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      As Molly Green drove the Patty’s Plant Place delivery van, the only sound was the continuing five-second switch between static and music as her coworker, Theo Alexopoulos, fiddled with the radio. Molly tapped both thumbs on the steering wheel but remained painfully silent, thankful it was only a short drive. The static to music ratio drove Molly nuts. She wasn’t used to driving in the Patty’s Plant Place van with a copilot as she usually delivered just one living flower arrangement at a time. However, this was a big delivery, and so Theo tagged along. He never did find the station or song he wanted before they arrived at the community park, just a mile away from the garden center.

      “I really expected more people to be here on such a sunny Friday,” Theo said as Molly pulled into a parking spot near the park’s gazebo. The only other park visitors were a runner—who was barely visible at the other end of the park—and a young family playing in the playground.

      “You’re right. I thought more people would be setting up before everything starts tonight.” She hopped out of the van, meeting Theo at the back, who was already opening the double doors.

      “Yeah, yeah. Seems like they already set up all the tables and tents and such.”

      The annual Hawthorn Heights Buckeye Trail Town Festival was set to start that evening at 5:00 p.m. It celebrated the town’s commitment to the Buckeye Trail, which snaked its way around the entire state of Ohio in a big loop. There were a number of trailheads throughout and near Hawthorn Heights. The festival would bring in people from around the region to visit their small town.

      “We are here early,” Molly said. “I’m just happy that the people staffing the booths later will enjoy our arrangements when they arrive.”

      “I like that. I’m sure they will.”

      Theo pulled out one of five tall, slim, brown pots stowed in the back. Humming as they worked, Molly went for the lighter load: a crate containing leggy, bright sunflowers in smaller pots. Even those small pots had Molly puffing as she lifted them, so she sure was glad Theo was there to lift the bigger pots. They placed their load into a wagon, which was soon filled with not just sunflowers, but also potted ornamental cabbage, potted orange dahlias, dried eucalyptus, a bundle of interesting sticks, and dried grasses.

      The park’s gazebo had sets of stairs leading to the landing on three sides. The large, white-painted structure acted as a stage at the community park and had electrical hookups. It faced a lawn that sloped up and away, a natural amphitheater. Molly and her friends and family often enjoyed summer concerts here. Theo arranged the pots: one on each side of the front steps and three along the opposite wall.

      “Okay, do you like this setup? This one more to the left?” Theo asked.

      “No, I like it,” Molly replied. “This looks great.”

      She stuffed a folded cardboard box into the bottom of the pot nearest to her on the steps to take up some of the room on the bottom. Then she placed a potted sunflower on top of the cardboard and dug a hole in the soil for accompanying dahlias and cabbage. She’d thought about growing them all together in their display pots but was thankful she opted to grow them separately to ensure they were all the size and quality she wanted for the festival.

      “I gotta say, this flower combination looks a lot better than just a bunch of mums thrown on the stage,” Theo said as he watched her.

      “I know everyone loves mums, but I wanted to do something a little different this year,” Molly said. “It took some planning to get the sunflowers and dahlias to bloom at the right time, but I really like them. And they’ll be delivering pumpkins to display here later this morning, too.”

      “I’m glad you were able to convince Zack to try it,” Theo said. “These arrangements are tall and eye-catching. Mums are short, even if they have a few different colors.” Zack Conley was the mayor of Hawthorn Heights. As teens, Molly and Zack worked together at Patty’s Plant Place. He was valedictorian of the class ahead of her own.

      “He called the shop yesterday,” Molly said, pausing as she shook a cabbage out of its pot. “He told me they’re going to raffle off the arrangements on the last day. I thought that was a cool idea.”

      “Yeah. And the winners will definitely know who made the arrangements. Free advertising.” Theo moved the plants, sticks, and dried material around to their pot destinations as Molly worked on each one individually. They finished the work within the next half hour.

      “Let’s go see how they look from the top of the hill,” Theo said as Molly walked down the front steps, wiping her hands on her jeans. “Race you to the top!”

      “Race me? What? You always win!”

      She followed Theo up the hill anyway. She ran up—or perhaps better described as falling upward awkwardly over and over—the grassy crest. Theo wasn’t even winded when Molly got to the top long after he did, wheezing and leaning with her hands on her knees.

      “Yeah, yeah,” Theo confirmed, hands on hips. “Colorful, tall, autumnal. People up here will think so, too.”

      “You don’t usually have such strong opinions about our living flower arrangements, Theo.” Molly chuckled even though she was still catching her breath. She pushed her bangs out of her eyes. Molly usually wore her brown hair in a short, asymmetrical pixie cut, but the hairdresser didn’t cut enough off the front this time. From their vantage, Molly could see the rows of tents for vendors, food trucks, and a straw bale maze. She knew they’d be setting up games for kids later in the day, too

      “Well, I don’t usually deliver them and help set them up.” Theo still surveyed the scene. His black, curly hair was longer than Molly’s, stopping just below his ears. “These are public and a lot bigger than normal. I like them.”

      “Such a great view from here.” Molly widened her gaze. “I guess I haven’t really stopped and looked around at the top of the hill. Is that Lake Erie?”

      “I think so. All those tall buildings are definitely Cleveland.”

      “It would be great to watch the sunrise from up here.”

      They stood for a few minutes in silence, taking in the view.

      “Oh look, there’s Ragan.” Molly jumped when Theo spoke again. “I wonder what she’s doing here. Let’s see what she thinks about the living arrangements.”

      Theo sprinted back down the hill to the gazebo. Ragan was a trail guide and shopkeeper who worked at the hiking store next to Patty’s Plant Place, aptly called the Trail Guide. Molly didn’t recognize the young man who was with her. The pair had parked a few spots away from the Patty’s Plant Place van and were slowly making their way up the sidewalk toward the gazebo, pausing at each tree. Theo arrived at the gazebo before Ragan and her companion and met them on the sidewalk. Molly trailed after him, reaching the trio a minute later.

      “ . . . so much more colorful. I wonder if they will attract more pollinators to the park during the festival,” Ragan was saying. Molly was always struck by how blue Ragan’s eyes were. “Hi, Molly. Your flower display looks great.”

      “Thanks. I hope people attending the festival think so, too.”

      Turning to the person she didn’t know, Molly made herself extend her hand for an introduction, hoping her hands weren’t too clammy. It was the social thing to do. So she would. “Hi. I’m Molly Green.”

      The young man with dark hair took her hand without a smile.

      “Oh, I’m so sorry,” Ragan said before he spoke. “I already introduced Quinten to Theo. This is my fiancé.”

      “Hi. Quinten Alexander.” He nearly crushed Molly’s hand in his. “I’m on fall break from the University of Toledo. I’m in my last year of my JD, studying intellectual property law.”

      “Cool. Nice to meet you.” Molly thought she probably succeeded in not wincing when she took her hand away.

      “Yeah, that is really cool,” Theo said. “Neither of you mentioned a law degree. Impressive.”

      “Well, I already have a master’s in law. I didn’t really know I wanted to be a lawyer right away. Taking the long route, I guess.”

      “We met in undergrad,” Ragan told them, almost cutting Quinten off. “I’m from Northeast Ohio. You know, right here. But Quinten is from the Northwest part of the state. I didn’t really plan to come back, but I had an internship two summers in a row with the nature center during my time at grad school. Then the position opened up with the Trail Guide. I’m still finishing my thesis about changing bird populations in this area, so I’m concluding my research on the job. I’m nearly done.”

      Molly already knew about all of this; Hawthorn Heights was a small town. Theo probably didn’t know, though, as he lived a few cities over.

      “I bet birds are fun to track,” Molly said. “I didn’t know you were working on that. May would probably love to hear more about it.” May Flores-Sato was Molly’s twin sister. They were both part-owners of Patty’s Plant Place, unfortunately together with their cousin Shannon. The three of them inherited the place after their grandparents passed away seven years ago. But thankfully, Shannon didn’t work at the shop and rarely stopped by; she’d never been kind to the twins and was especially mean to May when they were in high school.

      “Oh, is she a birder?” Ragan’s blue eyes went wide. “How did I not know? I’d love to share birding stories. She might even be able to add to my data about the local population.”

      “Not everyone is quite into it as you are, Ray,” Quinten spat, rolling his eyes. “Molly’s friend probably doesn’t keep a log of birds she’s seen.”

      “May is Molly’s twin. She’s a very numbers-oriented person. I’ll have to talk to her. She could be a great asset.” Ragan took a deep breath. “I’m doing a nest survey of the park today to help a colleague. These short dogwood trees are easy to access quickly. I guess Quinten is helping.” The couple shot eye daggers at each other.

      “What else am I going to do? Hang out with your parents while you dig around in these trees?” Quinten’s tone made Molly uncomfortable, and she stopped herself from taking a few steps back.

      “Maybe you could’ve hung out with Becca or Riley?” Ragan scoffed, then collected herself and took another deep breath. She turned back to Molly and Theo. “We’ll catch up later. Good to see you guys.”

      With that, Ragan huffed off to the next tree without waiting for Quinten, pulling her purple vest closer to her body.

      “Yeah. Nice meeting you,” Quinten said. “See you around.” He jogged after Ragan. When he caught up to her, he put his hand on her back, but she flinched away.

      “Not the happiest of couples,” Theo said when they were out of earshot.

      “I guess not. the Trail Guide staffers sometimes say that Ragan is hard to get along with, but she’s always been nice to us, hasn’t she?”

      “I don’t know her that well, but we don’t work with her. She seems to be a lady on a mission. Driven. That might rub people the wrong way.” Theo shrugged. “Time to load back up. May is probably stressed being the only person at the shop.”

      “Right. Let’s motor.”
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      Patty’s Plant Place was busier than normal that morning and into the afternoon. Molly didn’t recognize many of the customers as she usually did.

      “These Buckeye Trail-themed succulents are flying off the shelves,” May said as they both slumped behind the counter. “I knew those little signs would entice the tourists.”

      “You always have genius sales ideas, that’s for sure.” Molly leaned her shoulder into May’s. “Good job.”

      Molly and May were identical twins that didn’t look exactly alike. May wore her hair long and straight, while Molly’s was short and often parted differently, and usually dressed in muted colors, while Molly loved bright, loud patterns. Molly wore mascara and eyeliner, while May usually only wore light pink lip gloss. They might have a matching hair color and face, but unless they were lined up right next to each other, people often didn’t even notice they were twins.

      Theo came out of the back room carrying a tray of the successfully selling succulents to reload the display near the front door. “I think you ought to start another batch of these Buckeye Trail plants, Molly. This is all that’s left in the greenhouse.”

      “Don’t have to tell me twice to get my hands dirty,” Molly joked and headed into the back room. Molly did the vast majority of planting for the garden center. She went to the Ohio State University Agricultural Technical Institute with a major in horticulture and then went right back to work at Patty’s Plant Place upon graduating. May went to the Ohio State University nearby with a major in accounting. She worked at an accounting firm for a few years after college, but when she and her husband Joe had kids, she started part time at Patty’s Plant Place. Molly loved working with May.

      In the staff greenhouse, Molly assessed her stock of succulents. She had many varieties multiplying under grow lights, and there were three individual shelves ready to transfer into pots. Admittedly, Molly often felt a mild aversion toward succulents because of their extreme popularity. It frustrated her that there were so many beautiful, interesting, colorful houseplants to be loved, but most people gravitated toward the same succulent species. Over the past few months, Molly had been adding to the shop’s stock of succulents to try to keep herself interested, and it seemed to be helping a bit. She especially liked the nearly tie-dye purple, pink, and green coloring of the Graptopetalum Purple Delight Variegated. She had actually taken one home and put it on the glass shelf across the window over the kitchen sink. The little Purple Delight was the first succulent in the Green home, and it felt like a milestone.

      Molly got to work preparing pots and extracting succulents. Before all the supplies were on the stainless steel worktable, Sherlock, the black-and-white tuxedo shop cat, jumped up on the table, and she had to shoo him away. He should understand by now that once she started filling the table with pots, he couldn’t lounge on the sleek surface. In true cat fashion, Sherlock did what he wanted and came and went as he pleased. Most nights he slept in the staff room on the plaid loveseat beside the mini fridge. He also had an affinity for sleeping on smooth bags of mulch or potting soil in the sunshine. Defeated but not certainly deterred, the cat settled himself onto a stool in his upright, formal position to oversee Molly’s work.

      Grandma Patty and Grandpa Will had always kept cats at the garden center, and so Molly and May continued the tradition. Thankfully, they never had any trouble with cats eating the wrong plants or cats eating plants at all.

      Molly loved the rhythm of potting many plants at once: an assembly line of adding a soil/ sand mixture, making a hole in the soil, plopping in the plant, and then carefully patting soil around the base of each succulent. Then she snuggled the little Buckeye Trail signs in the soil beside each succulent. May had ordered a hundred of them from a local Etsy seller, and they were adorable. The little wooden signs had tiny blue letters that said “follow the blue blazes” and a blue strip of vertical paint, like those painted on trees along the Buckeye Trail to mark the way. The signs were just the right size to stick into a blue-painted terra-cotta pot next to a single succulent. Somehow they had already sold over thirty on the first day of the Hawthorn Heights Buckeye Trail Town Festival—and it wasn’t officially supposed to start until that evening. It probably had a lot to do with the vibrant display May put together in their front window, along with social media posts. She was always coming up with new ways to sell plants, and Molly just implemented her ideas.

      Molly inhaled the smell of the soil, relishing in its texture on her fingertips. She usually did this type of potting work before the shop opened when her only company was Sherlock. After exactly fifty minutes, fifty new pots of Buckeye Trail-themed succulents had been put together with five different varieties of plants. May would enjoy the number redundancy. She’d been so lost in the work that she forgot that the garden center was even open. She loaded about a third of the pots onto a tray and put the rest back under the grow lights. Once she wiped down the table, Sherlock followed her back to the front of the shop to find May.

      The place was still busy. Theo was checking out a customer with not one, but two Buckeye Trail succulents as well as an orchid. There were two other people in line. Patty’s Plant Place only had the one cash register, so they’d have to wait. Molly thought they might be tourists, since none of them needed the low, green utility carts provided for customers. Molly greeted them and chatted about their purchases, the upcoming festival, and the weather. It was certainly easier to talk to people in the garden center where she felt at home. She spotted May talking to a regular customer near the shop exit to the backyard where they displayed trees, shrubs, statuary, and larger annuals. Molly excused herself to join her twin.

      “Well, hello, Roland,” Molly greeted the man conversing with May.

      “Good to see you this afternoon, Miss Molly.” Roland smiled at her. Molly always thought that Roland was a bit of a contradiction: he had a very round tummy, but his strong biceps and chest bulged under his yellow visibility Hawthorn Heights Park District staff T-shirt. “I was telling May that we’re nearly done with the trail work. I just came in to use the facilities.” His tanned face blushed slightly.

      “We’re always welcoming to anyone using or maintaining the trail.” Molly smiled back. “You know we stock snacks just for trail users, after all.”

      “I sometimes wonder why the Trail Guide doesn’t build a path from their backdoor to the Buckeye Trail?” May pondered. “You’d think their trail business would benefit from direct access to it. They could offer snacks and bathrooms, too. Sell more hiking equipment.”

      “They’d have to get a permit from the city and get the trail extension approved,” Roland told them. “It’d be a whole thing. Sharing the parking lot with the trailhead gives you an advantage there. And I gotta say, those trail guides from the hiking store haven’t been our favorite during this trail project. They’re so uppity and act like we’re in the way, but we’re actually making their jobs easier when the work is done. They should be avoiding that part of the trail, not pushing the people they’re guiding around us.” He paused and then spoke slower to make his point. “One of them told their hikers that I’m gruff.”

      “I’m sorry, Roland. They can be a bit snooty over there, but not all of them are so bad, right?” Molly said. She knew every one of the staffers and thought they were lovely—although, if she was honest with herself, not all of them. “And maybe you are a bit gruff.” Molly elbowed Roland. “I think you need to be in your line of work.”

      Roland shifted his stance and stood up straighter but didn’t respond.

      “And I think hikers that hire a trail guide must feel really unsure in the woods by themselves,” May added. “The guides are naturalists, but they’re also there to help the hikers know where to go and not get lost. You being out there on your own or even in a small crew shows that it’s okay to be alone in the woods. The guides need to demonstrate that you’re not the average person or their usefulness is diminished.”

      “Right. A different crowd of people,” Molly agreed. May sometimes conveyed what Molly was thinking so well that Molly didn’t really need to add anything.

      “I just had a bad run-in this week with one of them, I guess.” Roland looked down at his feet. “Got embarrassed in front of a group of hikers, and it felt like I was in middle school again. Getting made fun of for being bigger than the other kids.”

      “Oh, Roland.” Molly put her hand on Roland’s back. “We know how bad it feels to be made fun of by other kids.” May nodded and continued the motion to add her agreement as Molly continued. “Being tall and strong—and maybe gruff—is who you are. We think you’re great, and we know you. Don’t let a group of hikers that you don’t know make you feel bad.”

      “Thanks, ladies. I used to beat kids up for making me feel bad, but it never did any good.”

      “Violence usually doesn’t do much good,” May agreed.

      “Yeah. Well.” Roland harrumphed. After a beat, he continued. “I guess I need to get back out there. Good seeing you two. Maybe I’ll see you and the family at the festival tonight?”

      “We’ll be there!” Both twins said at the same time and then smiled broadly at each other. Roland rolled his eyes, well aware that Molly and May jinxed each other frequently.
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      Later that evening, Molly licked her fingers and laughed at the melted cream dripping down her hand.

      “I don’t think that deep-fried Oreos were such a good idea as an appetizer.” Her husband, Scott, laughed, too. His gray eyes squinted.

      “Delicious, though,” Molly said. “But, yeah, probably the extent of the deep-fried food I want to eat tonight. My stomach is already protesting, and I’m not even done.”

      Scott looked up from the picnic table where they were sitting under a large, temporary, white tent at the community park with the Hawthorn Heights Buckeye Trail Town Festival in full swing. They were surrounded by a salmagundi of smells including cooking oil, fresh bread, cooking meat, and popcorn wafting from the sea of food trucks around the tent.

      “Well, we need to eat some dinner,” Scott said. “That tent has Italian sausage and pepper sandwiches over there. That food truck has barbecued pork.” He pointed to the stalls with his own deep-fried Oreo on a stick. “Deep-fried veggies at that one. Funnel cakes. Popcorn, burger bites on a stick, deep-fried mozzarella on a stick. Lots of sticks and deep-fried things.”

      “None of those sound like a good chaser for fried Oreo on a stick.”

      “Oh, that new bakery is here!” Scott almost stood up, but then sat back down and craned his neck to get a better view. “They haven’t opened yet, right? You said you’d stop on the first day they opened?”

      “Yep. They’re in the plaza with the Trail Guide. I’ve been scoping it out for you. Don’t worry, Scotty.”

      “Well, I think they have pepperoni rolls that aren’t deep-fried.” Scott shifted again for a better vantage. “Sounds better than a pork sandwich to me. We could eat that for dinner. And they might have scones and cookies. Bread, of course. Maybe some muffins. I’m not sure. Let’s go see what they have.” With that, he finally stood up and didn’t wait to see if Molly was following him. She did, indeed.
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