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“Come on, kids,” said Mrs. Leery, pulling open the right rear passenger door of the family Buick. The car was holding up nicely for seven years and one hundred-thirteen thousand miles. Katie Leery glanced nervously at her watch and pushed a windblown lock of tousled blonde hair from her face. A glimpse of herself reflected in the car window only made her wish all the more that she had found the time to go to the hairdresser’s before this trip.

“Do we have to go, Mom?” Kevin asked. Twelve years old, with a mop of thick brown hair that could have sopped up a bowl of gravy, and sharp brown eyes, Kevin stood a head taller than his sister, Devin. She was nearly three years younger and had gotten her mom’s blue eyes, blonde hair and cheekbones. Kevin took after his dad.

“Yeah,” chimed Devin, jumping up and down. “Can’t we come with you?”

“Oh, children, we’ve been all over this,” Mrs. Leery said tiredly. “Dozens of times.” Katie Leery pulled the kids’ suitcases from the trunk and extra books and toys from the backseat. “I have to go to this job interview. It’s going to last for two whole days.” And that wasn’t counting the travel time. Katie was dreading the whole trip. She was going to be put through the ringer, she just knew it.

“Please, Mommy?” Devin tugged Mrs. Leery’s hand.

“No.” Katie Leery looked at her kids. They still didn’t seem to understand the importance of her pending trip. “We need this job. Since Daddy—” Mrs. Leery paused. She still missed Ken madly though it had been three years since he passed away. But somehow they had to go on. As a family, like their father would have wanted.

And money was tight. Without this job, Mrs. Leery didn’t know what they would do.

“Let’s just go,” Mrs. Leery said, giving Devin a push, trying desperately to change the subject. “Aunt Hilda is waiting for us. She’s so anxious to see you both.”

Kevin grabbed his and Devin’s suitcases.

“Thank you, honey.” Mrs. Leery mussed Kevin’s hair and he groaned. She glanced again at the cheap watch on her wrist, wishing the time didn’t go so quickly. “I’m going to miss my plane if we don’t hurry.” She scooped up the remainder of the children’s things. Devin clutched her favorite doll, Jasmine Princess.

Arms loaded down with the kids’ playthings and a one pound bag of Aunt Hilda’s favorite plant fertilizer, Katie Leery marched quickly, if unsteadily, up the long walkway stretching from the curb to the house.

Katie maneuvered carefully up the narrow steps and set her things on the porch. She knocked. “Oh, no.” Mrs. Leery rapped on the big, old mahogany door again and again. She rubbed her knuckles, which had turned red from knocking. The door looked old enough to have come over on the Mayflower. For that matter, the wood might well have been part of the ship itself, recycled for other uses once the Pilgrims had reached the New World.

“I don’t understand it. I spoke to her on the telephone not six hours ago.” Mrs. Leery stepped back from the porch and called up to the second floor rooms. “Aunt Hil-da!”

The kids chimed in. “Aunt Hil-da!”

With no answer, Mrs. Leery dug the spare key out of the tiny glass box buried in the potted geraniums where Aunt Hilda had been known to be keeping it forever. “Let’s just go in. Maybe your Aunt Hilda is napping.”

“Or dead. . .”

“Kevin!” admonished his mother. “Must you?” Kevin had a blunt sense of humor. And since her husband’s departure, jokes about death and dying were particularly acute and the children knew it.

“Sorry.” Kevin hung his head in contrition.

Devin stuck her tongue out at him.

“Let’s watch the bad jokes, okay?”

“Okay, Mom.” Behind Mrs. Leery’s back, Kevin made his wrinkled monster face at his little sister.

Mrs. Leery fiddled with the house key. Hilda Margaret Leery, with silver hair and hazel eyes as sharp as any hawk’s, was Katie Leery’s aunt and, thus, the children’s great-aunt. Mrs. Leery wasn’t quite certain of her aunt’s age. “Somewhere between sixty-five and sixty-five thousand,” Aunt Hilda was known to say. She was certainly pushing eighty.

And without Aunt Hilda, Mrs. Leery didn’t know what she would do. Mrs. Leery’s own mother lived in Europe and she and the kids rarely saw her. The children’s grandmother lived in a sort of self-imposed exile. Katie’s husband, Ken, had passed away several years ago. The doctors said he’d had a heart attack. A heart attack at thirty-four! Katie still couldn’t believe it.

And life was getting harder and harder, or so it seemed. Money problems, mostly. And the struggle of trying to raise two fast growing kids on her own.

And now, she had an interview for an executive position at a decent salary, plus benefits, with a mid-sized computer firm. If she got this job, they’d all have to move to Richmond, but aside from that, the kids would be better off. Far better off. She was certain.

Mrs. Leery struggled to fit the tarnished, old key in the lock. The cylinder hesitated then turned over with a click. She pushed the door open with her toe. “Aunt Hilda?”

The grand foyer was dimly lit and musty smelling. Mrs. Leery picked up her things and set them on the hardwood floor. A fly buzzed by. “Close the door, please, Kevin.”

The foyer went two shades darker as her son did so.

“Man, this place is spooky.” Kevin’s eyes went from the floor to the ceiling. He and his sister had never been to Aunt Hilda’s house before. On the rare occasions they had seen their mother’s aunt it had always been on her visits to them.

“I don’t like this place, Mommy.” Devin tugged on her mother’s skirt.

“You’ll get used to it, honey. You’ll see.”

“Yeah.” Kevin poked his sister. “The ghosts and spooks only come out at night when you’re sleeping!”

“Mom!” Devin clung to Mrs. Leery.

“Really, Kevin, must you?”

“Now, they’re only children after all.”

Katie and the kids jumped. Aunt Hilda had appeared out of nowhere. “Aunt Hilda,” smiled Mrs. Leery.

“Katie.” Aunt Hilda leaned forward and embraced her niece. “And you two,” Aunt Hilda said, turning to the children, “must be growing an inch a month.” She held out her hands. “Come give me a hug.”

Kevin looked up at Aunt Hilda. She was tall and gaunt, with snow white hair and a long, well-formed face. Her eyes sparkled blue like Devin’s and his mom’s. But Aunt Hilda towered over his mother by as much as six inches. She wore a simple gray frock and an incongruous pair of muddy, low-top white sneakers with high white socks. Her shoelaces were untied and scraped across the ground.

If Kevin’s mother had caught him walking around the house in those grungy things, she’d have had a fit. He’d never have gotten away with it. His mom would have been exclaiming about ‘just cleaned floors’ and ‘using a little common sense.’ As a kid, he naturally noticed such inconsistencies and felt it his duty to point such double standards out to his mother at any opportunity. In the case of Aunt Hilda, he demurred.

Besides, this was Aunt Hilda’s house. Maybe the rules were different?

He stepped forward and allowed himself to be scrunched against his great-aunt’s ribs. His sister did the same.

Aunt Hilda smelled funny. Sort of flowery.

“Have time for a cup of tea, dear?” asked Aunt Hilda solicitously.

“No, I’m sorry, Aunt Hilda.” She checked her watch for the umpteenth time. “But if I don’t leave, I’ll never make my flight.”

Aunt Hilda nodded. “You’d better be going then, Katie. Don’t worry about us.” She took Devin and Kevin’s hands. Her long fingers enveloped theirs.

“Oh,” said Mrs. Leery, “I brought you some of your favorite plant fertilizer. And all the kids’ things are in the suitcases.” She looked sternly but lovingly at her children. “I’m sure they won’t be any trouble at all.”

“I’m sure,” echoed Aunt Hilda.

“Come give me a kiss goodbye,” said Mrs. Leery to her kids.

Devin and Kevin ran over and squeezed their mother hard. “Good luck, Mommy,” said Devin.

“Yeah, Mom,” Kevin said. “And don’t worry about us.”

Katie Leery ruffled her son’s hair. “Of course not.” She smiled and shook away a tear. “See you in a few days!”

Kevin and Devin stepped out on the porch and watched as their mother climbed into the old Buick.

“I’ll phone you tonight,” Mrs. Leery promised. She started the engine, waved out the window, did a neat U-turn in the street and was gone. It was the first time they’d been without her. Devin was crying. Even Kevin felt a little teary.

“Now,” said Aunt Hilda, gripping the children lightly by the shoulders and nudging them indoors, “you’re mine.”
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“Are you hungry?”

“Yes,” replied Kevin quickly. He was always hungry.

“How about you, Devin?” Aunt Hilda bent down and took the little girl’s chin in her fingers.

Devin, with a half-frightened—maybe it was only awed— look, nodded solemnly.

“Come along then to the kitchen. After we’ve had something to eat, I’ll give you the grand tour.”

“Our suitcases—” Devin whispered. She clutched Jasmine Princess to her slender chest.

“Let’s never mind that now. We’ll attend to your bags later.” Aunt Hilda shuffled off on long legs, leaving Kevin and Devin far behind.

Kevin grabbed his sister and hurried to catch up with his odd great aunt. She’d gone off to the right where they passed a large room filled with statues, past a breakfast nook and into a cluttered kitchen. Dish towels hung from cabinet knobs and huge copper pots dangled from a rack suspended in the air.

Aunt Hilda pulled open an accordion door to a large pantry that parted with a scent of cinnamon. “Hmm,” she said, rubbing her cheek. “I don’t seem to have much in the way of bait here for youngsters.”

“Bait?” gulped Kevin.

“Chocolate, hard candy, potato chips. That’s what kids still like these modern days, I suppose.” She looked at Kevin. “Isn’t it?”

“Sure,” said Kevin quickly.

“Yes,” chimed Devin, a smile brightening her face for the first time since they’d arrived.

“Well, I’ve none of those.”

The children groaned.

“I can make some peanut butter and jam sandwiches.”

“Okay!” Kevin and Devin said together.

Aunt Hilda grabbed a jar of peanut butter from the pantry and a container of strawberry jam from the fridge. She reached back into the refrigerator and pulled out a milk carton. “We’ll wash it down with this. Later,” Aunt Hilda said, as she folded the sandwiches, “we’ll run into town and do some proper shopping.”

She led the children out to the breakfast room and set two plates on the pine table. “Eat up.”

Aunt Hilda went back to the kitchen and returned with three glasses of ice cold milk on a cork tray. She placed a red and white striped straw in each glass.

Devin chewed a bite of her sandwich. “Aren’t you going to have one, Aunt Hilda?”

“No.” Aunt Hilda sat with her elbows on the table. Another thing Kevin’s mom wouldn’t have let him get away with! “I’m afraid my peanut butter and jam days are over. Not at my age. I don’t have need for much food. I’m like a plant. These days I get all I need from the sun.”

Devin gave her brother an odd look.

Kevin only shrugged. Aunt Hilda was a curious bird. No doubt about it.

Aunt Hilda stirred the milk with her straw, clasped the end in her thin lips and began blowing milk bubbles.

Now it was Kevin’s turn to give his sister
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