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  The Salad Incident

  
  




Of all the ways I imagined my post-divorce life unfolding, being at the epicenter of a paranormal event triggered by my own hormonal betrayal was not on the vision board. Yet, there I was, at the monthly Pendle-Stitch Town Council meeting, where good intentions went to die, usually by a thousand paper cuts and a vote on zoning variances.

The air in the community hall was thick with the scent of stale coffee, desperation, and whatever potpourri Mayor Abernathy’s wife thought screamed “civic duty.” It smelled vaguely of dried apples and impatience. I shifted in my unforgiving folding chair, the lump of Barnaby a familiar, judgmental weight in my reinforced coat pocket.

“If you slouch any further, your spleen will be in violation of municipal posture ordinances,” a gravelly voice grumbled directly into my brain. It was a perk, or perhaps a curse, of carrying a cursed sentinel gargoyle around. He didn’t need to be “activated” to offer his unsolicited internal commentary.

I’m not slouching, I thought back, trying to subtly adjust my linen tunic. I’m strategically compressing myself to avoid eye contact with Mildred Pringle.

Mildred, the Town Clerk, sat at the head table, a woman so beige she blended into the wood-paneled walls. Her entire existence was a monument to meticulous order. Her pens were aligned by color, her paperwork was collated with a precision that made my Clutter-Mancy hum in appreciation, and her expression never deviated from polite neutrality. She was the human equivalent of a filing cabinet, and currently, she was the one tallying votes on the single most contentious issue to plague Pendle-Stitch since the gnomes demanded union-mandated break times: parking permits for brooms.

“All I’m saying,” huffed Gerald Henderson from the Historical Society, his face the color of a ripe plum, “is that the designated aerial landing zones outside the Iron Press Pub are historically inaccurate! Brooms of the 17th century did not have the patented ‘Quick-Hover’ feature. They required a lean-to! A lean-to, I say!”

Mayor Abernathy, a man whose spine had been replaced by a particularly pliable string of licorice, wrung his hands. “Now, Gerald, we have to make concessions for modern convenience…”

I felt a familiar prickle at the base of my neck. It started small, a tiny ember of warmth that had nothing to do with the stuffy room. Oh, no. Not now.

Barnaby shifted in my pocket. “Atmospheric pressure is rising in your immediate vicinity, Marla. Are you planning an emotional outburst? I’ll need to file a pre-emptive disturbance report.”

It’s not an outburst, it’s a hot flash, you little rock, I shot back. And it’s about to get biblical in here.

The argument escalated. A witch from the coven on Hemlock Lane stood up to defend her right to park her state-of-the-art Nimbus 3000 wherever she pleased, while a traditionalist warlock insisted anything made after 1950 was just showing off. The debate was a microcosm of Pendle-Stitch itself: ancient tradition locked in a passive-aggressive dance with modern absurdity.

And the furnace door in my chest swung wide open.

My personal brand of menopause wasn’t the gentle, dewy glow you read about in wellness magazines. It was a “Solar Flare.” A five-foot radius of magical “Truth Heat” that warped reality like asphalt on a summer day. Illusions fizzled, secrets stung the tongue, and the general veneer of polite society melted like cheap wax.

The heat rolled off me in invisible waves. My glasses fogged. A fine sheen of sweat popped out on my forehead.

Across the room, Tiffany, the barista from the coffee shop who was only here because she had a crush on a junior deputy, suddenly gasped. “Oh my god,” she whispered to her friend, loud enough for the first three rows to hear, “I’ve been using decaf for the Sheriff’s morning latte for a month.”

Sheriff Silas Grimsby wasn’t here, thank the heavens, but his deputy paled.

The Truth Heat intensified.

Gerald Henderson, mid-rant about lean-tos, slammed his fist on the table. “And I only want the extra spot so I can hide my gnome-racing trophies from my wife! She thinks it’s a vulgar sport!” His wife, seated beside him, stared at him, her mouth a perfect ‘O’ of shock.

I fanned my face with a meeting agenda, trying to breathe through the inferno. My gaze landed on the catered lunch spread on a side table—a sad collection of wilting sandwiches and a communal bowl of side salad. The heat wave washed over it, and the universe decided it had had enough of subtlety for one day.

It started with a low hum, like a faulty fluorescent light. Then the hum became a whine. The bowl of mixed greens, glistening with a light vinaigrette, began to tremble. A single sprout of what looked like an unusually pale arugula leaf shot upright.

And then the salad started screaming.

It wasn’t a human scream. It was a high-pitched, reedy, botanical shriek that vibrated in my teeth. Worse, it was in Latin.

“Radix sum, stultus!” it wailed, a phrase I vaguely recalled from a cursed botany textbook Button had once shown me. “I am a root, you fool!”

The tiny sprout, which I now recognized with dawning horror as a nascent mandrake, wriggled its leafy arms as if in agony. The entire room froze. Fifty pairs of eyes swiveled from the Hendersons’ marital strife to the shrieking salad.

The scream reached a fever pitch, a sound that scraped the inside of your skull.

And in that moment of pure, unadulterated chaos, as the salad hit a note only dogs and certain demons could appreciate, something else happened. It was quiet, almost lost in the vegetative tantrum.

Mildred Pringle, who had been sitting ramrod straight, clutching her perfectly sharpened pencil, vanished.

She didn’t get up. She didn’t poof in a cloud of smoke. One second she was there, a bastion of beige bureaucracy, and the next, she was not. The chair was empty, still warm, a faint indentation in the cushion where she had been. There was no sound, no flash, just an abrupt and total absence.

My Clutter-Mancy went haywire. It wasn’t the familiar, warm hum of a misplaced object. This was a sudden, jarring void. A rip in the fabric of the room. It felt like a missing book on a perfectly organized shelf, a feeling so profoundly wrong it made me nauseous.

The mandrake gave one final, shuddering cry and went limp in its bed of romaine.

Silence descended, thick and heavy.

Then, Mayor Abernathy, bless his licorice spine, promptly fainted, sliding out of his chair with a soft thump.

That broke the spell. The room erupted. People were shouting, pointing at the salad, pointing at the empty chair. Gerald Henderson was yelling about demonic vegetation. His wife was yelling about the gnome trophies.

I needed a level surface. Now.

I pushed through the throng of panicked townsfolk, my own internal furnace finally starting to cool. Reaching the head table, I grabbed Barnaby from my pocket. His stone form was cool and solid in my sweaty palm.

“Sorry about the heat,” I muttered, placing him firmly on the polished wood next to the official Town Council water pitcher.

The effect was immediate. A low grinding sound, like stone on stone, filled the air. The pocket-sized figure of a winged toad with a judgmental scowl expanded, growing to two feet tall. Stone wings unfurled with a dry rasp. His pebbly eyes blinked open, glowing with a faint, bureaucratic light.

“Article 4, Section 2b of the Inter-Realm Accords,” Barnaby intoned, his voice like a cement mixer full of gravel, “clearly states that spontaneous vegetative vocalization constitutes a Class-Three disturbance. Has anyone filed the appropriate paperwork?”

“Barnaby, focus,” I hissed, gesturing to the empty chair. “Mildred’s gone.”

He swiveled his heavy head, his gaze sweeping the scene. “A municipal employee has dematerialized during an active meeting. That’s a pension nightmare. Was she vested?”

Before I could tell him exactly where to shove his pension plan, the double doors of the community hall swung open. Sheriff Silas “Grim” Grimsby stood there, and the chaotic chatter died to a nervous murmur.

Silas was a man who looked permanently tired of the world’s nonsense, and Pendle-Stitch gave him a lot of nonsense to be tired of. He was tall, broad-shouldered, and wore a flannel shirt that had seen better decades. The only sharp thing about him was the scent of cinnamon that always clung to him, a desperate attempt to ward off a smoking habit. Today, it was mixed with another, fainter smell, the one that always accompanied him when he was on the job: wet dog.

His eyes, the color of a stormy sky, scanned the room and landed, inevitably, on me. A long, weary sigh escaped his lips.

“Mason,” he said, his voice a low rumble. “Of course, it’s you.”

“Sheriff,” I said, trying for an innocent tone that fooled absolutely no one. “Unusual council meeting today.”

He stepped inside, his boots making heavy, deliberate sounds on the linoleum. He wasn’t just walking; he was processing. His head was tilted slightly, his nostrils flared. As a Were-Bloodhound, Silas didn’t just smell things; he smelled concepts. Emotions. And, most importantly, guilt.

“I smell panic, stale donuts, and a whole lot of fertilizer,” he grumbled, his gaze sweeping past the fainted mayor and the arguing couple. He stopped, his eyes narrowing on the salad bowl. “And guilt. Smells like someone tried to bury a secret in a compost heap.”

His gaze flicked to Mildred’s empty chair. I saw his ears, just the very tips, give a tiny, almost imperceptible twitch. It was his tell, the one leftover trait from his other half that surfaced when he was genuinely worried or perplexed. He hated it.

“Where’s Pringle?” he asked, his voice now devoid of its earlier weariness, replaced by a sharp edge of command.

“She was there one minute, and the next…” I trailed off, pointing at the chair. “She just… wasn’t.”

Silas walked over to the table, his presence making the air feel heavy. He stared at the empty seat, then at the offending salad. He leaned in, taking a long, slow sniff of the air right above the bowl.

“Fertilizer,” he repeated, his brow furrowed. “Specifically, blood-meal fertilizer. And… mandrake root.” He straightened up and pinned me with a look. “Your hot flash again, Marla?”

I bristled. “It’s a documented medical condition, Silas. And it just so happens to have a side effect of revealing things. Like, for instance, that your morning latte is a lie.” I nodded toward the pale-faced deputy.

Silas shot the deputy a look that promised a very unpleasant conversation later, then turned his attention back to me. “So your personal climate change episode makes a salad sing opera and the Town Clerk disappear?”

“It was screaming, not singing. And it was in Latin,” Barnaby corrected from his spot on the table. “And the disappearance was a separate, albeit concurrent, event. Causation has not been established.”

Silas ignored him, a skill he had perfected over the years. He crouched by Mildred’s chair, running a hand over the empty cushion. He sniffed again. “No scent of fear from her spot. No struggle. Just… order. And then nothing.” He stood up, his gaze distant. “It’s like her entire story just stopped mid-sentence.”

He walked back to the salad bowl and poked a wilted cucumber slice with the end of a pen. The little mandrake sprout lay there, looking pathetic.

“I’m going to have to confiscate this,” he said, his tone flat.

“You’re arresting a salad?” I asked, my eyebrows climbing toward my hairline.

“I’m collecting evidence from a crime scene,” he retorted, pulling a ridiculously large evidence bag from his coat pocket. With the delicate precision of a surgeon, he tipped the entire contents of the salad bowl into the plastic bag, screaming mandrake and all. He sealed it with a grim finality.

“There was no crime,” Barnaby stated. “Only a violation of horticultural noise ordinances.”

Silas finally acknowledged the gargoyle with a glare. “You. Stay out of it. You’re an unlicensed paperweight.”

“I am a duly appointed sentinel of the abyssal plane with a comprehensive understanding of inter-dimensional law!” Barnaby puffed out his stone chest. “You, sir, smell of canine guilt and questionable cinnamon substitutes.”

Silas’s jaw tightened, and a tiny wisp of pink smoke puffed out from the end of the cinnamon stick he was chewing. He was getting angry.

The remaining council members began to whisper, their fear slowly being replaced by the town’s other major currency: gossip. I was already the star of a story that would be embellished and retold at the Iron Press Pub by nightfall.

I picked Barnaby up from the table. He immediately shrank back to his pocket-sized form, the familiar weight settling in my hand.

“Well, that was a productive meeting,” I sighed, slipping him back into his designated pocket.

“Mildred Pringle’s disappearance is a gross dereliction of her clerical duties,” he grumbled in my head. “The minutes from this meeting will be an absolute mess.”

I looked at the empty chair, the faint indentation in the cushion a silent testament to a life meticulously ordered, now suddenly and violently disrupted. My Clutter-Mancy tingled, that insistent hum in my teeth telling me something was profoundly out of place. It wasn’t just a missing person. It was a tear in the very pattern of our town.

I came to Pendle-Stitch for peace and quiet, a place to sort myself out after my life had been thoroughly unsorted. Instead, I was ankle-deep in a missing person case that started with a cruciferous shriek. My fantasy of a midlife crisis involving a convertible and a trip to Tuscany was looking less like a dream and more like a sensible escape plan. 

And something told me this was only the appetizer.








  
  
  Produce With a Statement

  
  




My life had become a junk drawer of supernatural oddities. I’d moved to Pendle-Stitch to neatly compartmentalize my feelings after a messy divorce, and instead, I’d been handed a cosmic mess that defied all my labeling systems. As the townsfolk swarmed around the fainted mayor and the now-empty head table, their whispers weaving the first draft of a legend I was unfortunately starring in, I knew I had to act fast.

While Sheriff Grimsby was heading out the door, my Clutter-Mancy had snagged on a secondary hum. Underneath the table, half-hidden by the long, pleated tablecloth, was another leafy sprout. It had clearly been knocked from the main bowl during the initial panic and now lay trembling on the dusty linoleum, looking forlorn. Another mandrake. A witness.

With the practiced stealth of a woman who’d spent years hiding chocolate from her health conscious husband, I bent down, pretending to check the scuff on my sensible shoe. My hand darted out, my fingers closing around the cool, slightly damp sprout. It was limp, clearly having fainted from the stress of its sibling’s aria. I tucked it into the lint-filled depths of my reinforced coat pocket, right next to a stray button that whispered of a lost cardigan.

“Don’t leave town, Mason. I’ll be coming around for a statement,” Silas’s voice boomed, and I straightened up, my face a mask of what I hoped was bewildered innocence.

“His jurisdiction is questionable,” Barnaby grumbled in my mind from his usual spot. “Confiscating vegetative witnesses without a proper warrant from the Verdant Court is a serious overreach.”

One crisis at a time, you pebble, I thought, pushing my way through the crowd.

“Did you see her face?” a voice hissed near the water cooler. “Marla Mason just looked at the salad and it started screaming!”

“I heard her hot flashes can curdle milk,” another added. “My cousin’s a pixie farmer. Says it’s true.”

I kept my head down, my cheeks burning for reasons that had nothing to do with menopause. I needed to get out of there. I needed a flat surface, a quiet space, and a conversation with a traumatized vegetable. There was only one place for that.

The walk to the Junk Orchard was blessedly short. Pendle-Stitch isn’t a town you measure in miles, but in moods. Leaving the civic disappointment of the community hall, I passed the Iron Press Pub, where a few trolls were already enjoying an afternoon pint of Liquid Patience. One of them waved a meaty hand at me, and I gave a weak smile in return. The sky above was its usual deep violet, the clouds looking soft enough to be made of batting.

As I rounded the corner onto Lost Mitten Lane, I braced myself. It was 4:02 PM. My internal clock was more reliable than any watch. I leaned my body hard to the right, just as a tourist who’d wandered in looking for a quaint antique shop yelped and fell sideways into a hedge. Right on schedule. At 4:03 PM, gravity hiccupped, shifting three inches to the left for ten seconds. It was the Tuesday Twitch. I rode it out like a seasoned sailor on a familiar swell, while the tourist untangled himself from a bush that was blooming with single, brightly colored socks.

“This town is a lawsuit waiting to happen,” Barnaby noted from my pocket.

Add it to the list, I thought, finally reaching the edge of the Junk Orchard.

The air here was different. It smelled of damp earth, rust, and forgotten stories. This wasn’t a place of rot, but of reclamation. A gnarled tree near the entrance grew tarnished silver spoons instead of leaves, clinking softly in the breeze. Further in, a thicket of bushes was heavy with old-fashioned skeleton keys. This was my sanctuary, the physical manifestation of my own magical frequency. I felt the hum of displaced things all around me, a comforting chorus that settled the frantic energy from the town hall.

I found what I was looking for near a creek that babbled with the sound of lost arguments: a cast-iron patio table, missing one leg but otherwise perfectly level, that had probably been left on a curb in 1978. It had grown a fine patina of moss and was now a permanent resident of the orchard.

“Okay, out you come,” I said, placing Barnaby squarely in the center of the table.

The familiar grinding sound echoed in the quiet woods as he expanded to his two-foot sentinel form. He stretched his stone wings, dislodging a bit of moss.

“The ambient humidity here is hell on my finish,” he complained, inspecting a wing. “And the local flora is in clear violation of zoning. A key-bearing shrubbery requires a permit for sharp objects.”

“Barnaby, we have a witness to interrogate.” I reached into my other pocket and gently pulled out the limp mandrake sprout. It looked even more pathetic in the dappled light of the orchard, like a piece of parsley that had given up on life. I laid it carefully on the table.

“It’s unconscious,” Barnaby observed. “Probably from emotional distress. Vegetative life forms are notoriously dramatic.”

“Well, we need it to wake up,” I said, looking at the tiny plant. My first instinct was to treat it like one of my wilting pothos plants at home. I rummaged in my bag and found my small water bottle. Unscrewing the cap, I sprinkled a few drops onto its leafy head. “There, there. It’s all right. The loud sheriff is gone.”

The mandrake didn’t stir.

Barnaby cleared his throat, a sound like rocks tumbling downhill. “Allow me. Ahem.” He leaned over the sprout, his shadow falling across it. “By the authority vested in me by the Subterranean Bureau of Accords and Grievances, I hereby serve notice to the vegetative entity, heretofore referred to as ‘The Witness,’ that failure to regain consciousness and provide testimony will result in your classification being downgraded from ‘sentient flora’ to ‘compost.’ You have ten seconds to comply.”

Nothing. Not even a twitch.

“He’s a tough nut,” I muttered. Or, well, a tough root. I looked at it, this tiny, displaced thing, and felt a familiar thrum of my own magic. My Clutter-Mancy wasn’t just about finding lost things; it was about understanding the story of their displacement. I closed my eyes and focused on the mandrake, on the feeling of it being violently uprooted, tossed into a bowl, and then flung into darkness. It felt… terrified.

“It’s scared,” I whispered, opening my eyes. “It’s not being stubborn.”

I reached out and gently stroked one of its leaves with my fingertip. “It’s okay,” I said softly. “We’re not going to put you in a salad. We just want to know what you saw.”

The sprout shuddered. A low, reedy hum started up, vibrating against the iron table. Its little leafy arms trembled, and then, with a pained groan that sounded like a rusty hinge, it sat bolt upright.

Its tiny face, a miniature, wrinkled parody of a human’s, twisted in horror. It opened a microscopic mouth.

“Hands!” it shrieked, its voice thin and papery, like dry leaves skittering across pavement. “I saw hands! Many hands!”

Barnaby leaned in closer. “Can you be more specific? How many hands? Were they attached to corporeal forms? Did they file the appropriate paperwork for a mass gathering?”

But the mandrake was already swaying. Its leafy head drooped, its eyes rolled back into its rooty skull. “So… many… hands…” it whispered, and then flopped back onto the table, passing out again with all the dramatic flair of a Victorian damsel with the vapors.

Silence. The only sound was the clinking of the spoon tree and the babbling creek.

“Well,” I said, staring at the unconscious vegetable. “That was helpful.”

“‘Many hands,’” Barnaby repeated, his stony brow furrowed in thought. “It’s imprecise. Vague. It’s a terrible legal statement. It could refer to a group of individuals, a multi-limbed entity, or a particularly enthusiastic round of applause.”

“It didn’t sound like it was applauding, Barnaby. It sounded terrified.” I gently scooped up the mandrake and wrapped it in a handkerchief from my pocket. It needed to be kept safe. And hidden. “Many hands… It doesn’t feel like people. It feels like… a thing.”

My Clutter-Mancy was buzzing again, not with the feeling of a missing object, but with the echo of a presence. A presence that was fundamentally wrong. A jumble of pieces that didn’t fit.

“We need more information,” I said, tucking the wrapped mandrake carefully back into my pocket. “We need someone who knows about the older, weirder magic. The kind that doesn’t come with a user manual.”

“You are referring to Button,” Barnaby stated, a note of disapproval in his voice. “Her filing system for magical lore is purely anecdotal and lacks
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