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  CHAPTER 1




  




  




  Saturday, April 5, 8:35 a.m.




  




  Stanford Platson left his house early for the Green Horizons Garden Center, timing his arrival for a few minutes after the doors opened to welcome the day’s first patrons. As always, he was anxious to be the first to see the year’s new plant introductions. An avid gardener, he also wanted to start planting as soon as possible. His enthusiasm came partly from wanting to get out of the house. Being cooped up with his wife over the winter was suffocating, and had put him in a bad mood. Partly it was that he wanted to have the best garden in the neighborhood. He longed for people to envy his landscaping accomplishments.




  He was an unattractive man. In his mid-fifties, he had a pear-like shape that reflected his predominantly passive lifestyle, although he tended to lose some of his bulky midsection during the summer months. He had very little hair, just a monk’s fringe and a few longer strands that he carefully combed over his shiny scalp and pasted into place every morning. His taste in clothing had failed to stay current. His preference for polyester slacks and collared shirts, regardless of the day of the week, had the effect of making him look older than he was. Today he also wore a knit navy vest under his customary car coat, as it was a chilly day.




  As he slid heavily into the driver’s seat of his car he was glad that his wife of thirty years had not been able to argue with him about his visit to the garden center. She understood his keen interest in gardening and rarely complained of his outings, however frequent, during the spring, summer and fall seasons. He knew she resented his leaving her without company for hours as he wandered the plant aisles. She had often wondered aloud how he could spend so much time looking for the perfect plant of the perfect height with the perfect blooming period with the perfect color — she considered it an endless and mostly meaningless pursuit.




  He had another, related interest that stemmed from his love of gardening. He loved to take photographs. And not just any photographs. He loved to immortalize the thousands of blooms he grew each year. He found that he cherished the subtle color differences in the common daylilies and Asiatic lilies, and the various shades of blues and purples of the Serbian and Dalmatian bellflower. He delighted in capturing the most perfect blossoms that graced his garden. He was thankful that sorting and cataloguing his photographs gave him something to occupy his mind and time during the endlessly dull winter months. He liked order, so he classified his digital photographs by plant species and color.




  A separate computer directory housed his precious favorite shots. These included not only thousands of macro flower shots, but also the many unique and colorful scenes he snapped wherever he drove. A pocket-sized digital camera was his constant companion, permitting him the freedom to take pictures of anything that caught his ever-vigilant eye. It was not unusual for him to stop by the side of the road to snap a picture of jade and mustard mosses glowing eerily on weather-worn white pines.




  Sometimes he visited parks to photograph scenes that took his fancy — an outcrop of brilliant fuchsia rhododendrons in bloom, or a drift of water irises edging a pond. He frowned. He still had to identify what it was he had captured on those pictures from his park visit a few weeks ago. It had been a cold day, really too early to be out taking photos of emerging spring flowers, but he had spied the scene from the car and could not stop himself from pursuing it. He realized later that in the background of his shots he had captured two people conversing, a fact that had barely invaded his consciousness at the time, as he had been intent on adjusting the camera’s setting to appropriately capture the burgeoning crimson tulips contrasted vividly against a backdrop of white star magnolias blossoms. At home, examining the photos to see how much the shots had been ruined by the people who had unexpectedly formed the backdrop, he noted that their figures and faces were unclear. He didn’t know why he expected any different. He had intentionally used a fast shutter speed and wide aperture setting to create a clear foreground to contrast with an unfocussed background. He wondered why it nagged him that he had been so preoccupied with taking the perfect early-spring still shot that he had not paid closer attention to the two people. He was actually surprised that he had not changed his angle or location to remove the distraction from his shot, as he would normally do. The thought continued to gnaw at him as he drove.




  His mind returned to his current undertaking. Why think about photographs when the cold and dreary winter season was over and a whole new crop of new and interesting plants was calling to him?




  That reminded him. What would he plant in the spot left bare by the rhododendron that died last fall? Although he was diligent in spraying his shrubs every spring with an environmentally friendly spray designed to protect them from disease and destructive pests, some type of black and sticky, deadly fungus had killed it. He had lacked the time before the ground froze to replace it. The spot was sunny, with some afternoon shade. There were many plants that would find it a hospitable environment, so that left an almost endless list of possibilities. But the soil was acidic, which made it a difficult growing environment for many plants. He could always add more lime to balance the pH level, which would permit greater options.




  He mulled over his options as he pulled his faded Buick Skylark into Green Horizons’ parking lot near the two-gallon pots of ornamental grass that were beginning to poke tender green spikes through the soggy soil. His tires crunched as he left the asphalt and crossed over to an unpaved spot. Preoccupied with his dilemma, he made his way through the aisles to the perennial section. As he looked around, he noticed that there were not many perennials available to choose from. That’s okay. I didn’t expect much to choose from so early in the spring, he thought to himself. The selection consisted predominantly of hardy groundcovers — leafy ferns, anemones, irises, mosses, periwinkle, thyme and sweet woodruff — many of them low-growing perennials that accepted light foot traffic in shady garden paths. A few other customers were moving through the aisles, looking at the new plants and clearly thinking about their own landscape and garden plans.




  How about another shrub? A burning bush? A “Korean Spice” viburnum? Maybe a Kousa dogwood or a corkscrew hazel? Each had its own characteristics and features, the choices between blood-red bark or a tempting fragrance or unusual blossoms making the decision an intriguing one. He surveyed the aisles where the shrubs were kept. It looked like the garden center was already well supplied with shrubbery stock, and he could smell the sweet mingled scents of the rose, citron and cream-colored blossoms in the air.




  He made his way through the shrubbery aisles, checking both the common and Latin names of the shrubs as he went. His breathing became labored and he patted his right pocket to check for the presence of his asthma inhaler. Since youth he had suffered from the bronchial ailment, the result of which was some avoidance and much caution when it came to physical effort. While it became more problematic during hot and humid weather, he bore the effort that gardening required with stoicism and determination. In most other cases he shrank from physical activity and exertion, to his wife’s disappointment.




  Vivid yellow forsythia blossoms and shimmering silver pussy willow catkins had burst into bud, drawing him near. Although he doubted that he would replace his dead rhododendron with such a specimen, he paused to appreciate the yellow blooms and touch the delicate, gray catkins, being careful not to break the wooly orbs from their slim branches.




  Suddenly he became aware of someone standing close to him. He turned to face the newcomer.




  “Oh, hi. I didn’t expect to see you here,” he said, a sweat breaking out on his brow.




  “Yes,” responded the new arrival, steady voice and blank facial expression revealing neither surprise nor expectation of encountering him there.




  The plant enthusiast carried on, trying to calm his nerves as his heart galloped furiously, hoping the encounter was not intentional. He was uncomfortable with this development. “Take a look at this interesting new forsythia cultivar.” Assuming his unexpected companion’s interest in the shrubbery, he casually bent down to look at the plastic plant marker and read aloud the name of the budding bundle of branching dark shoots.




  As he straightened, a shadow fell across his face. “Oh,” he exclaimed as a hand came down on his chest in a forceful, heavy movement. It was the last thing he saw before he died.




  





  




  




  




  




  




  




  CHAPTER 2




  




  




  Green Horizons Nursery and Garden Center was a sprawling property of thirty acres on the outskirts of the village of Sandalwood, a small town of about seventy thousand inhabitants. Much of its acreage was devoted to the storage and care of a variety of trees until they sold. Marilee Bright had purchased the center as a going concern eight years previously from an aging German immigrant who had built the business from nothing in the early 1970s. He had no heirs willing to take over his legacy and continue the tradition he had established. It was a sad day for him when he signed over the deed to Marilee, but he could see no other way. He was now in his seventies and had developed such severe rheumatoid arthritis in both hands and legs that he could no longer manage. It was challenging enough when he was able-bodied, but it was no place for someone who could barely hold a pen or walk the aisles of the vast premises without pain. He realized it was time to retire and enjoy his golden years, surrounded by his children and grandchildren who, for the most part, still lived in the area and remained devoted to each other.




  The size and cost of the property had originally intimidated Marilee, and she had half a mind to back out of the purchase. But she quickly learned that to be successful in the nursery business, you needed to be able to sell in volume, and you couldn’t sell in volume if you couldn’t stock an adequate supply of all manner of greenery to meet demand, including deciduous and coniferous trees and shrubs, and that took space. Once she’d decided to go ahead, buying the business had cost her a pretty penny, and she had been obliged to secure a hefty mortgage. The expense had been well worth it. It gave Marilee, in her forties, a second career that was invigorating yet a far cry from the stressful, demanding, rush-rush corporate world she came from.




  The property ran on a north-south plane along a major regional road. Coming north, a shopper had ample notice that they had reached their destination when the tree lot, huge landscaping rockery, guillotine-cut stone slabs and pallets of irregular-shaped flagstones came into view well before the marked entrance loomed to the left of the roadway. And this was a good thing, because many heavy trucks used the road, and the sooner a visitor signaled his or her intention to turn, the more likely that they would avoid a collision from behind. Marilee always worried about this. One day, if business became sufficiently brisk, or the accidents became more than the occasional fender bender, she would approach the town council to request the installation a flashing yellow caution light warning motorists of turning vehicles.




  The nursery purchased most of its deciduous tree stock as five-year saplings from local specialized growers. At that age, the trees had well-developed root systems, and were hardy enough to be balled and shipped to garden centers around the region. The fresh saplings were placed in furrowed rows where their root balls were partially covered with soil so the plants were able to capture irrigated water that was pumped throughout the tree plots. The idea was that the various young trees, maple, beech, birch, elm, locust, poplar and walnut, would be sold before they were constrained by the burlap that bound their roots. Otherwise, the roots would break free of the burlap and burrow into the neighboring soil. Once a tree became entrenched in the surrounding earth, it became difficult to uproot without causing damage, which was hardly a desirable state of affairs.




  North of the deciduous tree plots were a number of compartments, like roofless, three-sided rooms, each framed by huge concrete blocks to keep the contents separate and distinct from its neighbor. In this section, customers had easy access to bulk landscaping materials, including an assortment of colored mulches, soil mixtures and a selection of gravel aggregates.




  The cubbied area was separated from the patio stones and interlocking pavers by a paved lane to permit customers’ vehicles access to the bulk landscaping materials and to provide moving equipment access to the west end of the tree lots and storage areas. The storage area contained a number of Quonset huts in which equipment and supplies were stored to protect them from the elements and from theft. Marilee wanted to minimize the temptation for anyone to steal front-end loaders or backhoes from the premises. These pieces of equipment, along with a rock bucket truck, were needed to move mature trees, landscape rockery and bulk landscape materials in the daily running of the business. They were expensive and well worth protecting. Not only that, Marilee wanted to avoid property damage, or worse yet, unforeseen injury on her conscience if the thieves turned out to be teenagers who got any cockamamie ideas in a drunken stupor one night.




  North of the patio pavers were the covered plant racks. This was where, at the height of the season, masses of annuals in multi-cell packs and fragrant four-celled herb packs were crammed into the available shelves and lavish, colorful baskets hung from overhead beams.




  In addition, the staff had convinced Marilee to carry a selection of outdoor containers. These containers were made of natural materials such as clay and terra cotta, as well as the newer, fabricated materials. Many customers now preferred these newer containers, which were light and easier to carry, especially once filled with soil and plants. You could barely tell the difference between a real clay pot and one made from manufactured foam composite. Marilee knew that a growing trend towards outdoor living spaces was driving homeowners to incorporate all manner of fabric chairs, settees, sofas and loungers into their outdoor kitchen, dining and entertainment areas. She had drawn the line at joining this trend. First, she lacked the space to stock these items, and second, she dreaded having to fathom what colors and styles would be popular each year. She thought it was a headache best avoided, and while a number of her staff had suggested this new product line, she’d delayed making a decision until she saw how her competitors managed with the new concept. It had turned out to be a good decision. Other landscaping centers were finding it difficult to offload last year’s stock in order to make room for new arrivals.




  Jutting westward from this area was the indoor display area, where Marilee’s office and the landscape design office were housed. In the large indoor area between these, ceramic garden art, gazing balls, birdfeeders, birdhouses, tropicals, whimsical stepping stones, self-contained waterfalls, garden tools, gloves and books filled the displays. It was the only area on the premises fully protected from the elements, and was where customers and staff alike congregated when a sudden wind or rainstorm made the outdoors temporarily inhospitable. Marilee enjoyed those times. It brought people closer together and it was often how she got to know her customers more intimately.




  Leaving the indoor display area and returning to the covered plant area, a visiting gardener’s eyes and feet were drawn northward along airy aisles to experience a vast expanse of hardy perennials, colorful shrubs of every shape and size, roses, vines, fruit trees and green, blue and golden evergreens stretching out along organized plots and aisles.




  This vast domain was where Marilee spent seven days a week during the planting season, which spanned from early April to late November. Although she did try to get away at least one day per week; even she deserved some time off during the season. She spent winters in Florida on the sunny Gulf of Mexico. When the long summer workdays sometimes seemed interminable, she could always conjure up an image of herself lounging comfortably poolside or lazing on the beach.




  





  




  




  




  




  




  




  CHAPTER 3




  




  




  Saturday, April 5, 8:10 a.m.




  




  Marilee was attractive in an understated way. She was five foot eight, fairly tall for a woman, and of medium build, with blond hair and blue eyes. Her welcoming smile usually led people to warm up to her immediately, which was an important asset in the retail arena where she dealt with employees, suppliers and the public on a daily basis.




  Now she savored her coffee as she contemplated the preparation required for the start of the spring planting season. She knew how much work went into running such an enterprise. It was the first weekend in April, and there were deliveries to schedule and receive, plants of all shapes and sizes to price and place out on shelves, plant markers to prepare, trees, shrubs, perennials and annuals to tend, and inventory stock to monitor and maintain.




  To ensure a steady stream of her valued customers continued to visit throughout the seasons, Marilee made sure Green Horizons stocked a vast array of additional items, including everything from garden tools to vegetable and plant seeds, rockery, bulk grass seed, and garden art, including iron works and ceramics and, for the young and young at heart, whimsical and colorfully painted garden gnomes and sprites. In addition, they offered tropical indoor plants such as African violets, palm and rubber trees, scheffleras, orchids and philodendrons year-round.




  Even as a child Marilee was drawn to all types of plants. She loved how, through her own efforts, she was able to coax a seed to germinate through careful watering and tending, to the point that it eventually developed into a full-grown plant that she could cherish for years. As a child the free-flowering annuals had been her favorites. At that age, petunias, pansies and impatiens had delighted her. The many large colorful blooms that sprouted from tiny offshoots on each little green plant had enthralled her. Morning glories were a close second. The size of the white, blue, fuchsia or purple blooms that unfurled on each wiry vine was astounding and the papery thinness of the whorl was amazingly delicate to the touch.




  When she was a teen her parents had, after much convincing, let her cultivate a four-by-six-foot vegetable patch in their small backyard. In her first years she had tried and succeeded with easy crops such as tomatoes, green peppers, parsley and chives. Of all of her eventual attempts, carrots had been the only failure. Marilee chuckled as she thought back to her carrot crop. The thick, stubby two-inch roots were not what you would call a resounding success and were hardly worth cleaning and cooking to add as a side dish to a meal.




  Now she enjoyed the variety and challenge that perennials afforded. It was a skilled artist who could determine how to best combine and showcase plantings in the various garden pockets that adorned a property owner’s yard. The vast selection of possible perennials that could be planted in a space was endless, and plants could be chosen for color, blooming season, flowering time, height, spread and atmosphere. She thought back to the first time she had gone to the botanical gardens. It was early spring and the amazing drifts of grape hyacinths laced with yellow crocus and patches of brilliant crimson lily-flowered tulips had filled her with wonder.




  Running a garden and landscaping center was a huge departure from her earlier career. In a previous life, Marilee had held positions as a human resources director for a few small manufacturing companies. The largest of these, with ten billion in sales and a thousand employees, had been her most recent employer before she gave it all up, crossed her fingers and purchased her own enterprise eight years ago. She was proud of her accomplishment in making such a significant and rewarding mid-career shift.




  Marilee looked happily around her and heaved a satisfied sigh. Outside the window, a few spots of snow remained in shady spots between the clumps of budding spring-flowering pussy willows and the still dormant fruit-bearing trees. Each year the new planting season filled her with excitement. She enjoyed reunions with the local customers as they arrived for their first spring visit full of ideas for new flower beds, and meeting new people who had moved into the area, or visitors from nearby towns who had heard of her nursery by word of mouth or through her small ads in local newspaper publications.




  The spring planting season was off to a good start. The week before, she and Jane Shawson, one of her two long-time right-hand helpers, had put out pots of early-flowering bulbs and hardy perennials for the early-season crowd to place on their balconies and windowsills. Baskets of colorful icicle pansies, mauve grape hyacinth, yellow daffodils, red and pink tulips and purple crocuses brought welcome splashes of color to the store.




  Despite the melting snow and warmer temperatures, many plants remained dormant and were barely starting to feel the first tender awakenings deep in their roots. Marilee knew that the ground, if not still frozen, was too damp to dig and plant, but some diehard patrons would nevertheless visit the store, hoping for a first taste of what the season would bring. Some gardeners, impatient with the slow emergence of sprouts in early spring, and anxious for quick greenery and color, might select one or two items to take home and protect from the elements until it was safe to plant them in the garden. Other property owners, tired of the sight of the previous year’s old, wispy gray hosta flower stems and brown, brittle Black-eyed Susan and Checkerbloom stalks, were eager for a hint of the bountiful gardens of summer. Those gardeners with foresight successfully avoided this sad prospect by ensuring that abundant beds of colorful and uplifting early-flowering crocuses, tulips, hyacinths, daffodils, irises, anemones and Glory-of-the-Snow greeted their winter-weary eyes in early spring.




  Soon Marilee’s staff would arrive, looking for instructions for the day. Not that they didn’t know what needed to be done. Many of them had been in the business for years and knew their stuff. Even Marilee had become an old hand at the landscape and garden business. Now in her eighth year in business, she had come to view her recurring bouts of fear of failure as nothing out of the ordinary and certainly not substantiated by her balance sheet.




  As she settled into the well-worn high-backed chair, Marilee reviewed the shipments scheduled to arrive in the coming weeks. Some nursery stock was last year’s unsold stock, and there were some plants grown on the premises, but she acquired most shrubs, perennials, trees and annuals from area nurseries and greenhouses, where mass seed germination and plant cultivation was performed in ideal growing conditions.




  Marilee heard the heavy slam of a truck door. It signaled the arrival of Peter DeHaas, who usually arrived shortly after she did. Years in the business had made him an early riser and he was loath to miss a second of daylight. The tread of his big safety boots announced his arrival in the store.




  “’Morning!”




  “Good morning, Pete.”




  Marilee’s other right-hand helper, Pete was the supervisor for the tree farm and heavy lifting work, which included taking charge of the tree stock, rockery stone, pavers and bulk topsoil as well as overseeing and training the people who worked in his area.




  Born to a Dutch farming family, Pete was a barrel-chested, no-nonsense man who stood six feet, three inches tall. He had a full head of thick white hair and white eyebrows, reflecting his sixty-two years. His ruddy completion and large calloused hands were badges of years of physical outdoor work. Although he was tough in appearance, he avoided foul language, for which Marilee was thankful. At the same time, however, he was a man of few words, and this made it sometimes difficult to know what he was thinking. Usually he made his thoughts known only after careful consideration, and he rarely wasted words. But Marilee appreciated his well thought-out, if gruff, commentary, especially when she was faced with a difficult decision.




  Pete was a veteran of the business, and had worked at Green Horizons under the previous ownership. Marilee knew the transition had been hard on him and he hadn’t especially liked her as his new boss. It didn’t take a sharp observer to see that she knew next to nothing about the landscape and garden business. But Marilee had been patient and eventually he had come to see that she relied on his expertise at every turn, and that he was an even more valuable member of the team than under the previous management. In addition, Marilee had quickly learned the basics, and improved her skills and knowledge by asking questions and voraciously reading landscaping and plant books.




  Marilee relied on Pete to keep her informed of the required working inventories, which could be a challenge as there was a large market for rockery stone and pavers, and inventory moved quickly. With the boom in residential landscaping, local residents had developed an in-depth knowledge about the various types of stone to add their own flair to their yards. People were also becoming more interested in customizing their terraces and gardens with welcoming areas customized to outdoor living, and slate and flagstones, as well as many types of man-made interlocking pavers, had become very popular as a result.




  Marilee poured Pete a fresh coffee and carefully handed him the hot mug. As she watched him pour milk into the steaming liquid, she asked, “Will you be able to get all of the landscape stone moved to the front lot this morning? We have a lot of trees coming in later this week that I would like to get put into the tree lot before the weekend.”




  Pete looked up. “Yeah, as long as Tom shows up today. You know, he didn’t show up yesterday for his regular shift. If he doesn’t show up today, we will be one person short, and we’ll be behind in getting the stones in place in order to get to the tree moving.”




  Marilee considered for a while. “You still have six people, though, right, Pete? Can you make do with four helpers on the lift trucks for the stones, and have two helpers start work in the tree lot? That would help get us in shape sooner.” The number of employees at Green Horizons varied from as few as ten to as many as thirty-five during the year. In addition to the core team, most of the seasonal help consisted of university students looking for summer employment to help finance their studies. Tom was one of these students.




  They eased themselves into chairs. “Yes,” Pete said. “I can have Rob and John work the tree lot together. Since we only have five trucks that can do heavy lifting, that will work out fine anyway. John can prepare the holes. Rob can use the truck to bring in the trees individually, and John can heel in the trees and mold the soil around them. Still, I hope Tom is okay.” For a man of few words, this had been a mouthful. Marilee wondered if he was conscious of this fact, and making an effort to more fully express himself. People continue to surprise me, thought Marilee. And it’s a good thing, too, or life would be so boring, she concluded.




  Jane arrived full of exuberance and spirit, and stopped to lean against the doorjamb. Her lean fingers were wrapped around a mug of steaming coffee. Evidently she had made the all-important caffeine stop in the lunchroom before joining them for a brief morning update. “’Morning, all. How is everyone? I’m looking forward to getting the rest of the spring-flowering bulbs on display. Spring planter sales were pretty brisk yesterday. I’m worried that we might have missed out on sales by not having put out some of the new lily-flowered tulips and double-form tulips. You know, the ones that look like peonies.”




  Jane Shawson was a wiry, energetic woman in her early fifties. She was of average height, and always kept her thick gray-blond hair in a pageboy cut. In Jane’s estimation, too much was made of hairstyles, and she insisted that it was easier if she never had to think what cut the stylist should give her; it was always the same. Marilee could vouch that Jane’s style had remained unchanged the entire time she had known her. Marilee had also never seen her in a foul mood. The day that happened, Marilee would fall off her chair in shock.




  Jane was a qualified landscape technician, and had studied at a local university that was renowned for its horticultural, farming and livestock studies programs. Her knowledge was first class when it came to the care and feeding of all things horticultural and Marilee had been lucky to snatch her up when she left her last employer some five years previously. She was a real gem, always positive, and a great help when it came to answering the tough and obscure questions that were inevitably posed by customers. She loved her job, and it was evident in her interactions.




  “We were just getting started.” Marilee said. “Sounds like you’re ready to get at it. What are your thoughts for the rest of the day?”




  Jane took a moment to contemplate her schedule. “We’re all geared up to put out the rest of the hardy perennials and the early-flowering bulbs. After that, I thought we would take a look at the incoming shipments of perennials. It’s too cool to bring the annuals out of the greenhouse, but the perennials will be able to handle the April temperatures. Yesterday I took a quick peek at the new shipments of ground covers and early bloomers. I can’t wait to get them sorted and displayed. Jaz will water, prune and fertilize the shrubs, at least the ones that can accept pruning and fertilizing at this time of year. And this afternoon, Karen can water all the perennials.”




  Karen and Jaz were two of the many staff needed to receive, inventory, move, price, organize and maintain the huge volume of plant life that flowed through the garden center in an endless river of greenery.




  Karen was a relatively new employee. It was her second year at Green Horizons. Like most people her age, she was slim, healthy looking and had the smooth skin of youth that was the envy of older people. She kept her long chestnut hair in a high ponytail pulled through her cap. That, together with her summer outfits, made her look like she was on her way to the tennis courts.




  Jaz and her husband and two young children had emigrated from England ten years before. After an unhappy two-year stint as a call center representative, Jaz joined Green Horizons just before Marilee took over ownership of the business. Jaz’s husband was a pharmaceutical marketing manager and their kids were teens now.




  “Sounds like you have your staff and your day all organized, Jane. We’re opening in an hour, so I’ll have Connor at the checkout.” Early in the season they made a point of arriving an hour before the store opened for business. As the season progressed, this practice diminished, as the risk of a killing frost passed, and it became unnecessary to retrieve annuals from the protective cover of the greenhouse. “Let me know if either of you need any help. I’ll be here in the office checking on the shipments to make sure everything arrives as scheduled.” As they went their separate ways, Marilee returned to her books. I will keep an eye out for Tom’s arrival — if he shows up today. She could ill afford to employ people who couldn’t show up reliably for work.




  





  




  




  




  




  




  




  CHAPTER 4




  




  




  Business was already picking up half an hour after opening. Marilee strolled through the shop, greeting old friends she hadn’t seen since the fall, talking about the weather and learning what had been going on in their lives over the winter months. Several customers lined up at the checkout counter, waiting for Connor to ring in their purchases. Marilee noted the growing lineup with concern. The customers were chatting cheerfully among themselves, each carefully guarding their trolley of treasured perennials, baskets and shrubs.




  When she reached the cash register she stopped to speak with Connor. Over the sound of the snapping register keys she asked, “Do you need any help?”
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