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        This book is dedicated to

        all rural, country, redneck, and/or Southern queers,

        the ones who couldn’t wait to leave and the ones who stayed,

        the ones who knew all their lives and the ones who had no idea,

        the ones we lost and the ones who are

        still breathing—

        With all my love, from one of your own
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        Gideon, Alabama

        1995

      

      

      

      Johnny’s double-wide was butted right up against the back of the junkyard way out on the edge of town, no neighbors for at least half a mile, so whoever was knocking at my door early on a Tuesday morning was there on purpose. Probably to buy a pie.

      I was up to my elbows in pie crust, with my hair slipping out of its barrette into my eyes. I looked a mess, but a sigh only blew the flour up in a cloud around me, and my bangs didn’t budge at all, so I just yelled, “Come on in! Door’s open.”

      The screen door screeched as it always did when it opened, sounding like a scalded cat. I should probably get Johnny to grease that someday, but it was nice to have a warning that someone was coming in.

      “I ain’t got the first batch in the oven yet today, but you’re welcome to sit and…” I turned to see who had dropped by, and my tongue stuck to the roof of my mouth. I wiped both hands on my apron, automatically hiding the right one behind the smudged fabric. “Aunt Pauline. Didn’t expect to see you here.”

      My mother’s sister didn’t much care for my decision to live in sin with Johnny Meadows, among other things, and the last time I’d seen her was at the Easter pageant at the Baptist church across town, when she’d moved to the other side of the aisle just so she wouldn’t have to sit anywhere near me. “Heaven knows I tried my best,” she’d told Mrs. Dawson, the pastor’s wife, “but she’s in the Lord’s hands now.”

      I’d been so humiliated I’d excused myself to the ladies’ room before the pageant even started, and I hadn’t come back in. Afterward, Johnny told me I’d missed his cousin’s six-year-old son dressed as Jesus riding a Shetland pony straight into the church, but all I could think was that my aunt thought I was more unclean than the horse shit they’d had to shovel off the carpet.

      “Well,” Aunt Pauline said now, clutching her bag like she thought I might make a grab for it. Couldn’t be too careful with us sinners, I guess. Sure, I was only living with a man I wasn’t married to, but I might turn to thieving next if that got too boring. The two fingers I had left on my right hand might end up sticking to her pocketbook and pulling out her cash—only moderately less precious to her than her eternal soul. Maybe. “I didn’t expect to come out here myself, but you got some mail, and it looked like it might have to do with the estate.”

      I swallowed hard, clutching at my floury apron. “The estate’s been settled for years now,” I said, and my voice sounded tinny, like it was ringing in my ears. I willed the noise to stop; it paid me no mind. “Just leave it on the table, then. I’ll take a look at it when I get a chance.”

      She crossed the threshold into the kitchen like she thought she might catch fire just from being in the same room as me, and I tried hard not to roll my eyes. She eased a large white envelope down onto the table, and I held my tongue when I saw her reading the mail that was already sitting there. Johnny had been going over the checkbook last night, so it was probably just bills laying out, but I didn’t like her sticking her nose in my finances. Or anything about me, really.

      “You want something to drink before you go?” I offered, not because I wanted her to stay and judge me some more, but because she’d judge me more if I didn’t offer. “I got ice tea in the fridge. Got some peaches, fresh from IGA—”

      “No.” She cleared her throat and finally let go of the envelope, though she was slow stepping away from the table, and I finally understood why she’d brought the mail over instead of having someone else deliver it, instead of writing my forwarding address on it and sticking it back in the mailbox. She wanted to know what was in it.

      Tough luck.

      It wasn’t that I didn’t feel bad for Aunt Pauline. She’d lost her little sister five years ago, after all, but I’d lost my mother—and my father and brother—and I didn’t much feel like having to worry about anybody other than myself when I read that letter for the first time. And most of all, I didn’t want to deal with her offering advice or opinions on whatever was in there.

      “Well, you’re welcome to stay.” I made my voice as sweet as I could, sweeter than the berries on my stove as I turned back to check on them. “But I’ve got to get movin’ on these pies or I’ll never catch up.”

      She sniffed, but when I expected to hear a snide remark, I just heard the creak of the screen door opening and banging shut behind her, and I let out a sigh of relief right into my flour. I should open that letter and read it before Johnny got home from work, but I really did need to get some pies in the oven. If I didn’t have pies baked, then I didn’t have pies to sell to my regular customers, and we didn’t have extra money this week.

      And if that envelope had anything to say about my daddy’s life insurance, we might have even less.

      The pot of blueberries and peaches started bubbling on the stove, dragging my attention over to the welcome rhythm of stirring, adjusting heat, tasting, adding a little sugar, a little lemon juice, some fresh mint. I should turn on the radio. Anything to keep me from being able to hear my own thoughts. The radio was a minefield, though. And with my hands full in the kitchen, I wouldn’t be able to change the station if that song came on. It would be the grocery store all over again, pickle juice and broken glass around my feet, unable to hear everyone asking if I was okay over the sound playing through the tinny supermarket speakers. Maybe the TV. But the antenna was busted, and Johnny’d been so tired all week I hadn’t had the heart to ask him to climb up on the roof to fix it, so we only got two channels right now, and both of them were snowy.

      Instead, I talked to my brother, something that always calmed me down. I couldn’t remember when I’d started having these one-sided conversations with him; sometime after the panic attack in the hospital when they told me he hadn’t survived the accident and sometime before Aunt P caught me doing it and scolded me for “practicing the occult” in her house.

      Soothsayers and those who contact the spirits of the dead defile the houses they live in!

      So I’d never done it again when she was home. But it was just my brother. Just Cole. I’d always talked to him, and I didn’t see why I should stop just because I was alive and he wasn’t.

      So I told him about the pies I was baking, and some of the recipes I wanted to try. I told him about some of my customers from the past few days, including the ones who wanted a “deluxe” pie—the kind that came with a side of fortune telling. If I was going to hell for practicing the occult anyway, might as well make it worth the while, right?

      “Mindy asks the same question every time,” I told him. “When’s she gonna meet ‘The One’? Answer’s the same every week, but she keeps asking. Guess she’s hoping it’ll be different one day. Can’t really blame her. I’m too scared to ask if I’ll ever get out of Gideon, like we used to talk about—don’t know what I’ll do if I don’t like the answer.”

      I started laying the latticing across the top of the pie filling, careful to get a perfect basket weave. I still felt a little odd charging people for pies, but if I made them look pretty, I felt better about it. Beth and Donna had been the ones to suggest it to me about a year ago, when I’d fretted about not contributing to expenses. “You’ve always liked baking, Lilly Ann. Everybody always used to ask if you were bringing one of your pies to the potlucks. I bet they’d pay for ’em.” Most everybody probably bought them out of charity, but charity money paid the bills same as any, and it gave me something to do with my hands while I talked to Cole.

      “I’d worry about leaving, even if the cards said yes, I think. Johnny works real hard to take care of me, just like he promised you. He’s been working a lot of extra hours lately, so it’s real quiet around here. I don’t mind, except when he’s gone after dark. There’s some odd noises in the junkyard at night. Remember that time we camped out in the backyard and scared ourselves silly, jumpin’ at every little noise—”

      POP

      It had come from the living room. There were no footsteps, no voices calling out. A soft electronic hum, like the television turning on, started up in my ears. Maybe it was the TV, and the popping sound had been the screen door closing. Johnny could keep it from squeaking sometimes, and a few of my customers had young children who could creep in, quiet as a mouse when they wanted to be.

      “Johnny?” When there wasn’t an answer, I wet my lips and took a deep breath. No need to get upset. Just had to finish putting this tray of mini-pies into the oven, then I could go see who it was. “Andrew? Kaylee?” Donna’s kids always went straight for the TV and our worn-out copy of Bambi whenever they were over. But I didn’t hear Bambi, and I didn’t hear static. I closed the oven door and rounded the corner into the living room.

      I don’t know what I expected to find, but seeing the room empty was more unnerving than whatever else might have been there. I stood still for a minute, listening, rubbing the smooth knuckles of my right hand against my hip, pressing against the bone where there used to be three fingers, running the soft bumps over my pockets.

      The little red indicator light on the TV was on, but the screen was blank. No picture, no sound, no snow. Just black. I pressed the power button, and it flickered and went dead. I pressed it again, and the picture blinked into view, jumpy and staticky, Judge Judy’s voice warbling through the warped images. I turned it off again and let out a breath. Probably just a weird power surge. Wouldn’t be the first time out here.

      I should get back to the kitchen and start working on the next batch of pies, but I cracked the screen door open carefully so it wouldn’t screech—See? It can be done. Nothing to worry about—and squeezed out onto the porch to get a breath of fresh air. Fresh, humid air, with the temperature quickly climbing as the sun burned off the morning fog and really got going for the day. But the last of the honeysuckle was still blooming, and the blackberry bushes down at the end of the house were fruiting. They’d be perfect for pie filling in about two or three days, once the last few red and purple spots deepened into that summer-night shade of ripeness. It might be hot, but it was still gorgeous, rich with fragrant sap and fat cicadas buzzing.

      I hadn’t gone into town since the third Sunday in April, and the end of August was burning up quick as a handful of pine needles in a bonfire. By mid-afternoon, I was going to want that oven turned off and cooling unless I wanted to be a puddle, which meant I needed to get back inside and get to baking. Sooner today’s quota was done, sooner I could turn the damn thing off.

      But I took a minute to stare down to the end of the dirt road where it turned off onto a single lane of cracked asphalt. Beyond that was the road into town, which was also the road out of town, all the way to Meridian. An acorn pinged off the roof of the old green Chrysler in the driveway, sitting up on cinder blocks so Johnny could work on it in his off-hours. He’d rescued it from the junkyard two years ago and kept saying he was going to fix it up, put a new alternator in it, maybe a new transmission, and it could be my car so I wouldn’t be stuck out here by myself. I could drive into town if I wanted to while he was at work.

      Just the thought made my heart pound, my palms sweaty.

      “Lil’s got brown eyes, dontcha?”

      My father, smiling at me in the rearview mirror, winking like we shared a secret between us while Mom changed the radio station so she wouldn’t have to hear Van Morrison sing.

      “Jim, look out!”

      I covered my ears like it could block out the memory of screaming metal, shattering glass, and then closed my eyes when that didn’t work.

      Breathe, Lilly Ann.

      I knew it wasn’t really Cole’s voice. I knew it was just my own thoughts, but it sounded like my brother, and it anchored me like he always had. I focused on it, chased the memory of happier times I’d heard it—pushing me into the pool at the YMCA and then lying to the lifeguard that he’d been trying to keep me from slipping in. Giving me his dessert at dinner because he “didn’t have a sweet tooth,” when we both knew he had a package of marshmallow Pinwheels stashed under his bed. Promising me that even after he was deployed, he’d write me letters, and that he’d told Johnny Meadows to keep an eye on me, make sure nobody gave me a hard time at school.

      That did it. Finally, I was back in my body—scarred and missing a few pieces, but still alive, standing on the front steps of Johnny’s trailer. The sound of tires on the asphalt made me flinch but pulled me back even more, reminded me of the pies I had in the oven and the rest of them I had yet to make. The car passed the dirt turnoff, so not one of my customers, but I still needed to get back to the kitchen.

      I let the door screech when I opened it this time, and I couldn’t help glancing at the television as I passed it. Still dark and quiet, as it should be. I envied it; wished I had a button I could push to make my mind go just as silent. The envelope on the table shone bright, almost golden, in a beam of sunlight from the window, but I’d wasted enough time already. And if Aunt Pauline was right and it was about the estate, then I needed to have my work behind me when I opened it, because God knew I wasn’t going to be able to do anything afterward, and I didn’t need Donna or Mindy—or God forbid, Aunt P coming back—to find me crying under the table.

      Pies first. The breakdown could wait.
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      Customers were slow arriving, so while the second batch of pies—full size ones, this time—was in the oven, I unlocked the drawer on the little side table beside Johnny’s teal recliner and got out my deck of cards, peeling the old velvet cloth from around them. They seemed to read better if I warmed them up first, and Mindy would probably be along a bit later, as usual.

      The image on the front of the scuffed yellow box was worn thin, but I could still see the man holding up his staff. The cards had been a gift from my piano teacher, Miss Agnes, when I left the hospital after the accident.

      I’d taken three years of lessons from her, from age nine to age twelve, and I’d been fascinated by the table of decorations she put out every Halloween: spidery lace doilies, black candles, a book of “spells” that were really just recipes written in beautiful calligraphy, a glass orb on a pedestal covered with a velvet cloth, and a box of cards with pretty pictures on them. The cards had come from Italy, she’d told me, and described the mysterious woman who’d given them to her, a strega, a witch skilled in folklore. I’d sat, enraptured, imagining it like a scene from a book or a movie, a bent old woman with a colorful scarf covering her white hair, weathered hands shaking as she gave the box to Miss Agnes and told her they were magical cards, to take them far from Rome and to another country—

      “She had a little shop on a side street, overflowing with flowers and herbs and statues of the Virgin Mother, and I bought the cards there because the other girls thought it would be fun to tell each other’s fortunes on long flights.”

      She’d done a lot of traveling as a stewardess for Pan-Am when she was younger, and she always had stories to tell. I’d been more interested in hearing about that than I had been in learning to play anything on the piano, even if they were never quite as fanciful as I’d liked to imagine.

      When she moved out of her old house into a smaller apartment the summer after the accident, she’d held a yard sale to thin out her worldly possessions. I stayed home when Aunt Pauline went, and Aunt P had come home empty-handed and full of side-eyed opinions about what kind of woman Miss Agnes was based on the items she’d been selling.

      A week later, Miss Agnes brought me the box of cards wrapped in the rich blue velvet that used to cover her crystal ball.

      “I remembered how you used to like looking at the pictures,” she’d told me. “Your aunt said you’ve been real down lately. Understandable, of course. But I wanted you to have these. Maybe they’ll bring you luck.”

      I didn’t have to be told that Aunt Pauline shouldn’t know I had them, but alone in her guest room with porcelain angels staring down at me from the top of the antique cherry wardrobe where her winter clothes were nestled in among the mothballs, I read the little book front to back, back to front. And on the days when all I wanted was to crawl inside that wardrobe and wait for the moths to eat me, I stared and stared at the picture of the man on the front of the box. The Magician. He looked so much like my brother. I think I’d started drawing cards from the deck to see if Cole would say something to me through them. Anything to feel less alone.

      Other than Tuesdays, I mostly pulled them out when my mind felt like a prison. It centered me to mix them up a bit. The tap, tap, tap of their worn edges against my palms, the whisper of the slick surfaces sliding over each other, was as comforting to me as the evening call of a whippoorwill or the smell of sweet cinnamon on a winter morning.

      They always seemed to know just what to say, too. It was one of the reasons my “deluxe” pies were popular—at least, with the customers who wouldn’t think I was going to burn in hell after my aunt got done burning me at the stake. I still don’t know who’d started spreading the word around, but I had two or three regulars who didn’t even care what pies I was baking as long as they could sit on the other side of this table and let me read the cards for them.

      I meant what I’d told Cole earlier, though; I never asked the cards any questions for myself. Didn’t want to know what the answer might be. I was as afraid of hope as I was of despair; either one could crack my heart like an eggshell. And if I knew what the cards had to say, I was afraid it would come true. That the mere knowledge would set me on a path I couldn’t step off of. What would I do if they told me I’d never leave Gideon, that I was doomed to live and die in this nowhere town?

      What would I do if they didn’t?

      As I shuffled, keeping an eye on the driveway for any customers, my mind wandered to the envelope sitting on my table. I didn’t want think about what might be in there, but the idea that we might be losing my father’s life insurance payment—

      Tap.

      I fumbled the deck, and a card slipped out onto the table. The Tower. Upheaval. Sudden change. Chaos. Revelations.

      My pulse thudded in my ears so loud I almost didn’t hear the crunch of gravel under tires, and I scrambled to put the card back into the deck, like I could undo what I’d seen. No. No. The deck slipped in my hand, and two more cards fell out.

      Six of Cups. Eight of Wands.

      Someone is coming back to their hometown. A past love is returning.

      A car door slammed outside in the yard. I shoved the cards back into their little box and into the drawer of the side table. My hands shook; the drawer stuck as I tried to shut it. Footsteps on the grass, on the cinderblock steps, on the sagging porch.

      “Mornin’, Lil,” Beth Travers said as she rapped politely on the aluminum frame of the screen door before she opened it to let herself in. The screech of the hinges covered the sound of the table drawer finally slamming closed. “I expect you’ve heard the news?”

      “News?” My voice sounded surprisingly normal for having had to find its way around the heart lodged in my throat. “What news? You’re the first person been here all day.”

      The specter of Aunt Pauline that was never far from my mind frowned in disapproval at that white lie, but since she also disapproved of gossip and hadn’t shared any, she didn’t get to count as a visitor.

      “Miss Agnes Randall passed in her sleep. Weren’t a surprise, really. Her daughter Debbie said she’s been getting her affairs in order over the past week or so, so she must have been expecting it. Still. Sad state
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