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      Molly Green was at the Hawthorn Heights Public Library on a summer Saturday morning. However, she wasn’t checking out any books. She was in the Cuyahoga River Conference room, surrounded by plants. Admittedly, Molly was usually surrounded by plants as she managed and was part owner of Patty’s Plant Place, a local garden center handed down to the women in her family through her grandparents. Today, Molly was volunteering with her life-long friend, Claudia Moore, to manage the quarterly Plant Swap held at the library. It was July, so they were swapping indoor houseplants and would focus on outdoor perennials to plant in October.

      “I’m giving this string of pearls succulent just ten more minutes, and then I’m claiming it,” Claudia said as she gingerly held the longest strands of the plant in her palm.

      “I don’t think you need to wait, Claud. It’s been here for an hour. Go for it.” Molly laughed and blew her bangs out of her eyes. Her short haircut was growing out, and she thought about getting it chopped again for the millionth time.

      “Okay. A succulent for a succulent. Even trade.” Claudia nodded and placed the purple pot next to her leather designer purse on a chair behind the table where they stood. Claudia had brought a jade plant that a former boyfriend had given her to swap. Like most of Claudia’s relationships, that one had ended abruptly and on particularly bad terms. She had reason to want to get rid of the little jade.

      “This might be our busiest Plant Swap yet. We’re really moving plants in and out today,” Molly said as she adjusted the dozen or so plants on their table. She had brought her own pothos cutting and a few plants from the shop to donate.

      “How’s it going in here?” Scott, Molly’s husband, asked as he sauntered into the conference room. He had dark hair and gray eyes. “No one’s really interested in my book club so far,” he told them, crestfallen.

      “Oh, Scotty, you’ll find some members,” Molly told him, rubbing his back to comfort her bookish husband. “Just not all of them in one day.”

      “Tell me again about this new book club. What’s it about?” Claudia asked.

      “I just want to connect with other readers who want to read physical books. The hard copies. They don’t have to be hardbacks, just not an e-book. I don’t like electronic readers.”

      “Wait. What?” Claudia demanded and then looked at Molly for help. Molly just shook her head. “You’re a computer programmer, and you don’t like e-readers? That doesn’t make sense. You’re anti-technology when it comes to reading, but not everything else?”

      “You’re not the first one to say that. I’m not anti-technology. I just like books. The pages, the cover, the smell, the feel. They’re so much better than holding what feels like a big phone in my hands. I figured the library would be the best place to find other non-e-reader readers, but so far, only Mr. Horner signed up at my little table in the atrium.”

      “Oh! Mr. Horner!” Molly exclaimed. “So you do have someone. See? Look at that.”

      “He only reads nonfiction, though,” Scott said and then continued in a lower voice. “And he kinda smells like fish.”

      “But he’s a nice old man. Maybe you can help him find some fiction that he’ll like. I bet a librarian could help you find a historically accurate crime novel or something. Educational but also exciting?”

      “Yeah, historical fiction is the best,” Claudia put in. She was a curator at a neighboring city’s history museum and read a lot of historical fiction novels. “Just don’t sit right next to him.”

      “Maybe. I’ll let you ladies get back to it,” Scott said. “You seem to be having more luck than me.” He gave Molly a kiss on the cheek, and he headed for the door.

      As Scott reached the doorway, another man almost ran into him. “Oh, excuse me,” Scott mumbled.

      “No problem at all. What’s going on in here? Plants at the library?” The man was also probably in his early thirties and had shoulder-length red hair. His short-sleeved shirt with a Rubik's Cube graphic provided a nearly full view of his  prosthetic arm and hand. Molly recognized him as someone who had been talking in the hallway earlier with the Library Board President.

      Scott eyed the prosthetic hand that held three thick books and said, “Yeah, plants at the library. It’s a Plant Swap.” He explained the swapping mechanisms and finished by saying, “Or you can just buy a plant, too, if you didn’t happen to bring any greenery with you this morning.”

      “What a fun event. I’d love a new plant,” the man said, smiling.

      “Five dollars for any plant you want on the table!” Claudia called to the newcomer across the room. She eyed Molly and said in a voice only for her friend, “He’s cute.” Molly just shook her head with a smile.

      “So, you’re reading some Gibson?” Scott asked the man, pointing to the books he held.

      “I am.” He shifted the books to hold up the top tome in his right, non-prosthetic hand. His prosthetic hand could hold much more than a normal, fleshy hand. Molly could certainly never palm three thick books herself. “Count Zero. I just finished Necromancer last night and needed to get the second one in the series right away.”

      “William Gibson was a visionary. Wrote about cyberspace before it was a thing. He’s one of my favorites.” Molly knew this to be true. She was always on the lookout for a rare, signed copy of any Gibson novel for Scott.

      “Absolutely. I’m James. Seems we have the same taste in fiction.” James held out his right hand for a handshake. Scott took it and shook hardily.

      “Scott. My wife is Molly, over there with the brown hair. Her friend, Claudia, is the one with glasses.” The women waved, and Claudia adjusted her new, teal tortoiseshell glasses absently. “I keep thinking I need to delve into Gibson’s short stories, but I haven’t yet.”

      “They’re just as good. You really should. Short fiction is so satisfying when you can read a whole story arc in one sitting.”

      “Well, I’m at the library. I might as well go find a copy right now,” Scott said, chuckling. He took a step out of the room toward the stacks but then hesitated. “So, do you like, uh, reading books? Like physical books? Not e-readers? I’m . . .  um . . .  starting a physical book club,” he said shyly.

      James smiled. “I understand that. There’s just something about a book. I work on robotics all day. I own West Robotics, and we create high-tech machines for factories and researchers. We also have a prosthetics division, which may not surprise you.” He held up his arm and continued. “But for some hobbies, I prefer to remain low tech. I have an e-reader, but I do really like a real book better. So, yeah, I’d love to join your club.”

      “Oh, you would? That’s so great. I’m hoping to choose our first book by the end of the month and start regular meetings in August or maybe September. I have a sign-up sheet in the atrium,” Scott said quickly, almost apologetically.

      “How did I miss it? I’ll sign up on my way out.” James moved toward the plant table, then turned back to Scott. “Are you taking a plant home? Want to help me pick out the best one for a bachelor?” Molly watched this new friendship form so organically and quickly that she felt like it was a zinnia happily growing in the summer sun. She instantly liked James, and she could tell Scott did, too.

      The men walked over to the table and inspected the plants. Claudia acted as the cheery and slightly flirty saleslady. Molly let Claudia do the talking, although she got the name of two plants wrong.

      A teen library patron came in with twin boys with matching freckles, and Molly gave them her full attention. She felt a kinship with the children as she was an identical twin herself. May, Molly’s twin, also worked at Patty’s Plant Place. The boys picked out a flowering African violet to give to their mother, and Molly accepted their donation. Next, an elderly woman with a yellow headscarf came in with a withering Christmas cactus and swapped it with one of Molly’s perky pothos plants.

      Twenty minutes later, Scott and James were still chatting in the corner with James’ new aloe vera when Hawthorn Heights Public Library Board President, Frank Driscoll, burst into the room, followed by the head librarian, Annette Carroll. Molly knew the pair didn’t get along, and their body language certainly showed it. Annette’s arms were crossed, and she walked slightly behind Frank, who acted like he had entered the room on his own. Annette was a small, older woman with a pointy nose, and Frank was portly with a mustache. He did something important at their local bank branch that Molly could never remember and was well known in the little town.
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