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      A few months back, I packed up my bags of city swag, sold my French Quarter pied-à-terre, and handed in my resignation to the prestigious auction house, I had helped found. I moved from New Orleans back to the ancestral home of my dearly departed Grannie Ellie, in the town of Smoky Shoals, one-hundred-three miles southwest of nowhere. Grannie Ellie’s death had shaken my very core—I hadn’t spent that much time with her these past few years. I was so focused on my quote, unquote, success climbing of the snarly stairs of corporate bureaucracy, I had suffered the lapse of youth, pushing aside the one person who loved me dearly, thinking there’d always be time...

      Ten years ago, my parents had died tragically in a car accident when I was fifteen, rocking my teen world and leaving me rudderless to navigate my burgeoning womanhood.

      I moved into Grannie Ellie’s home in the historic district of Smoky Shoals, on a street filled with wilted mansions lined with oak trees crowned with Spanish moss from years gone by. Their covered verandas and stone carved steps were the setting for many a night’s conversation with the aging owners who smelt of lilac and talc. Sweet tea was the brew of choice, but I know for a fact that Grannie Ellie and her friends added a bit of shine to their tea as the chats of the evening wore on, cooling their powdered faces with lacy, accordion-style fans.

      Grannie Ellie was my paternal grandmother, and sadly the only relative of mine who was still alive. I hardly knew her when we were so tragically reunited, for she and my father had fallen out years before. Their feud was fierce and never explained, tempered only with polite hellos at the scattered family gatherings. When she came up to me at my parents’ wake (their remains had been cremated as a mandate in the family trust, they wanted their last party to be a celebration), she took my hand in hers, and lifted my trembling chin so that I would look directly into her steely, gray-blue eyes.

      “Time to come home, Sammie Atherton. I’ve lots to teach you and we need to fatten you up a bit, you’re lookin’ a tad scrawny. We can’t have that, Grannie Ellie’s got you now,” she said, as she pulled my face onto her ample bosom.

      I felt a warm comfort run through my body as she held me close. My tears started flowing, as I let the bonds of everything I’d known and loved slip into the realm of memories. When my parents’ house was packed up and put on the market to sell, Grannie Ellie and I took the urns that held my parents’ ashes and set off to the bayou town that was to become my home.

      My teenage days in Smoky Shoals were slow and easy, well, except for when the occasional gator wandered into the yard from the swamp.

      Grannie Ellie was fearless when it came to these scaly, side-eyed creatures—she wielded a knife and a broom better than any knight in shining armor with one ending and one ending only; they either limped back to their slimy hole, pride wounded, or hung in the meat locker, preparin’ to be skinned.

      The bustle of suburban life soon became a forgotten memory. Grannie Ellie hired a tutor to homeschool me. I was in advanced classes in the suburbs and had actually skipped two grades. With the death of my parents and my grieving mental state, she thought it best to let me finish the few remaining high school studies I had with homeschooling, rather than throw me to the teen wolves as the new girl in town.

      I didn’t mind really, my tutor, Mr. Ned Parks, was a middle-aged scholar who preferred the company of books to humans. His gentle spirit helped me through my grief and weaned me off the perpetual phone and laptop that had been my constant companions in my old life. I read the epic books of ancient history, discovering bygone worlds that planted the seeds of our civilization, and learned to appreciate the footsteps of those who walked before us.

      History wasn’t the only thing that left me with an insatiable appetite, however, my teenage need for food was kicking in. Grannie Ellie was determined to teach me the recipes that had been handed down to generations of Atherton women, and saw to it that I first learned the technique of making a perfect, crisp-edged cornbread.

      “You have to get the iron skillet pipin’ hot with the grease spatterin’ before you pour that batter in, now girl, or the cornbread ’ll be ruint. The secret of any southern gal claimin’ to cook is good cornbread, mark my word.”

      I smiled at her culinary admonishments as I stood by her side, carefully measuring the cornmeal, butter, milk and eggs, whisking the mix to a textured blend under Grannie’s approving eye.

      She pulled a small crystal jar from her apron pocket, opening the ancient lid and taking a pinch of the green powder to add to the bowl. “Give it one more stir now, Sammie.” The batter sizzled as I poured it slowly into the melted fat, placing it in the oven to bake.

      Grannie Ellie and I waited patiently, until just the right moment when we plucked the skillet out of the heat. The top of the bread was a golden mound with a slight brown rim that circled the perimeter. Grannie smiled when she saw it, pinching my cheek. Her weathered hands sliced two wedges onto her favorite Minton bread plates, slathering them with her jalapeño, kumquat marmalade. I don’t think I had ever tasted anything so satisfying as we washed our bites down with iced, sweet tea.

      “Grannie Ellie, what was that spice you put in the batter before I slipped the skillet in the oven? It tastes kind of smoky.”

      She looked at me, her steely eyes sparkling with merriment. “It’s a blend of sage and rosemary, smoky indeed, just like your great grannie, Sally Atherton. That woman had all the eyes of the men lookin’ at her when she walked across the room. You’ve much to learn about our little cookin’ secrets here in the Shoals. Give it time girl, give it time,” she cackled, slicing another wedge of the cornbread.

      Week after week we cooked our way through the scores of recipes that had been collected by the previous generations, savoring the dishes that were born of this region. Crawfish boils, gumbos, fritters, jambalaya, bread puddings—the family concoctions of savories, sweets and their essential spices were endless. “Spices and patience, girl, spices and patience—that’s what makes the difference.”

      Grannie Ellie’s greenhouse out back was an ancient glass structure that had nurtured the Atherton family spice mixes for generations. Grannie treated the herbal plants like her children, stepping out each morning to caress the leaves, water the soil and always check for nutrients. She was meticulous when it came to this soil assessment. I was curiously impressed as she invited her town folk ladies in for evening lectures, handing out samples of her latest flavored blends.

      They were serious students, listening intently to her every word. I stood in the back of the room and watched as they spoke about herbal blends and grinding techniques. Grannie was a purist, she used the mortar and pestle that had been in our family for hundreds of years. No food processors or electric mills for her, no ma’am!

      I came to love the group of women Grannie Ellie laughingly referred to as her Culinary Coterie. They soon accepted me as one of their own. I took notes at each meeting and did drawings of the plants they so loved.

      My notebooks were filled with generations of details of the town families’ herbal spreads—I became an herbalist historian of sorts.

      As the years ticked by, I finished my studies with Ned and applied to universities. In addition to my love of cooking that Grannie Ellie had ignited, I reveled in the history of the furnishings and paintings that bedecked some of the finer homes in our town. Through my grannie’s connections, I gained access to the grand, old abodes, learning the different woods and makers, construction details and historical relevance. I worked with many of the town vendors who had open stalls on Main Street each weekend as the antique dealers from the cities flocked here to scoop up their next treasures to sell. Junkin’, as the locals called it, was big business in Smoky Shoals.

      When the day came for me to put my university studies to work, my Grannie Ellie wiped away the tears streaming down my face. “There, there girl, ain’t no need to be upset. Why, you’ll be back before you know it. Go spread those wings and see the world. Your heart will know when it’s time to return.”

      So that I did, traveling to big cities across North America and Europe, working at famous auction houses, absorbing the details of antique design and makes, and hobnobbing with the rich and famous, who more often than not, were desperate to unload their family wares for cash. Discretion was the auction house mantra, keep the customers happy and make loads of profit. How easily I fell into that trap. Although I was financially successful, I found my soul slowly slipping away---until that day when I was informed Grannie Ellie had died…

      So, here I am, back living in Smoky Shoals for two whole days now, going through the rooms and halls of my Grannie Ellie’s house. Its twenty rooms and three-acre spread have weathered a bit since I last was here. The rooms had developed a stale, musty smell, covered in the dust of disuse. Grannie’s prized back yard which led to the river bank was overgrown with weeds and gnats. The grand greenhouse no longer glistened—its beveled glass windows were covered with grime and neglect.

      “Why didn’t she let me know,” I muttered, wiping down yet another table filled with her beloved, crystal, bud vases and silver, fleur-de-lis bowls. The truth was, she had let me know—I just hadn’t listened. My last phone call with her had been two months before she passed away.

      “It’s time, Sammie. The garden needs you. Truth be told, I do too, girl,” Grannie Ellie had whispered, the longing in her voice still tugged at my heart. I made an excuse, of course, saying that I’d be there real soon, after this one big sale, but I didn’t and now I was truly alone with only Grannie’s memories.

      I jolted from my melancholy pondering when I heard the doorbell ring—its clinging bells clanged loudly through the halls. I swept up my hair into a pony tail, stopping briefly by the hall mirror to check if there were any cobwebs hanging on my cheeks. I smoothed down my shirt and went to open the door, surprised to see three of my Grannie’s neighbors, bearing trays of sandwiches, lemon bars and a pitcher of pink lemonade. Their caring smiles melted away my mental woes.

      “Miz Grayson, Miz Davies, Miz Johnson, please come on in,” I said, opening the screen door and taking the loaded trays from their hands, kissing their cheeks as they stepped by me. “My this looks yummy, you shouldn’t have. Let’s take this into the dining room, shall we?”

      The ladies stopped and turned to look at me as I balanced the trays and closed the door with my foot, tsking away my suggestion.

      “Why, Sammie Atherton, you know your Grannie Ellie never liked eatin’ in that dinin’ room unless it was Thanksgiving or Christmas,” Miz Johnson admonished, looking at me as if I’d gone daft.

      “Don’t forget Crayfish Day, now Elouise. Ellie always loved them little critters. She threw a big get togetha every April 17th. Why, she’d darn near invite everyone in town over for a bite to eat. The line for her boil was clear down the street.” Miz Davies nodded her head emphatically.

      “Don’t forget the Pumpkin Spice and Everythin’ Nice tea party every October the 13th now, Lizzie. Them spice muffins of hers was some kind a good,” Miz Grayson added, licking her lips.

      “Will you two old hens quit yer yappin’ and let this poor girl take us out to the back veranda? Her arms are pert near breakin’ off with all them sandwiches and sweets. Go on now, through the kitchen,” Miz Johnson directed, waving at her friends and me to head on out to the veranda for our lunch.

      The ladies set out the table with linens Grannie Ellie had stored in the chest for these outside gatherings. They knew where everything was stored and quickly had the table looking lovely. I brought in the heaping platters and set them in the middle along with glasses filled with chipped ice. We served ourselves in silence as Miz Johnson filled our glasses with lemonade, digging into the delicious bites.

      “I do declare, Lizzie, this chicken salad with the walnuts, grapes and dried cranberries do beat all.” Miz Grayson took a generous bite, tilting her head back as she chewed, reveling in the flavors.

      “Why, thank you, Jolene. It’s a family recipe as you well know, but it’s all in the tarragon. Yes, ma’am, Tina Welsh’s tarragon, has just the right zing. She always had the perfect comeback, no matter what.” Miz Davies, aka Lizzie, playfully winked, wagging her finger.

      We giggled at her theatrics, although I didn’t really know this Ms. Welsh, nor her tarragon.

      “Wait ‘til y’all bite into them lemon bars, they’ll make you pucker or my name’s not Elouise. Lemon verbena, tart as all get out, just like Lolly Adams.” Miz Johnson, aka Elouise, tapped her finger on the table top affirmatively. The ladies’ eyes twinkled as they burst into catty laughter.

      I stood to clear off the table and bring out the dessert plates as the ladies chattered on about the seasonings of their dishes. It was refreshing to hear their laughter in the house after being by myself the past few days. I knew Grannie Ellie would have loved to be here with her friends.

      “Hurry up on out here, Sammie! Jolene is salivatin’ over them lemon bars,” Miz Johnson, aka Elouise called out. I quickly gathered up the Minton dessert plates my Grannie loved and took them out to the table. Elouise served us each one of her bars, encouraging us to dig in.

      For a moment we ate in silence, savoring the tart sweetness of the creamy dessert. I had to admit, the tart sour was taken to new heights with the addition of the lemon verbena. “I’ve never had bars so lemony, Miz Johnson—that verbena seems to have done the trick.” I smiled.

      “Child,” Miz Johnson cooed, reaching over to put her hand over mine, “I think we can all be on a first name basis now that you’re livin’ in your grannie’s house. You’re the leader of the Culinary Coterie now that your Grannie Ellie’s gone back to her roots…”

      The ladies cackled all at once, covering their mouths with their wrinkled hands. I was beginning to think maybe they had slipped some of their shine into the pink lemonade while I was collecting the dishes.

      “Sounds fine, Miz…I mean Elouise. You too, Jolene and Lizzie. I’m so glad to be back home, I’ve missed being here so much. What is it you want me to do now? I don’t know anything really about the Culinary Coterie—I mean I attended some of your meetings with Grannie and did drawings, but I don’t…”

      “Now, Sammie Atherton, that’ll be enough of that now. Why, the Culinary Coterie was started by your ancestors, girl. They’re the ones that brought the bayou secrets of the spices to Smoky Shoals. An Atherton woman has always chaired the Coterie. It’s your family legacy,” Elouise asserted.

      “It’s tradition,” Lizzie affirmed, nodding her head.

      “Your grannie was waitin’ for you ‘til she drew her last breath. I was with her,” Jolene whispered, wiping away a tear from her eye.

      My eyes, too, welled with tears, knowing the sorrow my absence had caused the grandmother who had taken me in during the worst time of my life. I felt terrible, and so ashamed. The three old women looked at me as I tried to swallow my grief. Lizzie took a silver flask from her handbag and poured a clear liquid into my lemonade. She took my glass and handed it to me, bobbing her head for me to take a sip.

      I tilted the glass to my mouth, swallowing the pink drink that now seemed transformed into liquid fire. I coughed and sputtered after the first sip, gasping as my throat absorbed the heat-filled brew.

      The ladies cackled once again as they watched me sneeze and drool as I slowly recovered. I wiped my nose and face, embarrassed by my unladylike reaction.

      “What was that you put in my drink? I always knew you ladies tippled a bit of shine during your evenin’ chats, but wow! I’ve never had anything like that. What is it?” I squeaked, still trying to get my voice at a normal octave.

      “That’s Gilly Taylor’s ghost peppers in that shine, fiery hot as she was. I infused it with her pepper essence to give us a kick in this hot weather. Everyone knows thars only one way to beat this heat, and that’s to sweat. Although no self-respectin’, southern woman would ever admit to sweatin’,” Lizzie tittered, sending her friends once again into a cackle frenzy.

      “Does everyone in town have their own spice or herb? I mean I know Grannie Ellie always talked about the blends and grinds that yielded the best flavor in the Coterie meetings. You all talk like the herbs take after their owners.” I giggled, wiping my runny nose once again. The ladies stared at me in silence for a minute or two, musing over my last statement.

      “Did your Grannie Ellie ever show you her spice cellar, Sammie?” Eloise asked, reaching out to once again hold my hand.

      I shook my head and gulped. “I-I’ve never seen it, I don’t think. Where is it?”

      Elouise, Lizzie and Jolene looked at each other and nodded. “Come on, I think it’s time you knew your heritage.” The ladies rose from their chairs. Jolene reached out her hand to take mine as I rose. They led me out the screen door of the veranda and onto the path that went to the greenhouse.

      “Lizzie, I thought you had Larry Adams here to take care of the lawns. Why, look at this! The weeds and gnats are so thick you’ll need a sickle. What’s goin’ on?” Elouise chided.

      “You know how Larry is, Elouise. He knew thar was no one here after Ellie passed. Licorice—you either like it or not,” Lizzie tsked.

      “Well, thar’s someone here now. Make sure he understands this, or else,” Elouise threatened.

      Lizzie nodded her head as we continued down to the greenhouse, stopping to examine its clouded windows. “Jolene…” Eloise started.

      “I’ll call Charlie Green once I get back to the house, Elouise. The chamomile’s gotten to him I believe.”

      Once again, I was more than a little confused by the people and herb associations my grannie’s friends were making.

      The door to the greenhouse opened after a vigorous push with my shoulder. I smiled when I saw the black-and-white, marble tiled floor and whitewashed tables holding row after row of herbs. I was glad to see that at least the plants had been watered since Grannie Ellie’s passing. They needed to be trimmed and pruned, but the fragrance from their flowers lent a sweet smell to the air. I couldn’t wait to get my hands in the soil to freshen up the plants.

      “I saw that look, Sammie. Your eyes twinkled just like Ellie’s as soon as you saw those herbs. You can’t say you didn’t.” Jolene smiled, scrunching up her pert nose.

      “You’re right, Miz, I mean, Jolene. I had forgotten how much I loved this space. It feels like home to me. I can just see the chairs spread out in a semi-circle over there for the Coterie discussions.” I pointed to the back wall of the structure where my grannie held her talks.

      “Oh, I miss those evenin’s so much. The elderberry wine and tea cakes afterwards, mmm, mmm!” Lizzie hummed, nostalgically.

      “How long has it been since the last meeting of the Coterie?” I asked.

      “Three months and four days,” Elouise tsked, plucking a few dead leaves from the basil section. “The town folks is gettin’ up in arms a bit, Sammie. We need to get the discussions goin’ again, soon.”

      I turned to look at her and found all three ladies’ eyes staring at me. I chortled and shrugged as a nervous tick, not sure why they expected me to take this on. I decided to change the subject, pronto, or so I thought.“So, where is this mysterious spice cellar you’ve talked about? I’ve never seen it.”

      The three ladies broke from their stare and smiled. Elouise walked over to a red ceramic urn that sat next to the thyme and tarragon sections and pulled out a large, wrought, skeleton key. She motioned for us to follow her as she went to the back-storage area where Grannie had stored all her planting tools and accessories.

      She opened a closet door and moved some items to the side to expose the back wall and inserted the key into a lock that opened a well-disguised door, turning on a light switch that illuminated a dark stairway. We followed her as she went down the stairs, holding onto the iron railing. I was totally surprised and intrigued—I had never known this underground room existed.

      This time it was my turn to stare in wonderment as I walked through the stacks of shelving that ran the length of the room, some forty feet by thirty feet—the shelving some ten feet high, grazing the ceiling. Hazy, blue lighting illuminated the room, giving an eerie sense of endless night.

      I stopped to look at the shelves more closely—each one was reminiscent of an ancient Ouija board top with the letters of the alphabet. Underneath each letter, was a hole drilled to support a crystal jar under each letter. I lifted one up—it appeared to hold dirt, but each jar was labeled with the name of a spice or herb, a trait and finally a person’s name.

      Row after row I examined the crystal jars:  A--ancho chili pepper—smoky---Annie Sheldon; B--basil—subtle—Bette Tilford; C--chervil---delicate---Cathy Laroy; D--dandelion—tonic---Dave Williams; E--elderberry---tart—Edie Evans; F--fingerroot---cleanse—-Freddie King; G--ginger---strong---Gigi Foy; H--horseradish—stings—Harry Andrews; I--Indonesian bay leaf—earthy—Ivan Thomas; J--jasmine—seductive—Joy Lee Davies; K--Kaffir lime leaves---sour—Kiki Johnson; L--lavender—pure—Leslie Grayson; M--mint---rejuvenating---Mary Phillips…on and on it went, with the names of generations of what I assumed were Smoky Shoals residents. I couldn’t for the life of me understand what I was looking at. My brow furrowed as I shook my head in bewilderment. Elouise walked over and placed her hand on my shoulder, motioning me over to a table where the other ladies had taken a seat. A sage candle burned in the center, its flickering light, making shadows dance along the wall.

      “You must tell me, ladies, what on earth is in those jars? Why are there names of people with herbs and personality traits? I don’t understand, there must be thousands of jars stored in here.”

      “I think at the last tally, we counted close near sixty-five hundred if I recollect correctly,” Jolene said, cupping her chin in her hand trying to remember.

      “Seventy-two hundred, Jolene. You had to leave early to go to a doctor’s appointment, dear,” Elouise said, patting her friend’s hand.

      “What are you counting, ladies? What is going on?” My voice was starting to crack as goosebumps raised up on my bare arm.

      “Your ancestors started this herbal tradition, Ellie, generations ago. Why your great, great, great Grannie Atherton started this as a founding member of Smoky Shoals. Each family in the Shoals is represented here, some more than others if they had an influential personality that lent spice and flavor to the community.”

      “What are you saying, Elouise? Is-is this some kind of cult or coven? What’s going on?”

      “Oh, no, child. Thar’s nothin’ sinister at all. Why it’s just a tradition that grew up all along with the families in Shoals. Each jar in the rack is stored by the person’s first name, describing his or her best trait, and over time, what herb is best complemented with their nutrients, that’s all, honey.”

      “What nutrients are in those jars, Elouise? Body parts?” I screeched, my lips grimaced in horror.

      “Calm down, child, thar’s nothin’ to get so worked up about. It’s usually just a bit of flesh or hair, maybe a tooth or bone, sometimes a placenta if a sweet one died in childbirth. The human samples of the deceased enrich the soil, honey. Over the years, the families have it down to a science thanks to your families’ ladies. It’s taken generations, but why do you think our Cajun food is so much more flavorful here in Smoky Shoals?”

      “I’m not following, Elouise. Are you saying the herbs and families in the Shoals are somehow genetically linked to give the food extra flavor?” I gasped.

      “Your Grannie Ellie said it was renaturin’, or some such, she was so scientific. I don’t understand it myself, but it’s somethin’ to do with the DNA, whatever that is,” Lizzie pondered, giving me a wink.

      “DNA, what…but why? Don’t you think this is kind of ghoulish?” I squeaked.

      “Why, no, sugar. It’s our way to remember who we are and harvest the best of our families. Why generations of town folk have grown up eatin’ the fine foods carefully flavored with the best seasoning thar is. The recipes from the families here in Smoky Shoals is a proud heritage. Why, the herbs here are the most vibrant in the world, grown over time with the best our town families had to offer.” The ladies looked at me as Elouise finished. I still was a bit in shock at this revelation. I was pretty sure the historical heritage societies weren’t going to be ready for this revelation.

      “The town folk need you to continue the Culinary Coterie meetings, Sammie. We want to make sure the herbs stay enriched with the soils of our forefathers. The last few months have passed with no sessions. People’s plants are startin’ to get a bit bland. At the end of each meetin’ your Grannie Ellie would hand everyone a pack of the Coterie nutrients to keep thar plants fresh and the recipes as they should be. No one likes a tepid boil.” Lizzie shook her head and gave her finger a wave for emphasis as the other ladies murmured ‘no ma’am’ in agreement.

      “Your Grannie Ellie has all the journals stored up in the glass case in the library child. Take a look at them and read the history. I told ya thar’s nothin sinister goin’ on, I promise ya.”

      “Why are the shelves all made from Ouija boards, Elouise? Don’t you think they’re a bit macabre?” The ladies cackled and smiled.

      “Oh, sugar, your grannie had the shelves made when we had the last flood---when was it? Sixty-four or sixty-five…”

      “It was nineteen sixty-eight, Jolene. They called it the hundred-year flood, remember, after Hurricane Bebe, remember? Ellie was an enterprisin’ young woman. Thar was a warehouse in New Orleans that was goin’ out of business. They catered to the tourists hittin’ the French quarter, lookin’ for voodoo and dark magic items after havin’ a few too many plantation punches. The warehouse had hundreds of these boards they couldn’t sell. Your grannie was able to buy ‘em at a real good price. She said they’d be perfect since they already had the alphabet stained on top. She just had to drill holes to hold the crystal jars. Your grannie was always real smart and knew just how to best inventory these nutrients. You’re smart like Ellie, Sammie. You’re gonna do jus’ fine.” Lizzie grinned.

      “Tell me, is this why my father and Grannie Ellie had their feud? Did he know about this?” Elouise drew a deep breath and sighed.

      “He did, Sammie. He never understood, nor took the time for that matter to hear from us. He saw the shelves down here one night when your Grannie and Pa were out. Said he didn’t want nothin’ to do with no voodoo. Your Grannie Ellie tried to explain thar was nothin’ dark goin’ on here, but your daddy was hard headed. Once he headed off to school, he didn’t come here much. Darn near broke your grannie’s heart, yes ma’am.”

      “You comin’ here to live with Ellie was a godsend, child. Your grannie was so happy. She loved your family, don’t get us wrong. You were a shinin’ light that came to her. I’m sure she knew you’d be a great keeper of the herbs.”

      I escorted the ladies back up to the house to gather their belongings, promising them I’d read through the journals. I cleaned up the luncheon dishes and went into the library where the tall, imposing, cherry bookshelves holding the writings from the generations were stored. I turned the key and opened the fragile glass door. The smell from the books was a little pungent. Each volume was filled with an accounting of each deceased person, their traits and the herb or spice they enhanced had been chronicled over the years.

      The letters of the alphabet were represented over and over again by the families of Smoky Shoals. The handwriting varied over the years as each generation of Atherton women took their turn minding the journals and their entries. I stayed up all night reading the notes and anecdotes, carefully detailing the history and blends of the spices and herbs.

      I laughed when I read entries cautioning that Sheila’s sage should never be paired with Theresa’s thyme nutrients, for the two women did not see eye and the herbal blend might be a bit soured. I fell asleep in the early hours of the next morning with one of Grannie Ellie’s journals open across my sleeping tummy. It held the drawings I had done years before, carefully pasted on the journal pages.

      When I woke it was midday, but I felt refreshed and full of stamina. My squeamishness had been vanquished. I went into the kitchen to make a pot of coffee. I heard the buzz of Larry Adam’s riding lawnmower cutting the overgrown grass and weeds in the backyard. He waved when he saw me come out to the veranda. I looked over to the greenhouse where scaffolding had been set up. Charlie Green and his crew were working hard making the windows shine.

      Over the next few weeks I met again with Elouise, Lizzie and Jolene to talk and plan my first Culinary Coterie meeting and getting the word out to the town folk. Smoky Shoals was abuzz with anticipation of the first meeting of the Coterie under my watch. I carefully pruned and nourished the herbs in the greenhouse and made packets of the blends people might like. I  packaged bits of the family nutrients from the cellar to give to each of the families who attended for their own use.

      I decided to throw a big supper before our first meeting so that the town folk could come over the house to honor Grannie’s heritage and get to know me again as a new resident of Smoky Shoals. Fiddles played as the folks helped themselves to the savory, sweet spread, taking their plates to the extra tables I had borrowed for our little feast. No one went hungry—every lady of the Coterie brought a dish or two to add to the offerings—salads, breads, beans, rice, pies, cookies—you name it, it was there!

      After our supper, the men and children obligingly did the cleanup as the ladies headed into the greenhouse for my first hosted Culinary Coterie session. We spoke of blends and recipes, herbal maladies like rot and rabbits (for those who kept their herb gardens outside). Elderberry wine and sweet tarts were served at the end of the gathering. I was pleased that Ellie Atherton’s elderberry—sweet and pungent—had been used for the plants that gifted us with their flowers and fruit libation.

      As I said goodbye to the ladies as they left, the skies took on an ominous shade of green as the winds started to whip up. The kisses and salutations grew faster and shorter as the ladies hurried to their houses and cars before the rain hit.

      “Oh, my. This doesn’t look good,” Elouise muttered, as she stepped out in the wind, holding her hand on her hat to prevent it from blowing away. “Jus’ look at that sky! Why the last time I saw it like this was with Hurricane Bebe. Let’s hope that little darlin’ doesn’t hit us again.”

      I walked Elouise to her front porch to make sure she made it home safely. The winds were really gusting now. I closed up the greenhouse, the glass panes shaking in their metal frames. Inside, I turned on the news and sure enough, there was a hurricane coming, where it would land, no one knew.

      For the next few days, I hired Charlie Green’s crew to help board up the windows on the greenhouse. Once debris was blowing, there was sure to be breakage. This was my first major storm to ride out on my own. I had plenty of supplies, including fresh water, candles, and emergency provisions if needed. The electricity zoned in and out as the storm grew closer. The battery-powered, weather radio I had predicted landfall of the storm northeast of Smoky Shoals, giving me a feeling of relief that we had avoided the worst of the raging winds.

      As the howling storm shook the house, I snuggled up on the sofa and read more of Grannie’s journals using the light of the oil lamp. There were entries from the deadly Hurricane Bebe era. I read through Grannie’s notes with interest.

      Praise be, I found a quick answer for the shelvin’ units down in the herbal cellar. With the hurricane, I’ve been worried out of my mind on how to keep the nutrients kept stored and dry. I had all the Ouija boards sent here and drilled for the shelvin’, they make fine storage and will keep those glass jars out of danger. I learned a hard lesson with Jolene on never to let those herbal nutrients mix and get wet. Nothin’ good comes from a mix that ain’t supposed to be—I don’t ever wanna have that happin’ agin!

      I was intrigued reading Grannie Ellie’s passage. What had happened that spooked her so much? I searched the journals to find more detail, but there was nothing. Sleepy, I turned down the wick of the oil lamp and finally fell asleep as the winds continued their rampage.

      The next morning, I woke to the sound of pounding on the front door. Shaking my still sleepy body I went to answer it. The winds had stopped, but there were buckets of rain coming down. On the front porch was Lizzie, Jolene and Elouise looking soggy and frightened. I let them in and led them into the kitchen.

      “Ladies, what are you doing here in this rain?” I asked, as I put a pot of coffee on to brew.

      “Have you seen the river, Sammie?” Lizzie gasped, visibly shaken. I went over to the veranda and walked out to see what had her so spooked. Sure enough, the river was half-way up the sloping backyard, its waters racing by.

      “Holy cow, should we leave? I had no idea the river had risen so much. Why don’t we get in my vehicle and we’ll head north for a bit. If we’re going to be overtaken by the waters, go get your most precious items and I’ll load them in my SUV.” I was feeling a bit frantic now, looking at the water-filled yard.

      “No need to leave, Sammie, the river’s crested. We’re here because we gotta check on the nutrients down in the cellar to make sure they’ve stayed dry. They can’t get wet and mixed, that jus’ won’t do,” Jolene said, her eyes wide with worry.

      I tried to calm her down. “Jolene, the nutrients are in sealed jars on the shelves. There’s good drainage in the floor too—why I’ve used a hose to wash things out if I had any spillage when I was putting the samples together for the Culinary Coterie meeting. They went down the drain no problem. Even if there is a little flooding, there won’t be that much damage.”

      “You washed the nutrients down the drain?” Jolene held her hand to her heart, her face turned ashen.

      “She didn’t know, Jolene. I never told her,” Elouise whimpered, her eyes looking down.

      “Tell me what?” I asked. The three friends slowly stood and started walking to the front door. “Wait, why don’t you have some coffee and tell me what’s got you so upset? The flooding water has carried those nutrients I spilled miles away by now. There’s nothing to be this upset about ladies, please…”

      My pleas went unheard as the withered, old ladies made their way back to their homes. The river waters did recede and by the next morning they had returned almost to normal. I was planning on spending the day in the greenhouse to clean up any mess in the cellar caused by the temporary flooding. I donned my rubber wellies and gloves to start the cleaning.

      As I went out the back veranda in the early morning hours, a green mist seemed to float on the river shoreline. I stared as I saw a wave of what looked like people walking up the backyard slope, out from the fog.

      “Who on earth is down there at this time of day?” I asked, walking toward them. I stood still as they finally came into clear view and screamed. They weren’t people, well not like I had ever seen—their skin seemed to be made of leaves and flowers that sprouted from their hands and neck. The faces had eyes and a mouth that opened and closed as they made their plodding steps up the hill. I couldn’t move in my fright.

      My eyes closed in on one of the green monsters who was making its way over to me. It looked familiar, and then I cried, backing up slowly as it reached out its limbed arm to try and touch me.

      “Sam-mie Ather-ton,” it croaked, “nev-er un-du-ly mix the nu-tri-ents, girl, looks like your dad-dy was right all a-long…”

      The last thing I remember was the slimy green arm that wrapped around me like a boa constrictor.

      It was my herbal Grannie Ellie, blooming with elder flowers, coming to give me a final, fatal squeeze….

      

      The End
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