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      I was a failure. The papers in my hand said so.

      

      My Family by Billy Willett (C-)

      

      My dad is famous. He is a First Responder and one time he pulled a man out of a car just before it caught fire. His picture was in the newspaper. He was on TV. He saves a life every day. My dad’s twin brother, Big Bob lives with us. Bob invented the iPhone, but Apple beat him to it. Bob knows how to turn on the TV from another room. My mom wipes the counters. P.T.O

      

      Riveted, I’d turned the page to see what else the oldest of my two sons said about me. She uses a green sponge or a pink one.

      I looked out the window. Across the way, the McCarthers glared back as they cleaned up the debris winter had left behind. Most of it was broken branches from the unpruned trees on my side of the fence. By the end of the day, the sticks would be neatly bundled, tied with string, and lined up on the curb, an advertisement to the neighbourhood of who took care of business and who didn’t. Later, I’d bring in the laundry left out overnight in the rain and see the McCarthers out with weed diggers attacking the dandelions that grew from the gauzy seeds the wind blew from my yard to theirs.

      Did they know I tried? I had two boys: a husband who worked shifts, and a brother-in-law who’d moved in and never moved out. Did they understand it was hard enough to take care of what was in my house without worrying about what was going on outside?

      I put my hands back into the salted cabbage and pounded it with my fists, coaxing it to release brine. I heard the front door slam open. There was a thud when the doorknob hit the wall, where it would deepen the dent already there. The original inventor of the iPhone was home. From the sound his shoes made as he ambled down the hall, I knew Bob hadn’t put them on the mat as requested. He stopped at the kitchen door, poked his shaggy blond head in, and lifted his nose to sniff like a Labrador Retriever at a Thanksgiving dinner.

      “Do I smell onions? Sauerkraut?” Bob asked. “My intestinal flora thank you. Did you know fermentation produces both pre-and probiotics? Let me explain.”

      I cut my brother-in-law off. I was in no mood for an hour-long lecture.

      “Sort of. It’s Curtido, sauerkraut from El Salvador. I’m trying to change things up around here.” I sat down in a kitchen chair. I needed more than a new recipe; I knew that now. “But fermenting isn’t a career, is it?” I asked Bob. “I have to find a real job outside this house.” I got up and pushed Billy’s essay back down to the bottom of the bin. “But what am I going to do?”

      “Why don’t you go back to the hospital?” Bob asked. I’d been working in medical records when I’d met and married his twin brother, Jason, one of the paramedics.

      “Position redundant. Records are now in a province-wide online system.”

      Bob looked thoughtful, then cunning. “I could use a research assistant,” he suggested. “I have a number of ideas in pre-prototype.” He stopped, noting the skeptical look on my face. “You’ll be compensated when the company is sold. Don’t you wish you’d been paid in Microsoft shares in the 1990s?”

      “Going to pass,” I told him. “No offence, but I need a real, not a working-for-the-relatives type job.” Surely, I had more value than a counter wiper and an intestinal feeder.

      Bob looked hurt, then quickly rallied, as he always did, onto the next scheme. He walked over to the counter and ate raw shredded cabbage with his hands, holding it high and dropping it into his open mouth and all over my clean floor. Then he snapped his fingers, sending cabbage fragments across the room.

      “Got it. A solution.” Bob liked to have an answer for everything. “I was at the boat club, working on a tidal pressure measurement system, private project, keep it to yourself, and I ran into Harry Sutherland. He’s looking for some help.”

      “Harry?” I asked, opening the cupboard. “Here, eat over this.” I handed my brother-in-law a plate. “The guy who left council because of the expense scandal? The same one who drives the Zamboni at the rink in the winter and pours beers at the yacht club in the summer? That Harry?” I shook my head. “No way, I’m not working for him, whatever he’s doing.”

      “Hear me out,” Bob said, a man with a shaky reputation coming to the defence of one of his own. “Harry’s going into business for himself, something to do with the environment, ecological responsibility, things like that. Not here in Drummond, across the causeway in Gasper’s Cove.” He gestured at the wreckage of my cabbage-covered counter. “You’re good on food security. It can’t hurt to give him a call, and see what’s up.”

      I reached into the sink and squeezed the green sponge in my hand. I turned around.

      “What’s Harry’s number? Do you have it?”
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      This was not what I expected. Over the phone, Harry said his business was in a prime corner location, but I didn’t know that meant a square space on the asphalt at the back of the Gasper’s Cove Foodmart parking lot. But there it was, temporary metal fencing up for the season, bags of sheep manure, peat moss, and fertilizer stacked to frame the entry of the garden centre like sandbags before a flood, ready for the onslaught of weekend gardeners, amateur landscapers, and optimists convinced they could grow their own food.

      Harry had been wary when I’d called. “You’re sure?” he’d asked. When I’d assured him I was, we’d agreed to meet near the corral for shopping carts, next to a plastic banner on the fence that read “Sutherland Nurseries: Time to Spring for New Plants.”

      As soon as I arrived, Harry got down to business. A small man with sandy hair and blue, fish-like eyes, Harry faced me, shoulders back, chest out, defiantly establishing an authority the world might not give him otherwise.

      “It’s only seasonal,” he began. “This is Nova Scotia. Folks want to get the bulbs in, the annuals in the planters, and the vegetables in the ground by the first full moon in June. That’s when the window of opportunity slams shut.”

      He was right, of course. The summers in the province were short but spectacular, unless it rained in July, as it often did.

      “Seasonal is fine,” I said, thinking of the sponge.

      “Minimum wage?”

      “Okay.” I had my eye on a carboy for fermenting cider. Those things didn’t come cheap.

      “Hours? Week-to-week?” Harry had the face of someone who was used to having it laughed at.

      “No problem.” Big Bob, mumbling about needing the boys as focus group participants, had volunteered to watch them when I worked.

      “No overtime?” Harry asked.

      “Suits me,” I answered.

      “Thirty minutes for lunch?”

      “I eat fast,” I said, because it was true.

      “How are you at eating in your car?”

      “I do it all the time,” I said.

      Harry’s look of suspicion faded into disbelief.

      “This is a competitive position,” he said, pulling himself up to his full 5′ 5″. “You’re one of the stronger candidates. But one last thing.”

      “Shoot,” I said.

      “What do you know about gardening?”

      This was a trick question. Did he know the McCarthers? All I could think of were the two African violets on my end table and the row of shocking pink flowers I planted under my big picture window. My father said even a moron could grow petunias.

      “Vegetables are my specialty,” I said, remembering the cabbage, “and I love the smell of soil when the snow melts.”

      Harry nodded and looked past my shoulder to the parking lot. “That your truck?” he asked.

      “It is.”

      “You drive it to work? Could you do the odd special delivery? After hours? For a couple of extra bucks?”

      Did he say more money? “Don’t see why not.”

      Harry put out a gnarly hand, dirt deep under his fingernails. “You’re hired. Welcome aboard. Now let’s go meet the rest of the team.”
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      The rest of the team at the garden centre turned out to be a comfortable-looking grey-haired woman in her mid-sixties in jeans, pruning shears in her back pocket, pink Crocs on her feet, floral cotton gardening gloves on her hands, and a faded apron with “Blossom where you’re planted” across the front. Standing there in the long, flowered, navy rayon dress I thought appropriate for an interview about plants, I made a mental note to wear my own jeans and an apron tomorrow.

      Harry made the introductions.

      “Krista, this here is Dora Oakley. She’s the only one who knows what she’s doing,” he said, impressed by his own charm. Dora gave him an indulgent, maternal look and a small smile, in agreement with his assessment of her skills and his lack of them. “And Dora, this is Krista Willett. She’s going to be helping out around here. I’d like you to show her the ropes.”

      Dora took off a glove and put out a hand. Her palm was rough and her grip strong. “I think I recognize you,” she said. “You live across the causeway in Drummond, right?” I nodded. “I think your boys go to school with my grandchildren.”

      I recognized the last name and made the connection, but before we could talk, Harry clapped his hands and interrupted.

      “That’s nice. Well, ladies, places to go and things to do. I’ll leave you to it and check in later.”

      “You do that,” Dora said, “not to worry. By the way, your mother called. She wants you to pick up a quart of milk before you go home for lunch. While you’re at it, why don’t you get cat food for that poor stray who comes around?”

      “Will do,” Harry said, turning to me to explain, although no explanation was necessary. We all knew Harry, a man in his mid-fifties, lived with his mother, a capable woman who spent half her time praying for her son and the other half mediating a way through his troubles. “Eldercare, giving back to the community,” he mused, “time management, multitasking. It’s the life of an entrepreneur. Work-life balance. It’s an art.”

      “You go. We’ll be fine.” Dora seemed impatient for the boss to leave so she could get back to work.

      Once he’d gone, Dora gave me the tour. I followed the squeak of her rubber shoes down the damp asphalt still marked with the yellow lines of parking spaces and listened while she made her introductions.

      “Shrubs and bushes are in the corner outside. In here, perennials are near the walls. Annuals, herbs, and vegetable transplants go in the middle. Seeds are at the cash. Some of the hanging arrangements are in here,” she said, gesturing to the white plastic baskets of petunias and geraniums swinging under the plastic sheeting of the centre’s roof. “The rest we wheel out every morning with the big pots. That can be one of your jobs.”

      “Sure thing,” I said. Something stirred in me as I breathed in the earthy smell of growth, so welcome after the long, cold, Atlantic winter. I was surprised by the consistency of the garden centre’s colour palette. Shades of yellow, coral, red and shocking pink were everywhere, accented here and there only by small touches of white Baby’s Breath and purple Alyssum. A table of herbs caught my eye. These kitchen plants were what I knew best: basil, thyme, chives, summer savory, oregano, parsley, cilantro, mint, sage, and my personal favourite—dill.

      I felt anxious. Apart from the herbs, did I know enough to work here? “What sorts of questions do people have?” I asked.

      Dora laughed. “In a supermarket garden centre, they usually just want to know what’s easiest to grow. The serious gardeners, the ones who mulch with seaweed, drive out to the real nurseries. No matter how little you know,” she said, pausing to look at me; I hadn’t fooled her at all. “Chances are you know more than our customers. It’s not too hard,” she said, plucking dead leaves and spent blossoms as she walked, cooing to some of the flowers as if they were her children. “Any questions, just find me,” she added. “I’ll help you out.”

      Mildly reassured, I read the handwritten signs stapled to the tables and tried to memorize the names of plants I recognized from the yards on my street— “Banana Cream Shasta Daisy,” “Blue-Ivory Hosta,” “Goliath Phlox,” “Fire Light Hydrangea.” I tried to think of something intelligent to say.

      “What are your best sellers?” I asked. I’d learn about those first.

      Dora answered without hesitation. “Tomatoes and annuals—impatiens for shade, pansies for sun and shade, and petunias for full sun. Anything with colour that blooms all season with little maintenance.” She laughed, a seaweed mulcher herself; she was working well below her class here in the Foodmart parking lot. “Our customers just want to have something for a patio pot or the front of the house, so they don’t disgrace the neighbourhood.”

      You mean, just like me, I almost said, but stopped when I saw Dora stare past me to two people, in an apparent argument, walking toward our entrance.

      “Oh, oh, here comes trouble,” she said under her breath. “Fasten your seatbelt.”

      I looked and realized I knew them both—Sid “Squiggly” Boudreau, “The Only Name in Real Estate Along the Shore for 40 years” and Brooke Madison’s “Aligning Places and Visionaries.” For two people supposedly in the same business, the pair of real estate agents could not be less alike. Squiggly, who had acquired his nickname because his youngest brother couldn’t pronounce Sydney, was a balding, fast-talking, off-the-rack dressed kind of guy, with a well-rehearsed formula for selling homes and land, as it was traded along the coast. Brooke, tall and chic, was new to the area. She had arrived from central Canada on a wave of the affluent moving east in search of an edited life, assisted by the millions they made selling homes in Toronto and internet-mediated remote work. Unlike Squiggly, who advised clients to spruce things up a little (get the truck off the front lawn and hide the cat’s litter box), Brooke’s modus operandi was to ream out and renovate fishermen’s cottages. Next, she’d stage them for buyers who wanted a simple lifestyle, but not one so simple. It didn’t include heated floors in the bathroom and propane stoves with six burners.

      “What are those two doing here?” I asked Dora under my breath.

      She rolled her eyes. “Setting themselves up on a collision course, I’d say. They must be getting places ready to put on the market,” she said. “For Squiggly, that means a couple of flats of pansies to shove into the ground for a showing. But it’s hard to imagine we have anything here up to the standards of Brooke the Crook. We don’t see her in here much. Usually, all she wants are rocks and driftwood. Nothing alive.”

      “Crook?” I was surprised. The bitterness in Dora’s voice didn’t match the soft and loving tone she used with the plants.

      “Sorry,” Dora said, catching herself. “I know a lot of people have time for her. She can take a house that Squiggly would sell for under a hundred thousand and get close to a million for it. That’s a windfall if you’re a retired couple moving into the senior’s residence in town. Good for them, I guess, but what about the rest of us? Our own kids will never live near the water again.”

      I could see Dora’s point, as clear to me as the frustration in Squiggly’s voice as it carried through the entry.

      “What’s wrong with 5862?” he asked the other realtor as she carefully tried to pick her way between the puddles on the pavement in her genuine leather four-inch heels. “Nice garage, workshop out back, good drainage. Why did you pass on that one?”

      Brooke reached up and adjusted the collar of her impeccable white shirt, so it stood up behind her neck and just grazed her champagne-blond curls. “The Feng Shui was all wrong, past redemption. You’re welcome to it.”

      “Your loss,” Squiggly smirked. “Bet that one goes for at least a high $120,000s.”

      “My point exactly,” Brooke responded. “What’s a waste of my time is a good use of yours.”

      Squiggly stared at Brooke and started to shake. Dora stepped in. “Good morning, folks. Spring is house-selling time. Squiggly, the usual?”

      The 40-years-on-the-Shore realtor’s hand went to his back pocket, and he started to count the fives and tens in his billfold. “You got it. Three flats of Viola Tricolour pansies. The vehicle’s out there if you want to load them up,” he said to me, making the sharp assessment I was the labourer in this operation and not the expert.

      “Done,” Dora said, pointing me toward the pansy display at the front of the store as she took the two tens in Squiggly’s hands. “Let me write that up for you.”

      Brooke moved in and blocked my path. “I need water sources. Is that all you carry?” She pointed to a small water fountain in the middle of a display of birdbaths, gnomes, plastic imitation Grecian pots, and tin butterflies on sticks, haphazardly arranged under a crooked sign that read, “Garden Décor.” “Does it even work?” she asked.

      Dora stopped halfway to the wooden counter that held the fishing tackle box Harry used as a cash register and sprang into action. “Don’t touch anything,” she cried. “Let me turn it on, there’s a trick. Krista, you’re going to have to learn how to do this.”

      I paid close attention, as Dora went to the side of the temporary wall and picked up a long wooden pole, like the ones used to dock a boat. She lifted it carefully so as not to knock our warring customers on the head and reached over and turned on a large electrical switch nailed to one of the supports. After a few gurgling moments, the fountain spouted an intermittent stream of water that ran slowly down onto a basin of stones.

      “Why the pole?” I whispered to my new co-worker.

      “Electricity and water don’t mix. Harry doesn’t want us to stand in a puddle on the floor, turn on the master switch, and electrocute ourselves. Thoughtful of him. Remember to keep your feet on the rubber mat, use the pole, and you’ll be fine. Hard to believe that man once did electrical work at the fish plant,” she added.

      Brooke watched the trickle and sighed. Deciding to leave her alone with her disdain and despair, I escaped and grabbed one of the garden carts, a low green metal trolley with a wide base, and loaded it with pansies like a real garden centre worker. My feeling of competence was short-lived. Steering the heavy cart, with each wheel stuck in a different direction, was not easy, and my good shoes, chosen to go with the floral dress, were no help. Once outside I also realized I had no idea which car was Squiggly’s, but seeing a shiny black sedan with the trunk popped open, I pushed my wobbly load over and lowered the plants onto the carpet of the space at the back. That done, I closed the lid and wheeled back, just in time to pass Brooke, who minced past me, keys out in one manicured hand.

      “Is that fountain any use to you?” I asked, working on my unpractised customer service skills.

      “Hardly,” she sniffed, pushing past me. “I’ll do better on Amazon.”

      Suit yourself, I said silently. Life with Big Bob had taught me almost anything could be ordered online, including, I presumed, Feng Shui correct water features.

      I was almost back at the door to the garden centre when Squiggly walked out and looked at the empty cart. “Where are the pansies?” he asked. “I was going to help you put them in the back of the truck.”

      “Truck?” I asked. “Not a black car?”

      I turned just in time to see the vehicle into which I had loaded three flats of Viola Tricolours burn out of the parking lot and onto the street. The driver’s face was hidden by large sunglasses, like a movie star, but I knew who she was.

      “Squiggly,” I said. “I’m sorry, but I’ve just sent your curb appeal pansies home with the competition.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      “My plants?” Squiggly’s voice was strangled in his throat somewhere between annoyed and outraged. “The ones I just paid for?”

      Dora stepped in and saved me. I had a premonition she would be doing a lot of that.

      “An honest mistake, first day on the job, remember what that was like?” she asked him.

      The realtor struggled. His first day on the job was in the last century. He didn’t remember what it was like at all.

      “Just make it right,” he said. “We want to get that house on the market by the end of next week.”

      Dora grabbed a paper and pencil from the crowded cash counter and wrote. “This is what we’ll do. I have a load of peat moss to go out to a place on the Shore Road today. This is the address. Some character is under the impression he can grow vegetables in the salt air and won’t listen to us. It’s got to be delivered this morning. Brooke lives in the house next door. Krista can swing by her place when she’s out, get your flowers back, and take them over to your office.” She paused and gave Squiggly a take-charge look to make clear this was his only option. “That work for you?”

      “Suppose so, but you got to remember time is money in my business. I’d like some compensation,” he said, looking sideways at the fishing tackle box on the counter.

      “Better than compensation,” Dora said. “I’ve got a lead for you. I hear Colleen out that way is getting ready to sell. Drop by and tell her I sent you. How’s that?”

      This got the real estate agent’s attention. Squiggly’s face took on a feral look. He knew he was being had, but didn’t mind if he got something out of it.

      “Fine,” he said. “Just make sure there are transplants at my office by lunchtime and we’ll forget about this mix-up.” He winked at me. “Nothing’s a mistake if you learn from it, eh, Krista?”

      I ignored the wink. I picked up Dora’s note and pulled the keys to my own truck out of my purse. I wanted to leave. “I’m on it,” I said with more confidence than I felt, heading to the door to make a quick getaway. I wasn’t exactly sure what lesson Squiggly thought I’d learned, but I knew I wanted to make it to noon on my first day on the job before I was fired.
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      Dora followed me out, helped me load the big bags into the back of my truck, and told me how to get to the house, recently bought by a writer named Ian Fitzgerald. I was sure I had seen the man around town—tall, with dark hair, tweed jackets, and Oxford cloth button-down shirts, worn above old sweatpants, socks, and Birkenstocks, as if the top half of his body was on weekdays, and the bottom on weekends. I heard someone once asked Ian what he wrote, hoping it would be something interesting, like psychological thrillers, but the author had explained that he wrote social commentary, cutting off any further discussion. No one around here knew what social commentary was, but pulling up behind Ian’s, parked next to a Tesla I recognized as belonging to the local car dealer Brent Cameron, I assumed it must pay well.

      As soon as I arrived, Ian took one look at my dress and offered to help me take the bags of peat around the back, where he was installing raised beds for his vegetables. Brent was already there, an early morning imported beer in his hand, his black hair gelled, his Cameron Motors fleece jacket tight over his belly, his smile stiff when he saw me. A cousin of mine had been one of the many Brent had picked up and put down over the years, and I could never understand what women saw in him. Why was he here? It didn’t seem to me Brent was a guy much interested in gardening. Then I remembered the Tesla. Without a doubt, he was trying to talk Ian into replacing the car out front with one of the electric vehicles he had brought in. None of the locals could afford them, but someone like Ian could.

      I made an attempt to sound as knowledgeable as someone who worked in a garden centre should. I pointed to the raised vegetable bed. “Good idea,” I said. “There’s nothing but rocks in our soil around here. That will be easier.” I nodded toward the house, with its large new windows and the solar panels on the roof, “And away from the wind around here too, might cut down salt air. That can be hard on plants.”

      “So, I’ve heard,” Ian said. “I thought I might put something over it, you know, sort of like a cold frame?”

      I wanted to avoid going any deeper into gardening talk, having used up my full repertoire of knowledge discussing the wind. So instead of answering, I nodded and then walked over to examine a strange, round, wooden structure, windowless with a short door, in a corner of the yard. Next to it was a deep bathtub, covered with a fitted, insulated top. I was surprised. Surely this man, with his money, could afford indoor plumbing.

      “Interesting,” I said, unable to find the words to describe the outside bathroom.

      “Isn’t it?” Ian said with enthusiasm. “Brooke had this sauna and cold plunge pool installed for me. She has the exact same thing at her place. Let me show you,” he said, and opened the door of the little house for me.

      I stooped down and looked in. I had seen a sauna before at the YMCA in Halifax, but it wasn’t like this. The interior of Ian’s sauna was covered entirely in cedar boards, with two short benches on either side beneath the curved interior walls. Between them was a large, black iron bucket plugged into an outlet and filled with what looked like beach rocks to me. A cedar pail and ladle were on the floor next to the rock bucket. A sand hourglass was attached to the wall on a pivoting screw.

      “Brooke ordered this in for me from Finland,” he said, “and a local guy gave me a good price on the stones.” I bet, I thought, all he had to do was pick them up from any local beach. “Once I turn it on, it takes about twenty minutes to heat up, then I just pour water on the rocks and detox.”

      “Must be nice in the winter,” I said, thinking of the cold, wet months when my own bones stayed chilled for weeks.

      Ian stared at me. I could see he hadn’t spent his first winter here yet. “Warm? Sure, but you want cold too,” he said. I extracted my head from the sauna as he shut the door. “That’s what the cold plunge is for.” He moved over and lifted back the hinged cover on the bathtub. Inside, I could see it was filled almost to the top with water. On impulse, I put out my hand and tested it. The water was freezing, iceberg cold.

      He had to be kidding. “You mean you get in there, into that water on purpose?” I asked, thinking he better not mention this to the locals, who wouldn’t go near water that cold unless they were wearing one of their marine survival suits from the boat.

      “Absolutely,” Ian said, surprised. “I follow the Hoff method.” He saw the blank look on my face and elaborated. “You know Wim Hoff, the one they call the Iceman? The guy who runs marathons barefoot on the ice?” Now I really hoped he didn’t talk about this to the locals. “After a sauna, three minutes in the plunge pool does amazing things to reduce inflammation. I’ve even got Brent into doing it too.”

      I looked at Brent, telegraphing one local to another, you’re kidding, right?

      Brent read my mind and decided to head it off. “Fantastic,” he said. “Once the shock wears off and the dopamine kicks in, the feeling’s incredible. You should try it sometime, Krista.”

      Sure, like never, my eyes shot back. I am not a crazy person.

      Message received, Brent brushed some invisible peat moss from his hands and tapped the Apple watch on his wrist. “Won’t keep you, Krista, I’m heading out myself.”

      “Right,” I said, picking up the cue and the request. “When I am finished here, I’m going to see Brooke. She’s next door, isn’t she? Issue with some flowers I have to take care of.”

      “Yes, she is,” Brent said and studied my face for so long, I wondered if there was some dirt on it. “Okay then, I’m off, bro,” Brent said to Ian, pouring his half-finished beer over some seedlings. The two men exchanged some kind of secret handshake thing and did a pseudo-hug that I thought made them look like square dancers.

      “Later,” Ian said as he bent down to slit one of the big bags of peat open. I picked up a shovel and turned to say goodbye to Brent. He was gone.

      Together, Ian and I dug in some peat into his vegetable beds, and when we were done, he walked with me back to my truck. “Thanks for bringing out the peat, Krista. I’ll save you some jalapeños.”

      You’ll be lucky if you get some lettuce and a couple of carrots out here this close to the ocean, I thought, but decided in the interest of customer relations to keep that opinion to myself. He didn’t know it yet, but he wouldn’t even be able to buy hot peppers at the Foodmart.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      I pulled back out onto the road. Brooke’s house was on the next driveway, only a couple hundred yards from Ian’s, and much more impressive. I hardly recognized the original home I knew must still be in there somewhere under the new wraparound deck and the glassed-in porch on the second floor, built to take full advantage of the view of the sea on the other side of the road. The whole structure, it seemed to me, was constructed to be the real estate agent’s best advertisement—this was how visionary life could be once Brooke Madison got involved.

      I saw the black car I’d filled with Squiggly’s pansies parked at the side of the building. As I got out of my truck and I walked toward the big double front doors of the house, I composed my apology/plant retrieval message in my head. I rang the bell and waited for an answer. I could hear the ring echo inside, but no one came to the door. I knocked and then rang the bell again. When still no one came, I decided to go around the back to see if anyone was there.

      As I turned the corner to the rear of the property, I could see a round wooden shed, which I now knew to be a sauna and not an outhouse, shielded from the wind by a thick, close hedge. I walked closer and could also make out the end of a
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