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        To my birds of paradise - Melanie, Claire, Emma, and Christopher.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Love is the flower of life, and blossoms unexpectedly and without law, and must be plucked where it is found, and enjoyed for the brief hour of its duration.

        ~ D. H. Lawrence
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      Jess was glad that her grandma Doris was sleeping. She hadn’t figured out what to say yet, and she’d spent most of the last five days standing next to her grandmother’s hospice bed in the room with too many rosaries. Her grandparents had collected one from every city their RV took them to before her grandfather died. Multi-colored beads bound together with silver crosses of tiny Jesuses hung from every wall, lay spread along the dresser and coiled in piles on the bedside table. Even the calendar on the wall was Christ-themed. Every month of 1995 had featured a different drawing of Jesus doing things like teaching and carrying lambs, but every month had the same picture of a rosary on the bottom right-hand corner.

      Doris had been a nun until she’d left the Convent at the age of forty and married Jess’s grandfather. The rosaries, she’d said, were a bridge from her life in the church to her life with her husband, so she didn’t forget where she came from. Doris had once been tall, broad-shouldered, and pear-shaped. Cancer had shriveled her into dehydrated fruit. She breathed open-mouthed and deliberate. Jess ran her thumb over Grandma’s clawed fingers.

      “I know you,” Grandma said, squinting.

      “Do you?” Jess asked.

      Grandma took a breath. “Louanne.”

      A pain hit Jess; she hadn’t expected her not to know. Jess was fifteen with a long, dark braid down her back, running shorts, and a sleeveless jersey from the track meet she’d had that morning. It bothered Jess that Grandma had mistaken her for her daughter, who was twenty-five years older and had electric blue hair and a nose stud.

      “Jess,” her mother hissed from the doorway. She waved Jess to her. “Louanne called. I told her not to come, but she’s not listening.”

      “Grandma was just asking for her.”

      “Lord.”

      “I mean, she was sort of asking. She thinks I’m her.”

      “Maybe that’s a good thing. If you pretend to be her, Grandma can say her goodbyes, and we can keep Lou and That Woman out.”

      That Woman was Vivienne, Aunt Lou’s live-in girlfriend. Grandma and Grandpa had refused to call her anything except Aunt Lou’s roommate, which, to Jess, seemed harsher than That Woman—at least her mother’s contempt recognized the true nature of their relationship.

      “Louanne’s caused enough heartache,” her mom said. “I want my mother to have peace.”

      “She’s Aunt Lou’s mother too. You’re not going to let her say goodbye?”

      “She’s going to want to bring That Woman. The hospice nurse is coming. I need to keep Grandma comfortable. We don’t need anything upsetting her right now.”

      “Did she say that she was bringing Vivienne?” Jess asked.

      “She’s always trying to bring her around. I need you to go out to the driveway. Stall your aunt a while.”

      “You think I can stop her from coming in if she wants to?”

      When Jess turned five, her mom had told Aunt Lou that she couldn’t come to the birthday party. Jess had cried and begged for her to come. She even called Aunt Lou and told her to come anyway, but her mom snatched the phone and swatted Jess for it. The guests were all in the backyard on the day of the party. Jess was standing by a fold-out table covered in brightly wrapped presents and a cake with Sesame Street characters on it. Her school friends and family were singing the last few words of “Happy Birthday,” and she was taking a gulp of air to blow out her candles when Aunt Lou drove her motorcycle into the yard.

      Jess wasn’t wild about the idea of standing between Aunt Lou and the front door. She drove a truck now.

      “Tell her to come tomorrow.” Mom ran a hand through her hair. “Maybe she’ll listen to you.”

      “But tomorrow might be too late.”

      Jess looked back at Grandma. She’d closed her eyes. Her face had the worn look of the silver saviors on the wall.

      “Just hold her off long enough to let me talk to the nurse.”

      She pressed a hand against Jess’s shoulder, shoving her towards the hallway.

      A woman in light blue scrubs was at the door when she opened it. She gave Jess a sympathetic smile and stepped past her. Jess walked out to the cloudless heat of the afternoon. She wanted to know what that nurse was going to tell her mom. She wanted to ask Grandma if she was really Catholic or if she just liked rosaries. She wanted to know why she and Mom ignored Aunt Lou for so long.

      Jess crouched in the driveway. A doodlebug crawled in the space between the cement and the grass. When Jess was little, she and Grandma used to look for them in the yard. She showed Jess how they rolled into a ball if you touched them, but then if you held still, they would uncurl. Their tiny legs would tickle across Jess’s hand.

      Jess was reaching out to the doodlebug when a white pickup truck entered the driveway. Its brakes squealed as it crunched to a halt. Aunt Lou took her time cleaning off her sunglasses in the cab before she looked over at Jess and smiled. She set her shades on the dashboard and stepped out of the truck. Louanne wore a black button-down shirt, jeans, and black boots that clomped as she walked. She held a bottle of Dos Equis by the neck with her fingertips. There were deep crow’s feet around her brown eyes and burn marks on her hands from handling hot bread at the bakery. Her pixie cut blazed blue.

      She reached into her shirt pocket and took out a pack of Camels.

      The inside of her truck had smelled like cigarettes when she picked Jess up from school one day. She’d blared a Blondie cassette and given Jess sips of her daiquiri.

      “You keep it down here,” she’d said, tucking the Styrofoam cup between her ankle and the driver’s side door. “So the cops don’t see.”

      Aunt Lou took a drag from her smoke. “You planning to go for a run?”

      “I had a track meet today.”

      “Did you win?”

      “No.”

      Aunt Lou held the cigarette out to her. Jess took a drag and passed it back.

      “Is Vivienne coming?” Jess asked.

      Aunt Lou shook her head. “I’d just as soon throw her to a barracuda. How is your grandma?”

      “She’s not good.”

      “She awake?”

      “Off and on. She’s in the rosary room.”

      “Jesus Christ,” she said.

      “She thought I was you.”

      Aunt Lou pinched Jess’s chin. “The apple don’t fall far. Your mom doesn’t want me in there, does she?”

      “No.”

      “Don’t really want to go in, to tell you the truth.”

      “Grandma doesn’t have long.”

      “I know.”

      “She wants to talk to you.”

      Aunt Lou took a swig of beer.

      “Can I have one?” Jess asked.

      “Help yourself.”

      On the weekends, Aunt Lou liked to keep long necks in a red cooler on the passenger seat. That morning, there was a clear plastic bag of golden-brown flatbread on top of the cooler. Olive oil glistened through the plastic. Jess set it aside and fished a bottle from the ice. Aunt Lou came over to pop it open with the thing on her keychain.

      “What did you bring?” Jess asked, pointing to the loaf.

      “Focaccia.”

      Jess took a sip of cold beer. “Grandma can’t eat it.”

      “We can.”

      “Let’s go in,” Jess said.

      Aunt Lou grinned. “You gonna roll in with a beer and a smoke? Let’s sit a minute.”

      She went over to the back of the truck and pulled the tailgate down.

      Jess looked back at the house. “We should go in soon.”

      “Who’s all in there?”

      “Just Mom and the hospice nurse.”

      “Come sit, kid. Let the nurse talk to your mom.”

      Why wasn’t she trying to fight past Jess? Why wasn’t she getting into the truck and plowing into the front door?

      Jess planted her butt down so hard the truck shook.

      “What’s the matter with you?” Aunt Lou asked.

      “Are you serious?”

      She lowered her eyes. “She wants to talk to me, huh?”

      “When she thought I was you, she seemed happy about it.”

      “Maybe you’re a better me.”

      “Why don’t y’all get along? You, Mom, and Grandma?”

      “I’m a bad Catholic.”

      “I’m a bad Catholic. Are they going to stop talking to me?”

      “Not unless you get a girlfriend.”

      Jess had thought that might be it, she just hadn’t wanted to think about it. Her mom had told her dad several times over the years that she worried about Jess spending too much time with a dyke. That was how she’d said it.

      Jess sometimes wondered about herself. She counted the evidence. One—she felt more comfortable around Aunt Lou and Vivienne than with her mother and father. Lou and Vivienne were gentler with each other; they laughed. Her mom and dad talked but didn’t laugh.

      Two—Jess noticed girls at school. But that wasn’t because of Aunt Lou. Louanne had never pointed out a woman and catcalled her or something gross like Jess’s uncles had. Aunt Lou never asked Jess about who she liked at all. Still, Jess paid more attention to other girls. She cared what they thought. She loved, in particular, watching other girls brush their hair in the bathroom mirror—intent on their lovely, reflected faces, focusing hard on the straightening of long hair, as if each brush stroke brought them closer to beauty.

      Jess would notice and then look back at herself in the mirror. Was this what a gay person looked like?

      Three, she remembered what her dad had told her mom the last time it was brought up. Her dad had told her mom not to worry. Jess had become much more feminine than Louanne. Feminine women didn’t like other women, he said. So maybe what she felt wasn’t attraction—maybe what all the facts added up to was just that Jess admired another girl’s beauty.

      “I was just hoping it was something different,” Jess said to Louanne. “Like a fight y’all never told me about or something.”

      “No. I was supposed to turn out like your mother.”

      “I’m glad you didn’t. I don’t know if I’m really Catholic.”

      “No Catholics know if they’re really Catholic. Except your grandma.”

      “Where do you think she’ll go when she dies?”

      Aunt Lou took a last drag from her cigarette and threw it into the street.

      “I don’t know, but I can’t imagine your grandmother’s spirit going nowhere.”

      “Me neither. Let’s go back in.”

      “Relax. Finish your beer.”

      Jess tipped the bottle to her mouth and gulped it down, even as the cold stung her throat. When the last of the foam hit her lips, she set the bottle down.

      “Damn, kid.”

      “Please,” Jess said.

      “Take a minute, I’m telling you.”

      Jess scooched off the tailgate and walked back into the house. The door to the rosary room was closed. Mom answered when Jess knocked and frowned at her.

      “How’s Grandma?” Jess asked, looking past Mom at the nurse standing next to the bed, writing something down.

      Grandma was sitting up, talking to her.

      “She’s the same. Is Lou out there?”

      “Yeah. Grandma doesn’t look the same. She’s awake. Is that good?”

      “Go back out until the nurse is done.”

      “I don’t want to. I want to be with Grandma.”

      She sniffed at Jess. “Why do you smell like beer?”

      “Because I had one.”

      Mom squeezed her eyes shut and sighed. “I don’t have time for this right now. I’ll let you know when you can come back in.”

      “What did the nurse say?”

      “Her heart and lungs are failing,” Mom snapped.

      “But she looks better.”

      “She’s not. She might have a couple of days.”

      She closed the door.

      Jess went back outside and sat next to Aunt Lou. Lou had lit up another cigarette. The way she drew on it so casually, so calm, infuriated Jess.

      “You all right?” Aunt Lou asked.

      “Why are you here?” Jess said. “If you don’t want to go in, what did you come here for?”

      “To see my favorite niece.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “I’m not bullshitting you. How long have you been in that room?”

      “A couple of hours.”

      “How long yesterday?”

      Jess searched through the fog of her brain.

      “You losing track of the days?” Aunt Lou asked.

      Aunt Lou laid down her empty bottle in the bed of the truck and got up to fetch two cold ones from the cooler and the bag of bread. She handed Jess the beers, sat down, and unwrapped the focaccia. She laid the plastic down between them and set the bread on top of it.

      “Figured you hadn’t had lunch,” she told Jess, taking a beer from her hand. She clinked her bottle against Jess’s in a silent toast.

      Aunt Lou tore off a chunk of bread and handed it to Jess. “When your grandpa died, I couldn’t tell you what day it was. Your mom had just had that hysterectomy. It bothered her that she couldn’t be there. I was glad for the time. It was the first time your Grandma and Grandpa had talked to me in years. Anyway, I think that’s why it means so much to your mom to be by your grandma now because she couldn’t be there for our dad.”

      “The nurse told Mom Grandma’s heart and lungs are failing. But she’s sitting up and talking.”

      Aunt Lou’s face turned grim. “They do that. They rally a couple of days before they die. It’ll be a good day to see her, then.” She nudged the bread in Jess’s hand with her beer. “Eat that.”

      Jess looked at it. Hot tears filled her eyes and, she took a quick sip of beer.

      “Come on, now,” Aunt Lou said. “You should eat something.”

      “I don’t want to eat. I want to be with Grandma.”

      “Eat that, and I’ll go in with you.”

      Jess took a bite. It wasn’t warm, but it was rich with olive oil and garlic. It was good with the beer. She and Aunt Lou ate quietly as they tore hunks of bread and washed it down until their bottles were empty.

      Aunt Lou set the bottle behind her and wiped her hands on her jeans.

      “All right,” she said. “Let’s go.”

      Jess followed her into the house. Her mom, grandma, and the nurse were all talking at the same time. She couldn’t understand what any of them were saying behind the door.

      “Rebecca,” Aunt Lou called, rapping her knuckles on the door. She tried to turn the knob, but it was locked. “Fuck’s sake,” she muttered.

      Mom and the nurse stopped talking. Grandma continued to babble. The door opened a bit, and mom poked her head out.

      “Not now,” she said to Aunt Lou.

      “What the fuck have you got the door locked for?”

      “You.”

      “Jess wants to see Mom.”

      “She can see her in a minute.”

      “The kid was crying outside, Rebecca, let her come in.”

      “Louanne,” Grandma called.

      Mom stepped out the door and shut it behind her. Aunt Lou towered above her.

      “I told you to come later,” she said to Aunt Lou.

      “Mom’s asking for me.”

      Rebecca turned to Jess. “I said to keep her outside.”

      “Oh, leave her alone, she just wants to spend time with her grandma.”

      Jess didn’t know if it was the beer, the oily bread, or the arguing, but her stomach started to turn. She needed to be outside, away from the fussing. Just for a minute.

      She went out into the front yard. The heat hit her, and she bent down by the grass, waiting to be sick.

      After a couple of minutes, the wave of nausea passed, She saw something moving on the ground. It was the doodlebug, crawling up a blade of grass. Jess held out her hand. It hesitated, its antenna tickling her skin. Then it scuttled onto her palm.

      She went back into the house, letting the critter scurry to her wrist.

      Mom said, “She’s heartsick about the way you turned out.”

      “Then let her tell me,” Aunt Lou said. “Let her say whatever she wants. I don’t get to choose her last words to me, but I wish I could. Maybe if you go first, you’ll tell me how disappointing of a sister I was to you, but that won’t be the last thing I say to you. It’s not how I want us to end. Is that what you want? Is that what you really want for me and Momma?”

      Rebecca, for the first time that Jess knew of, said nothing back. Then she scowled at the bug on her forearm. “Jessica, get that out of here.”

      “It’s for Grandma.”

      Jess opened the door. Grandma wasn’t exactly sitting up. She was propped up on pillows, but she was holding her head up better than before.

      “Look what I found,” Jess said, stepping towards the bed.

      The doodlebug edged to the underside of her elbow. She touched it with her other hand, and it sprang into a ball. Jess collected it gently.

      “Hold your hand out,” Jess said to Grandma.

      Jess tipped the pet onto her palm.

      “What’s this?” Grandma asked.

      “I got a doodlebug for you. Wait a second. It’ll open back up, remember?”

      The doodlebug opened and tread uncertainly onto its new terrain.

      Her mom and Aunt Lou were still arguing. The nurse excused herself. Grandma and Jess passed the doodlebug back and forth. Her grandmother wasn’t acting like someone who would be dead soon, laughing like a small child.

      Jess wanted to ask her if she ever prayed on all those rosaries. She wanted to ask if she ever regretted leaving the Convent. She thought about asking her if she was afraid to die. She almost told her that she loved her. She almost begged her to be sweet to Aunt Lou. She nearly asked her a question that she was too afraid to ask herself. If I was like Aunt Lou, would you still love me? Each time Jess opened her mouth to talk, nothing would come out. There was just this, them playing and laughing together. She didn’t want any big, heavy talk to take that away.

      It had been something big and heavy that had taken Grandma and Aunt Lou from each other.
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      Jess turned the “closed” sign to “open” and looked out of the storefront window into the quiet darkness. Flynn’s Bakery didn’t get many customers before sunrise, mostly nurses getting ready for their twelve-hour shifts or cashiers working overnight at the Walmart by the interstate. It would be around 8:00 that customers would order mugs of coffee and cinnamon rolls or croissants and open their laptops in one of the cushy red booths along the wall opposite the display counter.

      Years before Aunt Lou had bought the building, it had been a cafe. She’d kept the cafe look of the place, with the booths along the wall, the yellow wooden tables, green chairs, and the original black and white tile flooring. Ceiling fans spun on their laziest settings. Aunt Lou and Vivienne liked to play old blues in the morning, like Jelly Roll Morton, Robert Johnson, and Bessie Smith. As the day went on, they would switch to folk or jazz. It was only when they’d close, and the very last customer was out that Aunt Lou would play heavy metal.

      Jess loved the first hour of work. She would brew the coffee, pull the pastries and the breads from the oven, frost the cakes, and watch the sun stretch over the buildings across the street.

      The silver bell on the door jingled as Jess’s brother, Toby, came in carrying a strange potted plant. It had broad, green leaves, and the bloom was shaped like the side profile of a bird wearing an orange and purple headdress.

      Toby was eight years younger than Jess and, in Jess’s opinion, prettier. He had slender hands, deep brown eyes with long lashes, and a thick, dark, soft head of hair. As a kid, he’d been picked on for not having hair on his legs, which Jess had assured him didn’t make him less of a boy. “Those assholes have got more hair than brains,” she’d told him. “That doesn’t make them more manly than you.”

      Sometimes, Jess saw the guys who’d picked on her brother walking down the street, or they’d come into the bakery to pick up a birthday cake for their kids. They weren’t half as good-looking as the young man who walked towards her now.

      Toby set the plant on the marble counter. “Trade a plant for a coffee?”

      “Toby,” said Jess. “What the hell is that?”

      “I got it for Amber. I thought it was cool and weird, but she doesn’t want it.”

      “I don’t want it either.”

      “Can I still have coffee? And two of those muffins?”

      Aunt Lou walked out of the kitchen and stood next to Jess, wiping her hands with a dishtowel. Her white apron was stained with butter and flour.

      Louanne looked much the same as she had twenty years before, but with purple-spiked hair instead of blue. Jess only noticed that her aunt had aged when she looked at old pictures and saw how smooth her skin had been, and how less freckled her arms were. She had given up cigarettes, but not beer.

      “Don’t give that boy anything,” she said.

      “Aunt Lou,” Toby whined.

      “You can bring a coffee to your wife for putting up with you.”

      “I’m taking her camping today,” he said. “I don’t even like nature. Doesn’t that score me some points?”

      Aunt Lou leaned over the counter and tapped her cheek. He gave her a kiss, and she smiled like it was magic.

      “What you want, baby?” she said.

      “Strawberry basil muffins.”

      “What is that on my counter?”

      “It’s Jess’s plant,” Toby explained.

      “It is not,” Jess said. She pushed the silver button on the thermos and filled two large paper cups to the top. “But I think I know someone who would like it. When are you guys leaving?”

      “In about an hour.”

      Jess set the coffees on the counter. “Why are you going camping? You’re allergic to everything.”

      The last time he went camping, Toby had gotten stung by a bee, his throat closed up, and Amber had to take him to the emergency room.

      He shrugged. “It was part of my vows. I promised her I’d go camping at least once a year. I’ve got Benadryl and my EpiPen, I’ll be fine.”

      Jess moved the plant to the floor after he left.

      “Why is he doing this to himself?” Jess asked. “How are they supposed to have a good time together if he goes into anaphylactic shock?”

      “He’s in love.”

      “Amber’s not going to have the romantic experience she’s hoping for if her husband is sick the whole time.”

      “I remember,” Louanne said, mischief spreading across her face. “Years ago, Vivienne got so trashed one night, she fell into the laundry basket and thought it was the couch. She puked in the clothes. I had to help her rinse off in the shower.”

      “Ugh.”

      Louanne shrugged. “We still had sex.”

      Jess thought of the man she was currently divorcing. “That never would have happened with Alan.”

      “Doesn’t sound like there was anything happening at all,” Louanne said.

      “No,” Jess said. “Not in a couple of years. Want to hear something awful?”

      “Always.”

      “I never liked sleeping with him. Even kissing him felt weird.”

      Jess had gotten together with Alan during their junior year of high school. She remembered thinking that he was cute, but what she’d really liked about him was that he was a good friend. It made her trust him and feel close to him. He’d been her first everything—first date, first kiss, first sex. It had been six months since they’d split up, after being together for eighteen years. The part that hurt the most was losing that sweet, good friend she’d spent half her life. Alan was angry now. Resentful. She didn’t see the kind boy she’d fallen in love with years ago. Now when she saw him, which was only every other weekend when he came by to pick up the kids, he was quiet and cold. He’d started seeing someone else recently, and Jess was hoping that would chill him out, but it only seemed to make him more distant.

      “Well,” Louanne said. “Alan’s still the only person you’ve ever been with.”

      “So?”

      “So, you just need to find someone else to grease the wheels. What about that lesbian you got living next door to you?”

      Pam, the lesbian in question, had been on Jess’s mind. She hadn’t said anything to Louanne about it yet. It wasn’t that Aunt Lou would have a problem with it, it was just that the feelings were inconvenient.

      “Pam isn’t just ‘some lesbian,’” she said. “She’s my best friend.”

      “Girlfriend, more like.”

      “Why are you saying that?”

      “Because y’all act like a couple.”

      “We do not act like a couple!”

      Vivienne shouldered the door open, holding a pen to a folded newspaper. She used to open the shop with Louanne, but since she’d developed a restless leg problem that kept her up at night, Jess had taken over the early duties. Vivienne didn’t mind because she’d never been a morning person. She and Louanne lived in the apartment above the shop, so she didn’t even have to rush when she was finally up. She’d eat a little breakfast, grab the paper, and appear at the shop door scribbling letters into the crossword puzzle, her mane of curly red hair obscuring her face.

      “Viv,” Aunt Lou said. “Don’t Jess and Pam act like a couple?”

      “Yes,” she said, frowning at the puzzle as she walked. “What’s another word for ‘think?’”

      “Ponder?”

      “Hmm. No.” She set the paper on the counter and kissed Louanne on the cheek. “What’s this about Jess and Pam?”

      “That they’re pretty much a couple.”

      “Oh yeah, that’s true,” Vivienne said.

      “How?” Jess asked.

      “You nap together,” Vivienne pointed out.

      “That was only once because we were tired.”

      Vivienne’s eyes widened. “Contemplate!” she blurted out and reached for the puzzle.

      The bell rang, and two customers walked in.

      “All right, honey, look alive,” Louanne said to Vivienne.

      “I know, I know,” she said, filling in the last couple of letters.

      More customers arrived. Hospital workers in scrubs, men and women in blue Wal-Mart vests, and couples coming in to nibble on cinnamon rolls while they read the paper. The easy conversations with the customers gave Jess a cozy feeling. Jess started working at her Aunt Lou’s bakery at seventeen, which at the time she’d done because it was convenient, but she’d come to love baking and the way the crankiest of guests would relax when she handed them a plate of something delicious. Even if Aunt Lou hadn’t hired her, she would have become a baker.

      The hours were good for her, too. She worked the first shift from 4:00 in the morning to 11:00. Pam was a teacher at her kids’ grammar school. In the mornings, Pam drove their kids to school, and Jess picked up her two and Pam’s daughter in the afternoons. Since it was July, Pam kept an eye on all of them during the day.

      A few hours into her shift, Jess’s curly-haired six-year-old Betsy ran to the pastry case and planted her hands on the glass. Her son, Kevin, and Pam’s daughter, Alex, trailed behind her.

      Kevin, who was tall for ten and the kind of skinny that made people want to feed him, looked like Jess, with his dark hair and deep brown eyes. Betsy looked more like the women on her father’s side of the family. Light-haired, short, and stocky. Alex was Kevin’s age. She looked just like her mother—honey-colored hair and playful green eyes. Pam had said that Alex was the result of a one-night stand, and the only time she had been with a man. She said it was like having a surprise sperm donor. But Alex looked so much like Pam it was easy to forget that she had a father at all.

      “I want that one,” Betsy said, patting the glass between her and a cherry cheese Danish.

      “Did you save me a chocolate muffin?” Kevin asked.

      “If you only have one, you should give it to
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