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“Here they are,” yelled my Aunt Esther also known as Aunt Essie as she, her sister, my other aunt, Hilda, walked through the door my coffee house. “The sweets with the sweets!” I would beg to differ on the first use of sweets. I adore my aunts, but sweet is probably the last term that comes to mind when I think of them. Don’t get me wrong; I adore my aunties, but they come in one flavor, crusty.

My name is Lily Parker and I own the Coffee Cabana here in Sweet Home, Florida. I’ve lived here all my life and just recently bought the coffee shop when the owners decided to move away. I’d had it up the ying-yang with spreadsheets and answering ringing phones so together with my aunts we invested in the Coffee Cabana. While I do most of the work, which is fine by me since I’m sort of a control freak, my aunts help out by supplying muffins, cupcakes, cookies and the occasional fried pies. 

Aunt Hildie, as she is often referred to, placed two boxes of muffins on my counter and looked me square in the eye as I scooped fresh grounds into one of the huge coffeemakers. “Lily, did you even try to rake a comb across your head this morning?”

Now my aunts are quite the fashionistas. In their sixties, they look quite classy in their pantsuits and flowing dresses. No jeans for these ladies. And every grey hair in place, thank you very much. I swear they must use an entire bottle of hairspray every day to keep those strands where they need to be. Back when Hurricane Andrew stormed through Florida and I was a young squirt, I watched as my mother and her two sisters hurriedly rammed our family van with suitcases. Not one hair moved on their heads...and this was in 30 mph winds. Unfortunately, I wasn’t gifted with immovable hair. My short blond tresses had a mind of their own and it wasn’t pretty. I had fine hair, which is difficult to rule even on a wind-free day. And today was just like the others. Limp, lifeless hair...I could be the before on a shampoo commercial.

“Yes Aunt Hildie, I did,” I mumbled, still trying to embrace the day at 5am. “You know my hair doesn’t take orders like your’s does.”

Aunt Hildie began placing the goodies into the glass display shelves. When she opened the boxes, the heavenly smell of blueberry muffins and raspberry fried pies wafted up my nose, instantly giving me a sugar high. 

“You ought to let me give you a perm,” Hildie remarked as she used waxed paper to remove the baked goods and place them into the display. 

“My hair is bad enough without frying it to a crisp,” I sighed. 

The door to the coffee shop opened and Aunt Esther entered with her arms full of several more boxes. “Thanks girls for all your help! Oh no, I can get it...don’t bother yourself!” Essie slammed the boxes down on the counter. 

I filled my coffee grinder with chocolate coffee beans. “What’s got you in a mood?”

“Oh she’s PO’d about Francine,” Hildie said closing the display case.

“Hold on,” I said as I turned the on switch to grind the coffee beans. My aunts hated the loud noise, but I wanted fresh ground coffee for my customers. Wait until I get the cappuccino maker. After the short spurt of noise and my aunts making their usual annoying faces I asked what was going on.

“Fannie is being her usual ugly self,” remarked Essie.

My aunts and my mother grew up with Francine Diddlemier, but that didn’t make them friends. In fact, they were sworn enemies if I believed the tales around town. Seems that Francine had the hots for my now deceased uncle Joe who was married to Essie. Of course, this was when they were all young and carefree. Seems that Joe and Francine were an item and my aunt Essie broke them up. Now Fannie, as my aunts liked to call her, says that Essie lured Joe away with her feminine wiles, but Essie says Joe had already left Fannie weeks prior. Regardless of what the real story was, Joe and my aunt Essie were hitched and married for 30 years before he died of a massive heart attack. 

However, Fannie was never the same after Joe left her and blamed her miserable and lonely life on Essie. What she should have done was moved on. Joe made his choice and despite Essie’s interference and downright nasty behavior towards my aunt and uncle, she only succeeded in making herself miserable and everyone around her. Over the years, her hostility grew, not just toward my aunt, but to other townspeople as well. She decided it was her duty in life to uncover secrets within the small town of Sweet Home and expose people for their unsavory behavior. 

Twenty years ago, Francine started a tiny newspaper using an old printing press her grandfather owned. The paper seemed harmless enough at first with newsy items like births, deaths, and the local happenings like an ice cream social or what time the choir was to congregate for practice at the Baptist church. But then it changed. I believe she had this in her mind the entire time. Get people hooked to her nice little weekly paper and then start throwing jabs at the same brethren. No one was immune, not even the preacher at the Methodist church who Fannie claimed was stealing from the offering plate. The deed was never substantiated but the harm was done by planting the seed in the congregation’s mind. The poor preacher left after a few months with a cloud of doubt hanging over his head. However, he wasn’t the only one run out of town.

If you dared to cross Fannie, she would set her mark on you and it didn’t matter if you had a squeaky-clean reputation; she would find a way to tarnish it. Like unsuspecting widow Gertie Price. She won the grand prize ribbon each year for her made from scratch apple pie at the county fair until one year Fannie hinted at seeing cans of apple pie mix in Gertie’s trash barrel. Now I’d hate to think of Francine rummaging around in Gertie’s trash, but I wouldn’t put it past the old girl. And that’s how Fannie operated. She didn’t outright say a neighbor was cheating on his wife, or a preacher was stealing from the church, or a little widow lady was cheating on her prized apple pies. She’d simply hint at the discretion and let the town’s tongues do as they may with the information. She hurt numerous townspeople, but instead of not buying her little weekly paper, everyone would clamor for it on Monday morning, either wanting to see who the next victim was or making sure it wasn’t them. Since this was Monday morning and Fannie’s name had been taken in vain, I figured Essie was under attack again.

Essie search in her large tote bag of a purse for the paper. When she brought it forth, it was crumpled every which way but Sunday. Guess I know what Auntie thought of today’s news.

“That she-devil has put my name in print for the last time. I’m gonna lasso her hiney to the hitching post!”

“Wow, she put the paper out early this morning.” I poured us all a cup of morning brew.

Hildie added cream and a drip of honey to her coffee. “Now she didn’t put your exact name in there.”

Essie squinted at Hildie. “Everyone knows it’s me!” She smoothed the crumpled paper on the counter and proceeded to read. “And what is going on with our most fashionable starlet in town?”

“How the heck do you know she’s talking about you?” I asked taking a sip of the black gold and letting it awaken my senses. 

Essie wasn’t happy at being interrupted which is why I did it. I loved to rattle her cage as much as she enjoyed doing it to me. “Be quiet,” she said not looking up from the paper and continued with her reading.

“It was told to me by a little bird that the lady with the best coif in town is getting it from a bottle. Now who pray tell uses bottled hair dye to turn her hair grey? Perhaps she thinks she’s onto a new trend. Go grey naturally I say.” 

Hildie took a seat at one of the shop’s tables. I covered the tables with blue and white plaid tablecloths. I wanted to use red and white but Essie said people would think it was a pizza shop and I had to agree. The blue offered a calming quality against the backdrop of a caffeine explosion. 

“But you do use bottled grey hair dye,” Hildie replied.

Essie tossed the paper into the trash. “That’s not the point Hildie. It’s nobody’s beeswax what I do. Besides, my hair is grey...just not the grey color I want it to be.”

I set my coffee mug on the counter. “You know there is this new trend of young girls dying their hair grey.”

Essie stared at me with vacant eyes. “And what’s that got to do with me?”

I looked down at my coffee. “Um...nothing.”

Essie sighed. “I’m sorry Lily. You know how she gets me going.”

“You need to ignore her,” Hildie remarked as she added more honey to her coffee.

“Easy for you to say,” Essie replied. “She hasn’t bothered you for almost five years.”

Essie turned to Hildie. “And why is that?”

Hildie shrugged. “Guess I live a boring life.”

“Maybe it was the cease and desist letter,” I replied.

When my aunts and I went in together to purchase the Coffee Cabana, Fannie took it upon herself to try and squelch the deal by suggesting we didn’t have the funds to buy it or get a loan. It was humiliating and unnecessary and I was tired of her shenanigans so I contacted a lawyer in Orlando and had him send the letter. We never heard or read another word about
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