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Lily Alexander

Matthew Weiss

Jack Nacheinader’s lemonade stand released a lemony, lightly-toasted smell. That was the neighborhood we were thinking of, if you recall, the one that gets woken up every morning by that pleasant humming, coasting from window to window. On that day, the sun came over the trees, grumbling, trying to bat with its furry paws the earth, that great big blue ball of yarn, as Jack’s lemonade stand seemed to stretch and gasp, creak and rise, shift in place, invigorated by the soft growling of the sun’s brilliance. Little puffs of dust twirled their way from under the corners of the swelling wood boards and lemon scent rolled down the thoroughfare, meeting the morning commuters, dispelling the odor of coffee on their breath. The dancing aroma snuck under shirts, inside pants, and made such an impression on Lily Alexander’s boss, when he confronted her at the office—he smelled it on her as she exited the elevator—that he immediately gave her a kind of promotion. 
She was stuffed in a cramped office on the third floor of the publishing firm where she worked. They ordered her a computer which wouldn’t be in for at least four weeks and gave her an old IBM Selectric in the meantime. This and an accordion-style folder, stained with ketchup, seven inches thick, were the objects on her desk. She sat down, feeling like a little girl again, her knees locked together, her hands folded in her lap. Then she tied her hair back, put on her archeologist’s cap, and delved into the first document which presented itself to her.

Introduction. She ruffled through the rest of the pages curiously. A couple of the pages were stuck together. She ripped them apart. Where was that lemon scent now? She scooted her chair back and brushed off her skirt. Nothing to do but twiddle her thumbs and stare out the window, at a film that was playing that she couldn’t quite see. She leaned back in her chair and, closing her eyes in the warm sunlight, indulged in some adolescent fantasies.


Her lemon scent was still there, hovering outside, peeking guiltily through the window. A gust of wind brushed it away in the name of propriety and it went giggling, tumbling down Main Street. Coming to Chestnut Avenue, it turned left and wriggled its way up the drain pipes of Walter Klugman’s house. As it rushed up the squareish tubes, lemon scent left vine-patterns etched in the thin metal. It seeped through the walls, squeezing into the thin termite labyrinth, and spurted proudly from the showerhead with a triumphant hiss. 

*


At about lunchtime, lemon scent felt the tug of the ribbon that wound itself around Lily Alexander’s hair. It crouched behind some mailboxes and threaded itself through the perforations in the poles of some street signs. It kept a few feet behind her as she walked downtown. At some point, feeling its moment had arrived, it rushed forward and swept from her hair the ribbon, tossing it into the air where it hovered like an apple blossom, with its yellow center and pink spreading blush, spelling out the words that summed up her day: “Today, Lily Alexander caught a glimpse from above.” Walking along, in fact, she saw the sun reflecting off her office building’s glass exterior and in the flash of the moment, she could have sworn she saw the sun snoring. Yes, there he was—she looked again—he was fast asleep. A droplet of ignited hydrogen pooled at the corner of his mouth. She stopped, wondering what to do. Everyone was carrying along regularly, people walked past her, a friend waved hello, a mother was hugging a boy in tears, a car drove past blaring a rhythmic hymn. No one had noticed the sun’s deep, regular breathing; no one had noticed his eyes benighted with sleep. The sun had fallen asleep—right in the middle of the day—and all that little girl could do was swipe pennies from a fountain! Lily Alexander was at a loss. She checked her watch: quarter past. She had an hour for lunch. Yes, she would eat outside today. The waiter brought her a tuna sandwich—lettuce, no tomato, but onions, two pickles, and a bag of chips, a glass of ginger ale. She ignored the food. She was sitting in a plastic outdoor chair, dark green and sticky, arms crossed, camping out, looking down Larchmont Ave. This part of town was built on a hill and she could see the city spread out before her, the road sloping down, taking the houses with it, until the roofs rose up again on the far side into the sky, and above them was the sun, tossing left and right like it was trying to sleep on a hot summer night and the humidity was interfering!

Now, Lily had always assumed that it would be cozy to sleep up there with the sun and this idea came to her so naturally that when the subject arose in conversation, she would have to check herself before blurting out something silly. Now, considering the sun with lowered eyes, she had to reconsider. It must be something uncomfortable to be up there around the sun, however hospitable it might seem. You could die from exhaustion! And yet. She squinted up at the culprit, checked her watch: six past one. Sooner or later, someone was going notice and then all hell was going to break loose. She paid and started walking back to the office. The matter was out of her hands for the time being. Surely, there were smarter, more capable people already on the job. No doubt scientists were already on it! She tried to put it out of her mind. But even as she sat back down in her stark, derelict office, she couldn’t shake the feeling. Something had to be done. At any rate, from where she sat, the sun’s reflection was in her eyes and she knew for a fact that it wasn’t going away. She slammed the binder down on the desk, and opened it up, and positioned it like a shield. The nerve! And after she had trusted him, laughed while running down the beach, tanning—that time on Eddie’s roof—he had a garden on his roof—they saw a butterfly moving with an awkward grace—its rigid wings were slightly too heavy, purple with white blue dots and sepia-toned underneath—and with each beat of its wings, it threw the earth below into the color-drained past, reaping all the color for its own brilliant self... Lily and Eddie had snuck among the flowers, dodging spikes. They fell asleep and woke up two hours later in the same position. Eddie was cooked! He was bright red and spent two weeks peeling. But Lily got a golden tan that day and since then she had always felt a secret bond existed between her and the sun, a kind of shared understanding—she would hear of his handiwork while watching the weather channel—seeing him light the sky so prodigiously every morning—casting inclinations like shadows, coolness and warmth—yes, she had felt something for him—and now? 


She turned to the manila folder her boss left for her. She flipped it open, and stared at its contents. Maybe the covenant worked both ways. Did she have a responsibility towards the sun? Was he sick? She forced the thought from her head. On the walls of her office, there were little patches of discoloration where previous inhabitants had hung diplomas or pictures. He was just being lazy.


Around four thirty, her boss dropped by. He smiled when he saw her and inhaled deeply. She ignored him. He left. The sun was still glaring through the window.


Enough was enough.


She made her way down the hallway, her slippered feet creeping silently on the rug. She bared her teeth at a number of colleagues. She got halfway to the stairs before she caught sight of her boss. She darted into a conference room and waited for him to pass. The conference room: big plastic wooden table, some orphaned documents, comfortable chairs—but most importantly a huge window overlooking Main Street. Frowning, she walked over to the window, bringing her face right up to the glass. She raised her eyes. Nothing. What? She craned her neck farther. She still couldn’t see the sun. Something was very wrong.
She rushed to the door, peered around corner, then made a break for the fire escape. She pulled it open with all her strength, thankful it wasn’t wired, and took the stairs two at a time, up, turn, up, turn, up, turn. She was dizzy by the time she reached the top. She jerked open the door to the roof and stumbled into the flat glare, breathing heavily.

It was a beautiful day. The roof was made of some brown pebbly substance, a satellite dish adorned a corner, and a concrete railing lined its edges. She looked out across the way, but there was nothing to see. This was the tallest building around. All she could see was blue sky, bluer than blue right above her and a bit less than blue at the horizon and she felt very strongly that she was standing on top of a sphere.

Someone had left a ratty blanket there on the roof. Lily lay down on top of it, facing directly up, staring at the empty spot as if she could fill it. Shouldn’t the planets be drifting away by now? Shouldn’t the seas be starting to cool, the plants starting to die? But no. She heard nothing but some ringing, the wind, the rustle of trees, and the sound of people laughing accompanied by what seemed to her a comic chorus of honks. They’re all going to die! She was going to die! She got up slowly, wiping her tears on her skirt. In the distance, she could hear some fire trucks approaching. A wave of nausea crashed over her. Oh God, was that door rigged? She went over to the edge and leaned over the railing. A rough bit scraped her palm. Down in the street, she could see everyone flowing out of the building, talking to each other, milling around. Then the fire trucks appeared.


“There she is!” someone shouted, pointing.


“There’s Lily!”


“Lily, what are you doing up there?”


“Are you trapped?”


They thought the building was on fire. Lily smiled weakly and waved. Her boss grabbed a megaphone from someone.


“Lily, stay where you are! We’re going to get one of those trampoline things for you! Just hold on!”


“Wait, Mr. Christiansen, it’s okay!” Lily shouted. “There’s no fire! I just went up the fire escape! I’m sorry!”


“What?”


“It’s okay! There’s no fire!”


“What?”


“You don’t have to get the trampoline thing! THERE’S NO FIRE!”


“WHAT?”


A few firemen were screwing a fire hose into one of the hydrants near where she always wanted to park. A few more in yellow and black hefted axes, and a few more were unfurling the trampoline thing for her. This was getting ridiculous. Turning around, she checked the door. It had closed automatically. She hurried back over to it and tried the handle. Nothing. She pulled it harder. Nothing. She heaved her shoulder against the door, but succeeded only in bruising herself. She went back to the railing, cursing the sun. 


“Fuck you! Fucking fuck you, you fucking asshole!” 


She shook her fist where her betrayer ought to have been.


“Lily, come back where we can see you! The trampoline thing is ready!”


Her tears stopped short. She stepped towards the railing, her body filling with dread. Her hands were shaking.


“Mr. Christiansen, just unlock the door!”


“Lily, we can’t hear you. Get ready to jump!”


“UNLOCK THE FUCKING DOOR!”


“This is the fire chief speaking, Lily. I know you’re afraid, but I’m going to ask you to step up onto the railing. Now.”


Not knowing what else to do, she followed his instructions. She looked down at the dizzying distance she had to fall, at the white expanse of the trampoline and the fearful faces of her colleagues. Then she started to giggle when she saw that the trampoline wasn’t being held still, but was moving back and forth because the firemen were trying to judge where she was going to land. This was a cartoon.


“You’re going to be fine, Lily. I want you to jump on the count of three.”


Here we go. This is how it ends.


“One...”


She wondered how she was going to jump. Cannonball, pencil, nosedive?


“Two...”


How was she not going to break her neck? She worried a pencil might cause her to puncture the surface. Cannonball would just hurt and she didn’t even want to think about taking a nosedive. She decided to go for a simple leap...


“Three...”


...with a twirl. She was laughing when she leapt off the building, which was definitely not on fire, and spun around in mid-air, her skirt lifting up like a parachute shouldn’t as she careened towards the pavement. So this is what it feels like to fall. The air going past her ears filled them with roaring. She felt weightless, like an astronaut, like she was swimming. No wonder people skydive. There’s really nothing like it. She lost herself in the spinning colors and volcanic whistling. She knew she going to die. That was when she started to hear one of those Bach sarabandes for cello, which her mother always played when she was a little kid. She remembered the label on it, curling around the middle of the record, white on dark, in a blocky font: Bach, J. S. : Cello Suite N° 3 in C Major, BWV 1009; IV. Sarabande.

She was really crying now, but smiling through her tears. She was really falling too, heavier than air, falling, down, down, down, spinning, spinning, down, down, here I go, I’m falling, heavier than air, falling, down, down, down, slow, slow, slow, down, down, down, spinning, spinning, here I go, I’m falling, heavier than air, falling, down, down, down, gone, gone, gone, slow, slow, slow, down, down, down, spinning, spinning, heavier than air, down, down, down, here I go, I’m—
And then a flash of the brightest yellow like gamboge was hurtling towards her from the left and she couldn’t see anything at all. A pair of gentle, warm hands plucked her from the air and laid her gently down on a hard-backed seat. It was hot. She opened her eyes and although she winced, she could see the back of the seat in front of her—it was red and inlayed with gold—a swirling, flame-like pattern extended to the wood sides of the chariot—the chariot!—it was led by sixteen bizarre spasms of flame racing through the air on flamepoint legs—in the front seat was the sun, no longer snoring—his head was turning around to see if she was okay. The instant their gazes met, her eyes became saucers, her mouth a plate, and she let out a sound like a teakettle boiling. 

The sun laughed—he gave the reins a jerk—and the chariot of the Helios veered up into the atmosphere. 

Lily Alexander thought she was going to be ill.

Her face, however, blessed with an instant tan, could only smile. And lemon scent, in the middle of dancing, even paused in mid-step out of respect.

