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    In The Weeds


     


     


    I don’t need the headlights to drive, thanks to waxing moon and the straight gravel road. The driveway and yard are illuminated with a ghostly light as I ride slowly past the house and then coast down the gentle slope to the pen. I turn off the engine and pull on the handbrake, then get out to open the gate. The thick humid air hits me in the face and it feels like I’m trying to breathe underwater. I’m sweating and I can feel beads of moisture trickling down my spine and into the waistband of my shorts. The backs of my thighs are slick with perspiration and I stick to the truck upholstery as I slide across the driver’s seat.


    I open the gate in the electric fence, satisfied that it doesn’t make a sound. I oiled it a few days ago to make sure. Then I coast through and close it behind me. Once I’m away from the house and well into the pasture I’m able to turn the engine on again. I turn the truck around and back it up as far as I can before my rear tires start to sink in the soft ground near the wallow. I keep my headlights off, but the light of the moon is enough to let me see where I am going.


    This summer has been the hottest on record, and the rainfall the lowest in memory; the scorching sun has hardened the earth in the pasture and I’m able to turn the truck without leaving tire marks. It doesn’t matter anyway; I’m sure that whatever tracks I leave will be obliterated by sunrise.


    I slip out of the truck and let down the tailgate as quietly as I can, then pull the heavy tarp out of the truck bed until it teeters on the edge. It’s caught somehow on the tailgate hinge and I can’t pull it any further. I’m about to climb up into the truck bed and give it a shove when the tarp tears free and falls, hitting the dirt with a sickening thump. I drag it as far as I can toward the boggy stream, my ears straining for any sound. I peer into the darkness but all I can see is the tiny lights of fireflies flickering in the brush.


    I untie the tarp and roll the contents onto the earth.


    He is naked. He lies facing up, staring at the moon. I don’t want to see his face, so I roll him over with the toe of my boot.


    As I load the tarp back into the truck, I hear a faint grunt, followed by a snuffling sound. I don’t have much time and I start to move faster.


    I drag the first ten-gallon bucket out of the truck and open it. The smell of corn mash and strawberry Kool-Aid makes me retch. I pour it over him then go to get the second bucket, this one full of corn mash and beer.


    By the time I’ve poured that out I can hear them. Low growls and resonant rumbles that make it feel as if the earth is vibrating. They are getting closer, coming through the brush and the long grass by the stream, snuffling, rustling, breaking twigs and snapping branches. The hair on the back of my neck stands up.


    I run back to the truck, drop the buckets into the back and start the engine. The noise won’t matter now; they have caught the scent and nothing will scare them off.


    As I drive slowly back toward the gate I can see them in the moonlight. Their eyes and tusks gleam as they run out of the dense brush at the back of the wallow. The large one in front is a sow. She scents the air, her massive head bobbing up and down. She snorts loudly—a warning to the rest in case of any threat. She can’t see very well, but the scent draws her closer to the corn and she pauses, listening for danger. Then she squeals and trots toward the mash. The rest of them hear her signal and follow. I can see the hump-backed silhouette of dozens of the hairy beasts, trotting across the pasture in a thunder of hooves.


    When I’m safely on the other side of the gate I pause to listen to the excited squeals as they smell the corn mash and the deeper growls and roars of the boars as they tear him apart. And under the contented grunts I hear the steady crunch of corn kernels, the tearing of sinew and muscle and the snap of bone.


    I look up and can see every star in the clear night sky. I listen to the crickets in the field and inhale the aroma of new mown hay. Then I drive back to the road. I don’t turn on my headlights until I’m a mile away.

  


  
    One


    Wright


    I’m sitting in my car checking out the gardens planted along the front entrance of the restaurant. I don’t know anything about flowers, but it’s obvious someone here cares a lot. They are blooming all over the place, with roses climbing on trellises, trained along fence posts and pillars and archways, and all over the sign—Thorny Rose.


    I’m glad I came early, before the place is open. Less chance of anyone being around to get in my way. I recognize her the minute she pulls up in her old pick up truck and climbs out.


    I’ve seen her picture in the local papers with him, the chef. The glamorous couple at all the big local events. She’s a lot better looking than her photos. Tall and lean, she’s wearing jeans and a t-shirt, with her light brown hair hanging loose to her shoulders. The photos online always show them both in white chef’s uniforms with tall paper hats, or in black tie evening wear at some charity event they’ve catered. I like her better this way. She’s avoiding meeting my eye and I can tell from her body language that’s she’s nervous.


    I walk toward her, my boots crunching on the gravel.


    “I’m Detective Constable Wright,” I say. “You’re the owner. Rose Ellis.” It isn’t a question.


    “Detective?” She looks at my car, a vintage Mustang Selby, fully restored down to the last screw.


    “This is one of the new police service vehicles you’ve probably been reading about in the paper,” I smile. “Just kidding. I thought it might be better to come in my own vehicle. In case your customers feel uncomfortable seeing a police cruiser in the lot.”


    “That’s good of you.” Her voice is flat and she avoids looking at me. Clearly she’s timid or she’s hiding something. “How can I help you?” Her eyes flicker anxiously toward the restaurant.


    “We’ve had a report of a missing person,” I say, motioning toward the restaurant sign. “The chef. Raymond Ellis.”


    “The chef is my husband,” she says, crossing her arms and her eyes flicking up to meet mine. “He’s not missing.”


    I’m not surprised. “The person making the report indicated you’d say that,” I say and wait for her to respond, watching for her response.


    She doesn’t say anything. Then a movement in the kitchen window catches her eye. Someone is watching.

  


  
    Two


    Rose


    I motion for Detective Wright to walk with me and we move away from the restaurant window. I need to preserve a bit of privacy—and my dignity. It’s probably Lotte or Montana spying through the window, the sister wives. Chef’s kitchen apostles, they both hang on his every word. Doe-eyed and delicate Montana is his current favorite, not that it does her any favours with the rest of the staff. They tease her constantly, calling her Virginia, Dakota, Georgia—any US state they can think of, as well as a few international gems like Serbia and Latvia. I pretend not to notice.


    “When is the last time you saw your husband?” Wright asks, getting out his little notebook and a pen. He smiles. It’s the easy grin of man used to getting his way with women. A charmer with a killer smile, just like my husband.


    A wave of anxiety washes over me. It’s always hard to know how honest to be. “A few weeks ago,” I answer. “Late July sometime.” His eyebrows shoot up.


    “You don’t remember the exact day?” I shrug. “Do you know where he is?” I shake my head. He’s making me nervous, and embarrassed. This isn’t something I want to talk about.


    “Not exactly.” He nods. I can read his mind. “My husband didn’t leave me, if that’s what you’re thinking.” I try not to sound defensive. “He’s gone on a stage.”


    “A stage?”


    “He goes to work in other restaurants, under famous chefs, to learn new techniques, and to improve his craft.”


    “And he doesn’t tell you where he’s going?” I shrug again.


    “To be honest with you,” I say. “He doesn’t always know where he’s going himself until he arrives.” I pause, trying to think of what to say. “He gets restless. He’s a creative guy, always looking for inspiration. And, the restaurant is quiet now,” I lie. In fact it’s the busiest summer we’ve ever had at the Thorny Rose. The Shaw Festival is having a great season and the theatre crowd is filling the restaurant most evenings. Not to mention that tourism in general is doing well, with all the Niagara region wineries hosting successful tastings and events. I’ve had to bring in extra staff just to manage the catering.


    “So this isn’t unusual?”


    “Not for him.” I try not to sound bitter. From his expression I can guess Wright doesn’t believe me. “He’s not here, but he’s not missing. He took his knives. He’d have taken them to work on a stage,” I insist. “I didn’t hide him away in the wine cellar.” We don’t even have a wine cellar.


    “Has he gone away like this before?”


    “Last year he was in Copenhagen. At Noma.” I glance at him for any sign of recognition. “And he even went to El Bulli before it closed. In Spain? It was voted one of the best restaurants in the world?” Wright does not look impressed.


    “Are you a chef here too?” he asks. I almost laugh out loud thinking of chef’s face if he heard that. He barely thinks I can cook soup from a tin. And for a while, that was true. But I’ve been working hard since we’ve opened the restaurant, and I’ve learned a lot more than he’d ever acknowledge.


    “No. There can only be one chef in a kitchen,” I attempt a smile. “I do help out with the service a bit. But mostly I’m the gardener. I supply the restaurant with herbs, flowers and vegetables.”


    “Look. I’m sorry to be doing this.” He hesitates a moment. “It feels like a prank. We don’t normally even follow up unless the missing person is high risk, or the immediate family makes the report. But we’ve had several calls on this.”


    “Several?” He looks uncomfortable. But not as uncomfortable as I feel so I don’t feel sorry for him. I think for a second then make a decision I hope I won’t regret. But I need to make sure he never comes back.


    “I assume you’ll want to speak to some of the staff,” I say. “Can I offer you a coffee?


    “Sure,” he says with that killer smile. “I’ve always wanted to come here. For dinner I mean,” he clarifies.


    We step up the wide back porch that runs the length of the restaurant and I hold open the screen door for him. The instant we enter every one of the staff gets busy doing something very important. Maggie the sous chef is mincing shallots for a veal demi glace, the saucier is doing mis en place for the dinner service and Lotte is pretending to stir some creme fraiche. Montana is nowhere to be seen.


    “Maggie,” I call. She turns, puts down her knife and wipes her red hands on a kitchen towel. “This is Detective Constable Wright. He’s here about a missing chef.” I notice that Lotte flushes red before she turns to another task and pretends not to eavesdrop.


    “Missing chef?” Maggie grins. She walks over, her expression both amused and intrigued. “We’ve got one I’d be happy to give you.” Maggie shakes Wright’s hand, revealing her forearm, strong and muscled from years of cooking on the line. She’s a big woman, but her face is slack and drawn, showing her recent loss of weight. She wears a red bandana, both to stop the sweat from pouring off her brow and to hide the effects of chemotherapy.


    “Maggie is our sous chef,” I say to Wright. “She’s in charge of the kitchen when chef isn’t here. She runs the line, does the ordering, trains the staff…”


    “…and chef gets all the glory,” Maggie interrupts with a laugh. Her face is shiny with steam and perspiration. The kitchen isn’t air-conditioned and the main exhaust fans aren’t used until the cooking begins with service. That’s the kind of compromise you have to make when you transform a century farmhouse into a gourmet restaurant. The air conditioning is for the customers, and during a heat wave like the one we’ve been having the temperature in the kitchen never drops to anything close to tolerable.


    The phone rings and I excuse myself. While I’m taking the dinner reservation I keep one ear on their conversation and take a closer look at Wright. He’s lean and fit and I can see his biceps bulging through his shirt. The guy clearly works out a lot to get that kind of definition. He’s good looking but something about his heavy brow and especially his jaw gives him a brutal look, one that tells me he’s used to getting what he wants. I’m glad we don’t owe him money. He doesn’t look like a patient man.


    “Typical of him,” Maggie is saying. “Taking off again.”


    “He’s done this before?”


    “Yes,” she sneers. “He goes off on some stage at Fat Duck or Alinea or wherever.”


    “And he doesn’t he tell you? Or tell his wife?”


    Maggie crosses her arms and leans against the pass through. “He doesn’t think anyone else exists.”


    The phone rings again and I reluctantly answer, straining to hear Wright and Maggie over the noise of the hood fans.


    “The food’s just as good—probably better if you ask me—when he’s not here,” I hear Maggie snap. Wright’s expression is surprised and I catch his glance at me as I take down the dinner reservation.


    “Let’s be honest,” Maggie interrupts before Wright can say anything. “He’s always trying to micromanage the line,” she glances an apology at me but continues muttering. “Thinks he can do everyone’s job better than they can.”


    “He is the chef, Maggie,” I interject, with my hand over the receiver. “And actually, he can.” She glares at me, eyes narrowed, then turns back to her demi glace reduction.


    There’s an awkward silence. Finally Wright says, “I wonder if I might have a word with Montana Lambert before I go? Is she here today?”


    Maggie cackles. “I saw her duck into the walk-in cooler to hide when you first arrived. She’s probably got hypothermia right about now.” She then strides over to the cooler, yanks open the heavy door and yells inside, “Hey Alabama! Someone’s here to see you.”


    I hang up the phone and go into the dining room where I pretend to set a table. I don’t trust myself to be close enough to hear what Montana says.


    I can see her and Wright talking. She stands with her arms folded tightly across her chest, her face flushed and her eyes red from crying. He’s asking her a lot of questions, and as she answers she becomes more and more agitated.


    “I know he’s dead,” I finally hear her blurt, her voice loud. “There’s no way he’d just leave. She killed him.”

  


  
    Three


    Rose


    A few minutes later, I glance up and see Wright enter the dining room. His expression is carefully neutral.


    “Is that offer of coffee still valid?” he asks. I pull out my best smile, the one I use for a busy Saturday night when we’re overbooked and in the weeds.


    “Sure thing,” I say and lead him to a table next to window, overlooking the parterre garden. I ask Maggie to have coffee brought in.


    We sit in silence and he studies the elegant garden, taking in the carefully sheared boxwood hedges and cones, the gravel paths and clipped trees, all set in a symmetrical pattern that’s best viewed from the dining room. I designed this view to look good year round, especially in winter. There’s no point having a garden view that looks like sticks and mud for six months of the year.


    The Thorny Rose sign sits at the edge of the garden, next to the driveway. It’s beautifully hand carved in wood and painted so the rose and its thorns look real. In the summer months it’s covered with fragrant climbing roses, but in winter the canes are bare, their sharp thorns mingling with the carved ones on the sign.


    “You don’t seem that prickly,” Wright says, breaking the silence. I look at him in confusion. “The sign?” he clarifies. “The name of your restaurant? Thorny Rose.”


    “Sorry. Right,” I shake my head then smile. “It was a joke. Between my husband and me.” He is about to ask something else, but Lotte arrives with a French press of coffee and a plate of pastries. I notice she has changed her apron for a fresh one and smile my thanks. Appearances are important; I always keep reminding the staff of that. How things look matters more than how they really are.


    “To answer your question honestly,” I begin once she is out of earshot. “Business has fallen off a bit since he’s been away. Our food and service are absolutely the same—maybe better, as Maggie said, but…” I’m not sure how to finish my thought. He raises his eyebrows, waiting for me to continue.


    “Chef might be demanding or difficult in the kitchen, but customers love the attention he gives them—touching tables, flirting, recommending dishes. I guess they’ve noticed he’s not here…but it’s not like I advertised he’s gone.” I’m no substitute for him in the front of the house. He has charisma and knows exactly how to handle people. I’m too awkward and shy. And I’m usually dirty, with muddy boots and broken fingernails. I’m the gardener not a maitre’d.


    Wright nods and goes for a pastry.


    “What’s this one?”


    “It’s a bichon au citron. Basically a lemon curd turnover made with puff pastry.” He takes a bite and nods in approval.


    “Your pastry chef is good,” he remarks casually. But he watches me for a reaction.


    “Chef has an eye for talent,” I say. If Wright catches my tone he doesn’t let on.


    “Why do you call him chef?” he asks, through a mouthful of pastry. “He’s your husband, isn’t he?”


    “It’s tradition. Respect. And it helps keep a professional tone in the restaurant with the staff, more so than using his name.”


    “What does he call you?” I hesitate, unsure how to answer.


    At that moment the dishwasher is bringing tray of clean water glasses in to stock the service area. Catching sight of Wright he almost drops them all, then he quickly unloads the tray and slips back into the kitchen. Wright makes notes as I speak, but I don’t look at what he’s writing down. I notice he has a large gold signet ring on his hand, set with some diamonds. Pretty flashy for a police detective. After a minute he stops, then meets my eye.


    “How long has he worked for you?” he asks.


    “Paul?” I feel a flash of irritation when I understand where this is going. “Ages. Why?” I read his expression. “He’s a good kid,” I say, defending Paul. “And a very hard worker.”


    Wright raises his eyebrow, says nothing. “What?” I’m irritated. “So he was maybe in a bit of trouble once…”


    “…or twice,” Wright interrupts. “His brother runs the grow op up the road.”


    “It’s not a grow op. It’s a legitimate business…he’s licensed by the government to grow medical cannabis. It’s all perfectly legal.” Wright doesn’t reply. “Does this have anything to do with my husband?”


    “No. You’re right.” He closes his notebook and puts it into his pocket. “Why do you suppose your business has fallen off recently?” Wright returns to his earlier question. “Would he have told the regulars he was going away?”


    “And not told me. Which is what you are really asking,” I reply. I don’t have an answer to that.


    The screen door to the back porch opens and I hear a shriek from Maggie. I turn and see a tall, lean man standing in the doorway, holding a large gathering basket in each arm. He nods gravely in response to Maggie’s welcoming smile. I see his hungry eyes searching the restaurant for me.


    “Excuse me,” I say to Wright as I get up to leave the table. “That’s my forager Yuri. I’ll be a while,” I add, hoping he’d take the hint and leave.


    “No problem,” he says. “I can wait. The coffee’s great.” Note to self, I think as I make my way to the kitchen: Don’t offer coffee to people you would prefer not to linger.


    Maggie is already plating up a meal for Yuri, urging him to sit and eat at the little table next to the kitchen phone extension. It’s covered with invoices and half-completed orders, with the reservation book laying across it all, where I’d left it. I quickly clear it away so he can sit.


    “You look half starved!” Maggie says, placing a large earthenware bowl of cassoulet on the table, with a chunk of bread. It’s true. Yuri’s cheeks are sunken and his eyes are lost in dark shadows. He eyes the food like a feral dog, tempted but wary, but he won’t sit until he has properly greeted me with an embrace and a kiss on both cheeks. Then, handing off the baskets to Maggie he sits down and begins to eat like a hungry wolf.


    I squeeze Yuri’s shoulder as I set down a glass of beer for him. He doesn’t much enjoy human contact and that’s enough to let him know I’ve missed him. A touch is more than enough contact for a man who lives alone in the forest, venturing into civilization as seldom as possible.


    Yuri’s hands are earth stained and nails dirty and hard-bitten. He looks much older than when I last saw him in the spring, which worries me. The summer should be an easier time for him, with warm weather and plenty to eat and gather. But Yuri looks like he’s just survived another Siberian winter.


    The last time I saw him was in late April, when he came through the door bringing with him the intense scent of fresh ferns and the moist earth after the thaw.


    “How was the winter?” I’d asked once he’d had something to eat.


    “Not so bad,” he’d shrugged. “Not like Russia.” Which was his standard response. Nothing was like Russia—not the cold, the snow, the heat, the mushrooms, the garlic, the dill. Nothing he could find or nothing we could cook would ever be like his homeland. Yuri’s toska, his intense melancholy and nostalgia for Russia, was profound and immeasurable, the loss inconsolable.


    I have no way of reaching him or knowing when to expect him, or what he’ll bring me when he shows up. In the spring he brings heaps of ramps—the delicate wild leeks, and the tightly curled green spirals of fiddleheads. Wild berries and mushrooms in summer and autumn. Yuri just shows up a few times a year, bearing his offerings, like a boreal forest version of Saint Nick.


    While he’s eating I turn my attention to the baskets, inhaling the delicious earthy aroma that’s already filling the kitchen.


    One basket holds five giant white puffballs.


    “Maggie, look! These will be great on the grill with some garlic and rosemary. Maybe as a side with the lamb chops?” Maggie looks as excited as I feel. We get pretty worked up over these things.


    The second basket is even better. It’s full of crinkled golden chanterelles and beautiful marbled and whorled black morels.


    “Oh, my beauties!” I inhale their earthy loamy scent. “These are exactly what I need for the Festival pairing for the weekend. Maggie—we can do the wild mushroom bruschetta, with burrata.” Maggie nods her approval and I turn back to Yuri.


    “They are beautiful. And earlier than last year.”


    He shrugs and keeps eating. “Warm summer. Lots of rain up north.”


    “Thank you.” He nods then sips his beer.


    “How much do I owe you?” Yuri looks over the baskets, his lips pursed in thought.


    “One hundred fifty.” I start toward the office but he puts his hand on my arm. “You pay next time I come, okay? I have to go.” Then his eyes narrow as he looks over my shoulder. Wright has come up behind me. I guess he got bored sitting alone in the dining room.


    “This is Detective Constable Wright.” Yuri stands, looks him over then dismisses him. Then he holds up his bent finger, and pulls a crumpled brown paper bag from inside his pocket and hands it to me with a wink. Inside is a plastic bag full of spruce tips, the tender bright green new growth from the ends of the spruce branches.


    “I freeze for you. They don’t keep fresh after picking in May.” I press the bag to my chest and smile at Yuri.


    “Spasibo.” I say. Yuri smiles.


    “He’s here because someone reported chef missing,” Maggie tells him with a smirk. She’s raised her voice loud enough so the sister wives could hear. Yuri snorts his lack of interest and walks out, his hand raised in farewell. Through the window I watch as he gets into his beaten up red pickup and drives off.


    “He doesn’t seem particularly concerned,” Wright observes. Maggie rolls her eyes.


    “Why should he be?” she says, then turns her attention back to the baskets of mushrooms.


    “Thank you for the coffee.” Wright fumbles in his breast pocket for a card. “Let me give you my number.” Unable to find one he scribbles on a page torn from his notebook and hands it to me. “Please let me know when you hear from your husband.”


    I finally feel myself relax as I watch him drive off. Maggie turns to me. “Are we sure he’s even a cop? No card.” She shakes her head in disapproval. “Aren’t they supposed to show you a badge or ID or something?”


    “He’s definitely a cop,” a low voice mutters behind us. “We’ve met a few times.” It’s Paul the dishwasher. He stares out the window until the full throaty roar of Wright’s classic muscle car disappears down the road, his face expressionless.


    I take a deep breath and reach for my apron. “Okay everybody,” I raise my voice. “Fun’s over. It’s time to get to work.”


    The staff reluctantly return to their tasks as I pretend to study my clipboard. The visit from Wright has really disturbed me, though I’m doing my best to not show it. How will it look now that the police have been around looking for my husband? Who else knows about it? What can I do now? Will Thorny Rose’s business fall off? Maggie puts her hand on my shoulder.


    “It’s going to be all right,” she whispers.


    “I’m not sure how.” Out of the corner of my eye I watch Montana as she works, rolling pastry and keeping an eye on the thermometer clipped in the caramel sauce. “I can’t even fire her for that stunt. She’d probably sue for unfair dismissal. And win.” Maggie squeezes my shoulder. “It was bad enough when I could pretend there was nothing going on. When I could turn a blind eye and wait for it to end.”


    “You’ll figure it out. Like you always do,” Maggie says, then she returns to her station. Thank God for Maggie. She believes in me when nobody else does, not my husband, and not even me. I wish I had her faith.


    I’m not even sure I can make it through the wine festival. It starts tomorrow and will run weekends for the next month, with local vineyards offering VQA wine and culinary pairings. I’m already exhausted and overwhelmed with the work that needs to be done, by the reality that I’m doing it alone for the first time, and by the fact that I don’t think I can pull it off and make it look like I know what I’m doing—both to the customers and even more importantly, to the staff. They already haven’t got much respect for me, and I feel their judgement as they watch me struggle to keep it together in chef’s absence. I understand they’re concerned about their jobs, but I’m doing the best I can to keep the restaurant going. I just hope it’s enough.


    Lotte has her back to me as she stands chopping parsley, the nine-inch chef’s knife looking like a toy in her big hands. From the back she could have been one of her four brothers. They’re all from the same Dutch farming stock, tall and broad shouldered. Sadly she’s the least attractive of the litter, and she knows it. Her face is broad and flat, like a saute pan. Completely without grace, she lumbers around the kitchen like an ox and everyone tries their best to steer clear of her during service.


    Montana is her opposite. Pale and lightly freckled, with her auburn hair long and naturally curly, she’s like a Botticelli maiden. Slender and light, she moves quickly through her tasks without apparent effort. She’s a talented pastry chef, true. But how can I keep her around, after her accusation? And then I’ll have to find her replacement, which is a challenge without chef around to interview the candidates.


    I watch as she tucks her hair behind her ear. Then Montana raises her head and meets my eye. She doesn’t flinch and I look away first. She has the face of a fox—pointy little chin, wide set eyes, appraising me.


    I remember last summer, when she first arrived at Thorny Rose. Seeing her in her pristine kitchen whites, unruffled and competent even after a tough service spent in the weeds. She was always cool under pressure. Chef liked that.


    I observed as she timed her early morning strolls through the flower garden, when the light would show her at her languid and beguiling best. She’d just happen to come across chef in the garden, who naturally had just happened to be there. He taught her how to select the freshest herbs, the blue borage and orange nasturtium blossoms, the delicate pea tendrils and fresh shoots to garnish the plates. How to pick the lavender blossoms to garnish the special honey I made, that we served in its comb alongside a scoop of lavender ice cream.


    And I remember the morning I saw him, feeding her a tiny taste of my honey, her face held up to his, his hand cupping her delicate chin, just as I came into the kitchen. I’d quickly dropped a glass then bent to clear it away so no one would see my tears.

  


  
    Four


    Wright


    Well that was a waste of time. At least the coffee and pastry were good. And that little pastry chef was sweet too. But there’s nothing here. The guy is gone, and nobody knows where. Seems like nobody even cares, except for the girlfriend. His wife isn’t concerned; she’s just embarrassed that I’m asking questions.


    Must be nice to have a wife who’ll look after things so he can go off on a stage, or run around with a young pastry chef. He’s like some tomcat, going wherever he wants all night, but the wife knows he’ll be back in the morning looking for a meal and a warm bed.


    But the girlfriend just wouldn’t give up.


    “Look,” I told her. “I have nothing to go on here. Nobody else seems to think there’s a problem. They all say that he’s just gone off on a stage, which he’s done before.”


    “He would never just go off like this without telling me,” she kept saying. But clearly the guy did just that. “We’re in love. He tells me everything.” Except where he went. I think she’s just pissed that he left without telling her.


    “We have plans,” she’d said. “We’re working on a project…he wouldn’t just go. Not now.”


    “What kind of project?” She looked like she’d already said too much, and didn’t answer.


    “Have you heard anything from him?” I asked. She said nothing and I was getting impatient. “It’s a yes or no question.”


    “He’s texted,” she finally admitted. “But something is wrong.”


    “So, then he’s not missing, is he?” I told her. “He’s not dead. He’s just gone off somewhere—-on this stage.” She wouldn’t even look at me. I’d say the chef was just a typical married guy who got into something deeper than he was prepared for and he split. The girlfriend is hot, but maybe she had expectations, like they all do.


    He’s run off, that’s what I think. I feel it in my gut and I’m not happy about it. Where’s he run to? That’s the real question.


    Now the wife, she interests me. She’s so calm and self-contained it’s tough to read her. Her grey eyes give nothing away. She admits she doesn’t know where he is, but denies he’s missing. That feels off. A wife always knows where her husband is, in my experience. She’s a quiet one; maybe she doesn’t have a lot of self-confidence. Maybe he bullied her and she lost whatever she’d started out with. I guess whatever happened in their marriage is a secret. Everyone’s got secrets, and this chef is no different. I know it.

  


  
    Five


    Rose


    I wake up this morning with my wedding ring on my right hand. What do you suppose that means? I don’t remember changing it. Now I can trace the faint pale line on my finger where it’s been for six years.


    My hands aren’t elegant or manicured. They are working hands, worn and stained with dirt under my nails. Strong hands. Capable. I like to think of myself that way, as the reliable one who gets things done. But I’m not sure it’s true. I just hope I can manage the situation I now find myself in, with a missing husband and a restaurant to run. Most days I feel out of my depth and I fear it’s all going to come crashing down around me. But I can’t let it show. I’ve got people depending on me.


    I drag myself out of bed and into the shower, planning my day as I go through the motions of getting dressed. Staff will be coming in soon to start prep for dinner service. I have to visit my mother at some point, not looking forward to that. I’ve got a quick stop to make before I take Maggie’s shift at the farmers market for a few hours. She’s supposed to be working the Womyn’s Collective stall, to help her daughter out. But Maggie had looked so tired after service last night I thought she needed to relax this morning, so I offered to step into her shoes. She’s always pushing herself to do more, to act as if she were her old self, as if nothing has changed. But it has. Everything is different now.


    I run a comb through my wet hair and head downstairs. With the truck windows down my hair will dry quickly enough. I don’t really have the time or the interest to do more than comb it and tie it back to keep it out of the way when I’m working anyway.


    It’s only just after eight o’clock and already the temperature is almost thirty degrees Celsius and it will definitely climb higher during the day. With the humidity it feels like it’s in the low forties and the temperature barely drops overnight. It’s been like this for weeks now, with no end in sight. There’s still no rain in the forecast.


    I step out onto the back porch into the heavy, still morning air. The punishing humidity hasn’t let up overnight and I’m instantly covered in a moist film. I do a quick tour of the gardens and make a list of chores and of what to harvest for the staff, and leave it in its usual spot on the porch under a stone. The birds are sitting in the trees, as if it’s too even hot for them to fly to the feeders. Even the bees seem lazy and slow to wake from their beds in the cosmos and dahlia blossoms. Everything is scorched from the relentless sun beating down. With no rain for weeks I’ve needed to irrigate the gardens daily and the depth of the reservoir is lower than I’ve ever seen it.


    I get into my stifling truck and drive along the escarpment, with the deep blue of the lake and the town below me in the distance. The road winds through mature maple and beech forests, interspersed with open areas of farmland and pasture. Bales of fresh cut hay stand stacked in fields, the rough bristles of the remaining stems visible against the soil like a day old beard.


    I pass century farms with handmade signs for maple syrup and brown eggs, next to newly built country estate homes on acres of green lawns. These are playgrounds of the newly rich: the brokers, investment bankers and hedge fund managers who’ve built weekend getaways here in wine country. Some of them call themselves gentlemen farmers, which is a joke around here. They aren’t even gentlemen, let alone farmers.


    The egg farmer next door probably makes a bit of money every week cutting the rich man’s lawn with his riding mower, since the guy in the new house won’t be wanting to spend his precious weekend doing it. Not when he could be out on the golf course. That’s the way it is around here, with the old making room for the new. And making allowances for them. And making money off them. That’s certainly how Thorny Rose stays in business.


    As much as I may not like a lot of the new rich arrivals, I can’t deny I need them to keep going. Chef used to defend our prices, talking about the high level of gastronomy we offer, and how it’s not just for anyone and everyone. It’s for those with cultivated palates, he’d say and it’s not about the money. But it is, obviously. Only certain people can afford it, or care enough. And it’s tough to care when the decision between tuna casserole and fish fingers for dinner is based on the coupons you can find in the evening paper.


    I turn off the Concession at the tenth Side Road and onto an unmarked driveway, then drive in past a rusty farm gate that’s hanging off its hinges with the posts long rotted out. The long driveway is nothing more than a pair of ruts through some grass, whatever gravel had been laid down years ago now long grown over. Red cones of Sumach flowers and Elderberry branches brush the sides of my car on either side as I creep along, trying to avoid the deep ruts and potholes. Soon there will be no driveway at all, which is likely how Jay wants it: Isolated, unwelcoming and impenetrable.


    A hundred yards through thick brush the driveway ends in an open field of rough cut grass surrounding a typical old Ontario red brick farmhouse, a large barn, several ramshackle outbuildings and broken down hoop greenhouses, their plastic flapping in the breeze.


    The house is three stories tall, with flaking paint on what remains of the gingerbread trim. Most of that has rotted and fallen away like missing teeth in an old man’s smile. But I notice that, like the barn, the house has a brand new metal roof with solar lighting panels arrayed on the south facing side.


    The farm is completely fenced, apart from the driveway entrance, and three large Dobermans run alongside my car barking as I approach the house. Jay is very security conscious. The risk of gangs or even local kids breaking in and stealing his crop is always top of mind.


    I get out of the car as soon as the dogs are called off and make my way toward the decrepit barn, waving at couple of big guys who sit on the wraparound porch pretending not to watch me. Several rusty cars, a tractor and an abandoned trailer are parked along the side, making the farm look like a hillbilly palace, as Jay means it to. The last thing he wants to do is draw attention to what he’s doing. But in a quick glance back toward the house I catch a glimpse of a brand new Dodge Hemi and a Tesla Model X tucked in next to the back porch. Clearly Jay is doing all right for himself.


    I push open the barn door, which opens into a small reception space, with a desk and a couple of worn upholstered chairs. It looks a lot like a cut rate travel agency, but instead of signs for deals on vacations, there are posters for award winning cannabis strains: White Widow, Sour Diesel, and Bubba Kush—along with a vintage movie poster for Reefer Madness.


    The steel security door behind the desk opens and a smiling Jay sticks his head through. His buddies on the porch have obviously given him the head’s up, as they’re paid to do.


    “Sorry, I totally forgot you were coming today,” he rubs what’s left of his hair and looks sheepish. “I think I’ve got Hempenheimers.” Jay is short and wiry, and wears his long hair tied back in a ponytail. He’s pretty much bald on top, and I wonder why he doesn’t just cut it all short. Jay has worn a ponytail since I knew him in high school, back when he actually had some hair. He dresses the same as well: jeans and t-shirts, with a plaid shirt or down vest over that in winter. With his wire-rimmed glasses he looks like a typical graduate student or teaching assistant, in something esoteric like Old Church Slavonic or Hegelian Dialectical Materialism. Not like a successful cannabis grower and semi-reformed drug dealer. Not that any of us know what that actually looks like, I think with a smile.


    In fact Jay looks exactly like his brothers Paul and Jim, if you overlook Jim’s hillbilly beard and Jay’s glasses, even though they are many years apart. You’d have a hard time telling them apart in a lineup, which I realize they’ve all probably been in at one time or another.


    “Not a problem,” I reply. “I’m in no rush.”


    “Why don’t you come on back while I get your order,” and he opens the door wide so I can pass through. “It’ll just take a minute.” Jay makes his way into a back storeroom, where he keeps the product ready for sale and for shipping to medical dispensaries across the country.


    In what looks from the outside like a dilapidated old barn is a state of the art indoor grow. Most of the barn’s interior, and the loft space above, has been converted into separate grow rooms, all fitted with LED lights, fans, heaters and automatic watering and ventilation systems. Each room is tented off to keep the crop clean and to mask the intense purple light given off by the grow lights that are optimized to provide the wavelength specific light his cannabis plants require to grow fastest.


    After the weed is harvested and cured, which Jay does in the loft area, it’s ready for trimming. The individual buds are shaped with small sharp scissors. All leaves are clipped off and the bud is shaped into a tight, compact nugget. The entire front section of the barn, directly behind the office, is given over to five long folding tables and chairs, each set up as a station for the trimmers. Each station has its own work light, a couple of pairs of sharp, pointed scissors and a bottle of rubbing alcohol for cleaning the sticky cannabis resin off the scissors.


    The air in this part of the barn isn’t conditioned and controlled like in the reception area and grow rooms and I start to feel beads of perspiration crawl down my spine. It’s hot, stuffy and dim—apart from the bright circles of light cast over the trimmers’ hands as they clip and shape the fat colas into buds.


    Several Vietnamese women are bent over their work, taking no interest in me as I sit in a spare chair to wait. Officially, for immigration purposes, the women are Jay’s nannies. The only question, if anyone was curious enough to ask, is why would Jay, who has a couple of grown kids living with his ex-wife, needs five nannies to look after them.


    He’d first met a couple of them in a nightclub in Niagara Falls, and they brought in friends who could be trusted when there was a harvest. They’d been working in the city as manicurists. Trimming weed is perfect work for them, given their training. It’s detail oriented, close work, not much different than working on nails—and you don’t have to make inane small talk with clients or smell acetone all day.


    It’s piecework, but the money is great. Trimmers are paid by the pound, so the faster they are, the more they make and Jay pays them in cash, of course.


    Some go home to Vietnam a couple of times a year and come back to work for Jay when the next harvest is ready. Or, they go back to work in the nail salon in the off-season.


    One of them stops trimming for a minute to clean her scissors. She eyes me for a second while she runs the alcohol soaked cloth over the blades, then dismisses me and gets back to work. Time is money and I am of no interest.
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