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‘A roar of rage, a pacy page-turner, I loved it with all my broken heart. Read it. You’ll love it’
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‘A brilliant book. Thrilling, fast paced and original. I couldn’t stop reading’

Sarah Morgan

‘I loved this wild mystery about a group of midlife women who have just about had enough. I couldn’t put it down’

Erin Kelly

‘The Change is a proper smash-the-patriarchy read with tension and a compelling plot to boot. Loved it’

Harriet Tyce

‘A ballsy rebellion of a book. If you like thrillers and murder mysteries with a side of whoopass witches, this is the book for you’

Sophie Cousens

‘A story that’s as furious as it is tender’

Emily Henry

‘With a propulsive plot and characters that roar off the page, this is a novel that’s unafraid to take on societal misogyny while being satirical and even funny at the same time’
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‘[A] bewitching and satisfying mystery and thriller … A compelling summertime read’
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‘An addictive, fast-paced crime novel like nothing you’ve ever read before’
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Chapter 1

Food of the Gods

Ronnie Childers was tripping his balls off in Jackson Square when an angel of the Lord appeared before him. She was a glorious vision, dressed in black gym leggings and a Bikini Kill T-shirt, her golden hair twisted into a messy knot on the top of her head. She looked a lot like a girl he used to get stoned with back in high school.

The angel hovered over his park bench, the streetlight casting a halo behind her head. “What the hell are you doing, Ronnie?” she asked.

“Am I that fucked up or is it really you?”

The angel snorted. “Both,” she told him.

Tears of pure joy sprang to Ronnie’s eyes. “Hallelujah,” he said. The Lord sure did work in mysterious ways.

“You’ve been out in the cow pasture again, haven’t you?”

Ronnie giggled. “You got me.” He opened his hand and presented a little brown mushroom as an offering.

The angel plucked the mushroom out of his palm and slipped it into her bra for safekeeping. “You realize it’s two o’clock in the morning?”

“Then the night is young.” Ronnie patted a spot on the bench. When the angel didn’t plop down beside him, he swept an arm across the square. “I ain’t making a move. I’m just asking you to take a moment to appreciate all this fucking beauty.”

Sometimes Ronnie wondered how he’d never noticed it before. He’d spent half his life in Troy’s town square, under the branches of its giant oaks and magnolias. As his mama cleaned the floors at the DMV, he’d whiled away the hours turning the fountain’s water bloodred with Rit dye or vandalizing the Confederate general’s statue with beautifully drawn penises. Those days were long gone, but the square was still Ronnie’s favorite spot. He’d discovered its true beauty on nights like this—when the world was quiet and peaceful and no one was arguing about book bans and butt plugs and all the other bullshit that got the people of Troy riled up these days.

“You know, this could be a pretty nice place.” Ronnie sighed.

The angel, staring out across the darkness, seemed to see the same thing. “Yeah,” she agreed. “Hey, if you’re free right now I could use a hand. You think you can walk?”

Ronnie looked down at his ripped jeans and work boots. His right leg kicked out when he willed it to move. “Looks as if. Where we heading?” For the first time he noticed the giant suitcase she’d been wheeling behind her.

“To cause some trouble,” the angel told him.

“Fuck yeah.” Ronnie stood up and shook out his lanky limbs. “That’s rule number one in the Ronnie Childers playbook—never turn your nose up at trouble.”

It really didn’t get any better than this, Ronnie thought. High as hell and traveling through the night with an angel on a mission. He’d have to be at work at the Piggly Wiggly in a few short hours, but that was just to pay the bills. This was the sort of experience that fed the soul. Ronnie was absolutely certain that the world would be a much better place if more folks stepped out of the boxes they’d come packed in and opened their minds to the mysteries of the universe.

It wasn’t until the angel stopped in front of a house that reminded Ronnie of a prissy white wedding cake that he started his slow descent from the heavens.

“You know Lula Dean lives here.” He figured the angel ought to know. Most people in their right minds did their best to avoid Lula.

The angel turned and lifted a finger to her lips. She wheeled the suitcase over to a little purple cabinet fixed to the top of a post just inside Lula’s front yard. Shaped like a house and hand-painted with flowers, it held two short shelves crammed with books. Lula’s Little Library was written in cursive below the front eave.

The angel opened the glass door. “Take everything out,” she whispered. “Stack all the books in a pile.”

Ronnie pulled a thick tome off the top shelf. “The Southern Belle’s Guide to Etiquette. Where the hell does she find this stuff?”

The angel was too busy opening her suitcase to respond. Packed inside were at least two dozen books.

Ronnie whistled softly. “Those what I think they are?” he asked.

The angel looked up with narrowed eyes. “I thought you were high.”

“I ain’t so high that I can’t recognize contraband,” Ronnie told her, returning to the job she’d given him. “No worries, your holiness. I won’t interfere with the Lord’s work.”

Once there were two stacks of books standing side by side, Ronnie stepped back.

“What now?” he asked.

“Switch the covers,” the angel ordered. “Put Lula’s dust jackets on the books I brought. Then put those books in her library. Lula’s books will go into the suitcase.”

Ronnie paused. “Just so you know, I’m not one hundred percent convinced of the legality of this operation,” he told her. He’d had more than a few run-ins with the law during his two decades on earth. If he weren’t a convicted felon, he might have made a good lawyer.

“That gonna be a problem?” the angel asked. “No, ma’am.” Ronnie shook his head.

When they finished swapping the books, the little library looked exactly as they’d found it.

“Good work,” the angel told Ronnie. “Come on. I’ll walk your stoned ass home.”

[image: ]

HOW LONG HAD IT BEEN since they’d spent time together like this? At least two years, Ronnie figured. It felt just as right as it always had.

“So is that what counts for fun in Troy now? Eating shrooms and sitting in the square?” the angel asked as they strolled back through the park.

“Naw. Most folks round here prefer Oxy or meth.”

The angel didn’t laugh. “You’re better than all this, you know.”

“Yeah, well, still not good enough to come up with the cash for college,” Ronnie said. “Plus, I got felony possession on my record now, so I reckon I’m fucked. I know this is gonna sound crazy, but if it weren’t for the shrooms, I think I might have fallen down a deep, dark hole and never come out.”

“It doesn’t sound crazy at all. They’ve been using mushrooms to treat depression. Psilocybin may be schedule one here in Georgia, but it’s considered medicine in other parts of the country.”

“Maybe I should move to one of those parts,” Ronnie said. “’Cause finding shrooms and using them are the only two things I’ve ever been really good at.”

“That’s bullshit and we both know it. But maybe you can find a use for those skills. Help people and make bank all at the same time—sounds like a good combination to me.”

They stopped at Ronnie’s front porch. He could still remember the first time they’d sat on the swing together—back in the days when neither of them knew that Lindsay was rich and Ronnie was poor, and they couldn’t imagine a day when their paths would no longer run parallel.

“I love you,” Ronnie told the angel. “I always have.”

“And I love you right back,” she said. “But as we both know, I’m pretty damn gay.”

“Just my luck,” Ronnie said with a shrug. “So how long you in town for?”

“I’m heading out tomorrow,” she said.

Ronnie laughed. “You went to all that trouble tonight and you ain’t gonna stay to watch the shit hit the fan? That fancy-ass school hasn’t changed you at all. You’re one bad bitch, Lindsay Underwood.”

“I came down to help my mom, but she doesn’t want me to stay.” Then a devilish grin spread across Lindsay’s face. “Don’t worry, though. I have a feeling I’ll be back in town before long.”






Chapter 2

Lord of the Flies

Beverly Underwood just wanted life to go back to normal. You wouldn’t think that would be such a controversial position, but you couldn’t predict how people were going to react these days. Seemed like everyone was always itching to fight.

“I’m touched that you came down from college, sweetheart, but I can handle this. I really don’t think it’s worth you missing any more school.”

Beverly didn’t like to see her daughter scowling. Beauty like Lindsay’s was a gift from God, and it felt like a sin to hide it.

“Is it true you don’t need any help?” Lindsay shot back. “Or are you worried your gay kid will get in the way?”

Beverly slid forward on the couch cushion and grasped Lindsay’s hand. “Oh, good gracious, no! How could you say such a thing?” Her daughter may have been twenty-one years old, but she was still Mama’s baby, and Beverly couldn’t have been any prouder. “Your father and I have given you our full support since that Barbie incident back in first grade. You being gay has never made one bit of difference to us.”

“Then why are you telling me to get lost?”

Beverly gasped. “You think that’s what we’re saying?” She turned to her husband for support. “Trip, did you hear that?”

“I’m sorry?” Trip Underwood looked up from his crossword puzzle. “What did you say?”

Beverly fixed her frown before she turned back to her daughter. “Lindsay, that is not what we’re saying. You will always be welcome in this house. All I’m asking now is that you finish out your semester while I try to put all this unpleasantness behind us.”

Lindsay studied her mother and shook her head. “I can’t believe it,” she finally announced. “You’re terrified of Lula Dean.”

Once upon a time, Beverly would have laughed at the suggestion. Now she knew better. Truth was, Lula Dean was scary as hell.

LULA NEVER COULD GET ENOUGH attention. Beverly had diagnosed the disorder all the way back in high school. Even then, Lula had been desperate for people to see her—and she’d been blessed with all the gifts that caught others’ eyes. Trouble was, most people never stuck around for a second look. Until her senior year of high school, Beverly couldn’t have put a finger on what it was that scared everyone off. Then she’d found how far Lula was willing to go for the recognition she craved—and just how much she believed she deserved it.

After graduation, Beverly had planned to leave town and cede Troy to Lula. Of course, that’s not how things turned out. For the past twenty-five years, the two of them had lived in houses half a mile apart. They both attended the First Baptist Church. They belonged to the booster club and baked mountains of cookies for the PTA. An outsider could be forgiven for thinking two women who shared so much in common might lead similar lives. But Beverly, now head of the school board, had long been seen as a pillar of the Troy community. Until recently, Lula Dean had been known as the town crank.

As usual, Lula had brought it all on herself. After her husband died and her kids left town, a lot of folks took pity on her. She could have taken the opportunity to mend some fences. Instead Lula seemed dead set on using her time and energy to punish the world for ignoring her in the first place. Most of her efforts never paid off. Nobody gave a damn if Walmart sold butt plugs—or if the gift shop on Main Street carried cards for gay dads. Then Lula discovered pornography in the baking section of the local library. Within a month, she was famous throughout the state.

It didn’t matter that a thirteen-year-old delinquent confessed to slipping the erotic cake cookbook onto the library’s shelves as a prank. Lula had found her calling. Having successfully rebranded herself as a righteous crusader, she got right to work. The children of Troy were in terrible danger, Lula announced on Facebook. Within weeks, she’d recruited a group of like-minded residents. Together, Lula’s Concerned Parents Committee assembled a list of books they believed had no place in a God-fearing town. Beverly found an identical list online, but Lula claimed it wasn’t plagiarism—just proof they’d picked all the right ones.

Beverly could have kicked herself for refusing to take Lula more seriously. But over her forty-four years, she’d watched countless panics flare up and fade away. A while back, every store in town kept the laundry detergent under lock and key. Now no one worried about kids nibbling on April Fresh Tide pods, and Beverly expected Lula’s crusade to share the same fate. Then, on the first of May, she received a frantic call from the high school’s librarian. The principal had allowed six members of the CPC into the library, and they were yanking books off the shelves. By the time Beverly made it over to the high school, the Concerned Parents Committee had already moved on to Troy’s middle school. The elementary school and the public library were ransacked before the end of the day.

As head of the school board, Beverly convened an emergency session. But her fellow members weren’t eager to act. The CPC would be holding a press conference the following afternoon, and they wanted to hear what Lula Dean had to say. Stunned by her unexpected defeat, Beverly logged on to Facebook, where Lula had posted pictures of the books they’d confiscated from the town’s four libraries. What should we do with this filth? Lula asked her followers. Beverly scrolled down through the replies. The most common response appeared to be: Burn it!!!

Beverly sat back and stared at all those exclamation points. She could sense the excitement. There were people in Troy who thought burning books would be fun.

WHEN LINDSAY GOT WIND OF the latest developments, she’d hopped in her car and driven five hours to Troy—even though her junior-year finals at Duke were just around the corner.

“You can’t let them burn those books, Mom,” Lindsay announced the second she set foot through the door.

“Honey, I’m not letting them do anything,” Beverly told her, unwilling to admit that the situation wasn’t under control. She’d just heard that the principal of the high school had lent the Concerned Parents Committee the school auditorium for its press conference. Beverly could sense the tide turning against her.

The next afternoon, Beverly and Lindsay were sitting side by side in the front row of the high school auditorium. Beverly counted thirty boxes of books stacked on the stage. The crowd went silent when Lula sashayed out to the microphone. Twelve members of the Concerned Parents Committee filed out behind her. Some—like the high school valedictorian’s father—were people Beverly would never have expected to see. One of them was the mayor’s wife.

Beverly was so shaken she barely heard Lula’s speech. But when it came time for questions, she was the first to rise to her feet. “How did you decide which books should be removed?” Beverly asked. “Have you read them?”

“Do I look like a person who’d read this kind of smut?” Lula asked, holding up a copy of Anne Frank: The Diary of a Young Girl.

Lindsay let out a startled laugh, and Beverly saw Lula’s eyes land on her daughter.

“Looks like somebody thinks all this is funny.” Lula was not amused. “Lord only knows what damage these books have done to the youth of this town. While we weren’t paying attention, we may have lost an entire generation. And who’s been taking our children? Hold tight and I’ll show you. It’s not like he’s been hiding. He’s been sitting right here on our library shelves.”

Lula left the mic, marched over to the nearest box, and plucked a book off the top of the pile. The red, black, and yellow cover showed a terrified boy, his body licked by flames.

“Recognize this?” Lula called out. “Y’all know who the Lord of the Flies is, don’t you? You think it’s a coincidence this book’s named after the devil? He’s been right here in Troy, and he’s opened the door to a whole slew of demons. Anarchists and pedophiles and socialized health care. He’s the reason your children complain about going to church. He’s why your doors have to be locked when you leave the house. Without the Lord of the Flies, kids wouldn’t be getting kidnapped or groomed or given double mastectomies.”

Lula paused to catch her breath, and Beverly saw a flash of uncertainty. For a moment, even Lula seemed to wonder if she’d gone too far. Beverly glanced over her shoulder at the audience. The faces she saw all appeared fearful. But it was impossible to know what exactly had scared them.

Lula went back to the mic and held the book against her ample chest. “This is how the Lord of the Flies gets into your homes,” she said in a voice that sounded somber, even reasonable. “Through books that encourage our children to use drugs, have sex, and pursue the homosexual lifestyle. The CPC has brought these books to your attention. Now the people of this town must decide what to do with them before it’s too late.”

“Bonfire!” shouted a man on the committee.

“No.” Beverly finally recovered her voice. “The school board will look into the matter.”

“And how many children will we lose while the board takes its time deliberating?” Lula demanded.

“Mom!” Beverly heard Lindsay whisper behind her. “You have to make them put the books back!”

Beverly ignored her daughter. “Until we issue a ruling, the books will be stored in a secure location.”

After the citizens of Troy filed out of the auditorium, Beverly and Lindsay silently loaded the boxes into their Highlander and stacked them all in the Underwoods’ basement.

BEVERLY WENT TO BED THAT night knowing Lindsay thought she was a coward. And she was. She should have fought harder to keep the books on the shelves. She should have stood up to Lula Dean. The truth was, Beverly wasn’t scared for herself. She didn’t mind being in Lula’s crosshairs. But she knew where Lula was heading with her talk about the “homosexual lifestyle,” and she wasn’t going to let that woman go after her daughter. Lindsay had a right to lead her life without little-minded monsters like Lula taking shots at her.

In the morning, the paper announced that Lula Dean was considering a run against Beverly for her seat on the Troy school board. “Do we really feel comfortable reelecting a woman who keeps pornography and communist propaganda in her house?” Lula had asked the reporter. The picture that accompanied the article showed Lula in her front yard. A cabinet shaped like a little house was fixed to a pole by her white picket fence. Lula had painted it lavender, decorated it with pink and white flowers, and filled its three shelves with only the most wholesome books.

“I’ve heard people think I don’t read, and that’s just not true!” Lula was quoted as saying. “I want to share the books that helped me become who I am. So, I’m making my own little library available to everyone!”

THAT DAY, EVERYONE IN TROY stopped by Lula Dean’s library. When Lindsay visited in late afternoon, there wasn’t a gap on the shelves. Not a single book had been borrowed. She couldn’t understand how the townsfolk had all passed up classics like The Southern Belle’s Guide to Etiquette, Buffy Halliday Goes to Europe!, and 101 Cakes to Bake for Your Family. Some people claimed Lula had filled the shelves with books she’d bought for twenty-five cents a pop at a Goodwill store. But Lindsay wasn’t so cynical. She didn’t have any trouble believing that books like these had made Lula Dean the woman she was.

As she walked home that day, Lindsay had never been more grateful she’d been born an Underwood. Though it would have come as a surprise to Beverly, she had never considered her mother a coward. Beverly had been a wife by twenty-two and a mom eight months later. She hadn’t had a chance to figure out what she wanted, so she’d made the best of what she got. Some people might have resented being stuck in a small town, but Beverly had worked hard to make Troy a better place. Maybe she didn’t always use the right words—and it wasn’t uncommon for her foot to get lodged in her mouth. But Beverly had the biggest heart of anyone Lindsay had ever met—and more guts than everyone in Troy put together.

When her mom said she could handle Lula Dean, Lindsay knew it was true. She’d watched her mother kick ass a hundred times, starting with the now famous Barbie incident back in the first grade.

“At lunch today, Lindsay was making the Barbies kiss.” Mrs. O’Connor had called Beverly in for a conference, certain she’d be scandalized. People often looked at Lindsay’s mother and saw someone she wasn’t.

“And what did you do?” Beverly sat across from the teacher, prim and proper as ever.

“I took the Barbies away and put Lindsay in time-out.”

“So you embarrassed a six-year-old child and put her in time-out for having dolls kiss?”

That was the moment when Mrs. O’Connor realized things weren’t going as planned. “It wasn’t a peck-on-the-cheek kind of kiss.”

The disgust on Beverly’s pretty face made it clear who she thought the true pervert in the room was. “So?”

“Well, it’s not natural.”

Lindsay still remembered how her mother smiled as she leaned forward to deliver the coup de grâce. “My child is exactly how the good Lord made her. And any adult who suggests there’s something wrong with her can go straight to hell,” Beverly had informed Mrs. O’Connor. “You ever embarrass Lindsay again, and I swear to God, I will send you there myself.” Next election, Beverly had run for the school board.

Lindsay wanted to sic that badass on Lula Dean. It was what the town of Troy desperately needed. But when she sat down to say so, her mom asked her to leave. Though Beverly Underwood would never admit it, Lindsay knew she was treading lightly to protect her gay daughter. That’s when her daughter decided to take matters into her own hands.

Before she headed back to school, Lindsay stopped by Ronnie Childers’s house. She’d found a copy of Food of the Gods among the banned books, and she’d slid it into his mailbox. Then she couldn’t resist swinging by Lula Dean’s house for one last look at the library. Lindsay was admiring her handiwork when Bella Cummings jogged past. Lindsay had known Bella for years—first as her babysitter and later as a friend.

“Hey there!” Lindsay waved Bella over and handed her a book. “I found something for you.”

Bella looked down at it. The Southern Belle’s Guide to Etiquette. “Is this a joke?” she asked.

“Nope.” Lindsay tapped the cover. “I want you to read it. This is the book that made me who I am.”






Chapter 3

101 Cakes to Bake for Your Family

It was round about her eightieth birthday that Wilma Jean Cummings noticed a change. She was still the same, of course. It was everybody else in the family who’d lost their damn minds. They leaned in so close when they spoke that she could read their breath like a Chick-fil-A menu. Then their voices would go soft and sweet as marshmallow fluff, and they’d avoid any words with more than two syllables. At first, she wondered if they’d been licking the paint. But her children seemed perfectly normal when they talked to one another. Or at least as normal as they’d ever been, which—truth be told—wasn’t saying so much. That’s when Wilma Jean realized it was all for her sake.

“Why are y’all talking to me like I’m some kind of idiot?” she asked her oldest son.

“Aww, Mama,” he’d crooned, bending down to kiss her cheek. “Nobody thinks you’re dumb.” One whiff and she knew he’d had Taco Bell for breakfast—three months and two days after open-heart surgery. And somehow she was the one they all thought was touched.

“Well, look at you!” Her daughter Cissy clapped like a trained seal one evening after Wilma Jean completed a phrase on Wheel of Fortune with only two T’s and an F on the board. Cissy’s expression was the same she’d been wearing the first time her son squeezed out a poop on the potty.

“You know I used to be the district attorney,” Wilma Jean reminded her.

“’Course you did, Mama,” Cissy said.

Wilma Jean had to get up and shuffle back to her home office to make sure she hadn’t dreamed it. But there on the wall were her fancy diplomas and her favorite photo with her least favorite governor. It had been taken just as the governor’s hand cupped her ass—and a millisecond before her stiletto heel broke his toe. The memory, fresh as ever, still brought a smile.

Over the course of her eighty-four years, Wilma Jean had raised six children, buried three husbands, made a fortune as a lawyer, sent hundreds of feral hogs to meet their maker, and brought an infamous serial killer to justice. One might say she knew a thing or two. And if anyone had thought to ask, Wilma Jean could have spilled top-quality dirt on everyone in town. But instead of acknowledging their matriarch as a paragon of wisdom, her family acted like her brains had gone mushy.

“Mama, how would you like to go see that swanky assisted living facility they just put up down on Orchard?” her son Dean had the gall to ask her.

“How would you like to kiss my ass?” she replied.

Dean looked up at his brother and cackled. “Oooh boy, Mama sure is ornery today. You reckon she’s constipated?”

After that, Wilma Jean stopped answering stupid questions. She figured that would teach ’em. Instead they all assumed she’d lost her hearing along with her marbles. Once she’d reputedly gone deaf, the revelations never stopped coming. Her children didn’t think twice about bickering over their inheritance while she was sitting in the same room, trying to enjoy a bowl of butter pecan and catch up on Mindhunter. One night all six of them showed up in a pack and took an unsanctioned tour of the house, divvying up her possessions among them. There was a vicious fight over the antique wardrobe where Wilma Jean’s church dresses were hanging. Later, she listened in while they argued about which broker in town could get the best price for the house. Her goddamned house. The one she’d bought at auction after she’d bankrupted the rich bastard who’d called her daddy trash. The one that had hosted all three wakes for her husbands. The one that had kept the rain off her head for forty years and had borne witness to her heartbreaks and triumphs.

Wilma Jean knew she should have said something, but she didn’t. Somewhere along the way, she’d lost the will to fight.

After the tour, the children began showing up every night to sit watch, worried their siblings might abscond with the butt-ugly china that Wilma Jean’s second mother-in-law had pawned off on her—or shove a pearl necklace down their pants. With all of them crowded into her living room, Wilma Jean was reminded of a video one of the great-grandbabies had shared with her. Filmed in the murky darkness at the bottom of the ocean, it showed hundreds of writhing white creatures feasting on the carcass of a massive whale. The existential horror of the video had haunted Wilma Jean for years. She couldn’t have imagined a less dignified fate. Now she marveled at how limited her imagination had once been.

She told the children they were just being paranoid about things getting snatched. Their family had more than its share of morons, but she hadn’t raised any goddamned thieves. The very next morning, Wilma Jean spotted a dark patch on the wall where a frame had been hanging for nearly forty years. Missing was a portrait of Wilma Jean that her second husband had commissioned from a young Alabama artist who’d gone on to great fame and fortune. The night of the tour, two of the children had come to fisticuffs over who deserved it. Neither of them had any intention of passing the portrait down to their offspring. To them, the painting was nothing more than money on the wall. Now one of her heirs had snuck inside during the night and made off with Wilma Jean’s most prized possession. She called upon the piece of her soul that the artist had captured to curse all whose eyes ever gazed upon it. When that didn’t prove satisfying, Wilma Jean called her attorney in Atlanta and secretly changed her will. She wanted every damn cent she had to go straight to saving the whales.

And yet, even after all that, Wilma Jean didn’t have the heart to banish her family entirely. Problem was, it got lonely when no one else was around. Wilma Jean had no friends left to visit. Her three spouses were just ghosts she’d encounter in the rooms they’d once favored. From time to time, she’d try talking to Malcolm, the love of her life. But she never could get his voice quite right and the conversations always felt sad and one-sided. The truth was, he’d abandoned her, along with everyone else she’d picked to be in her life. One at a time, they’d all dropped dead. The only folks she had left were the ones fate had given her. Wilma Jean loved her six children, she really did. But she often wondered what in God’s name she’d done to deserve them.

THREE MONTHS BEFORE WILMA JEAN turned eighty-five, she woke up in the middle of the night covered in sweat and filled with dread. For decades her family had gathered at the house on her birthday. And every year, Wilma Jean would bake herself a glorious seven-tier cake. It was meant to be fun. No one was ever obliged to come. On an average year, she handed out cake to two dozen guests. This year she hadn’t even sent out an invite and the RSVPs were already rolling in. She had six children, twenty-four grandchildren, and forty great-grandbabies. It was looking like every last one of them would be paying their respects. Add spouses and that meant upward of one hundred people showing up at her door in May—each and every one determined to brownnose their way into her will.

Come May, Wilma Jean had decided to cancel the whole affair. She was sick to death of her family. It seemed like there wasn’t a single one of them who hadn’t shown their ass at some point over the previous months. Then her grandson’s wife, Britney, rolled up in the drive at nine o’clock on a Thursday and perp-walked their teenage daughter up Wilma Jean’s front steps and through the front door. Britney looked angry and flustered, but the girl appeared perfectly composed. It wasn’t easy to keep track of forty great-grandbabies who never stopped growing, but Wilma Jean recognized this one straightaway. Bella’s face was always showing up in the local paper. It was a particularly attractive face, with a perky nose, long lashes, and perfectly rouged cheeks. Head of the cheerleading squad and prom queen, Bella was small-town royalty. Wilma Jean immediately suspected a plot. The girl was there for her money.

“Hey, Meemaw!” Britney yelled across the room. “I’d come in and say hi, but I’m in a rush. You mind if Bella stays here with you while I head to the hairdresser? She’s been suspended from school, and her daddy doesn’t want her home by herself.”

The girl rolled her eyes. “Grandma can hear you. You don’t have to shout,” she said.

Wilma Jean did a double take and Bella winked at her. She wished the girl would tell Britney she hated being called Meemaw as well.

“Come again, missy?” Britney turned on her daughter. “I’d mind your manners, if I was you. You’re in trouble enough already.”

Wilma Jean fixed her gaze on Bella. What’ d you do, princess? She hadn’t been in the mood for company, but now she was dying to know.

“Fine,” she said. “Bella can stay.”

Britney pressed her palms together and thanked the Lord. Wilma Jean didn’t blame her. Those grays really did need a touch-up. “I appreciate it, Meemaw. By the way, your birthday’s just round the corner. You up for making your famous cake again this year?” The smile on her face froze while she waited. “Meemaw?”

Wilma Jean’s mind was already occupied with far more interesting thoughts. Bella didn’t strike her as a junkie or a brawler. Probably hadn’t thrown a punch in her life. Petty theft, Wilma Jean figured. She’d prosecuted a few sticky-fingered beauty queens back in the day.

“Meemaw?”

“What?” Wilma Jean snapped.

“I was just gonna say, if you’re not up for making your birthday cake, just give me the recipe and I’ll be happy to bake it.”

Wilma Jean had stolen the recipe off the back of a box of Betty Crocker cake mix back in 1972, but everyone in the family was convinced she was a culinary genius. “No,” she said. “I’m baking the damn cake like I always do.”

Britney was in too big a rush to argue. “Alright then! Well, y’all watch out for each other today. Bella, I’m warning you. You better be on your best behavior.”

The door slammed and Wilma Jean and her great-granddaughter were suddenly alone. Most of the other great-grandchildren were timid in Wilma Jean’s presence. They’d read all the fairy tales about old ladies who poisoned apples and gnawed on little-kid bones. Wilma Jean wondered if the tales had been invented by old ladies who’d already raised their own damn children and just wanted to live the rest of their lives in peace. But this girl wasn’t intimidated.

“So I was right. You can hear,” she said, coming closer. She held a thick book against her chest.

“How’d you know?” Wilma Jean asked.

The girl shrugged. “Just a hunch. I wish I could ignore our family, too.”

“I pretend to be deaf, Bella. I still have to hear them.”

“At least they don’t expect a response.” The girl plopped down in a plush chair across from the sofa. “By the way, I’m thinking of changing my name to Lilith.”

Wilma Jean lifted an eyebrow. “Is that right?”

“It’s fine if you want to stick with Bella. The preacher told Mama that Lilith’s a demon and I might be a Satanist. She’s convinced I have 666 tattooed somewhere on my body.”

“That’s ridiculous,” Wilma Jean scoffed. “Maybe your mother should do her own research instead of swallowing everything she’s told.”

“I offered to let her read my book,” the girl said. “There’s a whole section on Lilith, but Mama told me she didn’t have time.”

The girl held up the book she’d brought, and Wilma Jean recognized it at once. The Southern Belle’s Guide to Etiquette. The cover showed three blond girls in dainty white dresses sipping afternoon tea. In the fifties, all the rich girls in town had owned a copy. Back then, Wilma Jean’s family had been too poor to give a damn about books, tea, or etiquette. She’d perused the handbook once or twice and couldn’t recall a section on Lilith. She wondered what on earth The Southern Belle’s Guide to Etiquette had to say about a two-thousand-year-old feminist icon who’d been written out of the Bible.

“Your mother has time to check you for Satan’s mark, but she can’t be bothered to read a damn book.” Wilma Jean sighed. “Sounds about right. Welp, you’re in my house now. And here, we all get to be who we want to be. So how ’bout this? I’ll call you Lilith today if you swear you won’t call me Meemaw.”

Bella seemed thrilled by the victory. “Easy-peasy. What do you want to be called?”

No one had ever asked her that before. Not once in her entire life had Wilma Jean Cummings been given the option to choose her own name. She took a second to think it over. “How ’bout Wilma?” She’d never much cared for the Jean.

Bella reached across to shake her great-grandmother’s hand. “Deal,” she said.

“I was just fixing to make some coffee. Would you care to join me?” Wilma hadn’t asked anyone to have coffee in twenty years.

“Sure!” Bella said, so Wilma led her back to the kitchen, where the girl slid into the breakfast nook. The second Wilma was occupied with the coffee, Bella immediately tucked back into The Southern Belle’s Guide to Etiquette like it was the greatest book ever written.

“In case you were wondering, there is an upside to spending time with old ladies.” Wilma tried to catch a glimpse of the text as she set a plate down in front of her great-granddaughter, but Bella closed the book. “We buy people’s love with pie.”

“Then you’re going to have a hard time getting rid of me.” The girl took a bite and closed her eyes as she savored the strawberry rhubarb. “This is great. I’m so glad Mama’s not baking the cake for your birthday. I look forward to yours every year.”

Wilma brought their coffee over and took a seat. “I was thinking I might do something different this time,” she confessed. “People seem to think I’ve gone daffy. I need to prove that my brain is still functioning.”

Bella’s smile slipped away. She set down her fork and touched her napkin to the corner of her mouth like a perfectly trained Southern belle. “That’s a good idea. I was going to tell you before I left today. Mom says they’re planning to put you in a home. Your children are going to convince a judge that you can’t care for yourself anymore.”

“You don’t say?” It didn’t surprise Wilma one bit. She could have seen that news coming a mile away. And now that it was finally here, she wanted to beat it to death with a lead pipe. “Then I guess I’ll just have to show those traitors what I can do.”

Bella clearly approved of the plan. “I know you won’t need my help, but I’m happy to give it.”

“Thank you, Lilith. I’ll keep that in mind.” Wilma sipped her coffee and studied the creature across the table. Just when you thought you’d seen it all, life could still surprise you. She’d known there were a few good genes in the Cummings DNA, but until that moment, she wasn’t sure where they’d gone. “Now, Lilith. I don’t mean to pry but—”

“You want to know why I was suspended.”

“I’ll admit, I’m awful curious.”

Bella leaned in as if sharing a scandalous secret. “I wore a tank top to school on Monday.”

Wilma blinked. “That’s it? That’s why you’re under house arrest? Were your lady bits exposed or something?”

“Nope. All my lady bits were perfectly covered. But the dress code says girls can’t show their shoulders, so they sent me home. I went back Tuesday wearing a top with spaghetti straps, and they sent me home again. Then I showed up yesterday in leggings, which are strictly forbidden. The high school has a three-strikes policy, so I finally got suspended.”

“And that’s what you wanted?”

“I figured it was the least I could do to show my support. A girl in tenth grade got sent home last week for wearing a tank top. There was a boy in her class wearing the very same shirt, but he got to stay. The girls were confused, so I looked up the dress code and found out it only applies to us.”

It had been the same when Wilma attended the local high school seven decades earlier. She felt a hot blast of shame remembering the day she was sent home after a shirt she’d worn without comment at twelve was deemed pornographic by a male teacher shortly after she turned thirteen. Wilma recalled her mother frantically scrounging to come up with money to buy clothes that disguised Wilma’s growing breasts. Seventy goddamned years later, and absolutely nothing had changed.

“So you decided to protest the dress code?”

“Not right away,” Bella told her. “First I went to see the principal to tell him the code was old-fashioned and unfair. He said dress codes are necessary because if girls are allowed to wear what we want, the boys won’t be able to focus. I said why not let the girls dress comfortably and send the boys home until they can show self-control?”

“That’s an excellent argument.” The girl should go to law school, Wilma thought. “What was the principal’s response?”

“He said it’s easier for girls to dress modestly than for boys to behave. And so I told him I wasn’t interested in following rules that make life harder for girls so it can be easier for boys. Until the rules change, they’ll just have to make do without their head cheerleader.”

“What’s in it for you?” Wilma asked.

“Justice,” Bella said as if it was the only reason that mattered.

Damn. Wilma knew that feeling. That burning desire to balance the scales had sent her to law school all those years back. The need to fight injustice, right wrongs, kick ass, and prevent the strong from screwing the weak.

“Most girls in our family have gone to that school. You’re the first to stand up and challenge those stupid rules. I’m impressed.”

“I got the idea from this book.” Once again, Bella held up The Southern Belle’s Guide to Etiquette.

“May I see that?”

Bella passed the book across the table, and Wilma opened it up to a random page and found herself confronted by a jewel-colored illustration of female genitalia. Convinced she couldn’t be seeing things right, Wilma squinted and brought the book close to her face. She’d been alive for eighty-four years. She’d had three husbands and six children. And yet until that very moment, Wilma had been laboring under the misconception that her urethral opening was in a different spot. She was suddenly jealous of the rich girls who’d owned copies of The Southern Belle’s Guide to Etiquette. What else had they known that she didn’t? Then a light went on in Wilma’s brain. She closed the book and opened it back up at the title page. Someone had slipped the dust cover of The Southern Belle’s Guide to Etiquette over A Girl’s Guide to the Revolution.

Wilma was familiar with that title, too. She’d seen it in the paper on the town’s list of banned books.

“Where did you say you found this?” she asked her great-granddaughter.

“Lula Dean’s little library,” Bella said, without mentioning a word about Lindsay.

Wilma wouldn’t have thought Lula had it in her. “Hop up,” she ordered her great-granddaughter. “You and I are going for a walk.”

“Where are we going? You’re not mad about the library, are you?”

“Hell no, child. We’re going to your school,” Wilma said. “You ever hear of Title IX?”

Bella nodded. “There’s a chapter about it in my book, but I haven’t gotten to it yet.”

“Title IX is a federal law that forbids sex-based discrimination in schools. That means your school can’t have one set of rules for girls and another for boys. The dress code as it’s written is illegal.”

“That’s right!” Bella exclaimed. “Mama said you used to be a lawyer.”

“I’m still a goddamned lawyer,” Wilma told her.

IT HAD BEEN AGES SINCE Wilma had taken a stroll through town. It wasn’t that she was feeble, like her family assumed. She’d simply lost interest in life. Maybe that was what her children had picked up on. Her body had been functioning, but her heart wasn’t in it. The woman who’d broken the governor’s toe had slipped away. That’s why they’d treated her like she was half dead. For all intents and purposes she had been.

On the way to the school, Wilma and Bella stopped in front of the Dean house. A post rose above the white pickets of Lula’s fence. Fixed to the top was a wooden hutch in the shape of a house, its walls lavender and decorated with hand-painted flowers. The cabinet’s door was a glass window through which three shelves of titles could be browsed.

“You sure this is where you got the book?”

“That’s it,” Bella confirmed.

The remaining books seemed ridiculous. Wilma spotted Chicken Soup for the Soul and Buffy Halliday Goes to Europe!

“Look, here’s one for you!” Bella opened the library and pulled out a copy of 101 Cakes to Bake for Your Family and handed it to her great-grandmother. “Didn’t you say you wanted to try something new for the party?”

Wilma opened it and staggered back a step before recovering. Bella let out a whoop.

“Yep,” Wilma said, snapping the book shut. “You were right, sweetie. This one will do perfectly.”

LATER IN MAY, THE ENTIRE Cummings family gathered in the backyard at Wilma’s house. Once again, Wilma had baked herself a giant birthday cake. Unlike previous years, this cake remained carefully concealed behind a folding screen until everyone who’d RSVP’d had arrived.

The hidden cake was the cause for much speculation—most of which Wilma, still presumed to be hard of hearing, was able to enjoy. The screen hid a disaster, the guests had concluded. She simply couldn’t have pulled it off again this year. This would almost certainly be the last celebration of this sort, they said. The old girl didn’t have it in her anymore.

When the time came, Bella (who’d decided to stick with her given name) was the one who got everyone’s attention.

“Wilma wants me to thank you for coming! She made this year’s birthday cake from scratch and she’d like to dedicate it to all y’all. But before we get started, I’ll need all the great-grandchildren to follow me inside for a special surprise!”

Once the kids were safe in the house, Wilma stepped forward and opened the screen. Behind it stood a four-foot-tall penis cake rising from a base of two hairy balls.

Cissy looked like she might faint.

“We really should get this on camera for court,” Dean muttered.

“Poor thing has lost her mind,” one of his daughters whispered.

“I’ve lost my mind, have I?” Wilma demanded, demonstrating her excellent hearing. “I think it expresses my feelings perfectly. Y’all have been a bunch of pricks lately. By the way, I’d like you to meet my representative, Ms. Dorinda James from the Atlanta firm James, Jackson and Monroe.”

Ms. James stepped up. She was a six-foot-two Amazon with a degree from Yale and a Ms. Olympia title.

“Now, Ms. James, some members of my family have been questioning my mental fitness, so I figured this cake might settle things. It’s a red velvet cake with beige buttercream icing. I used dowels to ensure the structure stayed nice and rigid. The testicles are chocolate cake baked in a hemisphere cake pan and covered with fondant and coconut shavings. They’re not just beautiful. They’re functional, too.”

Wilma hit a switch and whipped cream sprayed out the top of the cake and fell like snow on the crowd. Some of the family froze in horror, unable to pull their eyes away from the eruption. A few ran for the house to avoid getting stains on their clothes. The ones she’d always liked best stayed put and stuck out their tongues.

“Y’all seen enough or should I show you what else it can do?” Wilma lifted up the table skirt to reveal a motor underneath.

Struggling to keep a straight face, Ms. James spoke for the crowd. “I think we’ve seen more than enough, Ms. Cummings.”

“Then let me make something clear to my family, once and for all. I ain’t dead, I ain’t demented, and I want my goddamned picture back.”
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