 
Lily carried Mimi downstairs and followed the smell of coffee into the kitchen. “Good morning,Lily!” Jeanie said brightly, dropping two slices of bread into the toaster. “How many eggs can I fix you? 
Three? Four?” 
 
Eggs first thing in the morning weren’t Lily’s favorite thing. Her usual breakfast was a piece offruit washed down with copious amounts of coffee. “One egg is plenty.” 
 
Jeanie looked her up and down. “I guess it would be, wouldn’t it? You’re a tiny little thing. I’mused to feeding boys, and it’s a sight how much they eat. When all three of my boys was home, we usedto go through six dozen eggs a week.” She handed Mimi a sippy cup of milk, Lily a mug of coffee. 
“Speaking of my boys, I bet that sorry husband of yours ain’t turned over in the bed yet.” 
 
“He was still pretty out of it when I got up.” She sipped from the mug. “Good coffee.” 
 
“He always was slow to wake. I used to pour ice water on him to get him outta bed for school.”Jeanie set a plate of scrambled eggs and toast in front of Lily. “Hmm,” Jeanie said, “I reckon I should justgo on and wake him up. I can’t just wait around all day to cook his breakfast.” 
 
Lily nibbled toast and spooned egg into Mimi’s open, baby-bird mouth while Jeanie hollered upthe stairs, “Benny Jack! You better get on up! It’s going on nine o’clock!” 
 
Lily smiled. Back in Atlanta, Ben rarely rose before eleven. 
 
From upstairs Lily heard Ben yell back a response that sounded like, “oh, for god’s sake, Mother.”But in two minutes, he was in the kitchen, his face shadowed with stubble and his hair standing on end asif he were a cartoon character who had stuck his finger in a light socket. 
 
“Welcome to married life, Lily,” Jeanie said, dropping two more pieces of bread in the toaster. 
“You might go to bed with a good-looking man, but when he wakes up in the morning, he’s gonna looklike holy hell.” 
 
Lily laughed, while Ben muttered an incantation against the female sex and helped himself tosome coffee. 
 
“I’m just teasing you, Benny Jack. You want three eggs or four?” 
 
“Mother, I’ve told you a thousand times that I don’t eat eggs anymore. I know the doctors inVersailles haven’t heard of cholesterol yet, but —” 
 
Jeanie rolled her eyes. “I know all about cholesterol, Benny Jack. I just thought you might want areal breakfast this mornin’ since it’s a special occasion. I mean, if a man don’t wake up after his weddingnight with a good appetite, then there’s somethin’ bad wrong —” 
 
“Two,” Ben mumbled. 
 
“What was that, honey?” 
 
“Two eggs, Mother.” He sank into a kitchen chair. 
 
Mimi pulled herself to standing and leaned against Ben’s knee. She grinned up at him with herjack-o’-lantern teeth. “B-Jack,” she crooned. 
 
Jeanie looked up from her cooking, delighted. “What was that she said?” 
 
Lily laughed. “I think she just called him Benny Jack.” 
 
Jeanie grinned. “Now, Mimi, honey, you don’t call him that. You call him daddy, just like always.” 
 
Mimi gave Jeanie a puzzled glance. Daddy was not a familiar concept to her. She looked back upat Ben, giggled, and repeated, “B-Jack.” 
 
Ben slammed down his coffee mug in exasperation. “Ben! Why can’t everybody just call me Ben? 
It’s just one little syllable! Is that too much to ask?” 

 
“Now, now, honey,” Lily cooed with mock affection. “I think Benny Jack is an adorable name.”She thought it only fair that if she had to suffer the indignity of being named Lily McGilly, Ben shouldalso be saddled with a name he hated. 
 
Jeanie brought Ben’s breakfast to the table. “Your daddy wants y’all to meet him down at the millat eleven. He’s got y’all a one-thirty appointment with Buzz Dobson, but first, he’s got a little surprise.” 
 
Lily wondered with some trepidation what the surprise could be. Surprises weren’t really what shecraved these days. 
 
“And I was hoping,” Jeanie said, “that you might leave Mimi with me. I’d just love to show heroff and maybe take her shopping. The poor little thing barely has a stitch of clothing to her name.” 
 
Lily looked down at Mimi, who was wearing a plain white T-shirt and a pair of tiny denim shorts. 
Lily had bought most of Mimi’s clothes at Goodwill, and her main criteria for selecting infant wear wasthat it would not be permanently stained by milk, cereal, spit-up, or pee. “I’m sure she would love to goshopping with you,” Lily said, against her better instincts. 
       
At five after eleven, Lily and Ben pulled into the gravel parking lot of the Confederate Sock Mill. 
As they went in the side entrance of the building, with Lily toting Mimi and a bag full of baby supplies,the all-female clerical staff descended on them and crowed, “Oh, is this the new grandbaby?” “I want youto look at her!” “Isn’t she the sweetest thing?” 
 
When Jeanie rose from her desk and approached them, the other women cleared a path for her. 
“There’s Mamaw’s little sunshine!” she called, opening her arms to receive Mimi. “Benny Jack, yourdaddy’s out on the floor if you want to go get him. You can take Lily, too — show her the production 
 
The production area of the Confederate Sock Mill hurt Lily’s ears and nose. The clicking andchugging of the machinery was deafening, and the smell of the textile fibers caused her to have a sneezingfit. The two dozen mill workers, engrossed in their repetitive tasks, didn’t seem to notice the sounds orsmells at all. 
 
Big Ben, who had been deep in conversation with a machine operator, spotted them and waved. 
“Hey,” he yelled over the rumbling machinery “Y’all ready to go for a ride?” 
 
As they walked to the parking lot, Big Ben said, “Well, I reckon we could go in Benny Jack’s caror my truck.” He grinned. “Or Lily, we could go in your car.” 
 
“Excuse me?” 
 
Big Ben cackled and nodded toward a long, shiny silver car parked in the rear of the lot. “That’sfor you.” He pressed the keys into Lily’s hand. “A little wedding present from Jeanie and me.” 
 
Lily’s vocabulary failed her. “Uh...I...uh ...” 
 
“Now I know it ain’t as nice as Benny Jack’s Lexus,” Big Ben apologized. “But you really sprungthis marriage thing on us, and a New Yorker was the best we could do on short notice. I tell you what,Lily. You stay married to this rascal a year, and we’ll get you any make of car you want!” 
 
“Big Ben, it’s a beautiful car, I ... I just couldn’t accept it.” 
 
“Of course you can,” Big Ben said. “It’s just our way of welcoming you into the family. This car’sa piece of shit compared to what we got Sheila and Tracee when they married our other boys. But we hada little more notice then, so we could go to Atlanta and pick out somethin’ nice, you understand.” 
 
“Well, uh ... thank you.” Lily felt as though she were on some bizarre game show, an updatedversion of The Liar’s Club, where the gay person who put up the most convincing pretense ofheterosexuality could win a snazzy new car. 
 
“So, little lady,” Big Ben boomed, “how ’bout taking us for a ride?” 
 
“Sure...okay.” 
 
The plush interior of the Chrysler New Yorker had that unmistakable new-car smell. It was anundeniably gorgeous vehicle, and yet it wasn’t a car Lily would ever have picked out for herself, even ifshe had possessed the funds to buy it. While she was sure that in Big Ben’s eyes, the New Yorker’sroominess made it a good family car, to her, a big car meant nothing but bad gas mileage and moreexhaust fumes to pollute the environment. Besides, weren’t gays supposed to be boycotting the Chryslercompany? 
 
Damn it, Lily warned herself, if you’re going to pull off the happy hetero bit, you’re going to haveto start thinking less. She turned the key in the ignition. “Where to?” she asked brightly. 
 
“Hang a left out of the parking lot,” Big Ben said from the backseat. He had insisted on sitting inthe back so the “newlyweds” could sit in the front together. 
 
Lily hung a left as instructed and drove past barns and fields of cattle. This was her first realexperience with country driving, and she had to admit it was much more pleasant than dealing with thestressful, stop-and-go traffic of the city. 
 
“Now turn right at this church over here.” Lily turned right at the Free Will Baptist Church — aname which she considered an oxymoron. 
 
“Now you’ll wanna go down this road a piece,” Big Ben said. 
 
The road was a rural residential area, dotted with well-maintained brick ranch-style houses. 
 
“Now turn at that mailbox that says 104,” Big Ben directed. 
 
Lily did as she was told, but had no idea why she was pulling into a strange house’s driveway. 
 
She didn’t begin to catch on until her hapless husband said, “Now Daddy, what have you gone anddone?” At that moment, Lily saw the realty company sign in the yard with the banner across itannouncing, SOLD. 
 
“I know it’s nothing fancy” Big Ben said, “but it’s a good house — built solid — and it’ll do ya tillyou can build the house you really want.” 
 
“But, Daddy,” Ben said, “we were just going to rent an apartment.” 
 
“Now, Benny Jack,” Big Ben said, “you know there ain’t an apartment in Faulkner County that’sworth living in. And besides, you remember that broken-down old trailer you and your mother and mehad to live in back when I was first starting the company?” 
 
“No, I don’t remember it. We moved out of that trailer when I was two years old.” 
 
“Well, it don’t matter whether you remember it or not. It was no place to raise a child. And soon asthe money from the company started rolling in, I swore that no son of mine would ever have to livewithout a decent roof over his head.” He produced a house key from his jeans pocket. “So whaddaya say,kids? You wanna take a look at her?” 
 


The house had a garage large enough to hold both Ben’s Lexus and Lily’s new monstrosity of asedan. Architecturally, the dwelling resembled a brick shoe box. Everything about the house bespoke anormal, heterosexual respectability. Lily hated it. 
 
Inside, the walls were white and the carpeting beige. Each room was square, pristine, and sterile. 
The only thing Lily liked about it was that there were three bedrooms: one for Mimi, one for Ben, and onefor her. “So what kind of monthly payments are we gonna be making on this place?” she asked. 
 
Big Ben looked puzzled. “Payments?” 
 
“Yeah,” Lily said. “I mean, you made the down payment, right, but then Ben and I will pay —” 
 
Big Ben hooted. “You and Ben won’t have to pay a dime! I bought this house outright — withcash money!” 
 
Lily leaned against a white wall to steady herself. She couldn’t imagine having the kind of moneywhere you could just buy a house, any house, on the spot and pay for it all in cash. These people reallywere loaded. 
 
“I know it don’t look like much right now, since there ain’t a stick of furniture in it,” Big Ben said. 
“But picking out furniture’s a woman’s job.” He checked his watch — a Rolex, Lily noticed. “Lily, ifyou’d drive us on into town, you’ll have plenty of time to pick you out some stuff over at American HomeFurnishings before we meet ole Buzz for lunch at the Bucket.” 
 
Lily, still leaning against the blank wall, smiled wanly. All her needs were supposedly being takencare of, and yet she had never felt so empty. 
 CHAPTER 7
  
Lily and Ben had just finished a grueling forty-minute shopping spree at American HomeFurnishings, during which Lily kept protesting that Big Ben was spending too much money on them, andBen the younger kept complaining that all the furniture in the store was too tacky to go in any house ofhis. “It’s bad enough,” he said, “that I have to live in a ranch-style house. Now I have to furnish it withcrap that’s just a cut above cardboard!” 
 
“Oh, for godssake.” Lily sighed. Her furniture preference was for antiques and junk-store finds,but if somebody was gracious enough to buy her a houseful of furniture, she wasn’t going to be rudeenough to complain about the store’s limited selection. “Okay,” she announced, “we’ll take that sea-foamgreen sofa and armchair and the coffee table that goes with it. We’ll also have that round table and chairsover there for the dining room, the oak bedroom suite, the Jenny Lind nursery set, and the maple bedroomsuite for the spare room.” 
 
The oversolicitous furniture salesman grinned at Ben. “There’s something to be said for a ladywho knows what she wants.” 

       
Every item on the Dinner Bucket’s lunch buffet was represented on Buzz Dobson’s tie. The factthat he seemed to have trouble conveying a forkful of food to his mouth didn’t exactly fill Lily withconfidence in his legal abilities. Could a man really have mastered the art of Socratic dialogue if he hadnever learned how to feed himself? 
 
“So,” Lily asked, “where did you go to law school, Mr. Dobson?” 
 
“Oh, call me Buzz,” he said, trailing his too-short tie through his mashed potatoes as he reachedfor his iced tea glass. 
 
“Buzz,” Lily corrected herself. While trying not to stare at his gravy-soaked tie, she found herselffocusing on Buzz’s toupee, a dark brown, vaguely hairlike mass that was perched on his head like ajaunty hat. 
 
“Ahh, I went to law school at your old stomping ground... down in Atlanta.” 
 
“Emory?” Lily asked, picking at her overcooked macaroni and cheese. 
 
“Naw I went to the Bushrod Washington School of Law...it’s off of Peachtree.” 
 
“Oh, yes, I know it.” Under the table, Lily used her index finger to trace the letters l-o-s-e-r onBen’s thigh. Spelling out words in this way was a method of communication Dez had invented in order tosit through dull plays and lectures. 
 
Ben traced back on Lily’s thigh: It’s okay. 
 
Lily wasn’t sure she believed him. The Bushrod Washington School of Law was housed in adilapidated, graffiti-sprayed office building. It was widely known as the Last Resort School of Law, aninstitution whose only entrance requirements were a pulse and a checkbook. 
 
“Yup,” Buzz said, discarding a thoroughly gnawed chicken bone, “took me six years, but I finallygraduated.” 
 
Lily was trying to calculate how quickly she could gather Mimi and her belongings and return toAtlanta when Big Ben said, “Yup, me and Buzz go way back. Ole Buzz was the best running back,Faulkner County High School’s ever seen.” 
 
Buzz grinned, clearly enjoying the compliment. “You tell that to my poor ole, broke-down knees.”He pushed his plate away. Lily expected him to wipe his mouth with his tie, but he didn’t. “So,” he said,clasping his hands on the table. “I hear you young people are in a spot of trouble. Why don’t you tell me alittle about it?” 
 
Ben launched into the story he’d concocted, devoting equal detail to the truths, half-truths, andoutright lies. When he finished, Buzz turned to Lily. “You got a copy of Charlotte’s will on you, honey?” 
 
Lily winced at the unsolicited endearment, but retrieved a photocopy of the will from her bag. 
Buzz scanned the document, sucking his teeth. “Well,” he said finally, “it’s all here in black and white,ain’t it?” He slipped the document back into its envelope. “Well, first I’m gonna tell you kids what Ialways tell people. If you got a problem, the best way to settle it is out of court.” 
 
Particularly with a lawyer like you, Lily thought, but she kept her lips clamped shut. 
 
“My advice,” Buzz continued, “is invite Charlotte’s momma and daddy up to Versailles. Have ’emto supper at your new house, or even better, invite ’em over to the big McGilly place that oughta impressthe hell out of ’em. Grill ’em some steaks, let ’em see that Mimi’s being taken care of and that y’all arejust regular folks like anybody else. My hope is that when they see their granddaughter in a normal,family atmosphere, they’ll give up on this foolishness and let you alone.” 
 
Lily looked Buzz in the eye. “And if they don’t?” 
 
“If they don’t, then guess we’ll see ‘em in court.” Buzz glanced over at Big Ben, then looked backat Lily. “Let me put it to you this way, honey. When Big Ben and me played on the same team back inhigh school, we never lost a game.” 
       
“I know what you’re thinking, Lily,” Big Ben said, as they got into Lily’s new ship of a car. 
 
“Really?” She didn’t mean to sound snippy, but she still did. 
 
“Uh-huh,” Big Ben said, “you’re thinking you and Benny Jack woulda fared better if you’d stayedin Atlanta and hired you some hot-shot lawyer.” 
 
“Well,” Lily admitted, “when I look at Buzz Dobson, hot shot isn’t exactly a phrase that pops tomind.” 
 
Big Ben laughed. “Well, I reckon not. The ole boy can’t even hit his mouth with his fork abouthalf the time. But I’ll tell you this, Lily. He’s a fine feller, and he means well.” 
 
Lily pulled out of the parking space and aimed her new tank in the direction of the ConfederateSock Mill. “I’ll try to bear that in mind when I lose custody of my daughter.” 
 
To her surprise, Big Ben laughed. “She just don’t get it, does she, Benny Jack?” 

 
Ben joined his father laughing. “She’s a city girl, Daddy. She’s not used to how things work inFaulkner County.” 
 
“You see, Lily,” Big Ben intoned, “it don’t matter that Buzz Dobson barely graduated from afourth-rate law school. We could hire a damn chimpanzee for a lawyer, and we’d still win. We’reMcGillys, Lily. Me, Benny Jack, you and Mimi, we’re all part of the most powerful family in FaulknerCounty. And besides, me and Judge Sanders play golf together every Wednesday, and half the time I lethim win. His son-in-law got himself in a spot of trouble a few years back, and I helped him out of it. 
People in this county don’t forget names nor favors, Lily. There’s no way ole Jake Sanders would goagainst a McGilly.” 
 
Lily pulled into the sock mill’s gravel parking lot. “I hope you’re right.” 
 
Big Ben grinned. “Honey, in Faulkner County, I’m always right. I’m a McGilly.” 
 
When Ben and Lily walked into the sock mill’s office, the clerical workers were abuzz, whispering 
“here they come” and “won’t they be surprised.” One of them went to the restroom door and hollered, 
“Jeanie! They’re here!” 
 
“Just a second,” Jeanie called from behind the closed door. “We’ll be right out.” 
 
“What’s going on?” Lily asked one of the office workers. 
 
She smiled. “Let’s just say that somebody’s mamaw took her shopping.” 
 
Jeanie opened the door, cooing, “Come on, let’s show Mama and Daddy.” 
 
Mimi stood in the bathroom doorway, steadying herself against the door facing. She was wearing acake-frosting-pink dress, the skirt of which was so tiered with stiff, lacy ruffles that the little girl wasunable to lay her arms flat at her sides. Instead, she stood with her arms sticking out, like Mr. PotatoHead. Her tiny feet were encased in stiff white patent-leather Mary Janes, and a lacy headband with apink bow clued in anyone who might not yet have picked up on the fact that this was indeed a femalechild. 
 
“So, what do you think?” Jeanie asked, beaming. 
 
Lily started laughing — a more socially acceptable reaction than crying, which had been her otherimpulse. “She’s...she’s...a sight.” Mimi looked mad as hell, just like Charlotte used to look when she hadto wear a dress and high heels. 
 
“Good god, Mother, how much did you pay for all that crap?” Ben asked. 
 
“Now, Benny Jack, don’t you say a word. A mamaw’s got to splurge on her only granddaughter alittle bit. We just went over to the Little Princess shop in Callahan, and then after that we stopped atMcDonald’s for a Happy Meal.” Jeanie scooped Mimi up in her arms. “And Lord, you shoulda seen thisgirl put away them Chicken McNuggets!” 
 
“She’s...she’s never eaten meat before.” Lily had pledged to raise Mimi a vegetarian, at least untilshe got old enough to make her own dietary decisions. 
 
“Well, I’ll tell you what,” Jeanie said. “She eat them Chicken McNuggets like she was going to thechair.” 
 
It was so easy, Lily thought, to plan how you would raise your child — to say with absolutecertainty the things you would and would not do. But once the child got exposed to outside influences, allthose plans were shot to hell. “Well ... Mimi, I guess we’d better get you home for your nap. You’ve hadquite a day.” She picked her daughter up. Her new dress must have added five pounds to her weight. Ormaybe it was the Chicken McNuggets. “Thank you, Jeanie, for taking her shopping and ... taking care ofher.” 
 
As they walked out of the building, Ben said, “You look like you’ve been poleaxed.” 
 
“I’m just overwhelmed. The house, the car ...” When she set Mimi in her car seat, Mimi’s lacypetticoat flew up high enough to obscure her little face. “And Mimi ... god ... leave her with your motherfor two hours and...” 
 
“She becomes a meat-eating femme fatale?” 
 
Lily’s laugh gave way to an uneasy sigh. She leaned against the car. “Maybe having theMaycombs over for dinner will work things out. I just want this whole custody thing taken care of as soonas possible. It’s scary how fast stuff can change your life, y’know?” She wiped away a stray tear, missingCharlotte. 
 
“I know.” Ben gave her a little pat before he headed to his car. “I’ll see you back at the house,okay?” 
 
“Okay.” 
 
Lily slid into the driver’s seat. “So Mimi-saurus,” she said, “how ’bout we go back to the houseand take a nap?” 
 
“No nap!” Mimi screamed from her car seat. “Go McDonald’s!” 
 CHAPTER 8
  
When Ben, Lily, and Mimi returned to the big McGilly house, a huge black animal was sprawledon the porch. “Oh, shit,” Ben swore. “Mordecai’s gotten out of his pen again.” 
 
“Excuse me?” Lily said. 
 
“The dog. Mother and Daddy’ve been keeping him in the pen out back since we got here. Theywere afraid he’d scare Mimi.” 
 
Lily paused before opening the car door. “Is he dangerous?” 
 
“He was when he was younger, but now he’s just old and cantankerous. He sleeps and farts mostof the time. He’s always been good with kids, though, and if you call him by his name, he knows you’refriendly and won’t bother you.” 
 
Just to be safe, Lily carried Mimi extra high on her hip when they reached the porch. 
 
“Mordecai!” Ben called when they approached the door. 
 
The rottweiler raised his huge head, glanced at Ben, and lowered it again. 
 
“Cow!” Mimi exclaimed delightedly. 
 
“He’s a doggie, sweetie,” Lily corrected her, “but he’s just about big enough to be a cow. Hisname’s Mordecai.” 
 
At the sound of his name, Mordecai looked up at Lily and wagged his stumpy tail. 
 
“Wow,” Ben said, unlocking the front door, “that’s the most energy I’ve seen him expend inyears.” 
 
When they walked into the house, Mordecai followed Lily close behind. At the stairs she said, 
“You wait here, Mordecai. I’m gonna put Mimi down for her nap.” 
 
When Lily came back downstairs, Mordecai was still sitting there dutifully. When she sat on theliving room sofa, he joined her there, his bulky body occupying the length of the sofa, his huge head inLily’s lap. 
 
“That’s amazing,” Ben said. “I’ve never seen him act that way around anybody.” 
 
“Well,” Lily said, stroking Mordecai’s huge head. “I’m afraid he scores more points than you do inthe doting-husband category.” She sighed at the thought of having to contact the Maycombs. “But if youwant to improve your score, you can hand me the phone. I believe we have a dinner invitation to proffer.” 
 
Lily dialed the Maycombs’ number and waited nervously for an answer. After three rings,Charlotte’s mother trilled a melodic “Hello.” 
 
Shit, Lily thought, before she dialed, she should have figured out what she was going to say. “Um,hi, Mrs. Maycomb? This is Lily.” 
 
“Lily Fox?” 
 
How many Lilys do you know, old woman? she thought, but she said sweetly, “Yes, althoughthat’s not my last name anymore. I...married recently.” 
 
“Married?” Ida Maycomb squawked like a mynah. “To a man?” 
 
Well, sort of. “Why, yes, of course. I’m Mrs. Ben McGilly now,” Lily said, gagging slightly. “Thething is ... Ben, Mimi, and I are living up in Versailles now, and his family and I wanted to invite you todinner some night. You could spend some time with Mimi, meet her other grandparents ... and we couldtalk. I know we’ve had our differences in the past, and I was hoping we could sit down to a meal togetherand maybe straighten things out.” 
 
“Well...um, I don’t know, Lily.” Ida’s voice quivered with the uneasiness of a person who nevermakes her own decisions. “I’d have to ask Charles, of course. And Mike ... would he be invited?” 
 
“Sure,” Lily said cheerily, even as her stomach lurched at the thought of this horrid gathering. 
 
“And when would this dinner be?” 
 
“How about Saturday at six? Ben can meet you at the interstate exit to show you the way to thehouse.” Ben glowered at her, and she stuck out her tongue at him. 
 
“Well ...” Ida waffled. “I’ll tell you what. I’ll talk to Charles when he gets home and see what hesays.” 
 
“Okay, well, let me give you the number here.” Ida hung up the second Lily recited the last digit. 
 
Two beers for Lily and three dog biscuits for Mordecai later, the phone rang. Lily had only goneso far as to say “Hel —” when Ida said, “We’ll be there — Saturday at six.” Click. 
 
“Well, they’re coming,” Lily sighed. 
 
Ben shook his head. “It’s kinda hard to figure out whether that’s good news or not, isn’t it?” 
 
That night, Mordecai slept in the bed between Lily and Ben, taking up more than his fair share ofroom. Between Ben’s snores and Mordecai’s flatulence, Lily could scarcely sleep for the noise and airpollution. Soon, she comforted herself, they’d be in their shoe box of a house, where at least they couldsleep in canine-free separate beds. 
       
The housekeeper had dusted, scoured, or vacuumed every available surface of the McGillys’ 
colonial-antebellum-style home. In thirty minutes, Ben would be meeting the Maycombs at the Versaillesinterstate exit to escort them to the house. Right now, though, Lily and Ben sat on opposite ends of theslate-blue and mauve living room, dreading the evening ahead of them. 
 
Jeanie strode into the room, nervously glancing at her gold watch. “Benny Jack, you heard me tellyour daddy to be home by five-fifteen so he could change into some decent clothes, didn’t you?” 
 
“Yes, Mother, I heard you.” 
 
“Well, if you heard me, why the hell didn’t he?” Jeanie was wearing a peach jersey sundress andtan canvas espadrilles. A small strand of undoubtedly real pearls hung just below the hollow of her throat. 
Her curly brown hair hung loose around her tanned shoulders. She looked stylish, comfortable, and very,very rich. 
 
Lily was wearing a sky-blue dress she had borrowed from Jeanie. Except for her most faded pairof Levi’s, it was the lightest-colored garment she had worn since she was a kid. But for Mimi she’d sufferanything — even pastels. 
 
Lily looked down at her daughter, who was playing on the floor and wearing a mint-greensmocked dress. Lily watched as Mimi spotted Mordecai, a demonic gleam in her eye. “Mookie!” shesquealed, then pulled herself to standing at the coffee table, walked three tentative steps, and fell smackon her diaper-padded butt. 
 
“Omigod!” Lily yelled at the exact same moment Jeanie did. Lily picked Mimi up and swung herthrough the air. “Mimi-saurus, that was great! You’re a toddler now!” 
 
“Did you see that, Benny Jack?” Jeanie was breathless with excitement. “Your little girl just tookher first steps!” 
 
“Yeah,” Ben said, sounding completely devoid of interest. “Well, I guess I’d better go pick up theCobb County cretins now.” 
 
As he headed out the door, Jeanie shook her head in exasperation. “Men. Sometimes I think theyjust don’t know what’s important in life.” She turned her attention to Mimi. “Now, I think a big walkinggirl ought to at least get a cookie if her mama says it’s okay.” 
 
Lily smiled. “Of course it’s okay. This is a special occasion.” 
 
Jeanie and Lily assembled a salad while Mimi nibbled her cookie. “It would be great if Mimiwould walk in front of the Maycombs tonight,” Lily said, slicing a cucumber that she was secretlythinking of as Mike Maycomb’s penis. “That way, they’d see she’s developing normally in thisenvironment —” 
 
“You know,” Jeanie said, chopping a tomato, “Big Ben told me about Mimi not being yours byblood, but I’ve never seen nobody love a child the way you love her. If these people can’t see that, there’ssomething bad wrong with them.” 
 
Lily felt her eyes fill, and it was carrot, not onion, that she was chopping. “Mimi’s the world tome. She’s all I’ve got.” 
 
“Besides Benny Jack, you mean?” 
 
“Yeah, right. Besides Benny Jack.” 
 
Just as Jeanie had feared, Ida, Charles, and Mike Maycomb arrived at the house before Big Ben. 
Big Ben’s absence made Lily nervous. She knew the Maycombs would be more comfortable if there wasa patriarch presiding over the evening’s events, and as far as patriarchs went, Ben the younger didn’t quitefit the bill. 
 
When Ben the younger walked in with Ida, Charles, and Mike, a rictus of a smile was frozen onhis face — the kind of grin worn by a death’s head. “Come on in,” he said, through clenched teeth. “Lilyand I would’ve invited you over to our new place, but you would’ve had to sit on unpacked boxes.” 
 
The three Maycombs glanced around the living room— approvingly, Lily hoped. Despite the hotweather, Charles and Ida were both dressed for a Sunday service at Calvary Baptist. They looked asstarched and proper as Dick and Pat Nixon in their heyday. Mike, however, was going for a more casuallook. In his ridiculous fuchsia polo shirt with matching fuchsia and kelly green plaid pants, he wasdressed for a day on the golf course. 
 
Ida nodded at Lily and emitted a frosty “Hello.” 
 
“Hi,” Lily said as brightly as she could manage. “I’m glad y’all could make it.” 
 
Ida’s frostiness melted away when her eyes came to rest on Mimi. “There she is!” she whooped. 
“Grandma’s little precious!” 
 
Mimi stretched out her arms. “Gamma!” Ida picked up her granddaughter and held her close. 
 
“She took her first steps today,” Lily said. 
 
“She did?” Ida crooned, “Gwamma’s little angel’s getting to be a big girl. Charles, did you hearthat?” 
 
“Sure did.” Charles shifted his feet uncomfortably, obviously wishing he was in a setting where hewould feel more comfortable, like a book burning or a Klan rally. He looked over at Mike for a cue. Lilyhad noticed how both Ida and Charles tended to follow Mike’s lead. To them, their son was one of thegreatest minds of this, or any, century. Lily had no doubt that contesting her custody of Mimi had beenMike’s big idea ... and that he had convinced Ida and Charles of its wisdom. 
 
“Hel-lo!” Jeanie half sang, emerging from the kitchen as though she was making her big entrancein a play. “Please, sit down, and make yourselves at home. I’m Jeanie McGilly, Ben’s mama.” She shookhands with her guests, who introduced themselves. “I am so sorry that my husband hasn’t arrived yet. I’msure you know how hard it is to drag a man away from work, don’t you, Ida?” Jeanie’s smile wasstunning. “Can I get you folks anything to drink before dinner?” 
 
Lily saw Charles recoil slightly. The Maycombs were teetotalers who regarded anyone who drankso much as a beer a day as a hopeless alcoholic. Jeanie must have noticed Charles’s reaction, too, becauseshe added, “Iced tea? Lemonade?” 
 
They all sat in the living room, glasses of lemonade in hand, unable to come up with a single topicof conversation. Lily sat close to Ben on the couch, her hand in his. It was difficult to pretend to be inlove. Real love was such a natural flow of feeling that it was hard to know how to fake it. 
 
“So, Lily,” Ida said at the point where the sipping of lemonade was becoming a deafening sound, 
“how did you and Ben meet?” 
 
“Oh, we’ve been friends for years,” Lily said, trying to smile at Ben adoringly. “It was onlyrecently that we started to become ... more.” She attempted a giggle, but stopped it when she decided shesounded demented. 
 
“Yeah,” Ben added, “Lily and me together—who’d have thought it?” 
 
“It’s just like that movie When Harry Met Sally,” Jeanie said, “where the couple’s been friends foryears before they realize they were meant to be together. I just love mushy movies like that, don’t you,Ida?” 
 
“We don’t see many movies,” Charles answered for her. “Too much bad language.” 
 
Jeanie smiled politely “It is a sight, isn’t it?” 
 
“Well, I think we all know who’s in charge of Hollywood,” Mike said “And it’s not theChristians.” 
 
Lily squeezed Ben’s hand so hard she expected to hear the bones crack. They had been sitting inuncomfortable silence for a few moments when the front door swung open. “Oh, that must be myhusband,” Jeanie said. 
 
It was. Big Ben was wearing his customary plain white T-shirt, blue jeans, and work boots, but hewas smeared from head to toe with what appeared to be axle grease. His lips looked startlingly pink incontrast to the black gunk on his face. “One of the blame machines at the mill broke down, and I had tofix it. You want something done right, you gotta do it yourself.” He nodded at the Maycombs. “I’m BennyJack’s daddy, by the way. Ever’body calls me Big Ben.” He looked down at his grease-blackened paw. 
“Don’t mean to seem standoffish, but I don’t reckon y’all’d wanna be shaking my hand right now.” 
 
“Honey —” Jeanie’s voice was tense. “Why don’t you take a shower before you put the steakson?” 
 
“I reckon I will.” Big Ben wiped his brow, smearing grease across his forehead. “Think I’ll justgrab me a be — a Co’Cola first.” It was Big Ben’s custom to consume a six-pack of Budweiser betweenthe time he got home from work and the time he went to bed, but Lily had asked him to abstain while inthe Maycombs’ presence. 
 
Later, as they sat around the dining room table, everyone but Lily and Mimi slicing into huge,bloody slabs of steak, Ida chirped, “Lily, I just don’t see how you can stand to be a vegetarian. I mean,what do you eat?” 
 
Lily smiled so tensely that her jaws ached. “Everything but meat.” She speared a forkful of salad. 
 
“Well,” Charles began, “doesn’t it say in the Bible, though, that the Lord gave man dominion overanimals?” 
 
“Well, Lily’s softhearted when it comes to animals,” Ben said. “You know how women are.” 
 
Charles, Ben, Mike, and Big Ben all shared a laugh about the sentimentality of womenfolk. Whilewringing her napkin under the table as though it were a human neck, Lily noticed that Jeanie rolled hereyes at the men, while Ida laughed right along with them. 
 
They were very different women, Jeanie and Ida. While Jeanie might enjoy reading a romancenovel while lounging in the pool, she definitely knew the difference between fantasy and reality. Shenever let a man have the final word just because of his gender, and as a mother and a businesswoman, sheexuded competence and confidence. 
 
Ida, however, lived in a world in which she unquestioningly took orders from God and herhusband, not necessarily in that order. No matter what her husband and son said, she smiled in agreement. 
If Ida ever had any complaints, Lily was sure that she muttered them under her breath instead of sayingthem out loud. 
 
“You know,” Charles began, “I was just saying when we were driving through Versailles how Ikinda envy y’all for living in this small town. Some of the best folks anywhere live in small-townAmerica—God-fearing, hardworking people who aren’t afraid to do for each other.” 
 
Or to mind each other’s business, Lily thought. 
 
“Don’t get me wrong,” Charles continued, “I like where we live out in Cobb County. I could neverlive right in Atlanta, though. There’s a certain element there I just don’t want to associate with. I think youknow who I mean: the crack dealers, the prostitutes, just all the bla —” 
 
“People who haven’t found Jesus yet,” Mike finished for him. 
 
Of course, Lily thought. You Lieutenants of the Lord are willing to disguise your racism in orderto preserve the patriarchy. 
 
“Well, of course,” Ida said, smiling sweetly, “there are ... undesirables wherever you go. In smalltowns, you get the trailer trash and the Holy Rollers.” 
 
“How’s that?” Big Ben asked, leaning over the table intently. 
 
“What my wife means is, those Church of God people,” Charles said. “You know, the ones thatshout and dance and speak in tongues and act crazy.” 
 
“They’re very unrefined,” Ida said, with a superior simper. 
 
“Some of ’em even drink strychnine and set themselves on fire,” Mike laughed. 
 
Big Ben set down his knife and fork. “I was raised in the Church of God. Now, we wasn’t the kindto handle snakes or set ourselves afire or nothin’ like that. But we would shout and speak in tongues andget happy. And you wanna talk about some fine people ... they was some of the best folks you’d ever meetin that church.” He took a slug of Coke. “Now, I ain’t in that church no more, mind you. Jeanie and Mamajoined up with the Presbyterians a while back, and I joined up with ’em. I don’t hardly go to church there,though, ’cause the preaching and the singing’s so quiet, it seems like I have to start snoring just to make alittle noise. 
 
“I’ll tell you somethin’, though. A few years back I was down in Mississippi on bizness, and Ilooked up this ole army buddy of mine—a black feller. He invited me to a tent revival his church washaving. I was the only white man in that tent, and I swear to God, I don’t believe I sat down once duringthe whole service ... I was too busy standing up and clapping and singing. Them people knew how to havechurch, let me tell you.” Big Ben picked up his silverware and dug back into his steak. 
 
“Well, of course, there’s good people in every group,” Charles waffled. “I didn’t mean—” 
 
“I know what you meant, buddy,” Big Ben said, looking Charles in the eye. 
 
“So,” Jeanie said, with determined cheer. “We got pound cake and chess pie. Who wants what?” 
 
As everyone sat with their coffee in the living room, Lily crawled down on the floor with Mimiand helped her to a standing position. “How about a little after-dinner entertainment, Mimi-saurus?” Lilysaid. “Why don’t you show Grandma and Grandpa how you can walk?” 
 
Mimi stood with her little hands clenched, steeling herself for action. 
 
“Come on, sweetie. Walk to Mama.” 
 
Mimi knitted her brow, sucked in her breath, and took one, two, three faltering steps before fallinginto Lily’s arms. At the sound of her grandparents’ applause, she grinned crookedly. 
 
“I swear,” Big Ben said, “I think she’s just about the happiest baby I’ve ever seen.” 

 
“Well, of course she’s happy,” Jeanie added. “Why wouldn’t she be? She’s well taken care of, andloved.” She looked straight at the Maycombs. “Mimi may not be hers by blood, but Lily’s still one of thebest mamas I’ve ever seen.” 
 
Lily’s stomach clenched. All evening she had been wondering how to broach the subject of Mimi’scustody with the Maycombs. Now it seemed that Big Ben and Jeanie were going to cut to the chase forher, which, she noticed, had caused the Maycombs to squirm as though the cushions in their chairs werestuffed with gravel. 
 
“Well,” Charles said, avoiding eye contact with anyone in the room. “I’m sure Lily is fine atseeing to the child’s basic needs —keeping her fed and clean, that kind of thing.” He smiled self-righteously. “But as I’m sure some of the ladies in the room know, there’s a lot more to being a motherthan that.” 
 
“Oh, yes.” Ida looked at Mike in the same way Jocasta must have looked at Oedipus. “If you’venot carried the child in your own body, you don’t know what it is to be a mother. Nobody knows childrenlike a real mother does.” 
 
That’s funny, Lily thought. You barely could have picked your daughter out of a lineup. 
 
“Well, that’s certainly a sentiment you could needlepoint on a pillow,” Ben said. “But Mimi’sbiological mother is no longer with us. Lily and I are just trying to create the best family for her that wecan.” 
 
“Well,” Charles said calmly, “we feel that Mimi needs to be in an environment where she canlearn the difference between right and wrong—” 
 
“Now you just hold on a minute here,” Big Ben interrupted. “You can ask anybody in FaulknerCounty, and they’ll tell you the McGillys is fine folks. We’re a decent, hardworking family, and BennyJack here is a good boy. We never had a bit of trouble outta him, and I can’t say the same thing for hisbrothers. And Lily — she may not look like you’re used to girls looking, but she’s a good, honest person.” 
 
The word stung Lily, but she was touched by Big Ben’s impassioned defense. 
 
“Look,” Mike said impatiently, “there are certain factors here you don’t understand. I don’t wantto go into them because there are ladies present. Let’s just say that given these factors, we feel it would bein Mimi’s best interests to live with the remaining members of her biological family.” 
 
“But Mike,” Lily interjected, “Ben is Mimi’s biological father.” So much for the honesty theory,she thought. 
 
“Oh, I don’t believe that story for a minute. Mimi’s daddy was in some test tube at a sperm bank.”Mike’s bald spot flushed red, and a vein in his forehead bulged. “Just because you found some sissy tomarry you, just because you put on a dress and shaved your legs, that doesn’t change what you are—” 
 
“Calm down, son—” Charles interrupted. 
 
Heedless, Mike ranted on. “And don’t think for a second we don’t know who you are, Lily... 
McGilly, as you call yourself. For whatever perverted purposes, you may claim to be a normal wife andmother, but deep down you’re still a godless, man-hating…” 
 
A crash issued from upstairs as though a door had been ripped from its sockets. Something hugebarreled down the stairs and soon was standing on its hind legs with its front paws positioned on the armsof Mike’s chair. A low growl issued from its black, curled-back lips. 
 
“Mordecai!” Big Ben hollered. “Down, boy!” 
 
The rottweiler didn’t budge. Mike’s face, so recently aflame with anger, was now frozen in terror. 
 
“Mordecai!” Lily called. “Down, boy” 
 
Mordecai wagged his stump of a tail at Lily and moved his bulk to rest in front of her and Mimi,creating a physical barrier between them and the Maycombs. 
 
“Oh, I see how it is.” Mike rose from his chair. His plaid pants looked suspiciously damp to Lily. 
“You invite us down here so you can make a mockery of us. You sic your dog on us —” 
 
“Now hold on a minute, buddy,” Big Ben interrupted. “We didn’t sic our dog on you. He was shutin the bedroom upstairs.” 
 
“He musta heard you yelling at Lily,” Jeanie said. “Ever since Lily got here, Mordecai’s just tookto her. It’s like he’s her protector —” 
 
“My knight in shining flea collar,” Lily said, hoping a joke would lighten the bleak situation. Itdidn’t. 
 
“Well...” Ida was holding her purse in her lap. “It’s getting awfully late.” She looked at Charleshopefully. 
 
He picked up his cue. “Yes, it is, and we’ve got a long drive ahead of us. Thank you for dinner—” 

 
“Wait,” Ben said. Everyone’s head turned toward him. “My wife and I asked you here tonight inhopes that we could settle our differences outside a court-room. Now, Lily and I have talked about this alot, and we both agree that you can see Mimi as often as you like— as long as you agree to respect theterms of Charlotte’s will.” 
 
“I loved my daughter,” Charles began. “But no matter what my feelings for Charlotte were, I can’tuphold her will. We...just feel that Charlotte was under some ... undesirable influences” — Lily feltCharles’s disapproving stare. “ — when she wrote the will. And it was bad enough for those influences toaffect my daughter. There’s no way I’m going to let them affect my granddaughter!” 
 
Lily was seething. They always made it sound as though Lily had converted Charlotte...corruptedher into leading an “undesirable” lifestyle. Charlotte had known she was a dyke since she was twelveyears old! “Charlotte was a grown woman —” 
 
“I think what Daddy is saying,” Mike interrupted as he headed for the door, “is that we alreadyhave a lawyer. Maybe you should think of hiring one, too.” 
 
“Oh, don’t you worry about that, funny boy.” Big Ben was making no effort to hide his anger. 
“We’ve got us a lawyer. We was hoping we wouldn’t have to use him, but there’s just no talking to somepeople. I believe you can find your way back to the interstate exit. And I reckon the next time we’ll seeyou will be in the Faulkner County Courthouse.” 
 
Mike glowered at Big Ben. “Fine. This seems like a decent town. I’m sure they’ll do the rightthing.” 
 
Big Ben grinned. “I’m sure they will, too. Don’t let the door hit your ass on the way out, now.” 
 
After the Maycombs’ car had backed out of the driveway, Big Ben said, “Okay, who wants a beernow that the Baptists is gone?” 
 
Everybody but Mimi raised a hand. 
 CHAPTER 9
  
 “Ganny!” Mimi squealed when Lily opened the front door for Granny McGilly, who was weigheddown with a heavy-looking cardboard box. 
 
“Here, let me take that for you,” Lily said, relieving the old woman of the box’s weight. 
 
“That’s just a few little ole things I thought you could use to brighten the place up a little ... apicture or two, a few little gewgaws. I’m getting to the age where little things like that just look likeclutter to me. I thought maybe you could use ’em.” 
 
“Well, thank you.” Lily looked at the framed picture that was sticking up out of the box: aVictorian print of a golden-haired female angel guiding two dimple-faced children across a bridge. It waskitschy, but Lily kind of liked it. “Nice picture.” 
 
“That pitcher’d been hanging in my bedroom for years, but yesterday, I got to looking at it, and itput me in mind of Mimi — in all this trouble you’re having, it seems like she needs her a guardian angel.” 
 
Lily was touched. Since the disastrous dinner with the Maycombs, all the McGilly clan had ralliedaround Lily, telling her those awful people had no right to treat her that way and that they’d live to regretthe day they crossed a McGilly. Their support made Lily feel reassured and guilty at the same time —  
guilty because she knew the McGillys would feel differently if they found out her and Ben’s marriage wasa fraud. 
 
“Mimi definitely needs all the help she can get,” Lily said. “Buzz Dobson’s working on setting upa date for the hearing. I’m a nervous wreck about the whole thing.” 
 
“Don’t you worry,” Granny McGilly said. “There ain’t never been a McGilly to lose in court inthis county.” She nodded toward the door. “I got somethin’ else for you out in the truck, but I don’t knowhow excited you’ll be to see it.” 
 
Lily picked up Mimi and followed Granny outside. There, in the bed of the green Chevy truck,was Mordecai, panting and wagging his stump of a tail. 
 
“Mookie!” Mimi exclaimed. 
 
“Uh ... what’s Mordecai doing here?” Lily asked. It was a question she feared she already knewthe answer to. 
 
“Well, I stopped by the big house on the way over here. Jeanie said that ever since you moved out,Mordecai’s stayed up all night howling for you. He won’t eat, neither. Just sleeps all day and howls allnight. Big Ben said he reckoned if Mordecai loved you that much, he orta go live with you. He’s too oldto be much of a guard dog anyway.” 

 
Lily looked into the big dog’s adoring, chocolate-brown eyes. “Well, I don’t know what Ben willthink of this —” 
 
“Benny Jack’s mother and daddy write him a check for five thousand dollars every month eventhough he don’t do a lick of work for the company. I figure five thousand a month’s enough to cover thecare and feeding of a dog.” 
 
“Well, I guess it is,” Lily said. “Come on, Mordecai. The backyard’s fenced in. I guess we can putyou out there for the time being.” 
 
Mordecai jumped out of the bed of the truck, delighted. 
 
“So, Mimi,” Lily asked, “do you want Mordecai to be your doggie?” 
 
Mimi wrapped her arms around Mordecai’s bull neck and cooed, “Big doggie. My doggie.” 
 
Well, they were cute together. Lily didn’t know how she and Mimi would handle having such abig dog when they moved back to the city, but then a terrifying but familiar image flashed in her mind:She might not have Mimi when she moved back to the city. 
 
“You okay, honey?” Granny McGilly asked. 
 
“Yeah... just kinda stressed out.” 
 
Granny patted her shoulder. “You’re a high-strung little thing, ain’tcha? I told you not to worryabout nothin’. This ugliness in court’ll be settled soon enough, and then you and Benny Jack can get backto being a normal married couple.” 
 
A normal married couple. Yeah, right. Lily watched Granny climb into her truck and drive off,noticing for the first time the rifle in the gun rack of the truck’s back window. Lily had no troublepicturing Granny using that gun, firing away at squirrels or rabbits or the Maycombs. Now, that lastimage was one she could enjoy. 
       
That afternoon, Ben came in the door, humming. When Mimi announced his presence with asqueal of “B-Jack,” instead of correcting her, he picked her up and swung her like an airplane. 
 
“B-Jack funny,” Mimi laughed. 
 
Ben smiled the kind of smile someone in a Walt Disney cartoon might when a bluebird alights onhis shoulder. “B-Jack certainly is.” He focused for a second on the guardian angel picture Lily had justfinished hanging over the couch. “Say, isn’t that picture from Granny’s house?” 
 
“Yeah, she brought it over this morning. She brought something else, too, which might not makeyou too happy.” 
 
“Mordecai? Yeah, I saw him as I drove up. That’s okay. He’s not so bad, as quadrupeds go.” 
 
Lily looked at Ben in amazement. “So... what happened to that adorable, perpetually kvetchinghomosexual that I married?” 
 
Ben sat down in the armchair, hugging his knees. “I had a good day, that’s all.” 
 
“Do tell. It’s the first good day you’ve had since we moved to Versailles, so I think that makes it anewsworthy event.” 
 
“Well, this morning when I was dropping those papers off at Buzz Dobson’s office, I kind of raninto somebody from my past.” 
 
“Your past?” Lily teased. “I didn’t know you had a past.” 
 
“F u-c-k y-o-u,” Ben said, spelling his profanity so Mimi wouldn’t parrot it. “It was this guy, Ken,I went to high school with. And god, I was obsessed with him back then ... he was a nerdy little gay boy’swet dream: a National Merit Scholar, president of the Beta Club, and with these big, brown eyes to diefor. Have you ever known anybody like that? Somebody you just can’t stop thinking about?” 
 
“Just Charlotte. I don’t think I’ll ever be able to go five minutes without thinking of her.” Sheshook off her pain. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to get maudlin. So you ran into this guy today?” 
 
“Sure did. Now he’s a chemistry professor over at Faulkner County Community College. I waskind of surprised that he’s teaching there, but the academic market’s tough these days. He’s still gorgeous,and ...” Ben paused dramatically. “He’s never married.” 
 
“So do you think —” 
 
“I think he might be. I mean, he dated girls in high school, but hell, I even dated a girl or two inhigh school. He really set my gaydar off today, but it could just be wishful thinking.” 
 
“Shame on you!” Lily laughed. “A married man!” Ben flashed another Walt Disney grin. “OnSaturday, he and I are playing golf at the country club.” 
 
Lily felt a sudden tingle of fear. “Now, Ben, you have to be discreet about this —” 
 
“Do you honestly think there’s anybody in this town who would think of two men — one of themmarried — playing golf together at the country club as a date?” 

 
“No, I guess not. Excuse my paranoia — it’s just that I know for a fact that there are people out toget me.” 
 
“I promise to be discreet. Hell, there’s probably not even going to be anything to be discreet about. 
I don’t even know if this is a date.” He tried to fight the smile creeping across his lips. “But I hope it is.” 
 CHAPTER 10
  
Lily was trying to work. She sat at the kitchen table, with a spiral notebook and a sketch pad infront of her. When she was starting a new children’s book, she never knew which would come to her first:the words or the pictures. She rested her chin in her hands and stared into space. She rubbed Mordecai,who was resting under the table, with her bare feet. 
 
Today, neither the words nor the pictures were coming. 
 
But it wasn’t just that she was having an off day. Since the accident, since the Maycombs’ attack,Lily hadn’t made a single sketch or written anything more creative than a grocery list. Her hands, whichin happier days had itched with the urge to create, were now numb and impotent. 
 
The problem with being an artist, Lily thought, is that my work reflects my life. During her dayswith Charlotte, Lily’s happiness had spilled forth onto the pages of her books. Her playful spirit hadperfectly matched the spirits of her young readers. 
 
Now, though, her spirit was far from happy and playful, and she refused to write a children’s bookthat reflected her current state of mind. Lily couldn’t write a children’s book about the all-too-humancapacity for inhumanity, oppression, and injustice. Children would learn about these things soon enoughwithout reading a book about them. 
 
And Mimi, who was now napping so innocently in her crib, might learn about these things all toosoon. She might be taken away from the person who loved her most in the world by the people whothought that person wasn’t fit to live. Lily rested her head in her hands. She tried to take comfort in theMcGillys’ confidence in the hearing’s outcome, but it was confidence she couldn’t share. The McGillys’ 
lack of concern concerned her. 
 
Mordecai hefted his bulk up and ambled toward the kitchen door. 
 
“Need to go out, tiny boy?” Lily called Mordecai by diminutive names, like “teensy lapdog” and 
“my little Chihuahua.” The one-hundred-eighty-pound beast seemed to enjoy thinking of himself as adaintier creature. 
 
Once Mordecai was in the backyard, she closed her notebook and her sketch pad. If the inspirationisn’t there, she had learned, there’s no forcing it. Still, she was going to have to get some inspiration fromsomewhere. Regardless of how the trial went, there would be a day in the not-so-distant future when shewould be kicked off the McGilly family gravy train. 
 
She used her once-creative hands to make tea and wash dishes. What a fine little housewife I’mturning out to be, she thought. 
 
Ben, of course, was out with his new/old obsession. The golfing date had gone well; Ben hadcome home so excited about spending the day with Ken that Lily had suggested that he change his nameto Barbie. “Besides,” she had said, “you don’t really want to go through life as a couple named Ben andKen.” 
 
“Is it any more ridiculous than going through life as Lily McGilly?” 
 
Lily had conceded his point. She also had to concede something else: Her sarcasm toward Ben’sgiddiness was due to nothing more than good, old-fashioned jealousy. It didn’t bother her that her ersatzhusband was stepping out on her; she didn’t give a shit about that. 
 
It was Ben’s happiness that drove her crazy, that made her think of her first days with Charlotte,when their love was green and about to blossom. That kind of joy was the complete opposite of what shewas feeling these days. Tennyson may have believed that “ ’Tis better to have loved and lost than never tohave loved at all,” but Lily wasn’t sure. 
 


Of course, there wasn’t anything for Lily to be jealous of yet. Neither Ben nor Ken had admittedto the other that he was gay. Ben said they had each “dropped a few hairpins” during their game of golf,but being in a public place, neither of them had let his hair down entirely. Today, though, they weremeeting in a more private setting. Ken had invited Ben to spend the afternoon at his house, listening toBrit pop and then eating sushi for dinner, which Ken had prepared from ingredients he had bought at theinternational farmer’s market in Atlanta. Lily had opined to Ben that he was home free: straight whitemen don’t make sushi. 

 
Lily dried the last dish and sipped her tea. Just then, her eardrums were pierced by a high-pitchedcry of pain. She dropped her cup into the sink and ran to Mimi’s room, only to find the little girl restingcomfortably. She heard the cry again, and this time, with her maternal instinct laid to rest, she could tellthe sound was animal, not human. It was coming from the backyard. 
 
She ran down the hall and out the kitchen door. Mordecai was lying on his stomach, his facepressed against the chain-link fence, whimpering and howling in pain. 
 
“It’s okay, Mordecai,” she said as she approached him. “It’s me, Mordecai.” Animals in pain, sheknew, could strike out without thinking. She softly repeated his name to remind him that she was hisfriend. 
 
When she got closer, she saw what had happened. Mordecai, famous for digging his way out of hisdog pen at the big McGilly house, had attempted to do the same thing with the chain-link fence here. Buthe had, hit a painful snag. 
 
The section of fencing he had exposed was torn, as though someone had clipped a jagged hole in it
— a hole just the right size to trap one of his mammoth front paws. 
 
There was a lot of blood. In trying to remove his paw from the trap, he had only succeeded indigging the metal into his flesh. 
 
“Poor baby,” Lily cooed. Mordecai whimpered in agreement. 
 
Lily locked her fingers in the links above the hole and pulled upward. The big dog looked down athis freed paw with mournful eyes. 
 
Lily had to agree that it did look pretty bad. His dark fur made the nature of his wounds hard todetect, but when he tried to stand, the injured foot dangled limply. For all Lily knew, it could be broken. 
 
“Sit tight, Mordecai. Let me go inside and get the baby and the car keys. We’re gonna get yousome help.” 
 
The one thing she could say in favor of the monstrous Chrysler New Yorker Big Ben had boughtwas that it was a vehicle of sufficient size to comfortably transport a toddler and a rottweiler. Lily’s oldHonda, which was sitting unused in the condo parking lot in Atlanta, barely had enough room for her andMimi, let alone a one-hundred-eighty-pound dog. She had wrapped Mordecai’s paw in a clean towel. 
Even so, she was sure he was bleeding all over the car’s plush upholstery. She knew this kind of thingwould cause Ben to have a hissy fit, but she didn’t care. The day she cared more about personal propertythan living things was the day she’d have her woman’s symbol tattoo removed and become acheeseburger-chomping Republican. 
 
After Lily was already on the road, it occurred to her that she could have called Jeanie and askedwho Mordecai’s regular vet was. But it was too late for that. Since he was losing blood, expediencyseemed the best path. Down the road from the sock mill, she had noticed a green double-wide trailer witha sign, 
 
FAULKNER COUNTY ANIMAL CLINIC. Lily hoped they would see animals on an emergencybasis. 
 
Once they arrived, Lily had no doubt that the Faulkner County Animal Clinic was where Mordecaiwent for his shots and checkups. He had been exceptionally cooperative about getting into the car at thehouse, but now, at the sight of the foreboding trailer, he froze in terror. Being careful to avoid his hurtfoot, Mimi tried to pull him out of the car, but it was impossible. His huge muscles were locked, such thatmoving him was as impossible as moving a heavy marble statue. 
 
“Okay, fine. You wait here.” She left the window cracked for the obstinate canine and freed Mimifrom her car seat. Mimi grabbed her hand and toddled alongside her to the trailer’s entrance. 
 
A round old lady with a pink slash of lipstick on her puckered mouth sat at the desk in the paneledwaiting room. “May I help you, dear?” she asked, through puckered lips. 
 
“Um, yes, I hope so,” Lily said. “I don’t have an appointment, but I have an injured dog in the car. 
He’s Big Ben McGilly’s —” 
 
“Mordecai?” the old lady asked. 
 
Lily was amazed. She had already discovered that every person knew every other person in thistown, but until now, she hadn’t realized that this knowledge extended to lower members of the animalkingdom. “Yes, that’s him.” 
 
“Well, you can bring him on in.” 
 
“Well, actually, I can’t. He won’t budge from the car.” 
 
The old lady smiled. “Well, I guess if Mordecai doesn’t want to move, it’s kinda hard to makehim. Have a seat. I’ll get Dr. Jack to help you.” 

 
Lily sat down on a green vinyl chair. Mimi stood at the waiting room’s coffee table, clearlyfascinated by the lamp that sat on it. A ginger jar lamp, its clear glass base was filled with dog biscuits. 
 
The old lady, who had disappeared into the back of the trailer, returned to her post at the desk. 
“The doctor’ll be with you in a minute.” 
 
Moments later, Lily looked up as she heard the sound of boots clomping down the linoleum-floored hall. Looking down the dimly lighted corridor, Lily saw that Dr. Jack was a muscular but shortman, wearing blue coveralls and a pair of dirt-caked brown cowboy boots. 
 
In the full light of the waiting room, however, Lily saw that Dr. Jack wasn’t a man at all. 
 
“Hey,” she said. “I’m Dr. Jack Jennings. How you doing?” She extended her hand to shake. Herclose-cropped brown hair and square jaw made it easy to mistake her for a man at a distance. But closeup, the smoothness of her cheeks made it clear she was a woman. Lily shook her hand, which, while big,was too soft to be a man’s. 
 
“You okay?” Dr. Jack asked. 
 
“Um... yeah. Fine.” If Lily had seen a woman who looked like Jack at Piedmont Park in Atlanta,she barely would have noticed her. But here in Versailles, where most premenopausal women werehyperfeminine slaves to Mary Kay cosmetics and the tanning bed, seeing a butch was shocking — likeseeing a bull-mastiff in a litter of poodles. 
 
“You thought I was gonna be a man, didn’t you?” Dr. Jack sized up Lily with clear blue eyes. 
 
“Um... yeah, I guess so. Just from the name and all.” 
 
Dr. Jack looked stern suddenly. “Now I hope you don’t think that being a woman makes me less ofa vet.” 
 
“Oh, gosh, no,” Lily said quickly. “I mean, I minored in women’s studies in college.” What anidiotic thing to say, she thought. But it was too late; she’d already said it. 
 
“So... Mordecai’s out in your car?” 
 
“Uh-huh.” 
 
“Well, it looks like you’ve got your hands full with your little girl there.” She looked down atMimi. “Hi, doll face.” She smiled at Mimi for a second, then looked back up at Lily. “So, if you’d giveme your keys, I can just run out and get ole Mordecai for you.” 
 
Lily handed over the keys. 
 
Jack flashed her a gap-toothed grin. “I’m not a car thief, I promise.” She propped open the screendoor and disappeared outside. In a couple of minutes, she was back, carrying the one-hundred-eighty-pound dog as if he weighed no more than Mimi. She nodded at Lily. “Why don’t y’all just follow me backto the exam room?” 
 
In the examination room, Dr. Jack set Mordecai down on a long metal table. “I’m not exactlyMordecai’s favorite person, but he knows he’s hurt and needs help, so he’ll listen to reason.” Mordecaiemitted a low growl as Dr. Jack cleaned his injuries. 
 
“How bad is it?” Lily asked. 
 
“Could be worse. He’s gonna need a few stitches, though. We’ll numb him, sew him up, give hima tetanus shot. He’ll be all right.” She looked at Mimi, then at Lily. “The sewing part’s not pretty, though. 
You can wait outside if you’re squeamish.” 
 
Lily reached out to pat Mordecai’s big head. “I’ll stay, if it’s okay. Just in case he wants me here.” 
 
“Sure.” Dr. Jack opened the refrigerator in the corner, which was full of medicine bottles. Sheselected a bottle and closed the door. “So, if you don’t mind me asking, how come you’re the onebringing Mordecai in? Big Ben or Jeanie usually brings him.” 
 
Lily realized she hadn’t introduced herself. “I kind of. . . inherited Mordecai. I married Big Benand Jeanie’s son, Benny Jack.” 
 
“Benny Jack McGilly finally got married?” She squinted at a syringe as she filled it withmedicine. “Huh.” She slipped the needle into a fold of Mordecai’s flesh. He didn’t even flinch. 
 
“You’re good at that,” Lily said. 
 
“I practiced that a lot in vet school ... giving shots so they wouldn’t hurt so much.” She scratchedone of Mordecai’s ears. “Poor feller’s already hurting, no need for me to make it worse. Actually, y’all arelucky I was in this afternoon. I got called out to the Weaver farm at four o’ clock this mornin’ to help acow in calf. I was so beat at lunch today I thought about not coming back to the office this afternoon. I dolarge animal calls in the mornin’, small animals in the afternoon.” She gave Mordecai another affectionatescratch. “Not that you’d really call ole Mordy here a small animal.” 
 
Dr. Jack’s grin was contagious, and Lily felt herself miling, too. “So do any of the local farmersact surprised when they see the vet’s a woman?” 
 
“Aah, I reckon they’d be surprised if it was any other woman, but my daddy was the county vetbefore me, and I used to go out with him on farm calls when I wasn’t any bigger than a minute. Daddyraised me by himself, so he never wanted to leave me alone in the house when he took off in the middleof the night to help birth a colt or somethin’. So I always went with him. I was helping deliver farmbabies when I was practically a baby myself. People just always figured I’d take over Daddy’s practicewhen he retired.” She lightly touched Mordecai’s wounded foot. “He’s numb. Time to sew him up. ’Scuseme if I don’t talk during this part.” 
 
Dr. Jack’s big hands worked deftly, neatly stitching together Mordecai’s torn flesh. Mimi wasgetting restless, so Lily walked her around the exam room, pointing out the posters of puppies and kittens. 
 
“Okay,” Dr. Jack said, “one more shot, and ole Mordy’ll be good to go.” She looked down at Mimias she went to retrieve more medicine from the refrigerator. “Is little doll face there Benny Jack’s?” 
 
“Uh-huh,” Lily said, reminding herself to preserve the myth. 
 
“Well, whaddaya know?” Dr. Jack cackled. “I wouldn’ta thought he had it in him.” Her smilefaded. “I didn’t mean anything by that. I just meant —” 
 
Lily smiled. “I think I know what you meant.” 
 
Their eyes locked for a moment, in the straight-forward way that only gay people look at eachother. I know what she is, Lily thought, but she’s still trying to figure out what the hell I am ... trying toreconcile the gaydar with the husband and baby. 
 
Dr. Jack broke her gaze, rifled through a drawer, and produced a roll of bandages. “You’ll need tochange his bandage in the mornin’. Be sure to check that there’s not any unusual discharge from thewound. If there is, call the office right away. He’ll probably be in some pain today and tomorrow ... youcan slip in an aspirin in some hamburger meat, and that oughta help. If he seems to be doing okay, call meat the end of the week just to let me know how he’s healing up. We can also set up an appointment to takeout the stitches.” 
 
Their facades were back in place: professional and appropriately distant. “Thank you, doctor.” 
 
“I’ll walk you out.” Dr. Jack lifted Mordecai down from the table and gently held his collar as hebobbled, three-legged, down the hall. 
 
“Okay,” Dr. Jack said, as she sorted things out at the front desk, “Mordecai, you get a Milk-Bone. 
Mimi, you get a lollipop, and you, Mrs. McGilly”— she banded a computer printout to Lily — “get thebill.” 
 
Lily smiled. “Gee, thanks.” 
 
Dr. Jack returned her grin. “My pleasure, Mrs. McGilly.” 
 
As she wrote the check, Lily marveled at the direction her life was taking. She never thought she’dlive to hear a butch — or anyone — call her “Mrs.” anything. 
       
After Lily finally agreed to let Mordecai in bed with her, he dropped off in a fitful sleep. Lyingawake while Mordecai snored beside her and Ben snored in the next room, Lily had her first moment ofenlightenment since Charlotte’s death. 
 
She was thinking about the story Dr. Jack told, about going with her father on vet calls when shewas a little girl. There was a picture book in that story —a picture book about farm animals, so simplethat even very young children like Mimi could enjoy it. But the pictures of the farm animals could beframed by the story of the little girl and her father — and how the little girl wants to grow up to be a vet. 
 
Lily had never written a book for such young children before, but she liked the idea of writingsomething for Mimi. It would be a lasting gift for her daughter — even if things in the courtroom didn’twork out. 
 
She wanted to draw the animals in accurate detail, something along the lines of Garth Williams’ 
wonderful illustrations for Charlotte’s Web, but she hadn’t been to a farm since a field trip in first grade. 
Lily wondered if Dr. Jack might agree to let her go along on a few farm calls, so she could sit back at asafe distance and sketch the animals. She would ask her on Friday, she decided, when she called aboutMordecai. 
 CHAPTER 11
  
 “The hearing is set for August fifteenth,” Buzz Dobson told Lily and Ben as they sat in his dingylaw office, the decor of which consisted of half a dozen dusty football trophies and one bedraggled plasticplant. “Let’s just pray that the air-conditioning in the courthouse is working.” 

 
Lily sighed and looked down at Mimi, who was getting positively filthy playing on the lawoffice’s unmopped floor. “I’m afraid the temperature in the courtroom is the least of our worries.” 
 
Buzz shot Ben a conspiratorial grin. “She’s the nervous type, ain’t she?” 
 
“Well,” Ben said, attempting a macho attitude, “you know how women get about babies.” 
 
Lily sat quietly with her hands in her lap, but her fists were clenched so tightly she doubtedanyone would be able to pry them apart. 
 
Buzz pasted a condescending smile across his face. “Now, Mrs. McGilly, I don’t think you have athing to worry about. We just need to establish that you and Benny Jack love each other and that you loveMimi and take good care of her. And if Benny Jack here is Mimi’s real father like he says he is, you’vegot no worries.” 
 
“Right,” Lily said, clenching her fists even tighter. “No worries.” 
 
“Now if you wanna do something that’ll turn the odds even more in your favor, I have a couple ofsuggestions for you, Mrs. McGilly.” 
 
“Yeah?” 
 
“Well...” Buzz shuffled some papers uncomfortably. “When you’re up there on the stand, youcould try to look like a nice girl.” 
 
“A nice girl?” Lily looked down at her cutoff Levi’s and Doc Martens, which were separated bypasty white legs whose unshaven state was due to apathy rather than feminist politics. “Well, I wasplanning on wearing a dress, if that’s what you mean.” 
 
Buzz smiled self-consciously and reshuffled his papers. “Um, well, yes, that’s part of it. But I wasalso thinking you could take that ... that thing out of your nose and maybe do something with your hair.” 
 
“My hair?” Lily was proud of her hair. Very few white girls had such soulful braids. 
 
“Yeah, I mean ... somethin’ respectable.” He was still staring at his desk. “Look, Mrs. McGilly,I’m not a fashion expert, and the last thing I wanna do is tell a lady how she should fix herself up. I’m justsaying that in these parts, a judge might look more sympathetically on a lady with a more ... conservativeappearance.” 
 
Lily flinched at the sound of the word conservative but muttered, “I’ll see what I can do.” As longas she was the same person on the inside, it didn’t matter what clothes she wore or how she styled herhair. Or so she tried to convince herself. If the only way she could keep her daughter was by deceivingpeople with misleading appearances, then deceive them she would. 
       
At first Lily had been reluctant when Ben had wanted to invite Ken over for dinner. The facade ofpropriety they had created was so delicate that the slightest provocation could cause it to shatter. 
 
“Don’t be so paranoid, O wife of mine,” Ben had said. “Married couples have bachelor friendsover for dinner all the time —just to make sure the poor single guys get a decent meal every once in awhile. No one will think a thing of it. And besides,” he added, “Ken knows the truth. Wouldn’t it be niceto be able to let your guard down for an evening — to spend a few hours not pretending to be my littlewoman?” 
 
Lily had to admit that it would. 
 
Despite the fact that she was not slated to play the role of little woman for the evening, Lily stillgot saddled with the cooking. She didn’t mind it, actually. 
 
Ben’s culinary abilities were limited to picking up the phone and ordering Chinese takeout, andthere was no Chinese takeout to be had in Versailles. 
 
So now, they—Lily, Ben, Ken, and Mimi—were sitting around the oak dining room table, eatingLily’s vegetarian chili with cheese, sour cream, and flour tortillas. Mimi, in her high chair, was wearing aflour tortilla on her head. 
 
Ken, who was quite attractive in a just-stepped-out-of-a-Ralph-Lauren-ad kind of way, took anappreciative bite of chili. “Quite a little cook you got here, Ben,” he teased, winking at Lily. “You knowwhat they say: The best way to a man’s heart is his stomach.” 
 
Lily swigged the Corona and lime that Ken had brought to complement their meal. “Actually, Ithink the most direct route to a man’s heart lies farther south.” 
 
Ben and Ken burst out laughing. 
 
Finally, Ben said, “You sounded like Dez there for a second.” 
 
Lily smiled. “I did, didn’t I?” 
 
Ken turned to Ben. “Dez was your ex, right?” 
 
“Yep.” Ben pushed his empty bowl away. “We were lovers for eighteen months, then friends for adecade. Dez could be maddening, but he was funny as hell. Lily, do you remember when he went to thatfaculty Halloween party dressed as Mae West?” 
 
“How could I forget it?. I helped lace up his corset beforehand, which was no mean feat, let metell you.” 
 
Ben laughed. “Three mai tais, and Dez was sprawled on top of the piano singing Frankie andJohnny,’ to the utter mystification of the better part of Atlanta State’s liberal arts faculty” 
 
Ken laughed. “I take it that when he did this, he already had tenure?” 
 
Lily smiled. “You take it correctly. Dez was always flamboyant, but never foolish.” She lookedover at Mimi, who had poked two eye-size holes in her flour tortilla and was wearing it as a mask. “And itwas Dez’s kind sperm donation that helped create little tortilla face over there.” 
 
Ken smiled at the little girl. “Hmm...this is quite a byzantine ruse you’ve constructed here. I betthe whole thing’s exhausting.” 
 
“It is.” Lily didn’t realize how exhausted she was until Ken made that observation. It was onlynow, while she was relaxing in the company of a person with whom she and Ben could be honest, that shefully realized how strained and tiring their other social interactions were. It was only in the presence ofother gay people that she and Ben could relax and be a family — the kind of family they really were. 
 
“Yeah,” Ben said, “in Atlanta I used to bitch all the time about the little dramas going on in the gaycommunity ... all the backbiting and gossip. Now that I’m away from all the gossip, though, it’s like I’mdying for some. I find myself calling all the shallow queens I used to bitch about just so I can find outwho’s lusting after whom.” 
 
Ken laughed. “I do the same thing with my friends back in Nashville. I also find myselfvoraciously reading those glossy fag rags I used to make fun of when I lived in the city.” 
 
Lily drained her Corona. “Where do you get those magazines around here?” 
 
Ken grinned sheepishly. “The mailman delivers them ... in a plain brown wrapper, no less. I saveall the back issues. If you like, I could bring over the ones I’ve read.” 
 
“You know, I’m scaring myself, but I think I’d really like that,” Ben said, rising to clear the table. 
 
“Me, too.” Lily was helping Mimi out of her high chair. “I’m starved to death for news about mypeople ... even if it’s just idle chatter about who’s shtupping who.” A prickle of fear hit her. “Of course,we’d have to be careful not to leave those magazines lying around. God, I hate this! It makes me feel soself-loathing, even though I’m not.” 
 
They settled in the living room. Lily had to coax Mordecai off the couch with a Milk-Bone. Sincehis injury, he had made the couch his own personal sickbed. He would make room for Lily or Mimi to sitwith him, but he growled ill-temperedly at Ben or anyone else who tried to join him there. 
 
“You know,” Ken said, sitting on the couch next to Ben and draping his arm around Ben’sshoulders, “when Ben told me what you were doing, I really objected to it at first. It seemed to me thatyou were just catering to other people’s prejudices.” He watched Mimi stacking her wooden alphabetblocks. “But then I started thinking: If you fought the custody battle as an open lesbian, you’d lose yourdaughter. Mimi would lose her mother and be raised as some kind of psycho-Christian. Everybody wouldlose in that situation. And while I’m uncomfortable with this level of deception ... well, some things arejust too precious to lose, even if it is to make a political point.” 
 
Lily nodded in agreement. “Yeah, sometimes I think I’d be a better person if I’d made myself amartyr for the cause of gay rights, but the thing is, I wouldn’t just be sacrificing myself. I’d be sacrificingMimi, too, and sentencing her to the same miserable, oppressive upbringing her mother had.” 
 
Without warning, the front door swung open, and a female voice drawled, “Knock-knock! Hello?” 
 
Ben and Ken scooted apart just as Lily’s vapid sisters-in-law, Sheila and Tracee, walked into theliving room. Each was wearing a pricey-looking pastel warm-up suit and had her platinum curls pulledback in a perky ponytail. 
 
“Hi,” Lily said, finding it difficult to feign friendliness. One of the numerous downsides to thisfaux marriage was that the McGillys dropped by unexpectedly any time they felt like it. 
 
“Ken,” Ben said, doing an even worse job of masking his irritation than Lily was, “meet Sheilaand Tracee, my sisters-in-law. Girls, I don’t know if you remember Ken Woods. He went to high schoolwith us.” 
 
Sheila nodded at Ken. “Your daddy used to work with State Farm Insurance, didn’t he?” 
 
“Sure did.” Ken was doing an admirable job of being cordial. 
 
“So ... Sheila, Tracee, I was just about to make some coffee. Would you like some?” As grating asthese drop-in visits were, Lily was determined not to alienate any of the McGillys through her lack ofhospitality. After all, her success in the courtroom depended largely on the McGillys’ continued good will. 

 
“No thanks,” Sheila chirped. “Me and Tracee just decided to have a night away from the boys —  
let them stay home with the kids for a change.” 
 
 “There’s this new aerobics class they’re starting over at the middle school,” Tracee added. “Wethought we’d stop by to see if you wanted to come with us.” 
 
The idea of aerobics— let alone the idea of aerobics performed alongside Sheila and Tracee —
filled Lily with the kind of anxiety she hadn’t experienced since junior-high PE class. It wasn’t that shewas adverse to exercise. Back in Atlanta, she and Charlotte had taken long walks every evening, talkingabout the day’s happenings and pushing Mimi in her stroller. 
 
But walking was a natural exercise—it was something human beings were inclined to do anyway. 
There was nothing in Lily’s genetic makeup, however, that gave her the inclination to contort her body inrhythm to outdated top-forty music. “Gosh, guys, I’d really love to, but as you can see, we havecompany.” 
 
“Oh, you go ahead.” Ben smiled with devious benevolence. “Ken and I can hold down the forthere.” 
 
She looked at her ersatz husband with pure spite. She knew what that twinkle in his eyes was allabout. He and Ken would be making out on the couch like a couple of teenagers, while she was forced toskip around a middle-school gym like a moron. “Well, I don’t know, hon. Mimi still needs to be put tobed.” 
 
“Don’t you worry about a thing.” Ken smiled. “Daddy Ben and Uncle Ken will take care of her.” 
 
“Come on, Lil-leee,” Sheila playfully whined, “it’ll be fun.” 
 
Now she was in the position of looking like a total bitch if she declined. “Just a second... let me goget changed.” 
 
In her room, she threw on a baggy long-sleeve T-shirt and some cutoff sweatpants, all the whileimagining elaborate ways to murder Ben and Ken. A mere five minutes ago, she had been having such apleasant evening. 
 
“I tell you what, Lily,” Tracee said, after they had piled into her Lexus. “Five years ago, if Sheilaand me was gonna have a girls’ night out, we woulda been heading to the bars instead of to aerobicsclass.” 
 
Sheila giggled. “We’re getting old, I guess.” 
 
“Yep,” Tracee agreed, “we ain’t nothin’ but old married ladies. How ’bout you, Lily? You feel likean old married lady yet?” 
 
“I don’t know. I hadn’t really given it much thought.” 
 
“Oh, you wait till Benny Jack knocks you up a couple times, then you’ll feel like an old marriedlady—trust me.” Tracee laughed. 
 
Lily hoped her tight-lipped smile didn’t reveal how uncomfortable she really was. She had spentvery little time around straight women over the course of her adult life; it was little wonder she was soclueless about how to act like one. 
 
The aerobics class was, if possible, even worse than Lily had imagined. The middle-school gymwas populated by a herd of slim, tanned bleached-blond women who looked like so many Sheilas andTracees. Lily wondered if somewhere in Faulkner County a factory churned out these seemingly identicalwomen just as the Confederate Sock Mill churned out identical socks. The one distinctive-looking womanin the class was middle-aged and heavy, her broad hips stuffed into a pair of gray sweatpants. 
 
Lily was just admiring the big woman’s chutzpah far attending an aerobics class full of Sheilasand Tracees when the real Sheila elbowed her, nodded toward the big woman, and whispered, 
“Somebody’s got a long way to go.” 
 
The aerobics instructor was distinctive from all the Sheilas and Tracees only in that her hair wasbrunet. Her taut and toned body was apparent in her electric-blue leotard and hot-pink tights, and azealous smile of the type worn by born-again Christians was plastered across her carefully made-up face. 
“O-kay, lay-deez!” she chirped, clapping her well-manicured hands. “We’re gonna start in tonight with aweigh-in. And then, after you’ve been coming to this class for six weeks, we’ll weigh in again, and you’llreally see some improvement.” 
 
She led the way to the locker room, where the “ladies” were invited to come in one at a time tostand on the scales. Several of the Sheilas and Tracees giggled when the heavy woman took her turn, andone voice stage-whispered the word, “Tilt!” If there was a way in which this class was dissimilar tojunior-high PE, Lily failed to see it. 
 
As she stepped into the locker room for her turn on the scales, she even breathed in the odors ofjunior-high PE — the stale, sour smell of pubescent sweat. “O-kay, hon,” the aerobics instructor, whomLily had begun to think of as Spandex Dominatrix, said, “now, how tall are you?” 
 
“About five-three.” 
 
Spandex Dominatrix wrote the information down on her clipboard. “Step on the scales, please.” 
 
Just as she would have when she was thirteen, Lily dumbly obeyed. 
 
“Uh-huh,” Spandex chided as she looked at the scale. “You’re a full eight pounds over your idealbody weight. But don’t worry. Stay in this class, and you’ll be shedding that flab in no time!” 
 
Lily walked out of the locker room, disgusted not because she was supposedly a few pounds overher ideal body weight, but because she had let Spandex Dominatrix actually make her feel bad aboutherself for a few seconds. Sheila and Tracee, she noticed, had stripped down to butt-floss leotards for theirweigh-ins, and she saw the fat woman looking at their firm buttocks with a mixture of envy and loathing. 
 
What was this psychosis American women had about weight? Even Lily, a supposedly enlightenedfeminist, fell prey to it sometimes. When she had suffered an insecure moment, when she had expressedto Charlotte the need to flatten her tummy or firm up her butt, Charlotte had always pulled her close andwhispered, “Now, who wants to ride in a car that doesn’t have any upholstery?” 
 
The women lined up in rows for their exercises. “O-kay, lay-deez,” Spandex Dominatrix chirped,like Richard Simmons with just a touch more estrogen, “we’re gonna start out with a warmup. But first,does anybody have any questions before we start burning off those calories?” 
 
Lily felt her hand go up in the air. 
 
“Uh-huh?” Spandex acknowledged her. 
 
“Uh ... yeah.” Lily searched for the right words. “I was just wondering, why does this class have tobe about how skinny we can get? Can’t we just exercise to improve our health and feel good instead oftrying to live up to some impossible commercial ideal of beauty?” 
 
Although Spandex was still wearing her smile, she was looking at Lily as though she had beenspeaking to her in Latvian. Finally, Sheila nodded toward Lily and said to the aerobics instructor, “Sheain’t from around here.” 
 
“Oh,” Spandex Dominatrix said, seeming to find Sheila’s comment a satisfactory explanation. “Okay, let’s get started then.” 
 
The soundtrack for their stretching was, as Lily had suspected, moldy top forty. They moved fromthe warmup into a more strenuous step routine. Lily looked around to all the Sheilas and Tracees, whowere clapping and yelling “Whoo-hoo!” and enjoying themselves enormously. Great, Lily thought ... 
stepping with the Stepford Wives. She took some comfort in watching the fat woman, who at least lookedappropriately miserable. It wasn’t the exercise that was exhausting Lily; it was the fact that she wassupposed to be perky while she was doing it. 
 
In the car after the ordeal was over, Sheila said, “I can’t believe what you said in class. I thought Iwas gonna die!” 
 
“It’s just cause you’re a newlywed,” Sheila said. “In a few years, you’ll know how important it isto keep them pounds off ... to keep Benny Jack’s eye from wandering.” 
 
“Well,” Lily said, feeling ridiculous even as she said it, “I like to think that Ben wants me for me,and not for my waist size.” 
 
Sheila and Tracee burst out laughing. 
 
“Yeah,” Tracee hooted, “you’d like to think that, wouldn’t you?” 
 
Lily entered the house to find Ben and Ken cuddling on the couch. “It’s getting late,” she barked. 
“Y’all can’t be together at all hours of the night. People will talk.” 
 
“Damn,” Ben said, “what’s wrong with you? PMS or something?” 
 
“Ben,” Lily sighed, “how would you like it if you were forced to go out and play a game of tacklefootball with a bunch of straight boys who farted a lot and talked incessantly about pussy?” 
 
“Uh ... well, it sounds like my idea of hell,” Ben said. 
 
“Exactly. And I have just been to that same circle of hell for the opposite sex, with Sheila andTracee as my guides.” She nodded toward Ken. She really did like him, and didn’t want to come off as atotal psychopath. “I’m sorry I was rude, Ken. I enjoyed visiting with you tonight ... before I got suckedinto the vortex of doom. And now if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to check on Mimi, take a shower, andhave a nervous collapse.” 
 
Lily stood in the shower, the sound of the running water drowning out her sobs. There were onlytwo things she wanted — Charlotte, and her old life back—and both of them were as impossible toretrieve as the water that went down the drain. 
 
She knew one thing for sure. If she didn’t find some lesbian friends soon, didn’t find a safe placewhere she could hang out and be herself, she was going to lose her mind. She was not psychologically fitfor this kind of intense, twenty-four-hour undercover work. 
 CHAPTER 12
  
 “No oozing around the site of the injury?” Dr. Jack’s voice asked over the phone. 
 
“No.” Feeling her throat constrict around the mouthful of yogurt she’d been trying to swallow,Lily wondered if there was a more unpleasant word in the English language than oozing. 
 
“Any pus?” Dr. Jack asked, answering Lily’s unspoken question. 
 
“No.” Giving up on eating any yogurt herself, she instead spooned it into Mimi’s gaping mouth. 
“Okay, then, why don’t you just bring him into the office in ten days, and we’ll get those stitches out. Ifhe has any problems before then, be sure and call me.” 
 
Lily knew that Dr. Jack was winding down their phone conversation, but she didn’t want to let hergo until she had asked her about another matter. “Dr. Jack?” 
 
“Uh-huh.” 
 
“There was something else I wanted to talk to you about.” 
 
“Uh-huh?” She sounded puzzled. 
 
“I, uh ... I don’t think I mentioned this to you the other day, but I write and illustrate — that is,draw the pictures —” She mentally kicked herself for explaining what illustrate meant. The Dr. in Dr. 
Jack’s name meant she probably understood the meaning of three-syllable words. “Children’s books.” 
 
“Is that a fact?” Dr. Jack sounded mildly interested, but still puzzled. 
 
“Yeah. I was thinking about what you said about going on farm calls with your dad when youwere a little girl, and I thought that a story about a little girl who did that might make a good picture 
 
“Ha!” Dr. Jack laughed. “I don’t think anybody’s ever thought of me as literary material before.”She was silent for a moment. “Seriously, though, I like the idea. Daddy died last year. A book like thatmight be a good way to remember him.” 
 
“We could even dedicate it to him if you wanted,” Lily said. 
 
“Hmm.” 
 
Lily waited for her to add something, but she never did. Finally she jumped in. “The thing is, I’mkind of a city girl, and I’d really need to spend some time around farm animals in order to draw themwell. So I was wondering if maybe I could go on a few farm calls with you. I’d stay out of your way, ofcourse —” 
 
Dr. Jack laughed — a deep, low chuckle. “I don’t know. A city girl has to get up pretty early in themornin’ to go on a farm call.” 
 
“I can handle that. I’m kind of a morning person anyway.” That last part was a big lie, but shedidn’t want Dr. Jack to stereotype her as a night-owl urbanite. 
 
“Well, you just keep your drawing things packed then, Mrs. McGilly, ’cause I’ll be calling you onemornin’ without any notice.” 
 
Lily hung up the phone and realized that the conversation had made her so nervous that she hadbeen spooning yogurt into Mimi’s mouth faster than she could eat it. 
 
Dr. Jack hadn’t been kidding about the early part. On Saturday morning, when the clock read fourseventeen, the phone rang. “Hello?” Lily croaked. 
 
“Hey. I thought you said you were a mornin’ person,” Dr. Jack laughed. “Just got a call about asow in trouble. You wanna come?” 
 
“Sure, I guess so.” 
 
“You live on that road out by the Free Will Baptist, don’tcha?” 
 
“Uh-huh.” 
 
“I’ll come by and get you then. I’m on my way.” 
 
Lily threw on yesterday’s clothes and splashed some water on her face. She bumped into Ben onher way out of the bathroom. 
 
“Was it that bull dyke veterinarian on the phone?” he asked, rubbing his heavy-lidded eyes. 
 
“Now, now, dear, that’s not a very politically correct way to refer to her.” 
 
“Nobody who calls at four o’clock on a Saturday morning gets the PC treatment,” Ben muttered. 
 
“I shouldn’t be gone long,” Lily said. “I don’t think Mimi will wake up before I get back, but ifshe does, you can look after her, right?” 
 
“Hey, what are self-proclaimed fathers for?” 
 
Dr. Jack came to fetch Lily in a faded red Chevy pickup. It was impossible to imagine her drivinganything else. “Hop on in, Mrs. McGilly,” she said, grinning. Dr. Jack, clearly a morning person, lookedalert and cheerful despite the fact that it wasn’t even five a.m. 
 
“Please call me Lily.” Pretty please, she thought. “Lily McGilly!” Dr. Jack laughed. 
 
“Trust me. You’re not the first person to find my married name amusing.” 
 
“I guess not. Well, some folks call me Jack, and some folks call me Doc. You take your pick —justas long as you don’t call me by my given name.” 
 
“Which is?” 
 
“Jacqueline. My momma got it outta some book she was reading. It never did suit me. Her givingme that name was just like her putting me in frilly dresses all the time. Pretty things just don’t suit me. Iwas always the plain, practical type. Not like Momma.” 
 
“Is your mother still alive?” 
 
“As far as I know. ’Course, the last time I heard anything was probably four years ago. She wasstill living down in Florida then. That’s where she went when she left Daddy and me. She left Daddy foranother man when I was seven years old, but she didn’t stay with him either. She couldn’t be satisfiedwith nothin’ . . . she was the restless type. I think that’s one of the things that got on her nerves aboutDaddy and me: We were both content to stay in the same place and do the same thing. Not a restless bonein our bodies.” 
 
“Hmm,” Lily said. “I think a lot of women in your mother’s generation were probably dissatisfied,always thinking they’d be happier with some other man, when the source of their unhappiness was reallya lot deeper than that.” 
 
“Huh,” Jack said. “You think a lot.” 
 
Lily blushed. She hadn’t meant to get all theoretical, but she had just the same. All those years ofliving with a college professor, maybe. “I guess I do. Maybe it’s because I’m a writer. Of course, I don’ttend to philosophize like that in my books, since my usual audience is made up of seven-year-olds.” 
 
Jack grinned. “You know, when you asked me if you could come along on some farm calls, I kindawondered if you’d be a nuisance, since I’m so used to being by myself. But having some company for achange is nice.” 
 
“We’ve not even gotten to the farm yet. I’ve still got plenty of time to be a nuisance.” It occurredto her that she had absolutely no idea what to expect when they arrived. “Say, when you called you saidthere was a sow in trouble. What did you mean by that? It sounded like she’d been caught writing badchecks or something.” 
 
Jack laughed. “No, a pig’s too smart to get caught writing bad checks. This sow’s in labor, but shecan’t get one of the piglets pushed out. It happens sometimes — a baby’ll get turned the wrong way in thebirth canal. And the mother panics cause she doesn’t know what’s going on. It’s really just a matter ofgetting the piglet turned around the right way. It’s not hard if you know what you’re doing.” 
 
Jack pulled the truck into a long gravel driveway at the end of which was a small, white framehouse. The house was dwarfed by the huge, unpainted barn that sat behind it. 
 
A craggy-faced man in a John Deere cap and overalls began talking to Jack before she could evenget out of the truck. “She’s in the barn over yonder. I done got you some soap and hot water.” 
 
“Thanks, Ed. Let’s go take a look at her.” 
 
Jack was apparently in an all-business mood, since she didn’t bother introducing Lily to thefarmer. Figuring that manners took the backseat in a medical crisis, Lily grabbed her sketch pad andpencils and tagged along behind Jack and Ed, feeling faintly ridiculous. 
 
The sweet hay smell of the barn was soured by sounds of fear and pain. In a corner pen, theenormous sow paced and squealed. Her eyes were wild, terrified. Two newborn piglets lay a few feetaway from her, tiny and pink, rooting blindly in the straw. 
 
This was the first birth Lily had attended since Mimi’s, and while the mother pig didn’t have ascolorful a vocabulary as Charlotte, the similarities between the two occasions were striking. Lily knew theparty line was that giving birth was a beautiful thing, and she agreed with that sentiment up to a point. Butthe miracle of birth also had a dark, scary side. One only needed to look at the panicking sow and her frailpiglets to remember that all living creatures are born helpless, out of their mother’s fear and pain. 
 
Lily kept her distance and watched the vet do her work. 

 
Jack began by scrubbing her hands in the basin of hot water Ed had provided. She nodded towardthe sow. “Now, Ed, this un’s named Minnie, right?” 
 
He nodded. 
 
“I like how you name all your livestock, Ed,” she said, climbing into the pen. “It makes it easierwhen I’ve got somethin’ to call ’em.” She leaned down so the pig could see her. “Now, Minnie. You takeit easy, ole girl. You’re gonna be just fine.” She looked up at Ed. “Hey, Ed, you got any little treats youcould hand-feed this girl? Food’s better than anesthesia to a pig.” 
 
Ed disappeared and returned shortly with a bowl of sliced apples. 
 
“That oughta do the trick,” Jack said. “Ed, you hold her steady for me. Lily, why don’t you comeover here and feed Minnie some apple? If you’re gonna draw her, you might as well get acquainted withher.” 
 
Lily approached the pen reluctantly. “Uh, what if she bites me?” 
 
Jack laughed. “I can’t believe you’ve got that big monster of a dog at your house, and you’rescared of a pig biting you. Just put the apple in your palm and hold your hand flat. That way she won’t beable to get a hold of your hide.” 
 
My hide? Lily thought, but she did as she was told. Minnie slurped the apple slice off her handgratefully. 
 
While Lily concentrated on the sow’s mouth, Jack squatted down at its opposite end and rolled upthe sleeves of her coveralls. “Keep those apple slices coming, Lily. I’m about to do somethin’ the olegirl’s not gonna appreciate a bit.” 
 
Lily dutifully served up the apple, glad that she was dealing with the preferable end of the pig. 
 
“No wonder that piglet’s stuck, Ed. It’s trying to back out of her.” 
 
“It still alive?” Ed asked. 
 
“Yup,” Jack muttered. “Won’t be for long, though, if we don’t get it out.” 
 
Lily doled out more apple while Jack rummaged around in the pig’s nether regions. “Damn,” Jacksaid. “She’s tight in there. Being scared’s caused her to seize up, I reckon.” Jack moved around in anattempt to get a better angle. “Damn it, Ed, would you believe my hand’s too big to get a grip on the littlefella?” She groped around a few more seconds, then said, “Hey, Lily, would you come here a minute?” 
 
“What for?” 
 
“I want you to wash your hands, then see if you can get a grip on this piglet.” 
 
Lily shuddered. Knowledge of animals’ insides was definitely not required in order to draw themfor a picture book. “I was having a hard enough time just feeding her this apple.” 
 
“It’s either you try to do it or I kill this piglet so the others can get out.” 
 
Lily rose and scrubbed her hands. She was squeamish as hell about getting so intimate with ahoofed creature, but as a vegetarian, she was supposedly devoted to protecting animal life. 
 
Jack gestured toward the pig’s orifice. “Now if you can just wedge your hand in so you can get agood grip around the piglet’s middle, you can pull it right out.” 
 
“Sorry, Minnie,” Lily mumbled as she shoved her hand into the sow’s vagina. “Usually I at leastbuy a girl dinner before we get to this part.” 
 
As Lily groped around in the darkness, she suddenly felt the warmth and movement of a livingcreature. The piglet was wedged in tight, but she slowly worked her hand alongside it, and thenpainstakingly turned her wrist until she was gripping the animal just behind what felt like its back legs. 
“Got it ... I think.” 
 
“Okay,” Jack said. “Now pull, but go easy.” 
 
Gripping the tiny animal firmly, Lily brought her arm back in a slow, steady pull. The piglet’scurly tail was visible first, then finally its wet pink ears and snout. “It’s breathing!” Lily cried, overcomewith the emotion of the moment. “Is it a boy or a girl?” 
 
Jack glanced under the pig’s tail. “Looks like a girl.” 
 
Ed looked at Lily and laughed. He apparently wasn’t used to seeing someone get so worked upover livestock. 
 
“Well, it sure is,” Jack said. “Ed, I reckon you’ll have to name this piglet Lily ... after hermidwife.” 
 
Ed grinned. “You’re plum crazy, Doc ... not changed a lick since you was a little girl.” 
 
Jack grinned back. “Why don’t you get us some more hot water so we can wash up? I’ll stay tillall the piglets are born, but my guess is the rest of the delivery will go normally.” 
 
It did go normally. Minnie lay on her side and squeezed out piglet after piglet, until the littertotaled seven. Lily sketched the pigs while Jack kept the apple slices coming. 
 
“How they doing?” Ed asked when he returned with fresh water. 
 
“They look great,” Jack said. 
 
“Well, Vina’s got some breakfast cooked, if y’all wanna eat before you go.” 
 
“You know me,” Jack said, scrubbing her hands. “I wouldn’t miss one of Vina’s breakfasts. 
They’re this job’s number-one fringe benefit.” 
 


Lily sat with Jack at the table in Ed and Vina’s spotless kitchen, with the morning sun shiningthrough the red-and-white gingham curtains. The table was spread with an artery-clogging breakfastbuffet: hot biscuits, red-eye gravy, cooked apples, fried eggs, grits, ham, bacon, and sausage. 
 
“Now you girls eat all the biscuits you want,” Vina, a smiling, plump woman said, filling theirmugs with coffee. “I just put another pan in the oven.” 
 
“Thanks, but I’m sure one pan will be plenty,” Lily said. But after she saw the way Jack wasfilling up her plate, she wasn’t so sure anymore. She bit into a biscuit and surveyed the numerous pigproducts on the table uneasily. “So,” she said, “what’s gonna happen to my piggy namesake after shegrows up?” 
 
“Same thing that happens to most pigs, I reckon,” Ed said, spearing a sausage patty. 
 
“Oh.” The thought of the little piglet surviving a difficult birth only to wind up on someone’sbreakfast table depressed Lily. The piglet’s plight seemed similar to Mimi’s. Lily mourned for smallcreatures who had no control over their destinies. She was embarrassed to feel a tear sliding down hercheek. 
 
“You city girls get softhearted about animals, don’tcha?” Ed asked, pouring gravy over a splitbiscuit. 
 
“Sorry,” Lily said, feeling foolish. “It just struck me as sad, is all.” 
 
“Well, shoot,” Jack said, helping herself to a third fried egg. “If you’re gonna get that upset aboutit, I reckon Ed and Vina can just bring Lily the pig out to me after she gets weaned. I’ll pay as good aprice for her as they will at the meat market, and I reckon I’ve got room on my farm for a pig.” 
 
“You and your farm,” Vina laughed, emptying the second pan of biscuits into the bread basket. 
 
“Ed and Vina always make fun of my farm,” Jack began. “Of course, I reckon they’ve got a rightto. It’s more of a petting zoo than a farm. I’ve got half a dozen dogs — some I found on the side of theroad, some I took away from people that was mistreating ’em; five cats; an old swaybacked horse I savedfrom getting shot; and a goat with just one horn. You oughta bring your little girl out to see ’em.” 
 
Lily smiled. “I’ll have to do that.” 
 
“Anyway,” Jack said as she spooned up another serving of grits, “I reckon I got room for a pig inmy collection, if you and Mimi promise to come visit her.” 
 
“I promise.” 
 
“It sure takes a lot of money to feed all them animals without you making any profit off ’em,” Edsaid, pushing his plate away. 
 
“Aah, it’s not that expensive,” Jack said. “Besides, I gotta spend my money on somethin’. It’s notlike I go out and blow it on new dresses.” 
 
Ed and Vina laughed. Lily was amazed at how comfortable they were with Jack’s masculinity. 
 
When they climbed into the truck to go home, Lily said, “Thank you for the pig.” 
 
“It was no skin off my nose. I’d been thinking about getting me a pig anyhow.” She started thetruck. “And I can understand why the thought of slaughtering that pig bothered you. I mean, I’m novegetarian, but it does seem like a shame that a critter has such a hard time coming into the world, only toget taken out of it so quick.” She watched the road for a minute. “There was somethin’ I wanted to askyou, though.” 
 
“Yeah?” 
 
“About that joke you made when you were about to invade that sow’s privacy.” 
 
“Oh, that. I hardly even knew what I was saying. I’m always make dumb jokes when I’mnervous.” 
 
“Well, it’s probably none of my business. It just seemed like an odd joke for a married lady to bemaking ... at least for a married lady who’s married to a man.” 
 
The biscuits in Lily’s stomach congealed into a heavy clump. How could she be so stupid as tomake a joke like that? Apparently waking up before the sun wasn’t conducive to her secret-keepingabilities. 
 
“It’s okay,” Jack said. “Like I said, it’s none of my business. You don’t have to tell me anything. 

But if you ever decide you wanna talk, your secrets — if you’ve got any — are safe with me.” 
 
What was it about Dr. Jack that made Lily decide to trust her? Was it because she was the first reallesbian Lily had seen since she hit Faulkner County? Or was it Jack’s obvious kindness — the part of herpersonality that made her rescue abused dogs and swaybacked horses? 
 
Whatever it was, it made Lily talk. She talked all the way back to the house and then sat talkingwith Jack in her truck in the driveway. 
 
When Lily finished, Jack breathed, “Whoa. That’s quite a story.” 
 
Lily laughed. “You’re telling me.” 
 
“So ...” Jack looked her square in the eye. “You lonely?” 
 
Lily quickly broke eye contact. “Lonely? Of course I’m lonely. I lost my wife, my best friend —  
but if you’re, like, coming on to me, I’m not interested. The only thing that could possibly make my lifemore complicated than it is now is a relationship. Besides, I’ll never find anyone I can love like I lovedCharlotte —” 
 
“Whoa, Nelly!” Jack hollered. “Let me try again. What I meant to say was you probably had lotsof friends back in Atlanta ... other dykes you hung out with. I bet that now that you’re away from them,you’re kinda lonely.” 
 
“Oh. That kind of lonely.” Lily felt like an idiot. Why had she gotten so defensive? “Yeah, I guessI am lonely. Sometimes, it’s nice, you know, just to hang out with other dykes and talk about dyke 
 
“Yeah, I know what you mean. My friend Honey runs a tattoo shop out on Peacock Alley. She’sgot an apartment out back, and Friday nights a bunch of us go out there ... just to hang out and be dykes,like you said. There’s Honey and her girlfriend and a couple of old army dykes from Fort Oglethorpe. 
They’re all older than you are — on the wrong side of forty, like me — but we’d be glad to have you ifyou think your husband wouldn’t mind you having a girls’ night out.” 
 
“I bet he wouldn’t. God knows he’s been having boys’ nights out often enough. So where is thisPeacock Alley?” 
 
“That’s not really the name of the road. That’s just what locals call the old highway that runsbetween here and Chattanooga. It’s called Peacock Alley because years ago, when it was a main road,there used to be all these roadside stands that sold those chenille bedspreads with gaudy-colored peacockson ’em. Those bedspreads’d be hanging on clotheslines, blowing in the breeze. I guess they were tacky,but when I was a little kid, I thought they were beautiful.” 
 
Lily pictured Jack as a young tomboy, watching the chenille peacocks fluttering in the breeze. 
 
“You look like you wanna ask me somethin’,” Jack said. “Go ahead. I’ve already made you tell meyour life story.” 
 
“I was just wondering ... people around here, like Ed and Vina ... do they know about you?” 
 
Jack grinned. “I guess so. I’m not the type to say much about my personal life, but I’ve neverbothered to keep it much of a secret either. I think folks in Faulkner County think I’m the way I am onaccount that my momma leaving and my daddy not knowing how to raise a girl. So I think they feel sorryfor me.” She rolled her eyes. “Not that there’s anything to feel sorry for. Of course, given the choice, Iguess I’d rather have them pity me than beat me up.” 
 
“Have you ever thought of moving away?” 
 
“I did move away for a while — went to college in Chattanooga, then vet school in Knoxville. ButI love my farm, and I always knew I’d wind up taking over Daddy’s practice. Besides, it doesn’t matter ifI live in a small town or a big town. Dykes turn any town into a small town.” 
 
Lily laughed. “I think you’ve got something there.” She looked at her Timex. She had been gone alittle over three hours. “Well, I’d better go inside. I want to be there when Mimi wakes up.” 
 
“Okay, well, nice talking to ya. I’ll call you the next time I go to work on somethin’ other thanpigs. I figure you’ve drawn your fill of pigs. And hey, maybe I’ll see you over at Honey’s next week?” 
 
“Maybe so. Bye.” 
 
Lily entered the living room to see Ben sitting on the sofa, bleary-eyed, still dressed in his T-shirtand boxers. Mimi was wide awake, playing a game that seemed to involve somersaulting over thereclining Mordecai while giggling a lot. 
 
“She . . . woke . . . up . . . fifteen minutes . . . after you left,” Ben droned. His usually perfectlycoiffed hair was as unruly as Mimi’s. “The first thing she said was, ‘Mama gone, B-Jack. Let’s play.’ Andthat’s what we’ve done, nonstop, for the past three and a half hours. God, taking care of a baby is, like,really tiring, isn’t it?” 
 
“There’s a news flash.” Lily ran a hand through his spiky hair. “You go back to bed if you want. 

I’ve got her.” 
 
He trudged back to his bedroom, as if shell-shocked from the unaccustomed childcare. 
 
“Mama!” Mimi stretched out her arms and hurried toward Lily at a tippy-toeing toddler run. 
 
Lily scooped up her daughter and held her on her lap. “Guess what I did this morning, Mimi-saurus. I stuck my hand straight up a pig’s patootie!” 
 
“Piggy tootie!” Mimi repeated, and collapsed in a fit of giggles. 
 CHAPTER 13
  
Lily had been a good girl all week. On Sunday, she had made the potato salad for yet another ofthe McGillys’ infernal family barbecues. On Tuesday, she had taken Granny McGilly to the optometrist inCallahan, even though she had gone on a five A.M. farm call with Jack that morning and so had gottenonly five hours’ sleep. On Wednesday, she had even gone to aerobics with Sheila and Tracee again. Allweek, she had been nothing but a dutiful imitation wife, granddaughter-in-law, and sister-in-law. And she,for one, was sick of it. 
 
Ben, Lily knew, was equally tired of playing the respectable small-town family man. This week,when he could have been spending time with Ken, he had been pressured to lunch with Big Ben and hisRotary Club pals, and he halfheartedly had joined in their witticisms about the demands of married life. 
 
It was out of Lily and Ben’s exhaustion with “the demands of married life” that Lily’s idea for a 
“romantic overnight getaway” was born. Last night, while picking at pasta and complaining about theagonies of compulsory heterosexuality, Lily had thought aloud, “Hmm ... I wonder if your mom would bewilling to keep Mimi overnight.” 
 
“I’d venture to say that nothing would make her happier than having an extended length of time inwhich to dress her granddaughter in frills and stuff her full of junk food. Why do you ask?” 
 
“I don’t know...I was just thinking, I’m sure you’d like to spend some time with Ken, and there’sthis get-together thing tomorrow night that Jack told me about... all dykes, apparently.” 
 
“So what are we going to tell my mom? That I’m hoping to finally have sex with this guy I’vebeen dating, while you go and familiarize yourself with the Faulkner County, Georgia, chapter of thelesbian nation?” 
 
“Actually, I was thinking we could put it in the terms of a romantic overnight trip. After all, we’vebeen under so much stress lately with the hearing coming up...maybe we want to go away for a night,have some time just for the two of us.” 
 
“Boy, it’s true what they say about women being devious, isn’t it?” Ben laughed. “Let’s do it.” 
 
A pinprick of worry stung Lily’s brain. “Of course, it would be the first time I’ve left Mimiovernight.” 
 
“Hey, don’t worry about that. Mom raised three unruly boys to adulthood; she’s perfectly capableof taking care of one tiny girl.” 
 
Lily couldn’t push back her anxiety “But what if something goes wrong and we’re not wherewe’ve said we are?” 
 
“I’ll tell you what. Ken has a friend who runs a bed-and-breakfast just north of Atlanta. Ken’s beendying to take me there. If he can get us a room for tomorrow night, we could give Mom the bed-and-breakfast’s number. If she calls me there, I’ll call you where you are, and you can go see to Mimi.” 
 
“Okay, but you have to remember: If the phone rings in your room, you answer it, not Ken.” Lilyfelt as if she had to resort to the tactics of a double agent just to have a normal evening out. “God, ourlives are complicated.” 
 
“Yup.” Ben flashed one of his uncharacteristically wide smiles. “But I’ll tell you what. I’m willingto resort to all manner of subterfuge to make tomorrow night possible. I’ve been dreaming about a nightalone with Ken Woods since I was a freshman in high school!” 
   
The old road known by the locals as Peacock Alley was a ghost road, marked by crumblingmonuments to the tourist trade of the days before the construction of the interstate. Low-slung motorcourts with signs announcing AIR CONDITIONING, COLOR TV, and VACANCY dotted the road, andLily marveled that these little places managed to stay in business. She imagined that the family vacationmotels of yesterday became the sites of today’s clandestine trysts. 
 
A clapboard building with a Confederate flag-bearing sign proclaiming JOHNNY REB’S 
SOUVENIRS made Lily think of the chenille peacock bedspreads that gave this road its nickname. Thewindows had been painted with yellow block letters reading BEDSPREADS, DISHWARE, and CIVIL 

WAR GIFTS. Lily couldn’t tell if the store was closed for the day or for good. 
 
As she drove north, toward Fort Oglethorpe, the roadside attractions took on a seedier appeal. 
Concrete block taverns called SHOOTERS and COWBOY’S appeared to be doing a good business,judging from the number of pickup trucks in the parking lot. One bar, the PINK PUSSYCAT, evenclaimed to have EXOTIC DANCERS. Lily wondered what passed for exotic in rural northern Georgia. 
 
On her right, exactly where Jack said it would be, was a small brick building with a large signannouncing TATTOOS BY HONEY. Smaller signs on the Store’s windows proclaimed, HEALTH 
BOARD APPROVED and TATTOOS WHILE U WAIT. Lily pulled into the small gravel parking lot andtook a deep breath. 
 
Walking into a roomful of people had never been her favorite thing, and since Jack’s red truck wasnowhere to be seen, she’d be walking into a room full of strangers. She considered going home for a dullevening alone with Mordecai, but finally said to herself, “Goddamn it, if I can do aerobics with a bunchof straight Southern Baptist women, surely I can find the courage to walk into a roomful of dykes.” 
 
She walked around to the rear of the building, as Jack had told her to do, and knocked on the backdoor. It felt so secretive. She wondered if there was a secret password, like Sappho or something. 
 
A full-figured, fortyish woman with wavy, naturally golden hair answered the door. Lily noticedright away that the woman’s arms were completely covered by tattoos: a medieval unicorn resting in agarden of vibrantly colored flowers, a fairy with diaphanous wings sprinkling stardust with her magicwand, and a frog in a golden crown squatting philosophically on a lily pad. The designs were morefanciful than what Lily would have chosen for herself, but the artwork was undeniably beautiful. 
 
“Hey,” the woman said, grinning. Her face was as round, flat, and wide-eyed as a Persian cat’s. 
“You must be Lily.” 
 
“Urn...yeah. I didn’t know you’d be expecting me.” 
 
“Jack said you might come by. I kinda recognized you ’cause I didn’t recognize you. We don’t seemany new faces round here.” She opened the door wider. “Come on in and meet the gang. I’m Honey, bythe way.” 
 
“Nice to meet you. Love your sleeves.” 
 
Honey surveyed her tattooed arms with genuine pride. “Thanks. Designed ’em myself. Here, letme introduce you to the usual suspects here. The ingrate hogging the La-Z-Boy over there’s Mick. She’smy old man.” 
 
“Hey.” Mick raised her Bud tallboy in a half toast. Her hair was cut in a salt-and-pepper dykespike, and she wore a black Harley-Davidson T-shirt and a black leather jacket — a shocking fashionchoice, given that Honey’s apartment was cooled only by two oscillating fans, which were doing nothingmore than stirring the hot, soupy air. 
 
“And over here’s Dale and Sue.” 
 
On the overstuffed tan sofa sat a couple who were at least as old as Granny McGilly. The butchmember of the duo — Dale, Lily presumed — had close-cropped, snow-white hair and wore a GeorgiaBulldogs jersey and sweatpants. The femme’s silver hair was shampooed and set, and she wore a lilacshell top with matching slacks. She put a long cigarette to her lips, and Dale dutifully leaned over to lightit. 
 
“Hey, babe,” Sue said to Lily, her voice a husky smoker’s rasp. 
 
“Lord, girl, how old are you?” Dale asked, her voice having all the subtlety and modulation of BigBen McGilly’s. “Seventeen?” 
 
Lily smiled. “Twenty-nine, actually.” 
 
“What a coincidence!” Dale whooped. “Me, too!” 
 
“Don’t you pay no attention to her,” Sue said to Lily. “I ain’t heard a word she’s said in thirtyyears. I just keep her around ’cause she lights my cigarettes.” 
 
“Now, I’m good for a little more than that,” Dale teased, letting her hand rest on Sue’s knee. 
 
“Oh, that’s right.” Sue waved her cigarette for emphasis. “You do take the trash out. I forgot aboutthat.” 
 
Lily laughed. Butch/femme, it seemed, had never gone out of style in northern Georgia. Lily hadalways enjoyed the butch/femme dynamic in a postmodern, theatrical, and mainly reserved-for-thebedroom kind of way. But these women played their roles without a trace of irony. 
 
Settling down in a nest of oversize floral-print cushions on the floor, Lily wondered what thehyper-politically correct women at Athena’s Owl Bookstore in Atlanta would make of these dykes. Wouldthey think these rural women were living their lives according to oppressive patriarchal standards? 

 
Who cares if they are? Lily thought. The two couples obviously loved each other, and the sexualsparks between them were warming up the room faster than the Georgia summer heat. Lily ached forCharlotte. 
 
Honey was sitting on the arm of the La-Z-Boy, running her sky-blue nail-polished fingers throughMick’s hair. “You wanna beer, Lily?” she asked, when she caught Lily looking at her. 
 
“Yeah, a beer would be great, thanks.” 
 
Honey sashayed over to the fridge, which, along with a sink and stove, was in the far end of theliving room. It was a tiny apartment. Lily could give herself the grand tour while sitting in one place andpivoting her head. A closed door next to the couch led to what she assumed was the bathroom. A doorwith a beaded curtain led to the bedroom, where Lily could see a queen-size bed covered with one of thechenille peacock bedspreads Jack had described. It really was gorgeous, in a garish sort of way. 
 
The walls of Honey’s apartment were hung with posters depicting dragons, unicorns, fairies, andwizards, and the small bookcase beside Lily housed a collection of science fiction and fantasypaperbacks. 
 
When Honey brought Lily her beer, Lily asked, “You like Marion Zimmer Bradley?” 
 
“Oh, lord,” Mick groaned, lighting up a Marlboro Red. “Don’t get her started talking about thatcrap.” 
 
“Mick’s not much of a reader,” Honey explained. 
 
“She don’t care about nothin’ but riding around with that big ole Harley-Davidson vibratorbetween her legs.” 
 
Suddenly there was a pounding at the screen door and a gruff voice yelling, “I heard there was abuncha dykes holed up in here!” 
 
Lily stiffened at the perceived threat. 
 
Honey rolled her eyes and laughed. “That’s just Jack. For somebody with a Doctor in front of hername, she acts like she don’t have a brain in her head.” She turned toward the door and hollered, “Get onin here, you crazy woman!” 
 
Jack swung the door open wide. She was wearing faded Levi’s and a crisp white, button-downshirt. It was the first time Lily had seen her wearing something other than coveralls and mud-caked boots. 
 
“Hey, y’all.” Jack yanked a can of Bud from the six-pack she was carrying and put the rest of thecans in the fridge. “Lily,” she said, grinning broadly. “Glad you could make it.” 
 
“Glad to be here.” Lily watched as Jack made a quick circuit of the room, shaking hands withMick and Dale, giving Honey and Sue courtly kisses on the hand. To Lily’s surprise, Jack settled down onthe floor next to her, making the room a study in butch/ femme pairings. 
 
Lily knew that Jack sitting next to her shouldn’t make her nervous — after all, Jack was the onlyperson in the room whom she’d met before tonight—but it still did, and she found herself knocking backher beer a lot quicker than was probably good for her. 
 
“Hey, Jack,” Honey said, “you’ll never guess who I ran into over at the Piggly Wiggly the otherday.” 
 
“Oh, I bet I can guess,” Jack laughed. “Was it Sandy?” 
 
“Sure was. She’s as pregnant as a cow, too.” 
 
Jack shook her head. “I’m not surprised. Sandy never does anything halfway. When she decidedshe was straight, I knew she was gonna be squeezing out pups as soon as nature would allow it.” 
 
“Sandy used to be a regular at these little get-togethers,” Mick explained to Lily. “Her and Jackwas together for a while, but then ole Sandy kinda retreated to the enemy camps.” 
 
“She went back to her ex-husband,” Jack added. “Decided that what she was doing with me wasjust an ‘experiment’ ... like I was her chemistry project or somethin’.” 
 
Honey laughed. “I wonder what she did about that pink triangle I tattooed on her ass. I notice sheain’t had the guts to come back here and ask me to cover it up.” 
 
“Oh, I’m sure that dumb redneck husband of hers ain’t even noticed it,” Sue drawled. “And if hehas, she probably told him it’s just a birthmark he hadn’t noticed before. I’m sure he’d be stupid enoughto believe it.” 
 
Dale laughed and draped her arm around Sue’s shoulders. “Lily, I bet you think we’re awful. 
You’re sitting there thinking, ‘These country dykes don’t do nothin’ but sit around and drink beer and talkbad about people.’ ” 
 
“Hey, drinking beer and talking bad about people are two of my favorite things.” To illustrate herpoint, Lily popped open her second tallboy. 

 
“Well, you’ll fit right in here, then,” Sue said. 
 
“Actually, Lily, being from the city, you probably don’t think we’ve got any educational stuffaround here,” Dale said. “But right while you’re sitting here, you’re looking at a natural history exhibit.” 
 
Lily knew she was being teased, but played along. “And what’s that?” 
 
Dale grinned. “Why, you’re looking right at the oldest known lesbian couple in the history ofFaulkner County, Georgia.” 
 
“That’s great,” Lily said, her insides aching as she thought of all the times she’d imagined growingold with Charlotte. “How long have you two been together?” 
 
Sue squeezed Dale’s age-spotted hand. “We met at the WAC training base in Fort Oglethorpe innineteen and forty-four. I had a boyfriend back home, but when I first saw Dale, I knew I was throughwith the boys.” 
 
Dale smiled slyly. “Our first weekend pass, we checked into a hotel in Chattanooga and didn’tcome outta that room for two whole days.” 
 
Sue slapped Dale’s leg. “Now don’t go telling that!” 
 
“A while back,” Dale said, “when all that gays-in-the-military foolishness was going on, I couldn’thelp laughing. The military’s brought more dykes together than any of them silly women’s music festivalshas.” 
 
“Hey, I went to one of them once,” Honey protested. “It was fun.” 
 
Dale shook her head. “Not my kinda music.” 
 
“Not mine neither,” Mick added. “When Honey dragged me to that thing, I thought I was gonnadie of heat stroke or boredom, one. All that guitar strumming and singing about sisterhood ... I had to playnothin’ but Allman Brothers records for a week just to get all that strumming outta my head.” 
 
“You liked Glenda Mooney, though,” Honey said, playing with the collar of Mick’s leather jacket. 
 
“She was all right. At least she played somethin’ that had a beat to it.” 
 
“Say, Honey,” Sue said, “speaking of music, why don’t you put on that record Dale and me like?” 
 
“Oh, lord, not that thing,” Mick grumbled. 
 
“Don’t be rude, baby.” Honey rose, sorted through a stack of LPs, and pulled out one marked 
“Love Song Canteen.” 
 
“I’ll Be Seeing You” began to play, and Dale and Sue rose and began to dance. They held eachother close and moved together in a light two-step. Dale led. 
 
“Come on, Mi-ick.” Honey was trying to drag her girlfriend out of the recliner. 
 
“This ain’t the kinda music I can dance to.” 
 
Honey rolled her eyes in exasperation. “Damn it, Mick, there ain’t no can or can’t to it. It’s justhugging set to music.” 
 
Mick knocked back the rest of her beer and reluctantly stood up. Soon, though, she was resting herhands on Honey’s ample hips, and Honey’s hands had disappeared beneath Mick’s black leather jacket. 
 
On one level, it was comforting to be in a place where women could dance together — a safeplace (albeit a hot and tiny place) where dykes could be dykes together. On a deeper level, though,watching those women dance just made Lily more aware of her own loneliness. Looking at Mick andHoney, she wondered what her life would have been like in ten years, had Charlotte lived. And looking atDale and Sue only reminded her that she would never have the pleasure of growing old with the onlywoman she had ever loved. 
 
The song “I’ll Be Seeing You,” a wartime ballad about how love lives on even after the lovedone’s death, wasn’t exactly helping Lily’s emotional state. She wiped what she thought was sweat runningdown her face only to discover it was a tear. 
 
She jumped when Jack nudged her. 
 
“Say,” Jack whispered, “you wanna dance?” 
 
Lily was grateful that Jack didn’t ask her if she was okay, which was an obvious question with aneven more obvious answer. “Uh ... I don’t know.” 
 
“I promise I’ll be a perfect gentleman, what with you being a married lady and all.” 
 
Lily felt herself smile. “Oh, okay. What the hell?” 
 
Lily stood up with Jack, who rested her hands on the small of Lily’s back. Lily draped her armsover Jack’s shoulders, and they began to gently sway. 
 
“I haven’t danced like this since high school,” Lily said. 
 
“Did you dance like this with boys?” 
 
“Yup — pimply-faced little Beta Club boys.” Lily laughed self-deprecatingly. “I didn’t have a clueabout myself back then. Once I got to college, though, I caught on pretty quick.” 
 
Jack laughed. “I was different than you, I guess. I always knew what I was, but I had the goodsense not to do anything about it till I was in college.” 
 
“That was probably wise. I doubt that Faulkner County would be too tolerant of a sexually activeteenaged lesbian.” 
 
“Lord, no, particularly since that was, what? Twenty-four years ago?” She grinned. “Of course, Imight have showed good sense waiting till I was in college, but as soon as I started dating, my good sensewent straight out the window. I went out with anything with a pair of tits and a homosexual urge—all theway through college in Chattanooga, then through vet school in Knoxville. Sometimes I think the entirepopulation of Tennessee consists of my ex-girlfriends.” 
 
Lily laughed. “I guess you had to slow down after you moved back here.” 
 
“Oh, yeah, that was probably the best thing for me, though. It made me grow up — have realrelationships instead of flings. Honey and I were together for a while years ago, before Mick rode intotown on her Harley.” 
 
“Oh, yeah?” One of Lily’s favorite things about lesbians was their ability to turn ex-lovers intoplatonic family members —and to welcome the ex-lover’s new partner into the family as well. 
 
“And then, of course, there was Sandy.” 
 
Lily smiled. “You were her experiment, I believe?” “Yup, that’s me. And then she cast me asidelike a frog she was finished dissecting.” 
 
When the record of 40s music ended, Mick hollered, “Thank god that’s over! Honey, why don’tyou put on some Allman Brothers — I’ve gotta get the taste of that sweet stuff outta my mouth.” 
 
When the evening began to turn toward heavy beer drinking and rock ’n’ roll, Dale and Sue rose toleave. “Well, we’d better take off,” Sue said. “We old ladies like to get to bed early.” 
 
Dale grinned. “Of course, that don’t mean we always get to sleep right away.” She ducked as Sueplayfully slapped at her with her purse. 
 
After they left, Lily said, “God, I guess it sounds condescending to call them adorable, but theyreally are.” 
 
“Oh yeah, they’re great,” Honey agreed. “I always call them my lesbian grandmas.” Honeygrabbed more beers for the four of them. “So,” she said, fishing a tin cookie box out of a kitchen drawer, 
“now that the grannies are gone, anybody want some weed?” 
 
“You know I do,” Mick said. 
 
“And you know I don’t,” Jack said just as decisively. “Can’t get myself too muzzy-headed. I couldget a farm call in five hours.” 
 
Honey laughed. “Well, you could never smoke no how. The one time I did manage to get youstoned, you kept getting up to look out the window, to see if there was cops outside.” 
 
Jack laughed along with her. “Dyke or not, I guess I’m pretty much a law-abiding citizen.” 
 
Honey took out a packet of rainbow-striped rolling papers. “These are so cool. Mick found ’em upin Chattanooga.” She folded a tissue-thin paper in half and began distributing pinches of green flakesacross its length. “How ’bout you, Lily? Can I offer you some homegrown hospitality?” 
 
“Not tonight, thanks. I think I’ll just stick to beer.” Lily had liked pot back in college; it wasarguable that she had liked it too much. And now, when Honey offered it, she felt a tug of temptation tosurrender to the weed’s friendly, familiar oblivion. But with the trial coming up, there was no way shewas going to have the dregs of an illegal drug floating around in her system. What if the Maycombs’ 
deranged right-wing lawyer ordered her to take a drug test as evidence of her debauched lifestyle? Anyrisk that might cost her Mimi was a risk not worth taking. 
 
Getting stoned, as Lily remembered it at least, wasn’t boring. But watching other people getstoned sure was. Mick was already the silent type, but under the influence of marijuana, she waspractically a mute. The only phrase she uttered for thirty minutes after smoking the joint was, “Honey, wegot any of them Chee-tos left?” 
 
Apparently sensing that the evening was slowing down, Jack said, “Well, I reckon I’ve sobered upenough to drive.” 
 
“Yeah, I guess I ought to be heading home, too.” Watching Mick and Honey laughing and feedingeach other Chee-tos, Lily surmised that they would like to be alone together — that as soon as thecompany left, they’d be making a beeline for the chenille peacock-covered bed. 
 
Honey switched back to hostess mode. “Well, Jack, I know we’ll be seeing you soon, but Lily, Ihope you’ll be coming back, too. I’m sure this is pretty boring compared to what you’re used to in the city 

—” 
 
“Not at all. Actually, this is one of the most pleasant evenings I’ve spent in a while,” Lily said,meaning it. 
 
In the tattoo shop’s gravel parking lot, Lily suddenly shouted, “Goddamn it!” 
 
“What is it?” Jack asked. “You too drunk to drive?” 
 
“No, I had my last beer over an hour ago. It’s just that it dawned on me...I can’t go home tonight.” 
 
“What do you mean?” 
 
“I’m supposed to be out of town ... on a romantic overnight trip with Ben.” She had to stop tolaugh. “I know it sounds crazy, but what if I went back to the house and one of my nosy sisters-in-lawdrove by and saw the lights on? They’d know something was up.” 
 
“Hmm,” Jack said. “You lead a complicated life, don’t you, lady?” 
 
“Far too complicated.” Lily felt as though she might cry again. 
 
“I’ll tell you what. Spend the night at my place tonight. I’ve got an extra bedroom.” 
 
“I told Ben to call me here if he needed me.” 
 
“Hang on a second. I’ll take care of that.” Jack disappeared behind the shop, and Lily heard herholler, “If anybody calls here for Lily, give ‘em my number. She’s going home with me.” There was apause, and then Jack hollered, “Not that way, you hussies!” 
 CHAPTER 14
  
Jack lived in an old white saltbox with a tin roof. Even in the darkness, Lily could tell that the landaround it was rolling and beautiful. The sky above the farmland was sprinkled with stars. 
 
“It’s beautiful out here,” Lily said, as they stood on the porch. 
 
“Oh, yeah.” Jack unlocked the front door. “There’s the stars on a clear night, and on a cloudynight, there’s nothin’ like the sound of the rain on the roof.” The house seemed to be furnished with thesame pieces Jack had grown up with. The flowered up-holstery on the arms and seat of the overstuffedsofa in the living room was shiny from years of sitting, but the worn appearance of the furniture onlymade it more inviting. 
 
“Your room’s upstairs,” Jack said, her boots clomping on the hardwood floor. “Sorry for goingright off to bed, but if I get a farm call, I’ll have to roll out in four hours or so.” 
 
“That’s fine. I’m pretty tired.” Lily followed Jack up the stairs, noting in a purely clinical fashionthat Jack filled out her Levi’s attractively. 
 
Jack flipped on the light in the room at the head of the stairs — a small bedroom with floralwallpaper and an iron bed covered in a handmade quilt. A black-and-white cat who was curled up on thebed lifted his head and squinted at them irritably. “That’s Hank,” Jack explained. “This is kinda his bed,so he may want to share it with you. I’ve got two house cats, Hank here and Patsy, who sleeps with me.”She smiled, a little shyly, Lily thought. “Well, you make yourself comfortable. The bathroom’s next door,and there’s towels in the hall closet if you need ’em.” 
 
“Thanks.” 
 
Jack studied the floor sheepishly. “If I have to get up for a farm call in the mornin’, I’ll just let yousleep. Feel free to let yourself out if you wake up before I get back. If I don’t get called to work, though,maybe we can have breakfast, and I can show you around the place, introduce you to the animals. Sandyused to call this the Island of Misfit Critters.” 
 
Lily laughed. “About half the time, I feel like kind of a misfit critter myself.” 
 
Jack grinned. “I know what you mean. Well ... ’night.” 
 
“Good night.” 
 
Lily undressed, crawled under the quilt, and, for the first time in a long time, fell right asleep. 
 
She awoke to a gentle knocking on the bedroom door. Despite the fact that she wasn’t sure whereshe was, she called, “Come in.” 
 
Jack entered carrying a tray. Lily couldn’t see what was on it, but she smelled the coffee, and thearoma of caffeine, was enough to make her sit up. “Good morning,” she said. 
 
“It sure is,” Jack replied. “Nobody called, so I got to sleep in.” 
 
Lily glanced at the Timex on the nightstand and saw it was eight-fifteen. Since when was sleepingtill eight o’clock “sleeping in”? 
 
“I hope you don’t mind me bringing you breakfast.” Jack set the tray down before Lily. 
 
Lily surveyed the spread: hot coffee, toast with butter and honey, and a blue bowl filled with slicedGeorgia peaches. “It’s lovely, Jack. Thank you.” 
 
Jack shrugged. “I’m not much of a cook, but toast and coffee I can handle.” 
 
“Care to join me?” 
 
“I ate about an hour ago. I’ll keep you company, though.” 
 
Jack sat on the edge of the bed while Lily ate her peaches and toast and honey. The peach sliceswere sweet and juicy and sunny-tasting, and Lily felt almost uncomfortable eating them in bed in suchclose proximity to Jack. Eating peaches in bed near another woman was the closest thing Lily had had toa sensual experience in quite some time. 
 
“Hank was still in bed with you when I got up this morning,” Jack said. 
 
“Yeah, he was good company — a much less obtrusive bedmate than Mordecai.” Lily sipped thecoffee, which was strong but good. “I had a cat that died about three years ago. She was fourteen yearsold. I loved her so much I’ve never been able to get another cat. I just don’t think I could stand that kindof loss again.” 
 
“Hmm.” Jack reached into the bowl and popped a slice of peach into her mouth. “When I have toput sick animals down — which is the hardest part of my job, believe me — I always tell the owner to goout and find another pet. They won’t be able to love the new pet the same way they loved the old one, butmaybe they can find a new way to love.” 
 
Lily looked into Jack’s clear blue eyes and wondered if it was really pets they were talking about. 
“So,” she said, opting to change the subject as soon as possible, “do I get a tour of the farm before I go?” 
 
“Sure.” Jack’s tone lightened. “I tell you what. Let me take your tray. You get yourself cleaned up,and just knock on the door of my room when you’re ready. There’s clean towels in the bathroom and anew toothbrush.” 
 
After Lily made herself presentable, she entered Jack’s room to find her working on a computer,which looked incongruous with the rustic farmhouse surroundings: IBM meets American Gothic. “Hey,”Jack said, looking up at Lily. “Even horse doctors keep their records on computer, these days. Speaking ofhorses, I’ve gotta vaccinate a couple mares on Wednesday. You wanna come?” 
 
“Sure. I’ve not gotten to sketch any horses yet.” 
 
Jack turned off the computer and stood. “Okay, well, let’s start the tour. This is my room.” 
 
Lily looked at the overflowing bookshelves that lined the walls. “Quite a book collection you’vegot here.” 
 
“One of my city girlfriends used to tease me ’cause I talk like a hick. She said as many books as Iread, I oughta know better.” 
 
“I like your accent.” 
 
Jack looked down. Was she blushing? “I think the way you talk oughta tell people somethin’ aboutyou. I don’t like the idea that everybody oughta sound like they’re reading the nightly news.” 
 
“Me neither.” Lily scanned the volumes in the nearest bookcase—they were all veterinarymedicine books, with polysyllabic titles. “Not exactly light reading here.” 
 
“Nope, that bookcase is just professional stuff—boring to everybody but me.” She glanced at thecase across the room. “What you want’s probably over there.” 
 
Lily’s jaw dropped when she saw the other book-case— six wide shelves stuffed with lesbianfiction. The books were paperbacks mostly: classics like We Too Are Drifting, Beebo Brinker, Desert ofthe Heart, and Curious Wine. But there were also several recent titles Lily hadn’t read. “It’s amazing tosee so many books like this in a place ... like this.” 
 
“Yeah. Versailles doesn’t even have a bookstore, let alone a place where you can buy lesbianbooks. Let’s just say I’m on a first-name basis with all the gals who take mail-order calls for Naiad Press. 
I call this bookcase the Faulkner County Lesbian Lending Library. If you wanna borrow somethin’, goahead. I don’t even charge overdue fines.” 
 
“Thanks.” Lily pulled a couple of mysteries off the shelves. “Charlotte used to tease me about howmany mysteries I read. She said the difference between her and me was that she read books to put them ina theoretical context, whereas I read books to find out whodunit.” 
 
Jack smiled. “I’m sure she wouldn’t have thought much of my reading habits either.” 
 
Lily winced at the appropriate but still painful use of the past tense in reference to Charlotte. Jackmust have noticed it, because she quickly blurted, “So, ready to see the farm?” 
 
The morning sun shone on the green pasture and freshly painted barn, making the pastoral sceneso cheerful it could have sprung to life from the pages of a Little Golden Book. Of course, in a LittleGolden Book, the horse in the pasture wouldn’t be quite so swaybacked. 
 
The old chestnut gelding’s spine dipped in the shape of a horseshoe. “This ole boy was treatedawful mean by his owners,” Jack said. “I figured the least I could do was let him get old and fat.” Thehorse nuzzled the pocket of Jack’s coveralls in search of sugar cubes. Jack fished out a cube and handed itto Lily. “Here, feed it to him. Just hold it in the flat of your palm. Not that he’s got much teeth to bite youwith.” 
 
Lily offered the sugar cube and scratched the horse’s velvety nose. 
 
As they walked across the farmland, they were assailed by dogs— brown dogs, black dogs, yellowdogs, and spotted dogs, all of questionable breeding but unquestionable devotion. Jack led Lily into thebarn. A black streak shot past them. “That was D-Con,” Jack explained. “Barn cat. Standoffish.” 
 
“Runoffish, more like,” Lily said. “Thing took off so fast I wouldn’t have known it was a cat ifyou hadn’t told me.” 
 
Jack laughed. “I told you about my one-horned goat, didn’t I?” She led Lily to a stall, the home ofa black-and-white ram with a single, curlicued horn. Seeing company, he rested his front hooves on thefence. His eyes, like all goats’ eyes, were innocent and knowing at the same time. 
 
“Well, aren’t you cute?” Lily scratched his bony back. “You might just be making a cameoappearance in my new book.” 
 
“Ole Pan here’s the way I got Sandy to come to my place the first time. I told her I had a unicornand asked her if she wanted to come see it. Pretty slick, huh?” 
 
“Pretty slick indeed.” Lily was attempting to rescue her shirttail from Pan, who was nibbling it asthough it was a delicacy. She finally pulled it out of his mouth and, laughing, turned toward Jack, whowas looking at her with a hard-to-read expression. 
 
“Was Charlotte pretty?” Jack asked. 
 
It took Lily a moment to get her bearings. “Um, yes, I thought so. She wasn’t that emaciated, doe-eyed kind of pretty that you see in the magazines. Hers wasn’t a fragile beauty ... but bigger and stronger.” 
 
“Butch?” 
 
“Yeah, I guess you could call her that. She wasn’t butch in the same way that —” She started tosay that “you are,” but stopped herself. “In the same way that Mick is, but yeah, you could call her butch. 
Why do you ask?” 
 
“I don’t know. I guess I was just curious about your...type.” 
 
They walked out of the barn and into the sunlight. “Well, Charlotte was definitely my type.” Shethought of Charlotte in her various guises — in her jeans and blazer, in her motorcycle jacket, in nothingat all. “I miss her so much.” 
 
“I know you do.” Jack draped a companionable arm over Lily’s shoulders. “I know you do ’causeI miss Daddy. I know it’s not the same thing, but I did live with him my whole life except when I was offat school. ’Course, it was easier for me. I was expecting him to go.” 
 
Lily was sobbing now. She was embarrassed to be doing it, but embarrassment wasn’t enough tostop her. 
 
“I’m sorry, Lily. I didn’t mean to upset you. I just...you mentioned Charlotte earlier, so I thought itwas okay to talk about her.” 
 
“It is okay. Sometimes, though, this wave of loss just sweeps over me.” 
 
“I know. And if I hadn’t brought her up, it wouldn’t have happened.” She produced a clean whitehanky from the pocket of her coveralls and handed it to Lily. “I want to make you feel better, not worse.” 
 
“You do make me feel better. Thanks for the tour ... and the peaches.. . and the snot rag.” Shewiped her eyes. “I’ve gotta go, though. I’ve got to meet Ben so we can pick up Mimi, after our allegedovernight trip.” 
 
“Don’t forget those books you left on the porch.” 
 
“Thanks.” Lily retrieved the books and opened her car door. “Well...see ya.” 
 
“Yeah. You still wanna go see those mares this week?” 
 
“Sure.” 
 
“Okay, I’ll carry you there, then?” 
 
Lily smiled at Jack’s Southern speech. “That’d be great.” Lily backed out of the driveway andwatched as the receding figure of Jack stood in front of the farmhouse, watching Lily drive away. 
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When Lily came into the living room to announce that dinner was ready, she found Jack lying onher back on the floor, holding up Mimi, whose little arms were outstretched like the wings of an airplane. 
 
“She’ll play airplane forever,” Lily said. “My arms get tired before she does.” 
 
“Not mine. If I can carry a calf, I can play airplane with a baby girl.” 
 
Lily and Mimi had gone with Jack this afternoon while she vaccinated the mares. Mimi had playedin a pile of sweet-smelling hay while Lily had sketched the beautiful animals. 
 
Lily had been planning on cooking dinner for Ben and Ken tonight, and so she had invited Jack tojoin them. She was making ratatouille with fresh vegetables Granny McGilly had brought them from hergarden. A one-dish meal could always be stretched to feed one more person. 
 
The only creature in the household who seemed to object to Jack’s presence was Mordecai. Whenhe saw his veterinarian walk in the door, he had slunk down the hall and hidden under Mimi’s crib. Jackhad lured him out with Milk-Bones and assurances that she was not there in an official capacity. 
 
Ben and Ken were cuddling on the couch. Lily had never seen her “husband” so happy. For aslong as she’d known him, Ben had a cynical streak that was equally likely to express itself in dark humoror sulkiness. Since Ken had arrived on the scene, Ben’s sulkiness had disappeared entirely. 
 
Lily, Jack, Ben, and Ken sat companionably around the dinner table. For a moment it remindedLily of her and Ben’s old days with Dez and Charlotte, except that Ken lacked Dez’s flamboyance, andJack ... Jack was not Charlotte. 
 
After dinner, Ben announced that he and Ken were going back to Ken’s place for dessert. 
 
Lily grinned as she cleared the dinner dishes. “I bet I know what’s on the dessert menu.” 
 
Jack laughed. “Not been married half a year, Lily, and he’s already stepping out on you.” 
 
Ben’s face reddened, but he was laughing. 
 
“You just be sure not to fall asleep over there,” Lily warned. “You need to be spending the night athome, like a dutiful husband.” 
 
“Don’t worry. I won’t neglect my husbandly duties.” 
 
With Ben and Ken gone and Mimi tucked into bed, Lily and Jack sat together on the couch, coffeein hand. 
 
“Mimi’s a sweet little thing.” Jack paused to sip her coffee. “Fun to play with.” 
 


“Well, thanks for wearing her down. She went out as soon as her head hit the pillow.” 
 
“I like kids. I reckon if I hadn’t been a vet, I woulda been a pediatrician. Of course, I wanted kidsto like me, and no kid ever likes going to the doctor.” 
 
Lily sipped her coffee. “Did you ever think about having kids of your own?” 
 
Jack grinned. “I thought about it before. I could actually picture myself changing diapers andheating bottles, but there was no way in hell I could picture myself pregnant.” 
 
Lily laughed. “A pregnant butch is a sight to behold. You should’ve seen Charlotte. Once shestarted to show, she went to Kmart and bought a bunch of oversized T-shirts and drawstring sweatpants. 
She said there was no way in hell she was putting on a maternity dress.” 
 
“I don’t blame her. So how come she was the one that ended up carrying the baby?” 
 
“We determined it very scientifically. We drew names out of a hat. So I could just as easily havebeen Mimi’s biological mother instead of Charlotte, and Ben could have been Mimi’s biological dadinstead of Dez.” 
 
“Have you ever thought how much easier your life would be now if things had turned out thatway?” 
 
“Many times. Of course, if Ben and I had been the parents, we would’ve had a different little girlthan the one we have. And I wouldn’t trade Mimi for anything.” Lily set down her coffee cup. “God, thecloser the hearing gets, the more nervous I get. I’m afraid to say I’ll be glad when it’s over, though,because I’ll only be glad if everything turns out okay.” 
 
“I know.” Jack took Lily’s hand in hers. 
 
Lily’s first instinct was to pull away, but the strength in Jack’s big, gentle hand was comforting. 
 
“I also feel bad about lying all the time,” Lily said. “I’ve never been so dishonest before. I spendso much of my time just hoping I’m doing the right thing.” 
 
Jack looked down at Lily’s hand in hers. “I’ll tell you what, Lily. It’s wrong that anybody wouldtry to take Mimi away from you. It’s so wrong, that anything you do to get to keep her is the right thing.” 
 
“Thank you for saying that. I’ve wondered what you think of me for doing this. You’re a goodfriend, Jack. I’m glad I met you.” 

 
“I’m glad I met you, too.” Jack was silent for a moment, looking down at Lily’s hand. “It’s beenreal lonely around the house with Daddy gone, and the past few years I’ve ended up being the bachelorfriend to all my friends in couples, and then —” She cut herself off. “I’m sorry I’m doing a bad job ofsaying this.” 
 
Lily pulled her hand away. “Of saying what?” 
 
Jack half grinned. “See? I told you I was doing a bad job.” She looked down, and her voicebecame serious again. “I guess what I’m trying to say is...oh, hell.” Jack looked up at Lily and reached outto plush Lily’s hair out of her face. Lily watched passively as Jack leaned toward her and softly touchedher lips to hers. Lily was paralyzed. 
 
As soon as Jack pulled away, Lily scooted to the opposite end of the couch. She hadn’t felt anotherwoman’s lips on hers since Charlotte’s, and the feel of Jack’s lips made her ache for Charlotte’s kisses. 
But there was something else, too. “Jack, I’m not ready...” 
 
“I know. I ought not to have done that. It was just that I couldn’t make the words come out right,and I’ve always been better at doing things than saying them. I know you’re not ready yet, Lily. You’re awidow in mourning — I understand that. I guess what I’m trying to say is...if you ever decide you’reready, then I’m ready, too.” 
 
Lily’s head felt as if it might explode from being so full of fear and sadness and confusion. Shehadn’t even been allowed a decent period of mourning before she had to worry about losing her daughter. 
Then there were the numerous pressures of maintaining a fake marriage, the hearing that was coming upsooner than she liked to think about, and now this. “Jack, I can’t even think about this right now. I stilllove Charlotte—” 
 
“And you always will. I understand that. But I don’t think Charlotte would want you to spend therest of your life alone ... to bury yourself right along with her. Once the hearing is over, Lily, you’re gonnahave to take a little of the time you’ve been using to think about Mimi’s needs and think about your own.” 
 
Lily choked back a sob. “Once the hearing is over, I might not have my daughter.” 
 
“That’s true. But even if you don’t, you don’t have to be all alone.” 
 
“Well, thank you for saying that. You’re—” 
 
“A good friend? I know. And if that’s all I can be now, I accept that. I just had to let you know,Lily. I had to tell you because the other mornin’, when I woke up knowing you were in my house ... thehouse was a lot happier place because you were in it.” 
 
Lily’s emotions were scattered all over the place. She felt simultaneously trapped, terrified, andtouched. 
 
Jack rose from the couch. “I know you’re not in a position to make any promises, Lily. I justwanted to say my piece, and I reckon I’ve said it.” 
 
“Yeah, I guess you have.” 
 
“There’s just one more thing, though. I wanna make sure this isn’t my imagination. When our eyesmeet, when you look at me...there’s somethin’ there, isn’t there?” 
 
Lily thought of the first time she saw Jack — the moment she realized Jack was a woman. Shethought of Jack’s hands working to heal a wounded animal, of Jack rolling on the floor playing withMimi. As much as she’d like to, there was no denying it. “Yeah,” she said, avoiding eye contact. “There’ssomething there.” 
 
Jack flashed a wide grin. “I didn’t think it was my imagination. I guess that was all I really wantedto know.” She headed toward the door. “I’m sorry if I made you uncomfortable. I’ll go now.” 
 
Lily knew that Jack wanted her to tell her to stay. But Lily was ready for Jack to leave. She hadreached emotional overload, and all she could think about was curling up in a fetal ball in the womb ofher bed. “Good night, Jack.” 
 
“Good night.” 
 
In her bed, Lily cried because Charlotte had died before Lily had finished loving her. She criedbecause she knew that if Charlotte had died at the age of eighty, she still would have died before Lily hadfinished loving her. She cried because of the choice that lay before her: to stay married to a memory, or tomove on. 
 
Rationally, Lily knew that Jack had a point — that Charlotte would have wanted Lily’s life to goon. But the problem was that Lily wasn’t sure she wanted her life to go on. Life seemed like a dangerouscontact sport, full of opportunities for loss and injury, with victory being only the dimmest of possibilities. 
Right now, Lily wasn’t sure she even felt like being a spectator of such a sport, let alone a player. 
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Lily rarely drank beer before noon. As a matter of fact, this was probably the first time she’ddrunk a beer before two P.M. in her life. But today was a special occasion — in the same sense that theday you’re scheduled to get a much-dreaded pap smear is a special occasion. 
 
The hearing was two weeks from today, and yesterday she, Ben, and Buzz Dobson had sat downto plan their strategy. Buzz, once again, had turned his meager thoughts to the subject of Lily’s 
 
“I was thinking, Lily,” he’d said, biting into a sloppy hamburger that squirted ketchup all over hisshirt. “It’d probably be a good idea to go ahead and pay some attention to your appearance. Get a nicehairdo, buy yourself two or three pretty dresses, go around for a couple weeks before the triallooking...looking—” 
 
“Normal?” Lily had offered helpfully. 
 
“Well, I wasn’t gonna put it that way, but yeah. You know, just let people see you out with Mimi atthe playground, at church maybe, looking the way people around here expect a young mother to look.” 
 
So yesterday afternoon Lily had grudgingly called Sheila and asked what beauty shop she andTracee would recommend. If any women embodied “the way people around here expect a young motherto look,” they were Sheila and Tracee. 
 
Sheila had been hysterical with joy at Lily’s call, sure, Lily thought, that the Faulkner Countychapter of the Stepford Wives had just recruited a new member. “Ooh, me and Tracee already have anappointment over at the Chatterbox for tomorrow at eleven-thirty,” she’d squealed. “I’m sure theywouldn’t mind if you tagged along. Oh, it’ll be so much fun! We can get our hair done and get facials, andyou can even get a Mary Kay makeover if you want. Me and Tracee won’t, though, ’cause we don’t needa makeover. And I heard they got some new dresses over at the La-Di-Da. Maybe we could walk overthere after we get our hair fixed, and spend some of the McGilly boys’ money.” 
 
And so here Lily sat, swilling beer in the morning, waiting for Sheila and Tracee to come get her. 
If Ben hadn’t already taken Mimi to Jeanie’s, she’d be tempted to grab her daughter and flee, before theperoxided pod people could turn her into one of them. She disposed of the empty beer bottle and went tothe bathroom to brush her teeth. Just as she was spitting, she heard the horn of Sheila’s Lexus. 
 
Lily had hoped that the stylist at the Chatterbox would be a gay man—a Faulkner County queenwho, out of allegiance to his family, had chosen to live and work in Versailles. Lily had no such luck. 
Instead, the Chatterbox was run by a creature who called itself Doreen and who worked with the theorythat one could make more money in the beauty industry by undermining the self-esteem of one’scustomers. 
 
When Sheila and Tracee presented Lily to Doreen, she shook her head and mumbled, “My, my,my. Look what the cat drug in.” 
 
Not that Doreen looked that hot herself. Her straw-textured hair was dyed neon orange, and hereyelids were shadowed with bright turquoise. But the most fascinating thing about Doreen was hereyebrows— or her simulated eyebrows. 
 
The old lady (how old was impossible to tell beneath the layers of pancake makeup) had pluckedor shaved her naturally occurring brows and painted on violent black slashes that began at the bridge ofher nose and ended up at her hairline above her temples. If this was the woman who was in charge of hermakeover, Lily thought she was more likely to end up looking like an extra from Star Trek than anordinary wife and mother. 
 
Doreen turned Sheila and Tracee over to her assistant for their trims and root touch-ups. Shelooked at Lily, stubbed out her cigarette, and said to no one in particular, “Well, I reckon I’ll have to rollup my sleeves to deal with this one.” When she finally addressed Lily directly, she ordered, “Sit down,honey. And get comfortable. This is gonna take a while.” 
 
Lily tried to sit still while Doreen yanked on her hair. “Never seen so many rat nests in my life,”Doreen muttered, her cigarette clenched between her teeth. Lily was fairly sure she felt a few ashes dropon her head. 
 
 She knew her hair was a mess. She hadn’t done anything to it except wash it since Charlotte died,and her once-funky white-girl braids had turned into mats and tangles. Doreen pulled and combed so hardthat Lily was sure her hair was being torn out by its roots. Tattoos and body piercings were painlesscompared to this torture. 
 
“Well, I reckon I got it combed out enough to wash it anyway,” Doreen said finally. When Lilyturned her head to look in the mirror, she was greeted by the image of Elsa Lanchester in Bride ofFrankenstein. 
 
“Lord, girl, don’t look at it yet. We ain’t even halfway there. It’s a good thing I eat my Wheatiesthis mornin’.” She tucked a towel into the collar of Lily’s plastic smock. “Lean back in the chair now.” 
 
After Doreen scrubbed Lily’s scalp as though it needed de-lousing, Lily sat up again. Doreenfluffed her hair with her red talons. “We’re gonna hafta take a lotta this length off,” she muttered. “Yougot split ends on top of your split ends.” Doreen’s scissors began snip-snip-snipping in a seeminglyrandom pattern, and Lily sucked in her breath as large hunks of hair fell onto her smock and the floor. 
 
“How’s it going?” Sheila asked brightly. She and Tracee stood together, their coiffures trimmedand touched up. 
 
Doreen looked Lily over and frowned. “It’ll be another hour at least.” 
 
“Hmm,” Tracee said, “Well, I guess we’ll go grab some lunch at the Bucket. We’ll be backdirectly.” 
 
Doreen snipped until Lily figured she’d run out of hair, then mixed up a plastic bottle of somevile-smelling chemical solution and squeezed it on Lily’s hair. Lily’s eyes teared, and her nose ran. Shehad always drawn the body-piercing line at below-the-belt piercings, but right now a labia piercingseemed a comparative piece of cake. 
 
“All right, back in the sink,” Doreen barked like a cosmetology drill sergeant. Lily pondered theanalogy as Doreen rinsed the chemicals from her hair. Just like a drill sergeant, Doreen was stamping outLily’s rebelliousness and taking away her individuality to make her an acceptable member of a team. 
 
Hair—its color, length, and style — was always tied to individuality. After all, what was the firstthing the army did to new male recruits? They gave them identical haircuts. 
 
Lily reflected on the symbolic significance of hair as her own shortened tresses were blown dry,hot rolled, brushed, sprayed, and spritzed. When Doreen finally turned the chair to face the mirror, Lilygasped. Doreen bared her yellowed teeth in a grin, mistaking her client’s shock for delight. 
 
Lily’s new short hair was not the carefree crop of a dyke. Her ashy tresses had been highlighted asunny blonde and were now pouffed on top of her head, coming down in perfectly arranged petals aroundher face. It was a soccer mom’s haircut—short, sassy, and sprayed so stiff that neither rain nor sleet norstorm nor hail could budge it. 
 
Lily patted her stiff bubble of hair. With a do like this, she could be perkily reporting the sixo’clock news. It was the perfect style for the image she needed to project, but looking at it still made herwant to cry. 
 
 “Is that what you wanted, honey?” Doreen asked, firing up another cigarette. 
 
“Yeah, it’s perfect.” 
 
“Now I don’t know if Sheila and Tracee told you or not, but I am a licensed Mary Kay consultant,so if you wanted some more makeup to complete your new look —” 
 
“Sure. Why not?” Lily looked at Doreen’s horrifying Kabuki mask of cosmetics. “But let’s keep itlight and natural, okay?” 
 
“Sure, hon.” 
 
Lily’s “light and natural” makeover took thirty-five minutes. Sheila and Tracee returned from theirlunch break and watched Lily’s transformation, oohing and ahhing as if they were watching the ceiling ofthe Sistine Chapel being painted. 
 
When Lily saw herself in the mirror, her newly painted mouth formed an “O” of surprise, makingher look not unlike one of those blond, blow-up sex-toy dolls. She would almost have preferred to bewearing Doreen’s Kabuki mask — at least it had a spooky, avant-garde quality. As it was, her cheeks weredusted with peachy blush, her lips painted with equally peachy lipstick, her lashes brushed with mascarato give her a wide-eyed, Mary Pickford appearance. She looked—she shuddered at the word —  
wholesome. 
 
“Doreen, you are a miracle worker!” Sheila squealed. “Come on, Lily, let’s go buy you some newdresses!” 
 
A better name for the La-Di-Da Dress Shop might be Designed-to-Be-Dowdy, Lily thought, as shescanned through the racks. All the dresses were in the prim shirtwaist style preferred by Sunday schoolteachers and small-town librarians. Finally, deciding all the garments were equally vile, Lily closed hereyes and pulled two dresses off the “size eight” rack at random. 
 
The oversolicitous saleslady went into paroxysms of joy. “Oh,” she crowed, “those are positivelythe real you!” 
 
“Give it a rest, lady,” Lily muttered, marching toward the dressing rooms. “You wouldn’t knowthe real me if I bit you on the ass!” 
 
“Lil-ee!” Tracee chided her. “You’re aw-full!” 
 
But she had already shut the dressing room door behind her. 
 
In her light blue shirtwaist dress, black Naturalizer flats, and stockings, Lily was totallyunrecognizable, even to herself. She was reminded of the scene in the movie Tootsie in which DustinHoffman first appears in full, dowdy drag. 
 
When Lily went to relieve Jeanie of her babysitting duties, Mimi screamed at the sight of her. Thelittle girl eyed Lily suspiciously, then broke down in tears. “Where’s Mama? Where’s Mama?” she wailedhysterically. 
 
“Mimi-saurus, it’s me. I’m your mama.” 
 
“No! Not Mama!” Mimi screamed. 
 
“Honey, of course it’s your mama,” Jeanie said. “She just went to the beauty shop. Don’t she lookpretty?” 
 
“Not Mama!” Mimi shrieked louder. 
 
Lily had to carry Mimi to the bathroom and show her her tattoos in order to convince the little girlthat the pristinely dressed, carefully coiffed creature before her was indeed her mother. 
 
When Lily returned to the place she and Ben grudgingly called home, Ben took one look at herand cried, “Shit! Shiiit. Shi-it.” 
 
Lily flopped down on the sofa. “Hey, now, no profanity in front of the baby.” 
 
Ben shook his head like a wet dog. “Good god, you look like the president of the Junior League,and you say things like no profanity in front of the baby. It’s like you’ve turned into a...a...” 
 
Lily put on a mock Cockney accent. “A real laydee? Just call me Eliza, Professor Higgins.” Shekicked off her shoes and began unceremoniously peeling off her pantyhose. “We got any beer?” 
 
Mordecai emerged from the hall and eyed Lily suspiciously. He approached her, sniffed her, and,satisfied as to her identity, settled down for an ear-scratching. Ben backed out of the room, still fixated onLily’s transformed appearance. “I’ll...I’ll get you one.” 
 
“Thanks,” she said. “You’re a good husband.” 
 
Ben returned with their beers and sat down on the couch. “Say, why don’t I drive over to Callahanand pick us up a pizza for dinner? You can’t be in the kitchen cooking, looking like that. You’ll feel likefucking Harriet Nelson.” 
 
Mimi looked up from her shape sorter and joyously exclaimed, “Fuckin’!” 
 
“Mimi, that’s a grown-up word.” Lily leaned back on the couch and sucked down some beer. “Alot of good it’s gonna do me to change my entire image if my daughter’s gonna have the vocabulary of alongshoreman.” 
 
“Don’t worry; she won’t have to testify.” Ben flipped through the Versailles/Callahan phone book. 
Ripping that phone book would be no feat of strength, Lily thought. Mimi could probably do it. 
 
“So...” Ben said, “mushroom, green pepper, and black olive?” 
 
“Sure.” Lily was astonished at the tiredness in her voice. 
 
After Ben went to fetch the pizza, Lily made a bowl of oatmeal and a slice of toast for Mimi,whose idea of good eating was breakfast three times a day. Lily tied on Mimi’s bib, sat down with her,and began to spoon the warm cereal into the little girl’s mouth. 
 
“No, Mama,” Mimi said. “Feed self.” 
 
“Well, okay, grown-up girl.” She handed the spoon over, and Mimi took it into her tiny fist. Mimishoveled away, managing to convey about sixty percent of the food into her mouth. Overall, she wasdoing a better job than Buzz Dobson. 
 
Every day Mimi was getting more independent, learning to do more things for herself, addingmore words to her vocabulary, including some she’d be better off without. Colorful vocabulary or not,Lily was proud of Mimi, and she loved watching her grow and learn. She thought of the other steps Mimiwould be taking in the next year or so — moving from a crib to a bed, learning to use the potty — andhoped she would be there to help her daughter with these difficult milestones. 
 
Mimi reached a dimpled, oatmeal-gooey hand out to touch Lily’s stiff hair. “Funny Mama.” 
 
Lily had to agree. “Yeah, I’m pretty funny looking all right. Are you done with your dinner?” 
 
“All done.” 
 
“Okay, let’s go hose you off, then.” 
 
Mimi grinned, flashing her perfect, white baby teeth. “Baffy?” 
 
“That’s right. Bathy time.” 

 
As Lily watched Mimi splash happily in the tub, she found herself wondering what the Maycombsand their kind thought she would do to damage her daughter. Did they think she was simply raising Mimito recruit her, to train her from the earliest possible age in the rites of Sappho? Such thinking — if it couldeven be called thinking — was ridiculous. As long as Mimi found someone who’d be good to her, Lilydidn’t care whom she grew up to love, male or female. She and Charlotte had decided to have a child tolove, not to recruit. 
 
It was the fundamentalists who recruited. From the time their children were babies, they draggedthem to Sunday school and church for hours on end, indoctrinating them when they were too young toknow what hit them. Maybe this was why fundamentalists always assumed gays and lesbians were raisingtheir children with some kind of agenda in mind; the fundamentalists themselves certainly were. 
 
Lily loved the way Mimi smelled and felt when she was fresh out of the tub. After she got Mimidiapered and dressed, Lily sat down in the nursery’s rocking chair for storytime. Mimi toddled over to herbookshelf. Lily was amused to note that while three of her own picture books were on the shelf, Mimialways avoided them like the plague. Everybody was a critic. 
 
Mimi returned to the rocking chair with Janell Cannon’s beautifully illustrated book Stellaluna. 
Lily cuddled her daughter on her lap, opened the book, and began to read. 
 
Stellaluna was the story of a baby fruit bat who gets separated from her mother and so is raised,for a time, by a family of birds. The birds are kind to Stellaluna as long as she exhibits birdlike behavior. 
She is not allowed to fly at night or hang upside down, and she is fed insects instead of the mangoes sheloves. While Stellaluna appreciates the birds’ kindness, she is only happy when she is reunited with herfruit bat family. 
 
Lily’s eyes filled as she read the book to Mimi. It was amazing how a simple children’s bookcould say so much. She identified with Stellaluna. A lost fruit bat, she was taken in by the McGillys. Theirkindness was unquestionable, but it was contingent on her pretending to be something she was not. TheMcGillys were her bird family—well-meaning, but different from her — and capable of offering her onlyinsects, not the mangoes she craved. 
 
She tucked Mimi into her crib just as Ben returned with the pizza. After they ate, Lily asked, “Soare you just gonna hang out here tonight?” 
 
“Thought I would. Ken has some god-awful departmental function tonight.” 
 
“So...would it be okay if I went out for a while?” 
 
“Sure. I’ll look after Mimi if she wakes up.” 
 
Lily was up from the table already. 
 
“So where are you going?” Ben asked. 
 
“I’m going out ... to get some mangoes.” 
 
“What do you mean, mangoes? You can’t buy mangoes in Faulkner County” 
 
Lily grabbed her car keys and walked out the door without bothering to explain. There might beno mangoes in Faulkner County, but she did remember something from her breakfast with Jack. Like amango, it was sweet, juicy, and succulent. There were no mangoes in Faulkner County, but there werepeaches. 
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Jack opened the door of her farmhouse and surveyed the new, prim Lily. “Isn’t it kinda late forJehovah’s Witnesses?” 
 
“Jack, it’s me.” 
 
“Lily? Omigod, what happened to you?” 
 
“The Chatterbox beauty shop happened to me. Can I come in?” 
 
Still slack-jawed, Jack backed away from the door so Lily could enter. 
 
Once the door closed behind her, words started spilling from Lily’s lips faster than she couldcontrol them. “I don’t even know why I came here, really. I just feel so...weird. Before all this shithappened, my outside always matched my inside, but now nothing matches. Buzz Dobson told me itwould improve my chances with the judge if I tried to look respectable, and now when I look at myself inthe mirror I don’t even see me anymore.” 
 
She didn’t realize she was crying until Jack offered her a handkerchief. “I’m scared, Jack. I’mscared of losing Mimi, and I’m scared of losing myself. What if my insides change to match what’s on theoutside, Jack? What if I pretend to be a bird for so long that I forget I’m a fruit bat?” 

 
Jack’s brow knitted. “A fruit bat?” 
 
“It’s just a metaphor.” 
 
“Come here.” Jack pulled her close in a tight, warm hug. “You’re still you, Lily. You’re justwearing a costume. Think of it as Halloween in July.” 
 
Lily buried her face in the collar of Jack’s soft coveralls. They smelled of sweet hay and horseflesh. “I need to be reminded of who I am by someone who understands, by someone who’s ...” 
 
“A fruit bat?” 
 
Lily smiled. “Yeah.” 
 
“Lily, what I said the other night ... I know I did a bad job of saying it, but I still meant it. I knowyou still love Charlotte — that you always will love her, but where she is right now, she can’t help you. 
And since she can’t, I’d like to be the person who does, who looks after you, helps you with Mimi, givesyou the love I know you’ve been missing. I’d like to be that person. Even if it’s just for right now, I’d liketo be that person.” 
 
Lily looked at Jack — her broad shoulders, her strong, square jaw, and her clear blue eyes. 
Looking at Jack, Lily felt kindness and kinship, but she also felt something else — a stirring she hadn’tfelt since her wedding night when she had dreamed of Charlotte. Standing on tiptoe in her frumpy,Sunday school-teacher shoes, Lily kissed Jack on the lips, resting one hand on the back of Jack’s head tofeel the velvety stubble of her close-cropped hair. 
 
“Wow,” Jack said, when they broke apart. “That wasn’t a pity kiss, was it?” 
 
“I don’t do pity kisses.” 
 
“Good.” Jack leaned down and kissed Lily this time. It was a long kiss. Their lips were parted andlocked, and Lily pressed her body against Jack’s. 
 
Lily’s mind was protesting, but her body was telling her mind to shut the hell up. It had been solong since she had felt such closeness, and she needed it — needed the comfort of two bodies twinedtogether, needed to be in the one situation where there was no denying what she was. When the kissended, Lily was gasping for breath. 
 
“The way I see it,” Jack said, wiping some of Lily’s Mary Kay lipstick from her mouth, “we’vegot two options. I can make us a pot of coffee and we can sit in the kitchen and pretend like nothinghappened. Or we can go upstairs.” She looked Lily square in the eye. “It’s your call.” 
 
Lily was tired of pretending. “Upstairs,” she said, barely above a whisper. 
 
Jack grinned. “Good choice. Put your arms around my neck.” 
 
Lily did as she was told and whooped with surprise as Jack lifted her up in her arms. “What is this,a little Rhett-and-Scarlett action?” Lily laughed. “You’d better put me down. You’re gonna break yourback.” 
 
“Nah,” Jack said. “You weigh less than that damn dog of yours.” 
 
Jack carried Lily up the stairs and dropped her on the bed. Patsy the cat, who had been snoozingon the quilt by the footboard, leaped from the bed and stalked off, offended. 
 
Jack laughed. “It’s been a long time since I’ve had a reason to kick ole Patsy outta bed.” Shelooked down at Lily as she lay on the bed, and Lily felt her eyes on her almost as if they were hands. “Sobeautiful.” 
 
“Thank you.” 
 
 “And I even kinda like that dress. You know, I used to have a bad crush on my Sunday schoolteacher.” Jack sat on the side of the bed and pulled off her cowboy boots, then leaned over Lily and kissedher. 
 
It had been so long since Lily had felt the weight of another woman on her, another body pressinginto her own. Without even thinking, she wrapped her right leg around Jack’s waist. 
 
“Mmm,” Jack purred. “Let me help you with that dress.” Slowly, methodically, Jack undid eachbutton from calf to waist, then from neckline to waist. When Lily’s underwear had been cast aside, Jacksaid “beautiful” and leaned over her. 
 
“Wait.” Lily had become suddenly aware that Jack was still wearing her coveralls, looking morelike she was about to deliver a calf than make love. “Aren’t you gonna undress?” 
 
“Oh, I forgot.” Jack stood up and unceremoniously shucked off her coveralls. She looked self-conscious for a moment, standing there in a white tank undershirt and a pair of plain white briefs. “Theshirt, too?” she asked. 
 
“Uh-huh.” 
 
Jack pulled off the undershirt and stood before Lily, all rippling biceps and strong thighs. Herbreasts were small and high, and her stomach was tautly muscled — not from the machines at a gym, butfrom hard work. “Wow,” Lily sighed. 
 
“Ah, nothin’ special.” Jack’s freckled cheeks reddened— adorably, Lily thought. 
 
“Are you kidding, woman? If you lived in Atlanta, you’d have to beat the dykes off with a softballbat. Come here.” 
 
Lily shuddered as Jack’s skin met her own. Jack was a strong lover, skillful yet passionate. Herhands were everywhere, on Lily’s breasts, belly, thighs, stroking so many surfaces that Lily wondered ifJack had a couple of extra pairs of hands she kept hidden from view. 
 
When Jack entered Lily, she took her quickly to orgasm, then waited inside her a few moments,and took her again. Lily clutched the headboard and bit the pillow to stop the scream that she felt buildingup in her throat. After her third climax, she gasped, “We’re gonna have to take it easy a minute. I thinkI’m losing brain cells here.” 
 
Jack slowly withdrew her hand. “Well, why don’t we try this instead?” Jack threw the quilt overLily’s naked body and burrowed under it until her head was between Lily’s thighs. Lily closed her eyesand sighed. For the first time since Charlotte’s death, her mind was clear and empty, and she gave herselfover to pleasure. Her orgasm was beautiful and shattering, and tension drained from her eyes in the formof tears. 
 
As Lily lay exhausted in Jack’s arms, she said, “Your turn.” 
 
“Huh?” 
 
“Your turn. You did me; now I do you.” 
 
“You don’t have to if you don’t want to. A lotta girls, I wear ’em out so bad, they pass right out.” 
 
Lily smiled at Jack’s cockiness and slid on top of her. “Not this girl.” She pressed her lips to Jack’sand let her hands trail down her lean, muscular body. 
 
As they lay holding each other, Jack said, “I wish you could stay the night. I’d make you breakfastagain.” 
 
“Peaches and coffee?” 
 
“Mm-hm.” 
 
“I’d love to stay, but you know I can’t.” 
 
Jack grinned. “Gosh, you don’t think your husband suspects you’re a dyke, do you?” 
 
Lily laughed. “I’d better get dressed.” She rose and walked across the room to retrieve herunderwear. “How did my panties end up all the way over here?” 
 
“Beats me.” Jack watched her dress. “Any chance we could maybe do this again?” 
 
Lily buttoned her dress. “Well, I’m not in a position right now to make any promises, but yeah, Ithink maybe we could.” 
 
Jack pulled on her underwear. “You know, don’t you, that I don’t just do this with any girl. I usedto, but I don’t do it anymore unless it means something.” 
 
“I know.” Lily looked at Jack, vulnerable in her underwear. She felt like she should say somethingelse, but she couldn’t find the words. 
 
Jack zipped up her coveralls. “I’ll walk you to the door.” 
 
Downstairs, they kissed good night in the same place where earlier kisses had begun their evening. 
“Wait. Don’t go yet.” Jack disappeared into the kitchen for a moment. When she came back, she pressedsomething soft and round into Lily’s hand. “Eat it when you wake up in the morning, and think aboutme.” 
 
In her car, in the dark, Lily stroked the soft skin of the peach and smiled. 
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The hearing was tomorrow. Lily couldn’t sit still for a second. She paced around the house like acaged panther, rehearsing the lines she and Buzz Dobson had gone over, making sure her outfit for thenext day wasn’t wrinkled. She felt like an actress preparing for opening night of a play, except that if theplay bombed, her life and her daughter’s life would be permanently damaged. 
 
Even Ben, who had been discounting all of Lily’s fears about the hearing, was showing signs ofnervousness. He kept riffling through the suits and ties in his closet. If he was going to try to pass himselfoff as heterosexual, he couldn’t be too well dressed. 
 
Granny McGilly had taken Mimi out for a few hours this afternoon, on the theory that Ben andLily needed some grown-up time to collect themselves. Granny McGilly also wanted Mimi to get used tospending time with her, since she was serving as babysitter during the hearing. 
 
For their grown-up time, Lily and Ben had invited Jack and Ken to come over—to comfort themin their time of hysteria. At first Lily had been wary about inviting the two of them over so much, but Benassured her she had nothing to fear: In Faulkner County, the rumor was that Lily and Ben were playingmatchmaker for the bachelor professor and old-maid veterinarian. Once again, Lily found herselfmarveling at the obliviousness of straight people. 
 
As they waited for Ken and Jack to arrive, Ben sat on the couch and Lily paced the length of theliving room. “Could you just light for a minute?” Ben asked. “I feel like I’m living with a gianthummingbird.” 
 
Lily forced herself to sit in the armchair. Her knees bent, but her body didn’t relax. “We wereinsane to think we could pull this off. We should’ve stayed in Atlanta and fought this honestly.” 
 
“I still like our chances here. And besides, if we hadn’t come back to Versailles, I never would’verun into Ken, and you never would’ve met Jack. Who’d have thought a sham marriage would put us in asituation where we’d both fall in love?” 
 
“Hey, you fell in love, buddy. I’ve never said anything about being in love.” 
 
Ben rolled his eyes. “Well, no, you’ve never said anything, but I have a sneaking suspicion thatyou and Dr. Jack have been doing more than trotting off to farms and giving pigs enemas.” He leanedforward. “I saw your face when you came home the other night, Mrs. McGilly. I know the face of anadulterous wife when I see one.” 
 
Lily smiled and shook her head. Jack had been a comfort to her since the moment she met her — aremarkable friend and, as of the other night, a remarkable bedmate. But she couldn’t just pretend the yearsshe had with Charlotte didn’t exist, couldn’t just climb up the ladder and dive into another relationship ... 
not so soon. “I still love Charlotte, Ben.” 
 
“Of course you do. And I never stopped loving Dez. Even after we weren’t lovers anymore, I stillloved him. And now that he’s dead, I still love him. I don’t have to stop loving Dez just because I loveKen. And you don’t have to stop loving Charlotte just because you love Jack.” 
 
Before Lily could form a response, the doorbell rang. She rose to answer it, eager to escape theconversation, and let in Ken, who was carrying a large white shopping bag, and Jack, who was carrying asmall brown paper sack. 
 
“Okay,” Ken said, unpacking his bag on the coffee table. “We have two bottles of champagne,artichoke dip with sliced baguette, smoked salmon with crackers, and fresh fruit with poppy seeddressing.” 
 
“And paper napkins and a bag of potato chips.” Jack grinned. “My elegant contribution.” 
 
When Ken popped the cork of the champagne bottle, Mordecai fled the room in terror. It was niceto have something to laugh at. 
 
“Shouldn’t we have the champagne after the hearing?” Lily asked. “If we win?” 
 
“Well, I thought about that,” Ken said. “But I figured you’d need it more before the hearing.” 
 
The two couples fed each other dainty bits of food and drained the first bottle of champagne farfaster than was probably good for them. By the time they were halfway through the second bottle, Benand Ken were necking on the couch, and Lily was sitting on Jack’s lap in the armchair. 
 
“Well, I guess we know why the French are supposed to be so sexy,” Lily laughed, watching Benand Ken kiss. “It’s the champagne.” 
 
Ben and Ken broke apart. “Sorry,” Ken laughed, “champagne always has that effect on me.” 
 
“I’m not complaining.” Ben’s face was flushed. 
 
Lily knew that Ben had loved Dez, but by the time she met them, they were acting like a bickeringold married couple. Seeing Ben with Ken was completely different. In Ken’s presence, Ben seemedlighthearted and light-headed, giddy with excitement. Lily wondered if that’s what Ben was like in theearly days of his relationship with Dez. Or was each love different? 
 
“The champagne’s got nothing to do with it,” Jack teased. “It’s you city people coming down hereand corrupting the likes of Ken and me. I mean, look at this living room...the empty champagne bottles,the kissing boys...we’re practically having an orgy here!” 
 
Ben and Ken were too busy kissing to respond to Jack’s comment, but Lily laughed. “Why don’tyou boys get a room? Like, Ben’s room, for instance?” 
 
Ken turned to Ben. “What do you say?” 
 
Ben reddened and drained his champagne glass. 
 
“Sure. Why not?” Laughing, they strolled down the hall, hand in hand. 

 
Jack took Lily’s empty glass. “More champagne, milady?” 
 
“Well, it’s a shame to let it go to waste.” 
 
Jack refilled their glasses and motioned for Lily to join her on the couch. They linked their armsand tried to drink champagne out of each other’s glasses, but the alcohol made them clumsy and Jackspilled some of the golden liquid on Lily. They laughed, and then Jack took Lily’s glass and set it downon the coffee table. 
 
“Can’t stand to see that champagne go to waste,” Jack said, leaning over and licking the spilleddrops off Lily’s collarbone. Lily gasped with delight. “You know what?” Jack whispered in her ear. “I’venever seen your bedroom.” 
 
Lily giggled in spite of herself. “You really want to? With the boys just across the hall?” 
 
“They’re busy. They won’t pay any attention to us. And we’ll be quiet.” She smiled. “Not like lasttime.” 
 
In Lily’s room, inhibitions washed away by the champagne, Jack and Lily undressed each otherand slid into a slow, sensual round of lovemaking. The first time they made love, it had been with theravenous urgency of a starving person sitting down to a lavish meal. Today, though, with the wholeafternoon ahead of them, they savored the experience, enjoying the taste of each other’s kisses, exploringthe texture of each other’s skin, and breathing low sighs of pleasure. 
 
Between the champagne and Jack’s capable hands, Lily felt the coils of tension she had beencarrying for the past week start to unwind. Ever since she had come to Versailles, Lily had been trying tocontrol a situation that seemed uncontrollable. But here, beneath Jack’s hands and mouth, she could allowherself to lose control—to turn off her brain for a few minutes and surrender to sensuality. 
 
Afterward, as they lay naked beneath the cool sheets, Lily said, “Have you ever heard theexpression that you grow a new heart for every child you have?” 
 
Jack started. “You and Ben aren’t expecting, are you?” 
 
Lily laughed. “Not unless a star is rising somewhere in the East.” She laid her head on Jack’sfreckled shoulder. “No, I was just thinking about that idea. When I was with Charlotte, I didn’t know if itwould be possible for me to love anybody else ... I just felt so full and content, you know?” 
 
“Uh-huh.” 
 
“And then we had Mimi, and I discovered this whole other capacity for love I didn’t even know Ihad. And then, getting to know you...I mean, it’s not that I love Charlotte less, but with you...I guesssometimes meeting someone can cause you to grow a new heart, too.” Lily laughed. “God, I neverwould’ve said something like that if I was sober.” 
 
“Do you mean it, though?” 
 
Lily thought for a moment. She had spoken just then without thinking, but she had meant what shesaid ... just as people usually did when they spoke without considering their words beforehand. “Yes.” 
 
“Then I’m glad you’re not sober.” Jack and Lily’s lips met in another long, slow kiss. When theyparted, there were tears in Lily’s eyes. 
 
“I’m scared, Jack.” 
 
“I know. Whatever happens, though, I’ll take care of you.” 
 
Lily drifted off for a few minutes, letting herself feel almost safe in Jack’s arms. When she heardthe footsteps in the hall, at first she thought it was Mordecai. But then she heard the voices: “Lil-ee! Ben! 
You’ve gotta be home — the door was unlocked!” 
 
Oh, shit. Sheila and Tracee — as always, just walking right on in whenever they felt like it. 
 
Lily and Jack sprang out of bed and scrambled for their clothes, sure that the boys across the hallwere doing the same thing. But it was no good. The bedroom door, which they hadn’t closed all the way,swung open. Sheila’s scream at the sight of Jack and Lily rang out at the same moment as Tracee’s didwhen she opened the door on the boys across the hall. 
 
“Have you never heard of knocking?” Lily yelled, pulling on her shirt. 
 
“I always thought family didn’t have to knock,” Sheila said. “Of course, I thought family hadnothing to hide from each other.” 
 
“Look,” Ben barked, standing in the hallway wearing only his jeans, “what my wife and I chooseto do in the privacy of our own home—” 
 
“You and your ‘wife’—if you can call her that—wasn’t doing a thing together,” Traceeinterrupted. “I knew there was somethin’ funny about y’all’s marriage the second I laid eyes on y’alltogether. I said to myself, somethin’ —” 
 
“Ain’t right,” Sheila finished. “Oh, I wonder what Big Daddy and Mama McGilly will have to saywhen they realize they bought a new car and a new house for a couple of —” 
 
“Queers!” Tracee finished for her. For two straight girls, they finished each other’s sentences likean old married couple. 
 
“Now wait just a damn minute,” Jack said, towering over the two big-haired women. “I don’t seewhy there’s any reason to go off and tell Benny Jack’s parents. Lily’s a good mother, and if you go offblabbering like that, she could lose her daughter.” 
 
“Last thing a lezzie needs is a little girl,” Sheila spat. “She’s probably already been messing withher.” 
 
“Now, that’s ridiculous—” Ken began. 
 
“No,” Tracee interrupted. “This is ridiculous. Come on, Sheila, we’re taking a drive over to the bighouse.” 
 
And they were gone. 
 
Jack punched the wall with the fist she had balled up while talking to Sheila and Tracee. “What dowe do now?” 
 
“Nothing to do but wait for the hammer to fall,” Lily said, her voice dull and numb. 
 
“If I know Mother and Daddy, they’ll be over here within the hour. It would probably be a goodidea if the two of you went home,” Ben said. 
 
“God, I feel so guilty,” Ken wailed. “If I hadn’t brought the champagne—” 
 
“This still could’ve happened,” Lily finished for him. “It’s not your fault.” 
 
Jack kissed Lily’s cheek. “Call me the second you know something.” 
 
Lily sighed. “I will.” 
 
Their lovers scurried off, and Lily and Ben sat on the couch, holding hands in despair. They hadn’teven been to the courthouse yet, but they were already awaiting their sentence. 
 CHAPTER 19
  
 “Well, this ain’t an easy thing to talk about.” Big Ben McGilly stared into his coffee mug. 
 
Lily couldn’t believe she’d had the presence of mind to brew coffee. She and Ben had sat on thecouch in miserable silence for twenty minutes when she had jumped up, saying, “Well, if you’re sure yourparents are coming over, I might as well make some coffee.” 
 
She had thought it was insane as she was doing it, measuring out coffee just as she was about tolose her daughter and possibly her life. (After all, it wasn’t inconceivable that Big Ben would arrive totinga double-barreled shotgun.) But now she saw the sense of her coffee preparation. The cups gave them allsomething to hold in their fidgety hands, something to stare into instead of each other’s eyes. 
 
“No, it ain’t an easy thing to sit in your living room and talk about,” Big Ben continued. “But Ireckon ya know why we’re here.” He looked over at Jeanie, who looked into her coffee cup. 
 
“Yes, sir,” Lily answered, when it became clear that her husband wasn’t going to say anything. 
 
Big Ben nodded gravely. “Sheila and Tracee was over at the house a little while ago. Now whythey’d be rude enough to swing a body’s bedroom doors open is a mystery to me, but they told me whatthey seen. In no uncertain terms, you might say.” 
 
Lily looked at Ben, whose face was gray. Good god, Lily thought. He’s not just upset over Mimi;he’s upset because his parents are going to cut him off without a cent. Benny Jack McGilly is stunned intomuteness at the thought of having to get a job. “Yes, sir,” Lily said to her father-in-law, figuring that sincethe course of events was inevitable, she might as well speed things along. 
 
“Now I can’t say me and Jeanie was surprised by what Sheila and Tracee said they saw,” Big Bencontinued. “I reckon what surprised us was that y’all didn’t have the presence of mind to lock the frontdoor before ya got nekkid.” 
 
For the first time since his parents arrived, Ben looked up. “What?” 
 
Jeanie set her cup down on the coffee table. “Why, Benny Jack, honey, we’ve knowed you was ahomosexual since you was ten years old. And when you brought Lily home, we just kinda figgered shewas one, too.” 
 
With a shaking hand, Lily set down her cup. “You...knew?” 
 
Big Ben smiled. “Honey, just ’cause we live in a little-bitty town in Georgia don’t mean we’restupid. Benny Jack never cared nothin’ ’bout girls, and you know what they say: A tiger don’t change hisstripes.” 
 
“So you were going to help me keep Mimi even though you knew I was a lesbian?” 

 
Jeanie shrugged. “Don’t see why not. You’re a good mama.” 
 


“And besides,” Big Ben said, “I took a real dislike to them Maycombs. Never could stand peoplewho meddle around in their grown children’s affairs. After your younguns is out of your house, what theydo is their bizness.” 
 
Ben was mute again, but Lily could tell it was a different kind of muteness from before — amuteness that came from the realization that in all his years, he had never given his parents enough creditfor being decent, intelligent human beings. 
 
“Well, I’m very touched by your support,” Lily said, “but no matter how supportive you are, itwon’t do us a bit of good if Sheila and Tracee go blabbing about us all over town.” 
 
“I wouldn’t worry about Sheila and Tracee,” Big Ben said. “I took care of them.” 
 
Lily thought of all those stuffed hunting trophies that littered the McGilly house. “You didn’t ... 
shoot them, did you?” 
 
Big Ben let out a big belly laugh and slapped his thigh. “Naw, honey, I didn’t shoot ’em. ’Course,I’d like the sight of my bank book a little better if I had shot ’em. I bought ’em off ... it was the easiestthing in the world. You give ’em a little money to buy somethin’ shiny with, and they’ll shut right up. 
They’re no better than magpies, those women. I went to the safe in the house and peeled ’em each off fivethousand-dollar bills — pocket change was all it was. I told ’em if they breathed a word of what they seenat your house, that’d be the last of my money they’d ever see.” 
 
Ben shook his head in wonder, and Lily rose to kiss Big Ben and Jeanie. “You’re the best father-and mother-in-law a lesbian in a sham marriage ever had.” 
 
The doorbell rang before Lily had a chance to sit down. She opened the door to see GrannyMcGilly, holding the sleeping Mimi in her arms. 
 
“I took her to the playground over in Callahan and ran her some,” Granny said. “Once the carstarted moving, she went out like a light.” 
 
Lily took Mimi from Granny McGilly and held her close. The little girl smelled of sunshine andsleep, and Lily inhaled deeply. 
   
The courtroom of the Faulkner County Courthouse did not have the polished wood sheen ofcourtrooms on TV shows. The once-white walls were dingy, and Lily, Ben, and Buzz Dobson were seatedat a cheap folding table. Ida, Charles, and Mike Maycomb, with their Italian-suited attorney, sat at afolding table opposite of them. With its dinginess and cheap furniture, the room looked like anapproximation of a courtroom for a high school production of Inherit the Wind. 
 
The entrance of Judge Sanders failed to fill Lily with hope. Despite the fact that he wassupposedly the official property of the McGilly family, the judge’s dour expression did not inspireconfidence. Stooped and scowling, he looked as ancient and stodgy as some of the living fossils on the 
 
Judge Sanders croaked at the Maycombs’ attorney to make his opening remarks. Stephen J. 
Hamilton stood before the judge, wearing a suit that probably cost more than the sum total of all theclothing Lily had bought in her life. His artfully woven hair, his bronze skin — everything about him saidbig-shot, big-city lawyer. Lily hoped that Judge Sanders wasn’t impressed by flashy appearances. 
 
“Your honor,” Hamilton began, “I am here to speak today about the value of a child. Those of usin this courtroom who are parents know the joy of holding a new baby for the first time, and any goodparent will tell you that a child is more precious than diamonds, more valuable than gold.” Lily watchedthe gold and diamond ring glint on his right hand. “The value of a happy child, a loved child, a childraised by strict but loving parents in a morally sound home, is immeasurable. These children are worthmore than their weight in diamonds and gold. These children are our country’s most valuable resource,for in their tiny hands, is our future. 
 
“But,” Hamilton said, letting his tone grow somber. “What about the other children? Childrenraised in morally unfit homes? Children without a real mother and father to love them, to discipline them,to teach them right from wrong? What about these children’s future? And how will these children affectour future? Will they grow up to be criminals, drug users, moral degenerates—all because of the lack of asuitable family environment? 
 
“Today we are here to determine the future of one child. The child in question, Mimi Maycomb, isnot yet two years old, still innocent, still reasonably untouched despite the circumstances into which shewas born. 
 
“Children don’t ask to be born, after all. But some children are lucky. They are born to a motherand father who are married in the eyes of God and the state, a mother and father who have the spiritual,moral, and financial capability to properly care for them.” He stopped to sip from a paper cup of water,then looked up with sorrowful eyes. “Other children are not so lucky. They are born into impoverished,single-parent homes. They are born to irresponsible parents who neglect or abuse them. Or they are borninto homes that are so morally degenerate that they will never learn how to follow the correct moral andspiritual paths. This last breed of children suffers from the worst type of poverty of all—moral poverty. 
Mimi Maycomb is one of these morally impoverished children.” 
 
In her seat, Lily gripped the edge of the table as though it were the safety bar on a rapidlyplummeting roller coaster. She looked at Buzz Dobson sitting there in his stained and rumpled seersuckersuit, with a placid, bovine expression. It was all she could do to stop herself from biting her nails. 
 
“Let me share with the court,” Hamilton continued, “the story of Mimi Maycomb’s birth.” Hesmiled, revealing a mouthful of perfectly white, capped teeth. “The story’s a little more complicated thanthe story of most births, so bear with me. Charles and Ida Maycomb, the fine folks sitting over there at thepetitioner’s table, are the parents of the now-deceased Charlotte Maycomb. I have no idea why thishappened, because I know Charles and Ida to be good parents.. . still, no matter how good a shepherd is,one of his sheep will stray. Charlotte Maycomb strayed from her parents’ guidance and entered into ahomosexual relationship with the respondent, Lily McGilly, nee Fox.” 
 
Judge Sanders’ scowl might have been the same one he had been wearing, but Lily felt it was nowdirected at her. Just as she was about to resort to nail biting, she felt the comforting hand of JeanieMcGilly on her shoulder. Once again, she was overcome by the depth of the McGillys’ supportiveness. 
Big Ben had taken his first day off in the history of the Confederate Sock Mill to be with them at the 
 
“Miss Maycomb and Miss Fox,” Hamilton continued, “decided to do that which no two womencan do naturally: They decided to have a child.” Hamilton paused, Lily assumed, to let this scandalous bitof information sink in. “With the use of a sperm donation, they conceived the baby through completelyartificial means. And so this was the home into which Mimi Maycomb was born, a home in whichhomosex-yoo-ality” — he stretched the word out, making it sound extra nasty—“was the norm. A homein which both parents wore the pants in the family, and both parents were women. A home in which booksand films depicting homosexual acts could be found. A home where the only regular guests were otherhomosexuals. A home where no definition of normality could be found.” 
 
Hamilton took another sip of water, then continued, “When Charlotte Maycomb died in the springof this year, she left a will that specified that custody of Mimi should be awarded to Lily Fox, herhomosexual lover. My clients, Mr. and Mrs. Maycomb, are suing Lily McGilly, née Fox, for the custodyof their granddaughter, Mimi Maycomb. They regret that their daughter strayed from their teachings andbelieve that by raising Mimi in a loving, Christian home, both they and Mimi can have a second chance.” 
 
He glanced at the table where Lily, Buzz, and Ben sat. “According to Georgia state law, the courtmay terminate custody if the child is deprived and if the deprivation the child suffers will likely result inphysical, mental, moral, or emotional harm. Mimi Maycomb is not a physically deprived child. I have nodoubt that, as Mr. Dobson will tell you, her basic physical needs are provided for. But what of her moralneeds? What of the need to be raised in a morally fit home in which her guardians serve as good modelsfor her future behavior? Just as a child deprived of food lacks proper physical nourishment, MimiMaycomb lacks proper moral nourishment. She hungers for the court to do the right thing—to put her in ahome where she herself can grow up to do the right thing and to be a decent, normal young lady. 
 
“You’ll hear a lot of things from the respondent today. Mr. Dobson is going to tell you that bymarrying Mr. Benny Jack McGilly, Lily Fox showed a desire to raise Miss Maycomb’s child in a normal,two-parent heterosexual home. He may also tell you that Mimi Maycomb is the biological child ofCharlotte Maycomb and Benny Jack McGilly— a claim for which no medical proof has been offered. 
Through the testimony of Charlotte’s family and through the use of a piece of videotaped evidence, Iintend to show that whether they are married or not, Lily McGilly and her husband of convenience cannotprovide a morally fit home for Charlotte Maycomb’s daughter. The only home they can provide is onethat lacks moral fiber and will ultimately harm young Mimi. 
 
“If the value of a child is beyond that of gold and diamonds, we would be selling Mimi short byplacing her in an environment that values sodomy over Sunday school. The future of a child is in yourcapable hands, Your Honor, and I pray that you make the right decision.” 
 
Lily’s mind reeled. What was this “videotaped evidence” Hamilton had mentioned? Was it one ofthose loony antigay documentaries produced by the Christian right? Or—Lily shuddered—hadn’t she andCharlotte videotaped themselves having sex once? But they had erased it after they’d watched it. Hadn’tthey? Lily was so busy panicking she didn’t even hear the judge ask Buzz to make his opening remarks. 
 
When she looked up, she saw Buzz standing before the judge in a suit that looked as if it had beenslept in last night and then used as a napkin this morning. 
 
“Your Honor,” Buzz began, “I wanna tell you a little about my client, Lily McGilly. Mrs. McGillyis an award-winning author and illustrator of several books for children. In her hometown of Atlanta, shedid a great deal of volunteer work for organizations that helped women and children. She has volunteeredto teach art classes for after-school programs for underprivileged youth and has helped prepare food insoup kitchens that feed hungry children and their parents. Mrs. McGilly’s love for children is so strongthat when her friend Charlotte Maycomb made up her will, she knew that Mrs. McGilly would be the bestperson to care for her baby girl. 
 
“And when Lily Fox married my other client, Mr. Benny Jack McGilly, whom we believe to beMimi Maycomb’s biological father, they entered into marriage in the spirit of creating a stable, lovingfamily for Mimi to grow up in. Through the testimony of members of the McGilly family, I intend toshow that Mr. and Mrs. Benny Jack McGilly have created a stable, loving family. Charlotte Maycomb’swishes should be respected.” 
 
“Is that all?” Judge Sanders asked. 
 
“Yes, Your Honor, that’ll do it,” Buzz said, returning to his seat. 
 
Lily had serious doubts that Buzz’s opening remarks would “do it.” Not only were they briefcompared to Hamilton’s, they lacked Hamilton’s sense of theater. Also, while Hamilton’s entire argumentwas built on the perceived evils of homosexuality, Buzz didn’t even touch on the gay issue. 
 
Lily looked at Ben, whose face was an unreadable mask. He might still be under the impressionthat the McGilly family name would get them out of this mess, but Lily thought differently. Thingslooked bad. 
 
Hamilton’s questioning of the Maycombs only made it worse. When Ida Maycomb took the stand,Hamilton spoke to her in soft, gentlemanly tones. “Mrs. Maycomb, I know this is a difficult subject foryou, but I want you to recount for us a conversation your daughter had with you six years ago, after shehad met Mrs. McGilly.” 
 
Ida Maycomb was the very image of the tragic, martyred mother. On some level, Lily was sure,she was enjoying her role in this drama. “She called me up one day and said there was something she hadto tell me. . . and it had to be in person. So she invited me to lunch the next day. Of course, I was dying toknow what it was she had to tell me. I thought to myself, maybe she’s finally found a man who’s agreedto marry her.” She shook her head sadly. “But of course, that wasn’t it.” 
 
Ida looked down and cleared her throat. “I went to her apartment for lunch. I remember she’dmade a tuna salad that had too much celery seed in it. Charlotte never was much of a cook —” 
 
“Mrs. Maycomb,” Judge Sanders interrupted, “in the interest of our getting to have some lunchtoday, could you please stick to the topic at hand?” 
 
“I’m sorry, your honor. It’s just that it’s so difficult ...” She began to sniffle. Hamilton pulled asmall packet of Kleenex from his jacket pocket. She took one and dabbed at her eyes. Lily wondered howmany times they’d rehearsed that little exchange. “Continue when you’re ready, Mrs. Maycomb,”Hamilton said soothingly. 
 
Ida took a deep breath and continued. “We sat down to lunch. Charlotte was just playing with herfood, not really eating, and she said there was something she’d been meaning to tell me for a long time,but she had just kept putting it off. Now, she said, she couldn’t put it off any longer. ’ Mama,’ she said tome, ‘I’m. . . I’m a. . . lesbian.’ “ Ida said the word lesbian as though she was sounding it out from adictionary’s pronunciation key. She wiped away another tear. 
 
“And why,” Hamilton asked, “was it that your daughter felt that after all this time she had to tellyou about her homosexuality?” 
 
Ida looked at him with wet eyes. “She said she had fallen in love ... that was how she put it, justlike it was a normal thing to do. She said she’d been seeing this woman, and they had decided to settledown and make a life together.” 
 
“And who was this woman?” 
 
Ida nodded toward Lily. “That’s her, right over there.” 
 
“Thank you, Mrs. Maycomb. I know this is difficult for you. I just have one more question. A littleover three years after the conversation you just discussed, Charlotte told you she was pregnant—that shehad been artificially inseminated and that she and Lily were going to raise a child together. What wasyour reaction when she told you this?” 
 
“Well, naturally, it just broke my heart,” Ida said. “When you’ve got two adults who are sinningtogether, there’s not much you can do about it. You can pray for ’em, and you can try to bring ’em to theLord, but they’re adults, so they’re gonna do what they wanna do. But to bring a child into that sinfulenvironment . . . like I said, the thought of it just broke my heart. That’s why we want to raise Mimiourselves...there’s some things a small child shouldn’t be exposed to.” 
 
“Thank you, Mrs. Maycomb. No further questions.” Judge Sanders nodded toward the table whereLily was sitting. “Mr. Dobson?” 
 
Buzz rose and smiled at Ida. “I won’t take up much of your time, Mrs. Maycomb.” He was politeto the point of deference. Lily had to give old Buzz some credit for this tactic — in a small Southerntown, you weren’t going to win any points by being mean to somebody’s mama. “Could you tell us,please ma’am, what your daughter did for a living?” 
 
Ida looked puzzled. “She taught at Atlanta State.” 
 
“Yes.” Buzz glanced at his notes. “At the time of her death, she was a tenured associate professorof English, was she not?” 
 
“Uh, I think so.” Ida’s hesitation didn’t surprise Lily. Ida had never taken much of an interest inCharlotte’s career. “But I don’t see what that has to do with the case.” 
 
“Well, the way I see it, Charlotte’s achievements have quite a bit to do with the case. If shebecame a tenured associate professor at such a young age, it must have meant her colleagues thought shedid a good job. And she must have. Her teaching evaluations were high. She published numerous articlesand coauthored one published book. It seems to me that Charlotte’s career is somethin’ a mother couldreally be proud of.” 
 
Ida was clearly baffled about where Buzz’s line of argument was heading. “Well, Charlotte alwayswas...book-smart.” 
 
“It sounds like she was. And the reason I’m bringing this up is because, by giving her tenure, bypromoting her to the rank of associate professor, her colleagues were saying that Charlotte was of soundmind...that she knew what she was doing, that she was capable of making decisions. And if she was ofsound mind to make decisions at work, it seems like she’d also be of sound mind to make up her own willto decide who should get custody of her child in the event of her death. What do you think, Mrs. 
Maycomb? Was your daughter of sound mind?” 
 
“Like I said.” Ida squirmed in her seat. “Charlotte always was book-smart, but she didn’t have alick of common sense. And when she hooked up with that one” — she nodded at Lily — “any bit ofcommon sense she had went out the window.” 
 
“You don’t like Mrs. McGilly, do you, Mrs. Maycomb?” 
 
“Objection,” Hamilton interrupted. “Irrelevant.” 
 
“Your Honor,” Buzz said, “if you’ll bear with me, I’ll show how Mrs. Maycomb’s and Mrs. 
McGilly’s relationship pertains to the case.” 
 
“Go ahead then, Mr. Dobson,” Judge Sanders said wearily. 
 
Buzz repeated the question. 
 
“Why, I don’t think that question’s fair at all.” Ida’s blue eyes were flashing. Lily had never seenher so openly angry before. “How would you feel if some ... some lesbian came and seduced yourdaughter into a life of sin? Why, you’d just as soon see her dead as —” Perhaps seeing the rays shootingfrom Stephen Hamilton’s eyes, Ida clamped her mouth shut. 
 
“You are a Christian, are you not, Mrs. Maycomb?” 
 
“I most certainly am.” 
 
“Well, aren’t Christians supposed to believe in forgiveness, in people’s ability to change?” 
 
“I don’t know what you’re getting at, Mr. Dobson.” 
 
“What I’m getting at is ... look at Mrs. McGilly over there. She’s a changed person. She’s marrieda nice young man and is raising Mimi in a normal small town with more Christians in it than you canshake a stick at. Don’t you believe she’s changed, Mrs. Maycomb?” 
 
Ida looked at Lily as though someone was holding something foul smelling under her nose. “No, Idon’t. Not that one. Her sin’s still in there. She’s just covered it up with makeup and a nice hairdo.” 
 
“Let you who are without sin cast the first stone,” Buzz muttered. 
 
“Objection,” Hamilton said. “Mr. Dobson is a lawyer, not a minister.” 
 
Judge Sanders shrugged. “Sustained.” 
 
Buzz smiled sweetly at Ida. “Thank you for your time, Mrs. Maycomb. No further questions.” 
 
Lily couldn’t help but be impressed by Buzz’s line of questioning. Certainly he lacked Hamilton’sslickness and drama, but he did a good job of establishing Charlotte as a rational person and Ida as anirrational one. Of course, Judge Sanders had looked bored throughout Buzz’s presentation, so maybe hepreferred a dramatic argument to a rational one. 
 
On the stand for Hamilton, Mike Maycomb blubbered for his sister’s soul. “When I think of mysister, being eternally consumed by the fires of hell, all I can do to comfort myself is to save my niecefrom that same fate.” 
 
“It’s interesting,” Buzz said in his cross-examination, “how you say the only thing that can saveMimi is to raise her in a Christian family, and yet the McGillys are a Christian family. Why, I see JennieMcGilly and Big Ben’s mama over at the Presbyterian church every Sunday. Doesn’t that sound like aChristian family to you?” 
 
“It’s Mimi’s nuclear family I’m concerned about,” Mike said, pronouncing the word nuclear asnu-kyu-ler. Lily guessed they didn’t spend much time on vocabulary at the Christian junior college he hadattended. “I’m sure most of the McGillys mean well, but Lily and Ben ... well, I believe our attorney hassome evidence that’ll prove once and for all that whatever their relationship is, it’s not a Christianmarriage.” 
 
“Oh, so what you’re saying is that Mr. Hamilton is about to pull out the big guns?” Buzz laughed. 
“Okay, then. No further questions. Hamilton, let’s see what you’ve got.” 
 
“Because Mr. Charles Maycomb finds today’s matter too painful to discuss publicly, he hasdeclined to take the stand and has asked instead that I screen this videotape, which I would like to do now,with permission of the court.” He held the videotape aloft in his diamond-ringed hand. 
 
Judge Sanders sighed. “How long is this gonna take, Mr. Hamilton? The country club stopsserving lunch in thirty minutes.” 
 
“The running time on this tape is three minutes and twenty-two seconds, Your Honor.” 
 
“Proceed.” 
 
Hamilton popped the tape into the VCR. Lily watched as the Atlanta skyline appeared on thescreen. The camera panned a long line of men and women carrying rainbow flags and placards. It wasAtlanta’s gay pride parade — Lily wasn’t sure which year, but it was recent, judging from the, clothingand hairstyles. 
 
A convertible in which a gorgeous black drag queen sat, smiling and waving, drove out of thecamera’s range, and then another group of marchers came into view, carrying a banner readingLESBIAN, GAY, AND BISEXUAL PARENTS. The camera zoomed in on four faces. One of them, Lilynoted with horror, was her own. 
 
There, onscreen, were Lily and Charlotte wearing matching T-shirts that read GAYBY BOOM. 
Marching alongside Charlotte and Lily was Ben, wearing a white polo shirt with a small, discreet pinktriangle on the chest. 
 
There was nothing discreet, however, about Ben’s marching partner. Dez was decked out in a hotpink caftan and a rhinestone tiara. Though he was not in full drag makeup, Dez was wearing hot pinklipstick and a set of false eyelashes so large that they re¬sembled a pair of tarantulas resting on hiseyelids. He held the tiny baby Mimi, who was laughing and cooing, high above his head, while heshrieked at the top of his lungs, “We’ve come for your children! We’ve come for your children!” 
 
As the screen went blank, the only sound in the courtroom was Big Ben’s laughter. When JudgeSanders banged his gavel, Big Ben said, still laughing, “I’m sorry, Your Honor. I couldn’t help it. ThatDez may have had ruffles on his drawers, but he was funny as hell.” 
 
Judge Sanders removed his glasses and rubbed his eyes with the palms of his hands. “Well ... onthat note, let’s break for lunch. Court will reconvene at two o’clock.” 
 
Lily sat at the table as if she had been turned to stone. When Ben turned to face her, shewhispered, “Lost.” 
 CHAPTER 20
  
In Buzz Dobson’s dingy office, over cold sandwiches no one seemed to have much of an appetitefor, Buzz, Lily, and Ben grimly discussed the morning’s proceedings. 
 
“I just don’t understand how that bastard got hold of that tape,” Lily said, pushing away heruneaten sandwich. 
 
“Oh, he probably got it from Charlotte’s crazy brother,” Ben said. “That group he’s president ofhas a whole collection of videos of gay marches —so they can use them to show the evils ofhomosexuality.” 
 
“Well, I guess it doesn’t matter how Hamilton got it,” Lily sighed. “All that matters is that he gotit, and now we’re screwed.” 
 
“Come on now, Mrs. McGilly,” Buzz cajoled. “We’ve not even made our argument yet. Thetestimony of the McGillys holds a lot of water in this town.” 
 
Lily refused to be comforted. “Yeah, well, it’s kinda hard to compete with a man in drag shrieking, 
‘We’ve come for your children!’ Did you see Judge Sanders’ face when he saw that? He turned positivelygray.” 
 
“Well, all we can do is get out there on the field and give it all we’ve got,” Buzz said. 
 
Great, Lily thought. Super-slick Stephen Hamilton has proven our entire marriage to be a fraud,and now our lawyer thinks he’s back on the high school football team. Well, what do you expect fromsomeone who graduated from a law school in a building that sits smack-dab between a Krystal and aChurch’s Fried Chicken? 
 
Back at the hearing, Jeanie McGilly testified that Lily was as good a mother as she had ever seen
—that she not only saw to Mimi’s basic physical needs, but also spent a great deal of time reading to herand playing with her. When Stephen Hamilton rose to cross-examine Jeanie, Lily’s stomach knotted infear for her mother-in-law. 
 
She needn’t have worried. When talking to Buzz, Jeanie’s demeanor had been warm and maternal,soft as the petals of a magnolia. But when she faced Hamilton, her entire presence changed until shecould’ve been Joan Crawford playing a tough-as-nails businesswoman. 
 
“Mrs. McGilly,” Hamilton smiled. “I just have to ask you... when you saw the videotape, the onewith Miss Maycomb and your son and daughter-in-law and the man holding Mimi who was shouting, 
‘We’ve come for your children ...’ “ He paused. “How did you feel when you saw that videotape, Mrs. 
McGilly?” 
 
Jeanie smiled a little. “Well, I didn’t laugh out loud the way my husband did, but I did think it waskinda funny. I mean ... you just had to know Dez. He didn’t mean nothing by what he was saying; he wasjust joking, like always. Benny Jack used to bring him down here to visit sometimes. We all just lovedDez. I cried my eyes out when I heard about the accident.” 
 
Hamilton leaned toward her, going for maximum drama. “Did it ever occur to you that your sonand Dr. Reed, or Dez, might have been ... more than just friends?” 
 
Jeanie rolled her eyes dismissively. “Sure, it occurred to me. I ain’t blind nor stupid. But the thingis, Mr. Hamilton, after your children grow up, you still love ’em, but you leave ’em alone. Once they’regrown, you’ve done your job. They’re adults, and they’re gonna do what they wanna do.” 
 
“But what if that behavior is harmful?” 
 
“Benny Jack and Dez wasn’t hurting anybody that I could see.” 
 
“And what about Mrs. McGilly?” 
 
Jeanie blinked. “What about her?” 
 
“Is she hurting anybody?” 
 
“If you’re saying she’s hurting Mimi by being ... or having been gay, she most certainly is not. 
She’s devoted to that child. She and Benny Jack both are. I’ve been proud of my son, seeing him take onresponsibilities like he has.” 
 
“Mrs. McGilly’s history of homosexuality doesn’t concern you?” 
 
“She and Benny Jack seem to have a happy marriage. And even if Lily is a lesbian, I don’t seehow it’s any of my bizness.” 
 
“Well,” Hamilton said, sounding worried, “Mimi is a female child. Aren’t you concerned with thedangers of sexual molestation?” 
 
“Why, Mr. Hamilton, I’ve got half a mind to wash your mouth out with soap! I raised three boys. 
Do you think I messed with them just ’cause I like men?” 
 
“Well, no, of course not —” 
 
Jeanie stood up. “Mr. Hamilton, do you have any more questions for me? ’Cause I don’t want towaste another minute of my life talking to somebody as nasty-minded as you.” 
 
For the first time today, Hamilton looked flustered. “Oh, no further questions.” 
 
Big Ben McGilly also held his own on the stand. When Hamilton asked him his personal feelingsabout homosexuality, he paused a moment, then said, “It takes all kindsa people to make a world, Mr. 
Hamilton. When I was in the army, I worked with black men, white men, Jewish men, straight men, andgay men ... and I never had a bit of trouble with a one of ’em. Seemed to me that’s how it oughta be, alldifferent kindsa people working together for one cause.” 
 
“But what about homosexuals who choose to raise children?” 

 
Big Ben shrugged. “Hell, at least they choose it ... not like most people who lets their baserinstincts get the best of them, and then just start spitting out young’uns by accident. I know your kindalways wants to see kids brought up in a home where the mother and daddy’s married to each other ... andwhere they believe in God and the Bible.” Big Ben looked off in the distance for a moment. “Well, I grewup in a home like that ... for a while, anyway. My mother and daddy was married and went to churchevery Sunday. Trouble was, every Friday night Daddy went out and got drunk as a skunk, then comehome and beat the hell outta Mama and me. She finally got a bellyful of his meanness and run him offwith a shotgun.” 
 
Lily thought of the shotgun in the back window of Granny McGilly’s pickup. She had had afeeling the old woman wouldn’t hesitate to use it, with cause. 
 
“After Mama run Daddy off,” Big Ben continued, “we was even poorer than we’d been before. 
But every day of my life was happier than when Daddy had been in the house. So what I’m saying, Mr. 
Hamilton, is I started out in a family that looked the way you think families is supposed to look. But I wasa whole lot happier when I ended up in one of them single-mother families your kind is always railingabout.” 
 
“I don’t see how that relates to my question, Mr. McGilly.” 
 
“All I’m saying is that your way ain’t always the best way, Mr. Hamilton. Just ’cause somethin’ 
looks good from the outside, that don’t mean there ain’t somethin’ bad wrong on the inside. And youmight not like the way homosexuals are on the outside, but that don’t mean some of them ain’t goodpeople on the inside.” 
 
“This is, of course, just your opinion, Mr. McGilly?” 
 
“Of course it’s just my opinion! And everything you’ve said today is just your opinion. Everybodyhere’s got an opinion — that’s what we need a judge for!” 
 
Lily and Ben were both subdued on the stand. They answered Buzz’s gentle questions asrehearsed, and when the time for cross-examination came, they each followed Buzz’s instructions: “Nomatter how much that sonuvabitch tries to provoke you, don’t say anything but that you both love Mimiand that you plan to raise her in a healthy, supportive environment.” 
 
When all the testimony had been given, it was nearly four o’clock. Judge Sanders took off hisglasses and rubbed his eyes. With his glasses back in place, he said, “We’ve heard some very persuasiveevidence from both sides today,” he began, “but it seems to me that there is one factor that has beenoverlooked —or intentionally ignored— by both Mr. Hamilton and Mr. Dobson, the claim that Mr. BennyJack McGilly is Mimi Maycomb’s biological father. If Mr. McGilly is indeed the child’s father, it is onlyfitting that I give custody to Mr. McGilly, and, of course, his wife.” 
 
Judge Sanders sucked in his breath, then exhaled. “however, Mr. McGilly’s claim to paternity isunproven. If Mr. McGilly is not the child’s father, certain evidence — particularly the video evidencepresented by Mr. Hamilton — persuades me that the Maycombs could provide Mimi Maycomb with ahealthier, more morally sound home environment.” 
 
He took off his glasses to rub his eyes again. Lily wished his eyeballs would fall out into hishands. “Mr. Benny Jack McGilly,” the judge intoned, “I order you to submit to a DNA test to determinepaternity. If you are Mimi’s father, in the interest of the rights of biological fathers, I will award custodyto you and your wife, Lily McGilly. In the event that you have deceived this court and are not MimiMaycomb’s father, custody will be awarded to Mr. and Mrs. Charles Maycomb.” 
 
The judge looked at Ben. “Mr. McGilly, I’ve already talked to the folks at the lab over at FaulknerCounty Hospital. I explained the rather urgent nature of this case, and they said if you come in at eightA.M. tomorrow and bring Mimi, they can rush the blood samples down to Atlanta and have the results byMonday morning. Is that agreeable to you, Mr. McGilly?” 
 
“Yes, sir.” Ben’s face was as white as a sheet of paper. Lily remembered what he had said whenthey were hatching this ill-fated scheme: “Nobody in Faulkner County is gonna make a McGilly submitto a DNA test.” 
 
“All right, then,” Judge Sanders said. “Court will reconvene Monday at ten A.M., at which timethe test results will be revealed and custody will be determined.” 
 
Jeanie hugged Lily, and Ben clapped his son on the back. “Looks like y’all are about outta thewoods!” Big Ben said, grinning. 
 
“I can’t believe Jake Sanders would make a McGilly take a DNA test!” Ben was clearly incensed. 
 
Lily, however, didn’t have enough fight in her to be incensed. The judge’s decision had made itofficial: She had lost everything. 

 
“Well, now,” Big Ben said to his son, “a judge is an elected official. If he came across like he wasgiving custody to a couple homos without there being any scientific reason for it, he’d get voted outtaoffice before he knew what hit him. This way, he can make it seem like the DNA test made the decision,not him. I know you don’t wanna have to go through the rigmarole of getting tested, but after the resultsget back, you’ve got no worries.” 
 
“Right,” Ben muttered. “No worries.” 
 CHAPTER 21
  
It was awful, hearing Mimi wail as the lab technician pricked her to collect the blood sample. Butit was even more awful knowing that this fleeting bit of pain was the least of Mimi’s problems. 
 
What kind of woman would Mimi grow up to be, being raised by the Maycombs? Would she rebellike her mother, by becoming a radical intellectual? Or would she rebel in a more reactionary and self-destructive way, by turning to drugs and promiscuous sex at an early age? Or, Lily worried, would she notrebel at all? Would she swallow every idea that the Maycombs spoon-fed her and grow up to be a self-righteous fundamentalist housewife who thanked the good Lord that Ida and Charles and Mike had savedher from being raised by a godless degenerate? 
 
Lily, Ben, and Mimi crossed the hot asphalt of the hospital parking lot. “Well, I guess that’s that,”Ben said. 
 
“That’s all you can say?” Lily yelled, not caring who heard her. Her eyes flooded with tears as shestrapped Mimi into her car seat. “You drag me to this fucking hellhole because you have a surefire planfor me to keep my daughter, and when it falls through, all you can say is, ‘That’s that?” 
 
“I know...I’m sorry. I really did think it would work.” Ben started the car. “I was thinking...youand Mimi could always leave the country. I could have you back to Atlanta and on the first flight towherever you want to go on Friday afternoon.” 
 
Lily didn’t bother to wipe the tears that were rolling down her cheeks. “I never quite picturedmyself as a fugitive from justice. Of course, it’s not justice that I’d be running from.” 
 
She tried to picture herself raising Mimi in some unspecified foreign country. Before her move toVersailles, she had never lived anywhere but Atlanta. “Where would we go?” 
 
“Amsterdam’s a great city. Nearly everyone there speaks English.” 
 
“God, five months ago, I was thinking my life was getting too routine and that maybe I shouldsign up for a yoga class or something. Now I’m getting ready to hop the next plane to Amsterdam. 
There’s something to be said for being in a rut.” 
 
Jack had taken the afternoon off so she could spend it with Lily and Mimi. Now Mimi waswallowing around in the front yard with Lily the piglet and a couple of ill-bred hound pups while Lily thepiglet’s namesake and Jack sat on the porch. “Ben told me he’d help get Mimi and me out of the country,if that’s what I want.” Lily’s voice sounded as cold and dead as she felt. 
 
“Is that what you want?” Jack sat on the porch swing next to Lily, her arm around her shoulders. 
 
“No, not really. Fleeing the country doesn’t appeal to me, but ...” Lily watched Mimi gigglingbeneath a pile of pigs and pups. “God, just look at her, Jack. I can’t let those people raise her.” 
 
“You know,” Jack said, stroking Lily’s hair, “Daddy left me some money when he died ... not awhole lot, but it’d be enough for you to live on awhile till you get your bearings ... wherever it is you endup.” 
 
“I can’t take your money.” 
 
“Sure you can. If my money can help you, take all you want. Money’s never meant much to meanyhow.” 
 
Lily was overwhelmed by Jack’s kindness. “You’ve already helped me. You’ve helped me keep amodicum of sanity in an insane situation. I don’t think I would’ve stayed here if I hadn’t met you.” 
 
Jack watched Mimi play in the yard for a minute, then turned to Lily. “I’ll sure miss you.” 
 
“I’ll miss you too.” Lily burrowed her face in the collar of Jack’s hay-smelling coveralls and letJack hold her while she cried. 
 
The test results would be revealed in court on Monday morning, and so the days before passed likethe last days of a death-row inmate’s life—miserable, nerve-wracking, and yet over too soon. 
 
When Monday morning came, Lily, with red, bleary eyes and a dry mouth, assumed her positionat the table with Buzz Dobson and Ben. Jeanie and Big Ben sat behind them, supposedly for moralsupport, but their presence only made Lily more anxious. So much of the McGillys’ support, Lily thought,had come from their desire to protect Mimi, since Mimi was a McGilly, even if her last name did notreflect that fact. What would they do when they found out that Mimi had no McGilly blood whatsoever? 
 
Hamilton and the Maycombs sat at their table, looking crisp and confident. If Lily had heldGranny McGilly’s shotgun in her hands, she would have blown them all away. 
 
When Judge Sanders took his place at the bench, he said, “We have with us today, Doctor... Doctor 
...” The judge looked at the brown-skinned young man seated in the courtroom. Doctor or not, he couldn’thave been much over thirty. “You’re gonna have to help me again with that name, buddy.” 
 
The young doctor smiled patiently. “Anuj Mahatjan,” he said. 
 
“Yeah, that’s it. The doctor here has the results of Benny Jack McGilly’s DNA tests in a sealedenvelope.” Judge Sanders savored the phrase “sealed envelope.” Clearly, this revelation was high dramacompared to the humdrum cases that were usually heard in the Faulkner County Courthouse. “Doctor,you may take the stand, if you like, and open the envelope there.” 
 
Dr. Mahatjan carried a manila envelope to the stand. Lily had never looked upon an inanimateobject with the amount of fear she felt for that envelope. Dr. Mahatjan opened the envelope withpainstaking slowness. He removed some papers from it and looked them over for a few excruciatingmoments before he spoke. “The test indicates that Mr. Benny Jack McGilly and Mimi Maycomb do sharethe same genetic material. Mr. McGilly is Mimi Maycomb’s father.” 
 
“I’ll be goddamned!” Mike Maycomb blasphemed, at the same time Lily had been thinking theexact same thing. 
 
“Thank you, Doctor,” Judge Sanders said. “I’ll retire to my chambers to do the paperwork. 
Custody of Mimi Maycomb will be awarded jointly to Mr. and Mrs. Benny Jack McGilly.” 
 
Lily was being hugged by Jeanie and Big Ben before she could even process the information shehad been given. “Congratulations, honey!” Jeanie squealed. “I told you everything was gonna be fine.” 
 
Big Ben chucked his stunned son on the shoulder. “I knew it, boy! I knew it!” Big Ben whooped. 
“A McGilly man don’t have to do nothin’ but look at a woman to get her pregnant.” 
 
“Apparently not,” Ben mumbled. 
 
“Come on,” Jeanie said, taking Lily by the hand, “let’s be good sports.” 
 
Jeanie led Lily to the table where the Maycombs were arguing bitterly with Stephen Hamilton. 
“Frankly,” Lily heard Ida say to her husband, “I’d be a whole lot more sure of this if they’d let a whiteman do the DNA tests.” 
 
“Excuse us,” Jeanie said. Charles, Ida, and Maycomb turned to face her, looking shocked. “I justwanted to let y’all know that you can visit Mimi whenever you want to.” Jeanie’s smile was sweet andwelcoming. “But if I ever hear you say one hateful word about my son or my daughter-in-law, you’llnever see hide nor hair of your granddaughter again.” Her smile was just as bright when she led Lilyaway from Charlotte’s slack jawed family. 
 
Soon Lily and Ben were in the car, on their way to pick up Mimi — Mimi who was theirsofficially, who could not be taken away from them. Lily’s happiness was overshadowed by only oneminor factor: She was completely baffled. “So,” she said to Ben, “how did you rig it?” 
 
Ben looked as if someone had just shaved forty points off his IQ. “Rig ... what?” 
 
“Rig the DNA test! Mimi has the DNA of two dead people. So how did you fake it?” 
 
“I honestly don’t know what happened. I mean, Dez was the sperm donor for you and Charlotte,right? The ‘designated wanker,’ he used to call himself.” Ben laughed. “I remember once he said to me —  
you know how Dez talked — he said, ‘Benjamin, my dear boy, when I was sixteen, I never thought I’dget tired of wanking off, but dear god, this sperm donor thing is putting welts on my weenie. Now I knowwhy Portnoy complained.’” 
 
Ben laughed, and Lily joined him. It felt so good to laugh now ... now that she knew that Charlotteand Dez’s biological child would be raised in a way that would have made them happy. 
 
Ben interrupted his own laughter with a sudden, “Hmm.” 
 
“Hmm, what?” Lily said. 
 
“I was just thinking about how exhausted Dez got with the whole sperm donor thing ... God, thatseems like so long ago, doesn’t it, when you and Charlotte were trying to get pregnant?” 
 
“It was a while ago, I guess...almost three years.” 
 
“Yeah. You know, I hate to admit it, but after y’all pulled Dez’s name out of the hat, I didn’t paytoo much attention to all the baby-making attempts. That was back when I was so in love with Chris, eventhough our personalities totally clashed. I was so obsessed with him, though ... oh...my...god!” Ben lostcontrol of the car, swerved, then finally regained control, and pulled over to the side of the road. 

 
“What?” Lily gasped. “Are you trying to get us killed now that this thing’s finally over?” 
 
“No. It’s just ... oh my god.” 
 
“Talk, boy. Talk.” 
 
“I just thought of something. There was this one week when Charlotte was just sure she wasovulating, and you were getting two sperm donations a day from Dez, one in the morning and one atnight. The poor guy was just whipped — he said it was apparently no myth about women being sexuallydemanding. Anyway, I remember one night I had been out with Chris, and we had had a big fight at therestaurant. I was so mad I stopped at Blake’s on the way home and had a couple of drinks, just to calmdown. And of course, you know my alcohol tolerance. I was bombed by the time I got home. 
 
“I found Dez upstairs in bed, glumly examining this empty artichoke jar he was supposed toejaculate into. He had all these boy mags spread around him on the bed, but his face just looked desolate. 
‘Benjamin, my boy,’ he said to me. ‘I just can’t do it. I’ve come inside this jar so many times, I feel like Iought to marry it.’ Like I said, I was drunk, and he was exhausted, so I just grabbed the jar from him andsaid, ‘Oh, hell, let me do it.’” 
 
“So the jar of semen Dez brought over that night was —” 
 
“Mine. I don’t believe it, though. I just did it that one time, and Dez did it dozens and dozens —” 
 
“It just takes one sperm, honey.” Lily laughed and threw her arms around Ben, who, for the firsttime, hugged her back with equal force. 
 
As Lily walked up the path to Granny McGilly’s house, the old woman opened the screen door. 
Mimi stood in the doorway, wearing a sunshine-yellow gingham sundress, and her face lit up likesunshine as soon as she saw Lily. “Mama!” she squealed and ran barefoot down the path into Lily’s openarms. 
   
Big Ben and Jeanie had told Lily and Ben they could invite anybody they wanted to the bigcelebration barbecue, and they had taken the elder McGillys at their word. Ken was there, and he and Benwere pushing Mimi around the pool on the inflatable raft while she lounged like a tiny bikinied goddess. 
Jack was helping Ben’s brother Wayne tend the grill, while Honey was helping Jeanie set out the potatosalad and baked beans. 
 
“There’s no telling when we’ll see our better halves again,” Jeanie laughed, in reference to the factthat Big Ben had just taken Mick into the house to show her his hunting trophies. 
 
At the redwood picnic table, Granny McGilly sat with Dale and Sue, drinking beer and laughingabout times no one else at the party was old enough to remember. 
 
Sheila and Tracee gave the party’s queer guests a wide berth, but they kept their pink-glossed lipsbuttoned tight. Big Ben had made it clear that any rudeness on their parts would incur his wrath, and hedidn’t have to explain that his wrath carried with it dire financial consequences. 
 
“You wanna come for a swim, Lily?” Ken hollered, as he and Ben were taking Mimi on anothercircuit of the pool. 
 
“Not with that brand-new tattoo on her back, she don’t,” Honey answered for her. “She’s gottakeep it dry twenty-four hours.” 
 
Earlier in the day, Lily had an appointment at Honey’s tattoo shop. On Lily’s left shoulder blade,Honey had engraved the image of a peacock. Its feathers swooped and flowed with the natural curve ofher back. It was Lily’s first color tattoo, and it was stunning — rich with emerald greens and bright blues. 
 


The peacock, Lily knew, would remind her of her time in the Peacock Alley region of Georgia, atime that had made its mark on her. But Lily liked the image of the peacock for another reason, too— itspride. Now that she had won Mimi, Lily planned never to hide her true colors again. 
 
“Actually,” Jack said, joining Lily by the pool, “I was just about to ask you if you’d care to take awalk with me.” 
 
“Sure,” Lily said. “Just don’t forget and touch my shoulder. It’s sore as hell.” 
 
Jack smiled. “I promise not to touch ...” She leaned closer and whispered, “your shoulder,anyway.” Jack unlatched the gate, and they walked in the field beyond the McGilly mansion and pool. 
“So,” Jack said, “what now?” 
 
“I ... I thought we were going for a walk.” 
 
“You know what I’m talking about.” 
 
Lily shrugged. “Well, I guess I’ll take those animal sketches and work on turning them into abook.” 
 
Jack’s grin had an uneasiness behind it. “That’s not really what I meant either.” 
 
Lily smiled. “Well ... Ben and I have been talking. He’s gonna put his condo on the market. Heand Ken are gonna try to get a place halfway between here and Atlanta, so Ken can commute to work, butthey’ll be close to the city, too. He and I are just gonna go our separate ways without making it official. 
We’ve seen all we want of courtrooms lately, believe me.” 
 
Lily knew she still hadn’t answered Jack’s question. “And me, well, I’m not planning on sellingoff Charlotte’s and my condo yet. I figure Mimi and I will go back to Atlanta, and I’ll work on the book. 
But there was something I wanted to ask you.” 
 
“Uh-huh?” Jack’s eyes glimmered with hope. 
 
“About Mordecai. I know Big Ben and Jeanie don’t want him back, and he doesn’t strike me as acondo kinda dog, so I was wondering —” 
 
“Sure, I’ll take him.” Jack’s voice was tinged with disappointment. “There’s always room for onemore at the farm.” 
 
Lily stopped walking and took both of Jack’s hands in her own. “The thing is, you know howMordecai is about me. He’s really gonna miss me.” She let go of Jack’s hands and draped her arms overJack’s shoulders. “So I guess I’ll have to drive up to the farm and visit him really, really often.” 
 
Jack grinned. “Oh yeah?” 
 
“Yeah.” Lily grinned back. “I’d say I’d need to visit him every other weekend at least. Andsometimes Mimi could spend time with her mamaw and papaw while I spend some time alone with ... 
Mordecai. If that’s okay with you, of course.” 
 
“I think I could handle that.” Jack leaned down and met Lily for a kiss, resting her hands on thesmall of Lily’s back. When they parted, Jack said, “I do have a question, though.” 
 
“What’s that?” 
 
“What if in a year or two, I—I mean, Mordecai —what if Mordecai decides that he wants to seeyou more often than just on the weekends? What if he decides that he wants to be with you every minutethat he possibly can?” 
 
Lily looked into the light blue eyes of this woman who was willing to give her not only love buttime, who was willing to wait until Lily had healed enough to marry her life with another woman’s. 
“Well,” she said, “if he feels that way in a year or so, we may just have to make arrangements such thatthe two of us can spend more time together.” 
 
“All right!” Jack hugged Lily close, careful to avoid her new tattoo. 
 
“Well,” Jack said. “I reckon they’ll be wondering what happened to us.” 
 
“Let’s go then.” Lily took Jack’s hand and walked across the field toward the fence that enclosedthe pool. She was ready to rejoin the party. 
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