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Twyla Hedgewood should have known that something bad was going to happen on the day that her grandmother predicted her own death. Florence Hedgewood had told her family that she was going to ‘move on’ on that particular Tuesday, but only after a bluebird pooped on the mail man and before the last slice of lemon meringue pie was to be eaten from her ancient kitchen table. She was specific in her prediction, and it left Twyla with a bad feeling and a mild distrust of bluebirds.


 Twyla had grown up with the clear understanding that her grandmother had the sight, but she never imagined that she’d use it to foretell of her own demise. In all honesty, no one would have believed her anyway. Florence was often wrong about her visions of things that happened to members of the Hedgewood family, though the visions she had of everyone else in Frog Hollow, Mississippi, were almost always spot on.


 Florence was a witch who was liked and respected because she used her abilities to help her neighbors avoid unfortunate misadventures whenever she could. Florence firmly believed that the responsibilities of being a good witch included only ever using her power for good and the occasional small lottery win. Twyla wished with all her heart that she’d have inherited even a teensy bit of her grandmother’s clairvoyant abilities, or even her mother’s natural abilities as a healer, but Twyla was much more of an ordinary, run-of-the-mill witch who couldn’t seem to see trouble coming until it was smacking her in the face.


 All the Hedgewood women were witches--had been for as many generations back as Twyla could recall--but not all had such useful abilities as Florence or Loretta, Twyla’s mother. Twyla assumed that she must have taken after her father’s side of the family, whoever they were. He hadn’t stayed around long enough to teach her anything about his heritage or even give her and her two younger sisters, Ree and Sissy, his last name.


 “He’s a traveling man,” Loretta had said casually on more than one occasion as if that were a perfectly good excuse for being a deadbeat dad. Thanks to Loretta’s attitude about his absence and the fact that her home was full of love and kindness and magic, Twyla and her sisters grew up happily enough, not really hating the man who’d disappeared from their lives twenty years before. Instead, he was more of a curiosity, a legend who might someday become a real person, should he ever set foot in Frog Hollow again.


 On this Tuesday, with that lemon meringue pie perched ominously on the top shelf of Florence’s Maytag refrigerator, Loretta had called her girls to the house. Florence had had a vision, and that vision was a doozy.


 “I’m passing on,” the old woman had said quite cheerfully. “But that’s not what I need to tell you all about.” She shuffled across the stained linoleum and sat at the big wooden table that filled most of the kitchen. “There’s big trouble coming, something evil’s going to be making its way to Frog Hollow. It’s looking for our girls,” she whispered to Loretta, fear and urgency filling her eyes for a long moment. She shook her head as if she was shaking the bad things out, then smiled again.


 “Grandmama, what do you mean, you’re passing on? You mean, passing on as in dying?” Twyla ignored the second part of Florence’s pronouncement. Her grandmother’s impending death seemed to be a much more pressing matter than some bad thing that might be about to hit her crappy little hometown. Besides, they all knew that Florence’s prophecies about the Hedgewood women were seldom on target or even anywhere near the general vicinity of accurate.


 “Oh, Elbert came to me in a dream,” she replied as though her long-deceased husband had just popped back home for a bite of something to eat and a tall glass of sweet tea. “He told me he’s coming for me. He also told me that you girls have to be ready.” She patted Twyla’s hand and looked adoringly at Loretta. “You raised ‘em right, so I know they’ll be ready.”


 “Mama, what on earth are you talking about?” Loretta’s pale blue eyes were large and a frown line creased her brow. She never took her mother’s proclamations lightly, but she didn’t want to scare her daughters, either. Nevermind the fact that they were all grown women--spread across their twenties and Twyla had a child of her own--but they were still her babies, every one of them, and this was still her mother. If Florence Hedgewood said that someone was dying, you’d better call the funeral home.


 Florence looked at each woman in the room separately as though she was trying to check for something in each of their faces. She peered into Twyla’s violet eyes and nodded solemnly, then she did the same with Ree, squinting slightly as she admired her granddaughter's golden-green eyes between their coppery lashes. Finally, she turned to Sissy, the youngest Hedgewood sister, and beckoned her over with a flick of her hand. 


 Sissy pulled her grandmother into an embrace and looked up at her with blue eyes filled with tears. “Grandmama, you aren’t really dying, are you?” Sissy was very close to her grandmother--all the girls were--and she always took bad news the hardest. Twyla thought that Sissy needed to toughen up, but even she felt like crying at the thought of losing Florence.


 “Well, I’m going up with Elbert, so I don’t reckon I’ll be alive when I do,” she said quietly. “Don’t fuss over that right now. There’s pie in the icebox and it’s not time for the mailman, but you need to hear one more thing before--well, before Elbert gets here.”


 The three younger Hedgewood women pulled their chairs closer to Florence’s and sat very quietly, waiting for her to speak. Florence put two fingers to her left temple and closed her eyes in concentration, as though she were trying to recall something she’d long forgotten. The clock on the wall tick-tocked away the seconds. Finally, she spoke.


 “There is a darkness coming, an evil that will tear Frog Hollow plum up out of the ground if you let it. There’s them that are coming from the Other Side who want to do you harm, and there’s some right here already, human as you and me, that will cause trouble and strife in our little town. A charming and mysterious man will try and distract you from your purpose, but you must not falter.”


 “What’s our purpose, Grandmama?” Twyla’s voice came out a little wobbly.


 “You’ve got to save Frog Hollow from the forces of evil, Twyla. You three gals are gonna save the world from burning up in fiery flames.” She put her hand down, no longer recalling her vision, but now explaining it further. “You three,” she pointed at each of the three sisters, “are the most powerful witches in a very long time. You have to protect those who can’t protect themselves and you have to stop those who would do evil in our little town. There’s a seeker of souls coming--I can’t see his face and I don’t know when he’s coming, but I can feel him. Frog Hollow is a special place, thin in the middle so we have those from the other side living right here among us,” she said, though the women already knew as much.


 Twyla had always thought of Frog Hollow as some sort of supernatural truck stop. Because it was a ‘thin place,’ as her grandmother called it, supernatural beings were able to slip from ‘the other side,’ or wherever it was that they came from, and live among the humans here. Being a witch was nothing special to Twyla--she’d never had any powerful magic, not like her grandmother--and she’d gone to school with a few shape-shifter kids, at least until middle school. Most shifters pulled their kids out once they hit puberty and started struggling with the changes that came along with it.


 Twyla knew there were vampires in Frog Hollow at least part of the time, though she didn’t know any personally. And fae were often spotted in town, making trouble or fetching some sort of human remedy when they couldn’t get the results they wanted from their own magical ones. All the Hedgewood girls knew that their home town was a special place, though it wasn’t the only one. They just never felt very special living in it, since knowing about magic doesn’t necessarily mean you have any yourself.


 “You all have your gifts,” Florence addressed her granddaughters. “You just don’t have enough faith in yourselves to find them. But that has to change. I don’t know exactly what’s coming--something’s hiding that from me, I just know it--but there is something very bad coming and you three are the ones who have to stop it. Y’all know that Frog Hollow is a special place, and y’all know that the people who live here and visit here are not all what they seem.” She nodded slowly, waiting for the women to reply in kind, which they did.


 “You mean like Darlene Stafford and her people?” Ree asked. “And Bo O'Reilly?” Bo and Darlene were both supernaturals--supes, to the locals--and both had visited Loretta on many occasions when they were sick and needed medical attention. Frog Hollow didn’t have a hospital and supes didn’t go to the one over in Corinth unless they absolutely had to. Even then, they had to be nearly dead to get them there. The wider world knew very little about its supernatural inhabitants, though Loretta assured her daughters that this was changing. Until then, they preferred to rely on humans like the Hedgewoods, who wouldn’t try to dissect them and figure out what made their supernatural bodies tick.


 “Mmhmm,” Florence replied. “The world is changing fast, and soon our neighbors won’t have to hide who they are. But for now, they do. Maybe not here, in Frog Hollow, but outside our town they do. And I think this bad thing that’s coming has something to do with the supes.”


 “You think the supes are gonna do something bad?” Ree asked, troubled by the thought.


 “No, I think the bad thing is going to try and hurt the supes, but I think it’s going to try and hurt innocent humans, too. I feel like a battle is coming, one that’s going to be between the forces of good and the forces of evil. I just don’t know who the evil ones are, and I’m afraid I won’t be here to help you when you do figure out just who it is that’s a threat to you.” She looked up at the clock on the wall, then threw a glance over her shoulder. “It’s time for the mail truck,” she said with a sigh.


 Twyla watched in horror as JC Millard pulled his white and blue postal van up to their mailbox and climbed out. He was singing along to whatever song was playing in his earbuds--it sounded like something by Kenny Chesney--and he carried a package about the size of a box of tissues up to the front door of the house that Loretta shared with Florence and Sissy.


 All of the women watched while holding their breath. There were no bluebirds in sight. JC sat the package down beside the front door and hollered in through the open window. “I’ll just leave it here for you, Miss Hedgewood!” JC had a healthy fear of Florence ever since she predicted the car accident that had totaled his first postal van, though any fool could have predicted that accident since JC was the worst driver in the county. He spent as little time as possible around her for fear that she’d predict something even worse for him.


 “No birds, Grandmama. See, you aren’t dying today!” Twyla regretted the words as soon as they’d left her mouth. From out of nowhere, a flash of blue and white zipped into view just long enough to leave a wet, messy package of its own right on JC’s shoulder.


 JC cursed and jumped as though he’d been hit with acid instead of bird poop. Inside the house, Florence smiled weakly.


 “Well, shit.” Ree rose from her chair and ran to the refrigerator. Grabbing the door roughly, she jerked it open and pulled out her grandmother’s lemon meringue pie. She grabbed three forks from the drawer beside the fridge and practically threw them at her sisters. “Here, start eating. We’ve got to finish this damn pie now,” she cursed. Her green eyes glistened with the threat of oncoming tears, so she stuffed them down with a bite of pie.


 “Ree Hedgewood, watch your mouth,” Florence chastised her. “You want Ivey to grow up with a potty mouth like her aunt?” Ivey was Twyla’s five-year-old daughter from her ill-fated marriage to Wendell Harris, Wen for short. Currently, Ivey was at school, but Ree’s mouth often let loose obscenities and it was only a matter of time before she slipped up and taught little Ivey a few choice words to use on the playground at recess time.


 “And it’s no good making yourselves sick on that pie,” she added. “I told you today is my day.” She rose from her own chair and excused herself. “I’m just gonna go put on something pretty and dab on a little rouge,” she added with a twinkle in her eye. 
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Twyla turned on her mother the minute Florence was out of earshot. “Mama, why are you letting her do this?”


 “Do what?” Loretta reached for a fork and scooped up a big bite of pie. Some of the meringue fell off onto the table before the fork reached her mouth, and she quickly scooped it up with one finger and shoved it in with the rest. “You mean let her die? Honey, we all die. And it’s not like she’s choosing to do it. She’s had a vision, so that’s that. I don’t think she could stop it from happening, even if she wanted to.”“What do you mean, even if she wanted to?” Sissy was crying, though she was doing it so quietly, no one had noticed.


 Loretta sighed and put her fork down. “You never met my daddy. He had to go away when I was only little, but, oh! I remember him. He was the kindest, most gentle soul you could ever imagine. He used to take us on picnics out in the Hollow, out where the wall between this place and the other place is the thinnest. We’d sit there and watch pixies fly over and we’d feed them our bread crusts. Once, I saw a real mermaid down in the creek in the Hollow, but Daddy made her leave. You know that merfolk aren’t to be trusted, right? They’ll drown you every chance they get, but they’re not bad people. It’s just what they do.” Loretta let her memories wash over her for a minute, then she continued.


 “Well, Daddy had to go when I was just about Ivey’s age. He wasn’t supposed to be here, wasn’t supposed to stay here with us as long as he had, you see, and he told us he couldn’t come back, at least, not to visit.” 


 “Mama, Grandaddy died. Why do you and Grandmama keep saying he went away? Did he go to prison or something?” Twyla stared at her mother, willing her to tell the truth. 


 “Oh, no, nothing like that,” Loretta replied. “He went up to heaven.”


 “So he died when you were only five years old?” Sissy sniffed back a tear. “That’s so sad.”


 Loretta sighed. “He didn’t die. And I’m not supposed to tell you all this, but I think that’s part of what Mama meant when she said I had to get y’all ready.” She looked at her daughters and felt the same love that she’d felt when she’d looked at her own father’s face those many years ago. She thought she could see his nose in Twyla, maybe Ree had his chin, but Sissy definitely favored Elbert. He would have loved these girls, she was sure about that. She had often wanted to tell her daughters about their grandfather, but like the story of their own daddy, Elbert Hedgewood’s story was not hers to share, and so she had kept it to herself for many, many years.


 Before she could offer any further explanation Florence breezed back into the kitchen. She was now wearing her best Sunday dress and bright yellow pumps. The dress had daisies on it the same color as her shoes and she had put on lipstick and just enough blush to make her look slightly embarrassed. A string of pearls completed her outfit and she was smiling like a bride waiting for her groom.


 Ree was feeling sick, both from the pie she’d just eaten--yet, there still seemed to be over half a pie left on the damned plate--and from the fact that her grandmother seemed happy about her impending demise. “You look pretty, Grandmama,” she managed, before leaping to her feet and hurrying to the bathroom. The pie was coming back, whether she liked it or not.


 “Oh, dear,” Florence said as her granddaughter heaved in the next room. “I told her she was going to make herself sick, didn’t I?” She shook her head in dismay. The pie sat in the middle of the table, unfinished, but nobody wanted to touch it. Florence picked it up and put it back in the refrigerator, then she wiped the table’s surface down with a damp cloth.


 “Y’all are gonna have to take my spell books and practice every day. One of you’s bound to have a little sight in you, probably you, Twyla.” She nodded at Twyla as she cleaned. “Trust your instincts, listen to your gut. And for goodness sake, don’t let your sister become some crazy old cat lady!”


 They all knew that Florence was talking about Ree. Ree had been in exactly one serious human relationship in her whole life with a man who lied to her, maxed out her credit cards, and stole her dog when he left her. That had been two years ago and Ree hadn’t so much as dated since. She spent all her time working at the local no-kill animal shelter during the day and tending the bar at Hot Dogs, a male strip club in the neighboring town of Corinth, at night. Hot Dogs wasn’t much of a club--they only had two shows a week and were only open as a bar the rest of the time--but Ree liked it because the strippers were gay and never hit on her.


 Ree’s distrust of men had led her to swear off relationships completely. She chose to focus on helping out the animals in town because they seemed to understand her and appreciate her more than any man could, and her job at the bar gave her just enough human interaction to remind her of why the single life was perfect for her.


 “Sissy, don’t you hide behind your books all your life. You can only learn so much by reading it in a book, you know,” Florence laughed. She didn’t come right out and say it, but Florence was worried that Sissy would wind up a lonely, bookish spinster whose only experience with romance would happen between the pages of a book.


 Twyla thought it was inevitable that she and her sisters would have bad relationships with men. After all, with a father who disappeared when Sissy was only a baby, it was quite the understatement to say that the women had daddy issues. Twyla’s own marriage had been over before it had really begun. She’d met Wen in high school, fallen for his charm and how cute his butt looked in his football uniform, and had found herself married two months after graduation.


 Wen had taken a job at the meat processing plant on the edge of town while Twyla had gone to work at the Waffle House. They’d both worked nights for a while--that was the only shift available at both the diner and the plant--until Twyla had become pregnant with Ivey. After Ivey was born, Wen moved to second shift and the baby spent most nights with Loretta and Florence.


 This would have been a fine arrangement if Wen hadn’t been a lying, cheating, worthless sack of crap who spent most shifts cheating on Twyla with a skinny, gap-toothed gal at the processing plant. When the girl showed up pregnant at the Waffle House during one of Twyla’s shifts, she had had no reason not to believe her claims that Wen was the father. Twyla had filed for divorce and thrown Wen out of the trailer they lived in down at the trailer park.


 Now, she only had to see him when it was his turn to spend time with Ivey or when he came sniffing around trying to borrow money from her before his own payday or when he needed a place to crash after he’d been out on a bender and couldn’t go home to his parents’ place. Twyla didn’t hate Wen--she figured he couldn’t help being such a sack of crap since his own father hadn’t been much better--but at least she didn’t have to put up with his nonsense anymore. 


 She hoped he’d at least manage to get his act together someday for their daughter, but she wasn’t going to hold her breath on that one. He was always late with his child support payments (if he paid at all) and he’d broken up with the woman who had supposedly been carrying his baby the week that she was due to give birth. Twyla had it on good authority that the baby was not Wen’s since it had been born with an honest-to-goodness tail and pale green skin.


 Twyla had, in fact, left Wen sleeping off a late night/early morning drinking session with one of his buddies who lived in the trailer park. Wen had shown up at her place in the wee hours of the morning stumbling drunk and looking for a place to crash. 


 Twyla had told him that as long as he washed up her sinkful of dirty dishes before she got home from her mama’s, he could sleep there for a few hours. She was pretty sure he wouldn’t touch the dishes (if he did, it would be an astonishing first for him), but she hadn’t been willing to send the drunk fool back out onto the streets of Frog Hollow. In his drunken state, it was a miracle he hadn’t crashed and killed someone on his way over from the bar.


 She sighed at the possibility of having to see him again later that day. Some people were just such toxic energy suckers that they may as well have been actual vampires.


 Now, here she was, thinking about Wen when she should have been worrying about her grandmother. Typical Wen, worming his way into her thoughts, even when he wasn’t there. Twyla frowned. 


 “Grandmama, did your vision give you any idea of what kind of bad people we’re going to be dealing with? Are they vampires or demons? Or maybe something else?”


 Florence frowned, mirroring Twyla’s expression. “I don’t know who they are, and who’s to say that they aren’t human? You know, not all vampires are evil. Not even most of them. Those poor souls are just unfortunate, most of the time. And as for demons, well, I have personally sat and eaten dinner with some of the nicest demons you’d ever want to meet. Let me tell you, people around here will turn their noses up at some types of supes, like vamps and demons, but they will absolutely turn right around and kiss hiney when it comes to others.” She gave Loretta a look that Twyla didn’t quite understand, then continued. 


 “When it comes right down to good and evil, it doesn’t matter what you look like or where you are from. What matters is the choices you make. Now, I didn’t raise any of you to be prejudiced against supernaturals and I don’t expect you to start carrying on like that once I’m gone.”


 Twyla’s face reddened. “I didn’t mean--I am not prejudiced against supernatural beings, thank you very much. I just wanted to know what we’re dealing with when you talk about this big evil that’s coming our way.” She picked at her fingernails and looked to her sisters for support, but Ree had her head down on the table after her puking spell and Sissy looked like a balloon that had been overstretched and then deflated. My god, Twyla thought we’re a sad bunch. She sincerely hoped that it was only an ‘averagely evil’ thing that her grandmother was talking about because the three of them were barely average witches.


 A gentle breeze blew in through the open window, rattling the lid to the slow cooker that sat on the counter. It was just like Florence to go and cook supper for them on the day she was set to die. It hit Twyla then like a ton of bricks. Her grandmother, who clearly and accurately predicted everyone’s future except for the Hedgewood women’s, had suddenly had a clear and possibly accurate vision of her own demise. Yet, Twyla noted hopefully, Florence had yet to tell them how she was supposed to die.


 Florence glanced at the clock again. “I don’t know what time he’ll be here,” she muttered to herself, “so I’m going to go ahead and whip up a pone of cornbread.” She pulled out the ingredients for the bread and motioned for Sissy to pass her the big cast iron skillet from the wall above the stove. 


 Sissy passed the pan quickly, then scratched at her hand. She and her sisters all had sensitive skin and touching the cold metal always made them itch. Also, eating anything cooked in the metal gave them stomachaches, but they’d gladly suffer through an upset stomach for a piece of Florence’s cornbread. Crumbled in a glass of sweet buttermilk, the food was like the nectar of the gods to the southern women.


 Florence pulled a few of her recipes books down from a shelf and sat them on the counter after the cornbread was in the oven. She reached further back on the shelf and pulled down three older, dustier books. “I’ve had these spell books for years,” she said, handing one to each of her granddaughters. “Now, you each get one. You make sure you come over here and practice with your mama because she knows more than she lets on.” Florence hugged Loretta. “You’ll help them find their footing. Good witches don’t just know how to mix up a potion or place a blessing on someone. You’ll need to learn how to undo curses, block evil energies from getting to people, and how to defend yourself from those who would wish you harm.” She said this last part in an ominous tone.


 Twyla flipped through her own book. Her grandmother’s spidery handwriting was both familiar and comforting. The spells were fairly simple--too simple--and she suspected that the woman had given them very simple spells because they were bound to be useless at magic. She looked over at Sissy, who was already trying to cast a simple blessing. If anyone would be good at magic, it would be Sissy. She still lived at home with their mother and did everything that her grandmother asked her to. Of course, Sissy wouldn’t let Florence down, not the way Twyla had all these years.


 Being the oldest of three girls meant that Twyla did everything first. She got her driver’s license first, graduated from school first, and dated boys first. Of course, she had also been the first to total her (first) car, didn’t make it to college, and married that first boyfriend, who happened to be the useless ex that was Wendell Harris. Some days, it felt as though divorcing Wendell (and changing her last name back to Hedgewood) was the only thing that she did right, besides having Ivey, of course. Twyla wondered if Florence would have been disappointed in her if Ivey had been a boy.


 



 




 3


 


 



The three sisters lost themselves in practicing the spells, trying to keep their grandmother happy and pass the time. It turns out that waiting on someone you love to die--especially if they’re not sick or about to be sentenced to death in prison--is pretty boring and not a great way to spend a Tuesday afternoon. Twyla kept an eye on the clock so she wouldn’t miss the school bus that dropped Ivey off at Florence and Loretta’s house every day. Florence noticed her clock-watching.


 “I think Ivey will be here in plenty of time to see me off,” the older woman said. She meant to reassure her granddaughter, but it only worried Twyla more. How was she supposed to explain to the child that Florence was determined to die that afternoon?


 The atmosphere in Florence’s home wavered back and forth between comforting and hysterical. Sissy’s eyes were so red from crying that she looked to Twyla like one of those women in an allergy medicine commercial. Twyla was sad about her grandmother’s claim that she would be leaving them on that day, but she felt uneasy about something else, too. Her grandmother’s proclamation about her destiny with something evil left a bad taste in her mouth. She looked at her sisters and wondered how on earth anyone could expect the three of them to take on the forces of evil when none of them could even manage to have a successful romantic relationship or, in Twyla’s case, land a job that paid more than minimum wage.


 Twyla flexed her long, bony fingers and tried to focus on the spell she was reading. Her grandmother had made notes for each spell, some of which were quite frightening, like ‘don’t perform this on a full moon or you could die,’ and others that were downright hilarious, like ‘cast this on an empty stomach or your farts will smell like anchovies.’ Florence wasn’t the most eloquent witch, but Twyla had no doubt that her grandmother could work every single one of these spells with her eyes closed and one arm tied behind her back.


 The sound of grinding gears drifted in on the wind, alerting Twyla to the fact that the school bus was heading up the street. She closed her book and slipped out the front door, leaving her mother, grandmother, and sisters to discuss the finer points of dried toadstools in both cooking and magic.


 The big yellow school bus stopped just down the street from Florence’s driveway and let a small group of kids off. Twyla recognized most of them, though a few of the older ones she couldn’t quite place. That wasn’t unusual--some of the shifter kids changed quite a lot as they aged and it seemed to Twyla that they grew faster than their human classmates. She spotted little Ivey immediately. Her daughter was the smallest of the bunch, dressed head-to-toe in black and purple, and sported two ponytails that went in opposite directions to each other, one aimed up to the north and the other drooping to the south.


 Ivey walked with a little boy who wasn’t much bigger than she was, but who Twyla knew to be in the second grade. He lived next door to Florence and Loretta. His mother worked nights at the processing plant, or so Twyla had heard, and Florence often looked after the little guy until his mother woke up to begin her shift.


 Ivey said something to the little boy and he grinned, then they both took off running towards the house. They stopped when they reached Twyla.


 “Mama! Are we staying for supper at Nanny Florence’s house, please-please-please??? Bradley said he’s going to show me his new video game once his mama wakes up, but she only ever wakes up after supper. Can we stay, please?” Ivey bounced on the soles of her feet as she spoke, her blonde pigtails bouncing on her head like they were spring loaded.


 Twyla sighed. “We’ll see, sugar. Let’s get you into the house and see if you have any homework. Bradley, can you let yourself into your house?”


 The little boy nodded. “Yes, ma’am. Momma made me a key and she’ll be waking up soon. I can call Ivey on the phone if Mama says it’s okay to play video games.”


 Twyla felt sorry for the boy. He was an only child and already a latchkey kid, though, to be fair, his mother was at home, she just happened to be sleeping. She didn’t see any reason to stop the kids from playing together. In fact, if something did happen to Florence, Twyla thought that she might just want to distract Ivey for a little bit, and playing video games with Bradley might work just fine.


 “Bradley, you call us if your mama says it’s okay. Miss Ivey needs to come in and get a snack before she does her homework.” Twyla watched to make sure Bradley got into his house safely and then she took Ivey’s bag from her. They headed into the house, Ivey skipping and Twyla dragging her feet on the chalky white gravel driveway.


 Ree and Sissy rushed the little girl as soon as she stepped inside the house. Ree tickled Ivey until she begged for mercy, then Sissy scooped her up and ‘saved’ her from her other aunt. It was one of Ivey’s favorite games to play with her aunts and Twyla was grateful to have her sisters around her. They loved on Ivey as though she was their own child and Twyla wondered vaguely just how spoiled her daughter actually was for attention. The chaos settled down quickly as Florence stepped in with a plate of cookies and a glass of milk. 


 Ivey ate her snack and set to work coloring in a worksheet her teacher had sent home. Loretta put the radio on and swept the kitchen, mostly just to pass the time and keep busy. Ree and Sissy argued about which Hemsworth brother was more attractive (Ree argued that Chris was better looking, though she really didn’t care that much for either of them.) 


 Twyla tried to distract herself by balancing her checkbook, but she didn’t know what was more disconcerting--the fact that they were literally waiting around for something bad to happen to Florence or the fact that she had seven dollars and thirty-eight cents to last her until that Friday. She was glad to be working that night, even if it was just half a shift. Third shift tips were unpredictable, especially mid-week, but she only needed a few good customers to make sure she had enough gas money to see her through until payday. 


 She wondered if Wen was still at her place. If he was, she would make him empty his wallet and give her half. He was so behind in his child support payments that she had almost given up on trying to get him to make any at all, though he did managed to drop a lot of change down the back of her couch whenever he slept there, so at least that was something.


 The house had somehow slipped into a sense of normalcy, if that were possible in a house full of witches, but this was soon shattered by a knock on the door. Everyone froze for just a moment, looking back and forth at each other as if they could determine who was on the other side of the door by doing so. 


 “I’ll get that,” Florence said, finally. Twyla wasn’t certain, but she thought her grandmother was grinning as she zipped past her to the front door. The older woman didn’t bother looking through the spyhole or out the window, she just grabbed the doorknob and yanked the door wide open.


 A man stood outside in the fading afternoon sunshine. He looked to be in his forties, had a broad, friendly smile, and wore clothes that looked a little dated, like maybe they were a few decades out of style. Florence threw her arms around his neck and breathed him in while her granddaughters looked on in confusion.


 “Grandmama, who is that?” Ree asked, rising from her chair as though she might need to step up and defend her grandmother from the handsome stranger.


 Loretta drifted past her daughters and put her hand to her mouth, dropping the broom as she did so. It didn’t fall immediately, but hovered upright for a few seconds, as though it couldn’t believe what it was seeing, either.


 “Daddy?” Loretta’s voice squeaked just a little at the end of the word. Elbert extended his free hand towards his daughter while hugging Florence with the other arm.


 “Loretta, darling, come here and give your daddy a hug!


 Twyla, Sissy, and Ree simply stared at each other in disbelief. Elbert Hedgewood had come home, and he looked exactly the same as he did when he left forty years before.
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How on earth is this even possible?” Ree hissed, trying to sort out what she was seeing but falling short of any plausible explanation. “I mean, look at his pictures--he hasn’t aged!”


 They were all sitting around the kitchen table now, waiting for Florence to give them some sort of explanation. She took her time.Little Ivey wasted no time in asking her own questions, which Elbert happily answered, as best he could.


 “Who are you?” Ivey crossed her arms and waited for a reply.


 “I’m your great-granddaddy, Elbert.” He smiled patiently and patted her on the head.


 “Where’ve you been? Is that you in that picture over there?”


 He nodded his head. “Yes, it’s me. I’ve been, erm, away.” He looked nervously at Florence.


 “You might as well go ahead and tell them,” she said quietly. “It’s not like you can get in any more trouble, after all.”


 Elbert cleared his throat. Twyla could tell that talking--especially talking to little girls--wasn’t something he was comfortable with. “Well, uh, I’ve been in Heaven. It’s a place, different from this place,” he added.


 Ivey scrutinized him carefully, her eyebrows furrowed and her arms still crossed. “Are you an angel?”


 Elbert’s face relaxed into another smile. “Yes, ma’am, I am.”


 Loretta called her granddaughter over to her side. “Ask him to show you his wings,” she whispered.


 Ivey asked, and Elbert obliged. One minute, he was a plain old human, albeit a handsome one, and the next, he was a glowing, ethereal specimen of a man with enormous white wings and hardly a stitch of clothing, save for a piece of cloth tied around his waist. He was beautiful and terrifying all at once, and then in an instant, he was simply Elbert again.









