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WET LEAVES SLAPPED against the windows of Nick Laird’s tree service truck as he pulled onto Knapp Avenue, passing several old Victorians converted to apartment houses, which gave way to wide green stretches before more houses set far back from the road. Herbie Maguire, the new kid on the crew, fresh out of Essex Agricultural School and currently occupying the shotgun seat, polished his eyeglasses with a red bandanna handkerchief before slipping them back onto his too-thin face and adjusting them.

“Trees respect you if you respect them,” Laird said, giving the speech he’d given new trainees since he took over for his father, fifteen years ago, the kind of speech Mick, Herbie’s uncle, had given Laird when he looked as green as the kid next to him.

“Sounds almost like something uncle Mick would say,” Herb replied, a lilt of approval in his otherwise bookish voice.

“We’re part of the same breed of old-school tree men. ‘S why I took you on when he ast me to. Still helping the old man?”

“He hires me at Christmas, to help him balance the books at the tree sale, but he’d said he’d let me help cut trees in Cherryfield, Maine once I get the hang of working trees.”

“Which brings you here, helping break up a fallen branch in Lowell Cemetery,” Laird said.

Herb sat up straighter. “You didn’t tell me today’s job involved a cemetery.”

“What? You afraid of cemeteries? They’re quieter places than most. I’d rather run a job there than in most people’s backyards. No dogs or family getting underfoot. Maybe the odd flock of turkeys comes along, but you can chase those off with a pole saw. Yer not gonna run off on me, are you?”
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