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The Letter




“Once upon a time,” Nina’s grandmother told her, “there was a garden. It was full of good things to eat—carrots and pumpkins and tomatoes and strawberries and lettuces and apples and peas—and of beautiful flowers, some of which were good to eat too. One day, a little girl walked into the garden…” 

Nina smiled at the memory of Granny’s dreamy voice, so soft, a little bit scratchy from all the Marlboroughs she’d smoked over the years. Granny was gone now, had been for more than a decade. There wasn’t much Nina had left of her, only a blue glass paper weight she kept on her desk, and her memories. Granny had spent her last few years in an old folks’ home, her little house sold to pay for the fees. In the end she hadn’t even recognized Nina anymore.

Nina looked down at the letter in her hands.

“Dear Ms. Takahashi,” it read, “it is our pleasure to inform you that you are the sole beneficiary and legatee under the will of the late Miranda McManus of Hawthorn Lane, Houghton, B.C. The property in question includes a cottage with adjacent garden. Please contact our office for particulars at your earliest convenience. Sincerely, James Spreckles; Spreckles, Masters and Miffling, Attorneys at Law.”

A garden. That’s what had brought back that memory of Granny’s story of the Garden of Good Things. A garden that was entirely fictional, that came from a fairy tale…

Nina shook herself and came back to her surroundings. She stared out the window at the bleak cement wall of the law offices across the alleyway, where a slow dribble of water left a dark streak down the dreary grey surface. The rain had been incessant in the last week, not letting up even once. Typical Vancouver weather—for winter. This was summer; it was supposed to be sunny and nice, but it felt like November out there.

Nina’s hand tightened on the letter. This had to be a mistake, probably a variant of one of those millionaire scams. “Contact us, and you’ll come into a lot of money.” Sure, and if you buy that, I’ve got a bridge to sell you too. Who on earth was Miranda McManus? Nina had never heard of this person before. 

She balled up the paper and slam-dunked it into the wastepaper basket. Forget beautiful gardens full of good things; they didn’t exist. What existed were rain-soaked city streets where cars hissed by in an endless stream of metal and fumes, and stacks of files—well, electronic stacks, anyway—that needed to be dealt with or Nina’s boss June would throw a fit. Never mind that Nina had come in in her time off to deal with it all. 

But then, if she hadn’t, she wouldn’t have found this letter… Nina retrieved the letter from the garbage and smoothed it out. “Please contact our office at your earliest convenience…” Well, it wasn’t convenient. Was it? Nobody would be there, in an attorneys’ office, at this time of day anyway.

Nina stared at the phone number on the letterhead, and then at her phone, which, somehow, was in her other hand. Nobody would be there, and it wasn’t convenient. And who was Miranda McManus, anyway? 

As if they were acting of their own volition, her fingers typed out the attorney’s number.










  
  
Google Maps




The voice navigator of Google Maps squawked at Nina from her phone on the dashboard. “In two. Hundred. Metres. Your destination. Will be. On the right!” it insisted in its eternally-cheerful-yet-hectoring tones. Nina had been driving through dense pine forests for at least an hour, although up until the last turn it had been all paved roads. She slowed down her car, but there wasn’t anything on the right, just a tall, ragged hedge among the trees, overgrown and weedy-looking. Certainly no house. She slowly let the car roll past the long line of unkempt bushes, crunching over the gravel of the road. “Take. A left turn, then. Make. A U-turn,” the voice navigator instructed. 

“Oh, shut up,” Nina muttered and kept going.

“Take. A left turn, then. Make. A U-turn,” it repeated.

“But there’s nothing there! Only a silly hedge,” Nina told it.

“Make. A U-turn. Then continue. For one. Hundred. Metres. Your destination. Will be. On the left.”

“Fine!” Nina shouted in exasperation and cranked the steering wheel, swinging the car around in the narrow country lane. She nearly got stuck in the ditch on the opposite side of the road. “Happy now?” she snarled at her phone as she stomped on the gas to propel the vehicle up the grassy verge back onto the gravel road.

“In one. Hundred. Metres. Your destination. Will be. On the left,” Google Maps cheerfully said.

“Gnnngh!” 

Nina drove back the way she came. There really was nothing there, only scraggly bushes with branches sticking out in all directions. 

But wait! What was that? 

Nina slammed on the brakes.

“You. Have arrived at. Your destination!” the navigator announced jubilantly.

There was an opening in that hedge. Hidden between long scraggly branches, nearly swallowed up by the greenery on either side, was a gate. A picket gate of sorts, which might once have been painted white.

Her fingers suddenly shaking, Nina pulled to the side of the road, turned off the ignition and unfastened her seat belt.

“You. Have arrived at—"

Nina grabbed the phone off the dash of the car and stabbed her finger at the “off” button.

“I told you to shut up,” she said and shoved the phone into her purse with more violence that was strictly necessary. There was something about that gate—something almost familiar, but at the same time tantalizingly mysterious.

In the sudden silence, Nina could hear her heart beating, and she sat with her hand clutching the door handle for what seemed like an eternity.

What was she doing here? Had she taken complete leave of her senses? What was a big-city girl with a good job and a nice apartment in Vancouver doing in backwoods BC, looking for a cottage left to her by a person she had never even heard of until this person’s lawyer tracked her down at her place of work?

“We received these documents quite recently,” James Spreckles, the surprisingly young lawyer, had said to Nina. “It appears that they’d been left with instructions that they were to be forwarded to us in June of this year—is there any special significance to this date?”

“Not that I can think of,” Nina had said, “other than the fact that I turned thirty in June.”

“Ah,” he said. “That might be why. We apologize for not getting them to you earlier, but we had some difficulty finding you. Hence the somewhat unusual, uh, course of action.”

He then proceeded to lay a sheaf of paperwork in front of Nina, and when she had signed her name about a dozen times, he’d stuffed several of them in an envelope and handed them to her. He then shook her hand, congratulating her on her new property, and with a look at his watch that told Nina he was a very busy person, and already running late for something, ushered her out the door.

2557 Hawthorn Lane, Houghton, BC, said the street address on the title deed. Nina had never been out to that corner of the province. She should at least take a look… So she had tossed some clothes into her little suitcase, punched the address into Google Maps, and set out. And spent the last several hours driving over lonely country highways, surrounded by nothing but mountains and trees, wondering what mad impulse had possessed her. Was this whole thing really real?

Nina gave herself a mental push and opened the car door. The dark green leaves of the hedge bristled at her from across the street. So what? She could tackle a hedge, yes indeed! Nina swung her feet out of the car, pushing down the automatic door lock button out of sheer habit, then stood up and slammed the door shut behind her.

Aaaack! She whirled around and frantically tugged on the car door handle. No no no no no no! It was locked, solidly locked! So was the passenger side door, and the trunk, and no amount of tugging and rattling at the door handles made any difference. How could she be so stupid? Of all the times… The key was in the ignition, grinning at her in her despair, and of course there was her purse, on the passenger seat. With her phone in it, and the spare key she always carried in her wallet for exactly such an eventuality. Nina dug in her pants pocket—did she have something, anything, to jimmy the lock? Didn’t the BCAA people use some kind of flat piece of metal to do the job? 

Her fingers closed on something flat and metallic in her pocket. A key? A flicker of hope flared up, and she whipped the thing out of her pocket. But no, it wasn’t the spare car key. It was a key all right, but a house key, an old-fashioned rounded key in a brassy colour, a little bit rusted, with a ring at the top, a cylindrical shaft and some teeth sticking out at the bottom.

A house key? Uncomprehendingly, Nina stared at it for a second, then memory penetrated her panic-addled brain. It was the key to the cottage, of course, which, according to Google Maps (now locked in the car), was behind that tall bristly hedge staring at her from across the street. The lawyer had given the key to her along with all that paperwork, and she must have shoved it into her pants pocket without thinking.

Well, at least she wasn’t completely stuck. Maybe there was a phone in that house—just maybe? Then she could call BCAA and get someone to come out to help her.

So. Nina squared her shoulders and determinedly walked across the street to the gate hidden in the hedge. 

It was made of narrow slats of wood some five feet high, its once-white paint peeling off in thin strips. The branches closed in the sides and arched over top, reaching for Nina. Yikes, there were thorns on those branches! Carefully, Nina reached out and pushed at the gate. To her surprise, it gently swung open with a little creak. Nina peered through the opening. A tangle of greenery met her eye. Grasses, shrubs, bushes, and tree limbs obscured her vision, but behind them, she could see the pale grey of weathered cedar siding, and a path of flagstones disappeared into the tangle, going in the direction of the house. 

Nina turned sideways, sucked in her stomach to make herself as narrow as possible, and sidled through the opening. A thorn snagged her T-shirt, but it let go again immediately—almost as if it was plucking at her sleeve in a friendly greeting. Nina looked around, and she saw that the gate had silently swung closed behind her. She bit her lip. Then she raised her chin and turned to follow the flagstone path, weaving through the thicket of growth. Pink, yellow and white spikes of hollyhock, taller than Nina herself, grew beside and on the path, clumps of yellow-centred white daisies around their feet; long tendrils of purple clematis and pale blue morning glory wound up the trunk of a tree. The whole garden seemed alive—there was a soft rustling and humming in the undergrowth and little chirps and tweets of birds; then a chipmunk darted across Nina’s path. It froze momentarily when it caught sight of her, tilted its head inquiringly, twitched up the hazelnut it had in its paws as if it was offering to share, then scurried on into the rustling grasses.

Nina went closer to the house. It had a front porch whose posts were covered in grapevines climbing up and around and from there onto the roof; clusters of tiny green grapes dangled down like earrings from a giantess’ earlobes. To the right of the front door stood a well-used wicker rocking chair with a little weathered table beside it; against the wall were stacked a couple of wooden crates. The cedar siding of the house had gone silvery-grey with age, the white-painted window frames shining against it.

Nina lifted her foot to step on the bottom step of the porch, then stopped. This place was so old, her foot might go right through the boards! Then again, there was no rot that she could see—it actually looked remarkably solid. Cautiously she put her weight onto the step. There was a little creak, then nothing; the stairs were as firm as those in her apartment building in Vancouver. 

With a sigh of relief, Nina climbed the rest of the stairs onto the porch. She took the key from her pocket, and, with her heart beating high in her throat, fitted it into the keyhole of the front door. A little bit of wiggling, and the lock clicked back. Slowly she pushed open the door and stepped over the threshold.

The stale air of a house that has stood empty for a long time hit Nina’s nostrils. She looked around. The front door opened directly into the living room, which was panelled in a fawn-coloured wood. To the right, a couch, upholstered in a brown nineteen-seventies plaid, flanked a fireplace, with a wooden crate in front of it that served as a coffee table; opposite, faded blue curtains draped a pair of French doors, through which Nina could see more of the tangle that was the garden. On the left, an open doorway led into another room. Nina looked around the door post. It was the kitchen, with arborite-topped counters over dark oak cabinets, a table with three spindle-leg chairs, and a stove against the wall. The cook top didn’t have normal coil burners, but some weird grille things on the top—a gas stove, perhaps? In the corner of the kitchen stood a harvest gold fridge of the same vintage as the plaid living room couch, and a white porcelain sink was mounted under the window that looked out onto the garden tangle. 

A beige rotary phone was attached to the wall beside the doorway. A phone! Nina snatched the receiver off its hook and held it to her ear. 

Silence. 

Well, of course, it would be too much to ask to still have the phone connected… 

But what about power? The place was wired for electricity, or there wouldn’t be a fridge. And there was the light switch next to the phone. She flicked it up and down. 

Nothing. That figured. 

So, no power, no phone. She vaguely remembered from looking at Google Maps that some kind of small town was a little ways down the road, but she hadn’t paid attention to the distance. Was it walkable? 

But actually, the first thing she needed was a bathroom. Oh, but did the water still work? Or would she have to go outside and squat in the bushes? 

There was only one way to find out. Nina cranked the tap on the sink. A clanking and creaking noise came from the pipes, a groan like a soul in agony—and then a gush of thick, rust-coloured, metallic-smelling liquid poured into the sink.

“Oy!” Nina turned the tap off again. “Well, at least it’s liquid… I think.” She turned the tap back on, and this time it started pouring without its strange noises; the colour was noticeably lighter. “Hmm,” she said, “just need to flush it out, do we?” She let the water run for a bit until it had become the colour of very weak tea. “Well, that’s good. So there’s hope.”

She found the bathroom down the hall. It contained an old-fashioned clawfoot tub, a sink whose dial taps looked like little crosses, and—thank goodness!—a toilet. Its tank was mounted high up on the wall at the level of Nina’s head, a chain with a small ceramic club at the end of it—presumably a handle—hanging from the side. There was a flaky rust-brown stain in the bottom of the toilet bowl where the water had dried up. Nina took hold of the ceramic thing and pulled. The creaks and clanks were even more gruesome than in the kitchen, but with an enormous groan, a small amount of liquid rust poured into the toilet bowl.

“Yes!” Nina punched her fist in the air. “Success!”








  
  
The House




The strange thing about the house was in how good a shape it was. Judging by the rust coming out of the pipes and the smell of long disuse, not to mention the jungle outside, it had to have stood empty for years. But other than the rust there was no sign of decay—no mouse droppings, no birds’ nests in the fireplace, barely even any dust. 

Across the hall from the bathroom Nina pushed down an ornate cast iron door handle, and with a soft creak the door opened on a bedroom. The wide wooden bedstead in the middle under the window was covered with a patchwork quilt in a “wedding ring” pattern. Just like Granny used to have—even the same colours as Granny’s: soft blues, moss greens, and dusty pinks on a beige ground. The curtains on the window picked up the moss green, and a multi-coloured rag rug on the floor provided another splash of colour. 

Nina gave the quilt a little tap, but to her surprise, the dust cloud she had expected didn’t materialize. She held her breath and pinched her nose, then gave the blanket a harder slap, but there was no more dust than when she had made her bed that morning back in her apartment in Vancouver. Curious. Nina ran her finger over the white-painted dresser that stood beside the bed, and it, too, was perfectly clean.

A honey-coloured taper candle in a brass candle holder stood on top of the dresser, a little box of matches lying beside it. The bedside table had a small standing lamp on it—Nina tried the switch, just to be sure, but of course nothing happened—and on the other side of the bed was a bookcase full of books. Nina wandered over to take a look. Classics, mostly, many of them paperbacks with covers that looked like they were from the seventies or eighties: Pride and Prejudice, some Agatha Christie, Jules Verne, The Princess and the Goblin, a fat volume of Grimm’s Children’s and Household Tales, another of the collected edition of Shakespeare, some Dickens, The Wonderful Wizard of Oz, The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes, and a few other novels Nina didn’t recognize. Apparently this Miranda lady liked old stories.

The books were the most personal thing Nina had found in the house yet—otherwise, there was very little indication of the previous owner. No photos, no personal papers…

Nina wandered back towards the living room, and she realized that she was hungry. Food. She had some protein bars in her purse, she’d have to get—oh shoot. The purse was locked in the car. And as of this moment, she had no way to get the car unlocked, to call BCAA and get herself sorted out. The town, where there might be a phone, was who-knew-how-far, and even if there was a grocery store or even just a gas station that sold food, her bank card and cash were securely locked in the car inside her wallet. So… was there anything left in this house that one could eat? Maybe Miranda had left some cans of pork and beans. Those things lasted forever, didn’t they?

She pulled open one of the oak cupboard doors. Dishes. Thick, white stoneware mugs with blue rims, matching plates of various sizes, soup bowls. A wooden thing with a metal crank handle on the top that Nina recognized from watching the Antiques Roadshow—wasn’t it a manual coffee grinder? Sure enough, the small drawer in the bottom still smelled faintly of coffee. So, if this was the dish cupboard, the drawer underneath probably had cutlery, right? Right. The cupboard below that was stocked with pots and pans.

So, the next one over? Nina struck pay dirt. There weren’t just one or two cans of baked beans—that cupboard was full. Beans, tuna, glass jars with what looked like home-canned produce—were those peaches?—jam, sugar, salt, spices, a sealed container of oatmeal, and another one of powdered milk. On the top shelf was a fancy tin, one of those black and red and gold Chinese ones. Nina popped off the lid. It was tea! And not only that, it smelled perfectly all right. Now if she only had power to put on the kettle, a cup of tea would exactly hit the spot. But power there was none… 

Experimentally, not expecting anything to happen, Nina turned one of the knobs on the stove—and she jumped back in surprise. The front burner leapt to life! The gas was still working? That was fantastic—she could have that cup of tea! And perhaps even heat up a can of beans.

After a few minutes of rummaging, she had found a tea kettle—the kind with the spout that whistled when the water came to a boil—a tea pot, a strainer, a can opener, a saucepan and a wooden spoon, and she was trying to keep the pork and beans from burning in the bottom of the pot. She remembered how, when Granny first switched from an electric range to a gas one, back when Nina was a little girl, her first few meals all burned—gas heated up so much faster than electricity.

By the time she sat on the non-dusty couch with her cup of tea and bowl of baked beans, it was starting to get dark outside. Drat. Too late to go for that walk to the next town in search of help. Not that she actually knew how to get there in the first place—finding the cottage had involved turning on little side streets that she would never have noticed without Google Maps; she’d probably get hopelessly lost in the woods out there without it. The only thing left to do was to find something to jimmy the lock of the car door herself—and she’d have to do it now, before it got too dark to see.

A more exhaustive search of the kitchen cupboards yielded nothing more useful than a long knife, and Nina didn’t think that fishing around in the door of her Toyota with a butcher knife would be a good idea. And didn’t a slim jim have a hook on the end for pulling up the knob, anyway? 

A rummage around the bathroom didn’t turn up anything more useful, either. There was toilet paper in the cupboard under the sink, and the drawer was empty of everything but a comb, a still-wrapped toothbrush, and a cake of Ivory soap. 

Nina moved on to the bedroom. There was a pair of louvred closet doors that she hadn’t looked behind yet. She pulled them open and took a step back in surprise: there were clothes still on the hangers—half a dozen or so soft long dresses, skirts and blouses, in some indeterminate classic style that didn’t come from any particular decade that Nina recognized. She ran her hand along the row of garments, half expecting to dislodge a few moths, but the outfits just softly swayed on their hangers, releasing a faint scent of long-forgotten lavender sachets. Wait—hangers! Couldn’t you jimmy a lock with a bent coat hanger? But on closer inspection, these ones wouldn’t do—not a single cheap wire hanger among the lot; they were all solid wooden ones.

Nina turned to the dresser in the corner. If there were still clothes in the closet, what about the dresser? Sure enough, the top drawer held a couple of pretty nightgowns—actual nightgowns!—with ruching along the neckline, and even some bloomer-style pants to match, while the next one down had cotton stockings and warm socks. The lowest drawer yielded a couple of pairs of bib-front twill overalls with grass-stained knees.

It was getting harder to see in the gathering dusk. Nina shrugged. There wasn’t much point in trying to keep up the search tonight. Her eye fell on the candle and matches on top of the dresser. Well, why not? She’d need some kind of light.

Wrapped in the quilt from the bed, the last cup of tea at her elbow, she curled up on the couch with Pride and Prejudice. It seemed an apt read by candlelight. She felt oddly comfortable in this house—safe, as if this was where she belonged. She almost regretted that she would have to set out on that hike in the morning to find help for getting into her car... she liked this house…








  
  
Charlie




A sliver of bright morning sun fell through the chink in the curtains and right over Nina’s face, waking her. She stirred, sneezed and stretched. Slowly she came conscious to the feel of the quilt over top of her and the linen sheets under her, and as she did so, the memory of yesterday woke as well. The cottage, her locked car—and she was sleeping in an old-fashioned bed wearing an even more old-fashioned white cotton nightgown, which, considering it was a stranger’s, fitted her surprisingly well. 

Nina sat up and looked around the room. Her jeans and the T-shirt she had worn yesterday were draped over the bedpost where she had hung them last night; the candle on the bedside table was burned down to a stump. Pride and Prejudice had held her spellbound until deep into the night. She didn’t really know how late, as her only timepiece was her phone, securely locked inside her car. She’d forgotten how riveting the story of Elizabeth and Mr Darcy was—forgotten, or never known. A while ago she had watched the movie on Netflix, but there, the tale was over in a couple of hours, unlike the book, which allowed you to revel in the story, live in that world, until the bedside candle burned down and the book kept dropping from your hands because you simply couldn’t keep your eyes open any longer.

Nina pulled aside the curtain over the head of the bed and looked out. There was that tangle of garden outside, so thick you could hardly tell what was what. A tall section of grass that might have been a lawn once, scattered with flowers of all colours and descriptions, was interspersed with some small pine trees that looked like they had sprung up there on their own, and some kind of maple—no more than a sapling. And there, what was that in the corner of the yard? Another building?

Half an hour later she stood with a mug of tea in her hand outside the French doors on what had once been a patio. Pinky-beige flagstones lay underfoot, clumps of grass and tiny flowers growing in the cracks. Some chest-high bushes had encroached on the space, crowding nearly to the doors, lifting the patio stones in places and cracking them in others, but Nina could see where there had once been a set of steps leading off the patio further out into the garden. 

She pushed her way through the bushes, carefully avoiding the clusters of shiny black berries that dangled enticingly from the branches. She didn’t know enough about plants to trust these ones. For all she knew, they were deadly nightshade; she’d heard somewhere that those were black. Beyond the bushes, she found—more bushes. Waist-high grass, with other, weedy-looking things in between. Determinedly, Nina pushed on. You’d need a machete to get through this, she thought. Maybe there was one in that shed—she was sure it was a shed—in the corner of the yard?

The garden rustled and hummed around Nina. A big bush of wild roses buzzed with bees, birds chirped and fluttered up and away as Nina passed, and her chipmunk friend from yesterday ran along beside her on a tree branch.

“No nuts this time?” Nina asked the chipmunk. He tilted his head quizzically, chittered at her, then scurried off up the trunk of the tree. “Fine then,” Nina called after him, “but next time I want my share!” 

The chipmunk scolded down at her, and she laughed. What a glorious day! And what a wonderful, mysterious garden, in spite of—or perhaps because of—the huge tangle it was in. Nina still didn’t know how she was going to get into her car, or into town to make a phone call to get BCAA to come help her, but somehow it didn’t matter so much at the moment. And maybe there’d be some tool in that shed that could make it happen?

Her foot caught on something and she stumbled. It was a protruding wooden frame, about a foot high, coming apart at the corners. And spilling out of it in between all the grasses and bushes were—strawberries! Nina recognized strawberries. Even a city girl who bought her produce at the supermarket knew what those were, and she’d never heard of any toxic lookalikes to beware of. Gleefully, she plucked a berry off the plant, twisted out the little stem, and popped it in her mouth. Her eyes blinked open in surprise. It was a full-on taste explosion; she had never experienced a strawberry as sweet and at the same time as flavourful as this. She picked another one to test if the effect was the same—it was. Mmmh, amazing. 

Next to the strawberries was a patch of lacy greenery, rather like the asparagus fern her grandmother used to have in a pot in the corner of the living room. Nina brushed her fingers through the greens—but wait, she recognized this, too! She squatted down and peered more closely at the bottom of the plants. Sure enough, there was a little orange bump where the greenery came out of the ground—she was right, they were carrots! She gave an experimental tug on one of the plants. A stubby, four-inch-long carrot popped out of the ground, dirt clinging to its sides.

“Will you look at that!” Nina said. She pulled on another carrot, but it didn’t want to come up—the greens broke off right at the top of the root. “Hmph,” she said and tugged on the one that grew directly next to it—practically on top of it, in fact. She wiggled it back and forth in the ground a bit before pulling up—there, now it was looser, and the broken-off one was wiggling as well. She dug her fingers in around the neck of the carrot, and pulled. Both of them came up together.

“Ah, that’s why you didn’t want to come up,” she said. The two carrots were intertwined, one wrapped around the other like a pair of corkscrews. “What do you know—Frankencarrot!” Nina shook the dirt off the orange roots. “Hmm, is there water to wash you off with?” She stood up, stretched on tiptoe and slewed her head around. Ah, there, by the corner of the shed, that looked like a barrel full of water! She wiggled, pushed and wended her way through the tangle of vegetables, grass, and weeds, narrowly avoided tripping over more of the broken wooden boxes—they’d probably been raised garden beds at some point—and made her way to the container by the shed. It was a big metal barrel, blue paint peeling off its sides, brimful of clean, clear water.

“Hmm.” She dunked her carrots in the water, scrubbed the dirt off with her hands, then bit the end of one of them. “Oh wow!” Crunchy, so sweet, a little bit earthy, yet somehow clear—if a flavour could be called that… 

“A garden full of good things to eat…” she murmured quietly to herself. “Carrots and strawberries and lettuces… There! Those are lettuces, aren’t they?” There were clumps of bright green frilly leaves mixed in with smooth-edged deep purplish-red ones, and some that looked like the Romaine lettuce Nina sometimes bought at the store. She picked the tip off one of the leaves and gingerly tasted it. Yes, that was lettuce all right. And there, that looked like parsley, the tightly-curled frilly kind they put on plates in restaurants as garnish, and next to it clumps of something like green onions. Except they had clusters of little bulbs at the top, similar to heads of garlic that had split into individual cloves. She picked one off and smelled it. Definitely onion of some kind. Green onions with their seeds growing at the top of the stalk, perhaps? Lettuce and green onions and carrots—she could already see the salad she could make out of all those. Hadn’t there been some vinegar in the kitchen cupboard? Maybe even some oil.

In a tangle behind the green onions was a bush with dark green heart-shaped leaves with purple veins and small dark purple flowers; in between hung slender, deep purple pods about three or four inches long. Except for the colour, they looked like beans. But beans in purple? Nina didn’t trust those. However, now that she looked closer, she saw that there were some green pods in that tangle as well, on vines that had bright red flowers. Scarlet runner beans—the name popped into her head. She didn’t know where she’d heard it before—maybe Granny again?

This garden was a profusion of colour. All the different shades of green, flowers in white and sunshine yellow and bright orange, the deep purples and scarlets of those bean flowers—and closing the colour wheel were some beautiful little star-shaped flowers in a cerulean blue, like the sky on a crisp fall day. They grew on two-foot high stalks with fleshy pale green leaves with small hairs standing up on them. Nina bent down to touch one, to see if it was as prickly as it looked.

“They taste like cucumbers, you know,” a male voice came from Nina’s right.

With a scream, Nina whirled around.

Against the trunk of a gnarly tree, whose branches were loaded with tiny apples, leaned a man. He had his arms crossed over his broad chest, a red-checked flannel lumberjacket gaping open over a black T-shirt. With his scruffy brown beard, heavy boots, and work-stained jeans he looked like he had come off a construction site.

“Sheesh, you scared me!” Nina said, her hand to her heart. What was he doing here?









