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Visit my website for my notes on the content of each short story.
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SIL & ANDERS

Standing in front of the old stone shop, Sil sucked in a chest-full of the crisp morning air. He had already inspected the old wooden sign hanging above the door and made certain that the flower boxes hanging below the windows looked perfect. 

The opening of the garden shop was a signal that spring was close at hand. 

Beren, the easy-going owner, had taken over the shop, with its huge glass greenhouse, from her parents almost a decade ago and Sil had spent the last several years learning everything he could about the unique selection of plants they sold. He had been promoted to the senior clerk at the end of last season. Though, promoted might be a strong term, as the previous senior clerk had retired after a nasty tangle with an octopus bramble bush. But all the same, Sil was determined to prove that he was a valuable asset to the shop.

All the usual herbs were out in pots, trimmed to be perfectly appealing to anyone looking to add a little spice to their potions. The flowers were slowly waking up, petals stretching out as the early morning sun rose higher in the sky, light streaming in through the greenhouse glass. Sil carefully inspected each pot, pressing a finger into the cool soil and watering the ones that felt dry. Everything needed to go perfectly. A good opening day would show Beren that he had everything under control. 

With the watering done, Sil straightened his apron and looked over the tables of plants. He leaned over a display of carnivorous plants and put on his bossiest tone, “Today is very important. I don’t think any of you want to ruin it, so be on your best behavior.”

Magda, donning a sweatshirt with her university’s pixie mascot on the front, sipped loudly at her iced coffee, “Are you going to berate them if they’re bad?”

Sil pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose, “What good would that do?”

With a shrug, Magda replied, “You’re the ‘expert’. You tell me.”

“I don’t have time to go over the theories for keeping plants happy and harmonious in a shop setting,” Sil said dismissively and walked over to the snapdragons. A part of him preened at the title of ‘expert’, even if it was meant as a jab. Most of the brightly colored blooms were still snoozing, but a few were awake and nuzzling each other. The bell that signaled the door opening rang brightly, and he heard Magda mumble a greeting.

“You lot, no biting anyone today,” Sil softly instructed the sleepy flowers.

He could feel someone standing behind him. They leaned over and let the snapdragons nip at their fingers, “You know, if you give them a little honey, they listen better.”

The man’s deep voice was warmly familiar. Standing stiff as a board, Sil slipped out of the man’s way, his optimistic mood suddenly darkened by the man’s appearance, “We can’t spoil them in a shop setting. They might turn on a new owner if they don’t keep up with the care that we provided. You of all people should know that, Anders.”

Smiling at the snapdragons, Anders shook his head, “Honey wouldn’t spoil you, would it?”

They nipped more at his fingers and rustled together in agreement.

“Is there something I can help you with, sir?” Sil snapped at the wizard. Somehow the man always looked disheveled, his velvet cloak tattered and worn, the seams of his sleeves fraying and stained with ink.

“Sir? No need to be so formal, Sil. I’ve been shopping here for years,” he said as he continued to tickle the snapdragons. “But I suppose you might be able to assist me with finding something.”

Bristling, Sil readied himself for another of Anders’ outrageous requests. He was in the shop almost every week buying plant after plant. Surely the wizard had an entire graveyard full of the poor things. Sil could picture the stacks of pots, the soil dried out and hydrophobic, the withered remains of once lush, green foliage shivering in the breeze. Beren wouldn’t have kept selling to him if she knew that the wizard was in the business of killing plants, right? It was a truly horrid image, and he shook his head to banish it from his thoughts.

He certainly hadn’t anticipated Anders being their first customer of the season, and he felt it would cast a bad omen over his new position. At least the man hadn’t gone to Magda for help, she hardly knew the difference between the uses of lemon balm and lavender and she was likely to let him buy whatever he wanted.

“What is it you’re looking for, Mr. Anders?” Sil asked him. 

“Just Anders is okay, Sil. Though I wish you’d tell me your full name,” the wizard replied with a chuckle. “Sil seems so... silly.”

Sil was certain that anyone nearby could sense his disdain at the pun, “And let you cast all kinds of spells on me? No. I think not.”

“Is it Sylvestre?” There was a knowing twinkle in Anders’ eyes.

“It’s not short for anything,” Sil replied firmly. 

“I’ll figure it out eventually,” he stroked his chin for a moment before pulling a small glass bottle out of a hidden pocket in his cloak. Holding it up to the light, Sil could see tiny specks of what looked like dirt flitting around, “My garden has recently been infested with dust mites. I was hoping you might have something to repel them.”

Sil’s eyes widened a bit, “And you brought them here?”

“They’re quite contained, don’t worry.” Anders shook the bottle gently, “Oh, and I need something new for the front herb garden. I have all the usual things, but I’m rather bored with it.”

“Salt and vinegar is the best thing to get rid of dust mites,” Sil said, bristling at the thought that anyone could be bored with their garden. Plants were living things, even if they weren’t as ‘interesting’ as pets. “We have spray bottles over with the supplies.”

“I don’t want to kill them, just encourage them to move along.”

Sil blinked at the wizard for a moment, “Are you intent upon making up headstones for your poor plants then?”

The wizard shrugged, “They have their place, just as anyone does. I just don’t want them dusting every plant I’m using for research. I’ve tried planting ivy, I heard they like that, but they haven’t taken to it.”

“My gram used to leave out candy near where she was okay with them living,” Magda said in a bored tone, “Though. I’m pretty sure the gnomes ate most of it. They got rather fat not long after.”

Anders chuckled, “I don’t have gnomes yet. I’m working on cultivating some mushrooms for them first.”

“Why would you want to encourage gnomes to live in your garden? They attract all sorts of pests,” Sil said, horrified. The situation was far worse than he could have imagined. Was Anders wrangling every pest and animal to feast on the poor plants he purchased every week like an open buffet?

“Pests? Y’know, humans are probably pests to them. Always chasing them out of their homes, or blocking off their usual food. I think we should try to live more harmoniously with them,” Anders explained.

“Why don’t we come back to the dust mites?” Sil suggested, starting to feel exasperated. “What types of herbs were you looking for?”

“I thought fire curry might be fun,” Anders said, leaning over the display of walking succulents and tickling one. The succulent curled up its plump leaves much like an anemone.

“We don’t keep fire curry in the shop. It’s only available on special order, as it’s too dangerous,” he could just imagine the scorched remains of a herb bed that was unprepared to be living next to something so volatile.

“Drat, I was really hoping for some. Spicy food makes the gray days all the better, and it’s been so rainy and dull lately. I don’t think I have the space for creeping oregano. Maybe some catnip? I might be able to enlist the neighborhood cats into helping with the dust mites.”

Crossing his arms, Sil said, “The cats will probably chase away your other pests. If they’re good mousers at least. We can order the fire curry for you to pick up. If you have an appropriate planting space for it.”

“Hrm, I much prefer the cats that lie in sunspots all day. For the fire curry though, can you deliver it?” Anders asked.

“That’s not usually—”

Sil felt a hand on his shoulder and turned to find his boss smiling gently, curly moss dangling from her own dark curls. “Of course we can, Anders. You’ve always been one of our best customers, and I think Sil would enjoy visiting your garden.”

“Thank you, Beren, I think I’ll see what else you have that’s new and then make that order,” Anders said with a grin. “By the way, your moss is lovely.”

Beren gently stroked the moss cascading down her curls, “I thought it would be a nice change from the mushrooms. They’re enjoying their new log out back.”

“I’m sure they are. I’ll be sure to say goodbye before I’m finished shopping,” Anders said as he wandered off.

“He’s always so sweet. He once helped me save a whole crop of angry dandelions from being mowed over in a park.”

“I guess a wizard would be perfect for that sort of thing,” Sil grumbled, “But we don’t deliver. And I don’t think we should be selling him fire curry. He’s not on the registry of approved owners and he’s always buying new plants. Do we really know he’s properly taking care of them? His garden could be a graveyard for everything we’ve let him buy, for all we know.”

Smiling, Beren started tickling the leaves of a new fennec fern, “If you’re that concerned about the state of his plants, then you should make the delivery. Then you can see for yourself.”

“Well yes,” he said with a sigh, glancing over at the wizard who was now bent over examining a pallet of herbs rather intently. Maybe he could rescue a few tormented plants.

#
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SIL SLID OFF HIS BICYCLE and leaned it against the fence once he reached the address scribbled down on the order pad. A neglected mailbox stood atop a post being choked by ivy, but there was no sign of a house or even a hut beyond the old wooden gate. Double-checking the number on the pad and the one on the mailbox they seemed to match. If the wizard had somehow gotten his address wrong, Sil wouldn’t be surprised. Beren had made it sound like the wizard had an extensive garden, but all Sil could see was a poorly tended lawn and some scrappy shrubs along the fence line.
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