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WHERE THE LILIES BLOOM




Standing there on the gloomy trailway, wait-
‘ing for Romey to recover, I wondered how
I could be so calm—how I could just stand
there in the gray darkness with the cold han-
dle of the wagon in my hand and the cold
tree moisture dripping down on me and the
dead body of my father there before me and
not be afraid of how grisly it all was.

It’s because I'm tough, I thought. I'm so
tough that if a bear came out of the side of
the mountain over there I could knock him
cold without even breathing hard. And that’s
all and if anybody’s got a better idea how I
should handle this and all the other things
left to me just let them come on and tell me
about it but I don’t hear anybody saying any-
thing.

An ALA Notable Book * A New York Times
Outstanding Children’s Book of the Year ¢ A
School Library Journal “Best of the Best” Chii-
dren’s Book * A Nominee for the National
Book Award for Children’s Literature

“Altogether a special presence, a special

power.” (Starred review) |
— The Kirkus Reviews
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One

ONCE IN SOME near-forgotten time a trav-
eler, making his way across these mountains
on foot, wandered into our valley which is
known as Trial. Warm and dusty and over-
wearied, he came to our door and eased his
heavy pack and asked for refreshment and De-
vola brought him a pail of water from our
spring, pure and so cold it made him clench
his teeth.

“Where have you been?”” we asked.

He raised a khaki arm and pointed first to
Sugar Boy that rises to our east and then to
Old Joshua that lifts darkly to our west. “Up
there.”

“What for?”

“For the memory.”

Devola thought this a funny answer. She

I



laughed and ran down into the yard and hid
herself behind a flowering rhododendron and
peered out at us through its white, lacy veil.

I said, “Don’t pay her any mind. She’s
cloudy-headed. Why did you say you had been
to Sugar Boy and Old Joshua for the memory?
That wasn’t a real answer, was it?”’

“Yes,” replied the traveler. “That was a real
answer.”’

“They’re pretty now,” I said, “because
everything is in bloom. Trillium and shadbush
and the violets and all the other spring beauties
but we’ve just come through a terrible winter.
There was snow six feet deep in this valley
with drifts up to ten. Everything was frozen;
we thought it would never thaw. Romey and
I couldn’t even get to school.”

“Who is Romey?”’ inquired the traveler.

“He’s my little brother. In the winter when
everything’s frozen I hate the mountains. Then
they’re ugly.”

The traveler said, “Today at noon I leaned
my back against a cloud and ate my lunch. And
afterward, coming down the slopes, 1 saw a
lake of blue flowers and then a long, wide scarf
of deep maroon ones. This is fair land; the
fairest I have ever seen.”
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I never saw the traveler again. An hour later
he disappeared into the mists that sometimes
cover this valley in the spring. But I have never
forgotten what he said—that this land was fair
land, the fairest of them all. This is where the
lilies bloom.

Like I say, Devola is cloudy-headed and this
is one thing I cannot understand because none
of the rest of us Luthers is that way but Devola
is for sure, so each day I have to explain the
whole of our existence to her. Her confidence
in my ability to do this is supreme though there
are four whole years’ difference between her
age of eighteen and mine of fourteen.

Devola cannot remember twice around a
gimlet. When we go, of a morning, to the
lower slopes of Old Joshua or Sugar Boy to
gather witch haze] leaves she always acts like
she’s never seen any of it before. |

“Look!” she exclaims. “Look at how pretty
it all is. Don’t you think it’s pretty, Mary
Call?”

“Yes, it’s pretty but we haven’t got the l:xmc'
to stand around and gawk now, Devola. Oh,
here we are. Here’s where we left off yesterday.
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 Aren’t these leaves nice and thick? Shall we fill
your bag first or mine?”’

Devola shook her bag open and looked
down into its emptiness. “It don’t differ. Either
way it’s just plain work.” She moved around
to the north side of the witch hazel bush and
began. snatching the smooth, wavy-toothed
leaves from its limbs. “How many pounds did
we get yesterday?”’

“Three. Don’t put in twigs, Devola. Just
leaves.”

Devola fished two twigs out and discarded
them. “How much is that?”

“Oh, forty-five cents, maybe.”

“If that man at the drug company or Mr.
Connell from the General Store had to come
out here and do- this for just one morming I'll
bet it’d be a sight more than that. People are
stingy with money, aren’t they, Mary Call?”

“Some are.”

A lance of clear sunlight wavering through
the overhanging boughs touched Devola’s face
and hair. She stepped back away from it and
turned and looked across the valley. In the dis-
tance Kiser Pease, high on his tractor, was cre-
ating clouds of furious, black dust. Between

4



him and us the lonesome fields were a bright,
shimmering yellow.

‘Devola said, “Kiser wants to marry me again
but still Roy Luther says no. I told him it didn’t
differ to me one way or the other but that’s all
he says. No.”

“You don’t know anything about marriage,
Devola. Aren’t you going to help me pick any
more?”’

Devola came back to the bush. *“Kiser’s got
a nice house. I just love his kitchen. Everything
in it’s yellow. Of course, he doesn’t keep it
good but 1 would. I'd wash everything every
day.”

“You would, huh?”

“Yes.” _

I referred to one of Kiser’s sﬁpcrstitions, a
keyhole opening he had made near the top of
his chimney as an exit for witches. I asked,
“Would you wash his witch’s keyhole, too?
Or would you plug it up so no more witches
could get in or out?”

Devola smoothed her long cascade of glow-
ing hair. “I wouldn’t bother his keyhole. His
witches ‘wouldn’t bother me. I just love his
house. Just think; all of us could live in it if I
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married Kiser. You and Ima Dean and Romey
and me and Roy Luther. All of us. Wouldn’t
that be nice?”

“No. We like it where we are. Devola, are
you going to help me pick or aren’t you?”

With a languishing look Devola picked two
leaves. “Roy Luther owes Kiser money.”

~ “Yeah, well he might get paid back some-
day.”
- Gently Devola deposited three twigs. “If
Roy Luther was to give his say-so for me to
marry Kiser, Kiser would forget about the
money and give him twenty acres of land and
the house we’re living in.”

“Roy Luther has already earned the land,
Devola. Twenty times or more over. And he
might just as well give us the house. It’s falling
down. Nobody else would have it.”

“You don’t like Kiser, do you, Mary Call?”

“No.”

“Why?”

“Because he’s ignorant. Nobody but an ig-
norant person would have a witch’s keyhole
in his house. And he’s an old greedy gut and
a cheat. There isn’t another man in the whole
world would come in here and sharecrop for
him the way Roy Luther has for so little. Just
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years and years of it and when the time comes
for tallying up, Kiser always getting the hog’s
share and Roy Luther always having to settle
for the meanest.”

Devola gazed at me. “I wish you wouldn’t
be so mad at everybody all the time. It makes
you ugly. Kiser’s lonesome,”’ she offered. “He
told me how lonesome he was.”

“Yeah. Well, it’s his own fault he hasn’t got
anybody. I've heard him brag about how he
ran all his kin off years ago. This bush is
stripped clean, Devola. Let’s move on up a
ways.”’

The August sun, full now in midmorning,
was warm on our bare heads. Far above us
Sugar Boy’s spine loomed black-green. The air
was richly peppered with the cool, sharp per-
fume of balsam and the soft, tepid scent of
summer-fresh vegetation. Deep in a tangle of
wild honeysuckle, a Carolina junco trilled his
sweet bell-song.

Devola wears a look of suffering when she’s
made to come on these work-jaunts but it’s
like no other suffering I've ever seen. It’s tender
and sly and secret.

We located a new, fresh bush and I took one
half and assigned the other half to Devola and
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obediently she moved around and began
plucking; but in 2 minute parted the branches
and looked at me through the wavy, green
light. “Mary Call?” e 7,

“What?” |

“I forgot my sack. I left it back yonder.”

For Devola I have many fears and I have
others, too. Some for our paternal parent, Roy
Luther, and some for Ima Dean and Romey
and a few for myself also. They are not rash.
They are not just things that happened to fritter
into my mind because nothing else was there
to busy it. They are old fears with me.

Oh, 1 feel it, this: bottomless stomach of
fright when I look at Devola and see her so
free and innocent, so womanly in form but
with a child’s heart and a child’s mind. I feel
it when I watch Ima Dean and Romey at their
make-believe games. So carefree they are with
never a thought in their little heads as to how
they’re going to get decently raised. And when
I look at Roy Luther who is coughing his life
away. (We know now that it isn’t just worms
that turn him so white and panting weak
though we keep doctoring, laying out hope
each time along with the salves and other med-
ications.) |
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Roy Luther has made me promise him some
things:

When the time comes, which he hopes will
be in his sleep, I am to let him go on as quietly
as he can, without any wailing and fussing. I
am not to call any doctor or allow anyone else
to call one. If it happens at night I am to wait
until morning before I tell the others. I am not
to send for the preacher or undertaker. The
preacher has a mighty voice in these mountains
but he expects to be paid for his wisdom. And
the undertaker, for all his hushed, liquid speak-
ings of how paltry his tariff will be, can be ill-
humored and short-tempered when the time
comes to divvy up as we found out in the case
of Cosby Luther, my maternal parent, who
died of the fever four years ago.

So it is that Roy Luther has requisitioned me
to give him a simple, homemade burial when
the time comes. After I am sure his heart and
breathing have stopped, I am to wrap him in
an old, clean sheet and take him to his final
resting place which will be within a stand of
black spruce up on Old Joshua. We have not
talked about how I am to get him there. Were
you to ask Roy Luther it would shame him to
have to say aloud that it will have to be in
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Romey’s wagon and he’d have to say what for
me to do with the feet which will surely drag
because the vehicle is but a toy.

I am worried about Roy Luther dying and
how I am to get him decently and honorably
buried but more than that I am worried about
the other responsibilities he has charged me
with, the other promises he has wrung from
me.
Number one: I am always to take pride in
having the name of Luther and instill this pride
in the others, too. Number two: I am to strive
with everything in me to keep our family to-
gether and not ever take charity from anybody
even if our tongues hang out parched down to
our knees because charity is seldom of real ser-
vice to those upon whom it is bestowed and
those who receive it are always looked upon
with suspicion, every need and want scruti-
nized. Number three: I am to keep Devola with
me always. I am to be good and kind and lov-
ing to her and see to it that the others are, too.
I am not to let her marry Kiser Pease. If ever
it looks to me like this is about to happen then
I am to go to town, find the nearest judge, tell
him about how Devola is, and get him to stop
it.
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