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The Story that Made Us Stronger 

This one’s for my Mom. 

She was a generous volunteer for my watershed group and she’s always been my biggest book cheerleader. I’ve said it before: she’s the best. 
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Water Sampling 
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Molly Green had never worn thigh-high waders before. The whole process of taking water samples in a creek was new to her. 

“Just plunge the whole bottle into the water,” Heath instructed from the streambank. 

Molly did as she was told and filled the water sampling bottle with creek water to the brim. The water was cold, and her hand felt like it was dipped into ice water. An Ohio blizzard came to mind. She held the bottle aloft for her instructor’s approval. 

“Make sure there’s hardly any air in the bottle after you screw the top on.” He pantomimed what to do. “Push the air out.”

“Like this?” Molly squeezed the bottle slightly so the air at the lid disappeared.

“That looks great.” Heath smiled broadly, and Molly mirrored his action.

“Awesome!” Scott, Molly’s husband, cheered from the creek side. 

Molly’s smile widened, and she gave Scott a thumbs up. 

“Go ahead and throw that one on the bank while you fill up the second bottle,” Heath said. Molly did as she was told, now with practiced movements. She held up the larger collapsible bottle for Heath’s approval and was given confirmation that the second bottle was also collected properly. 

“Sure is slippery.” Molly awkwardly climbed out of the creek bed onto the muddy, slick bank. Scott offered a hand, but she thought pulling herself up by tree roots and embedded rocks was a better idea than pulling Scott down with her.

“You guys are going to make great water sampling volunteers for Acorn Hollow.” Health put his hands on his hips after Molly’s feet were on solid ground again.

Heath Reed was a younger man, a few years out of college, so less than ten years younger than Molly. She suspected his parents named him after Heath Ledger since the time frame was right. However, Heath had close-cropped brown hair and looked nothing like the famous actor. He seemed to know a great deal about their neighborhood creek and water sampling. She was enjoying the morning she and Scott had spent with him so far. 

“We’re excited to do it.” Scott’s voice showed his excitement. “We’ve always talked about volunteering together.” 

“And environmental causes are exactly what we want to support,” Molly agreed. She leaned against Scott as she extracted her legs from the waders. Her bangs flopped into her eyes as she bent over, but there was nothing to do about it while her hands were occupied and her body bent in half. Molly wore a short, asymmetrical cut with longer hair in the front. She had prepared her hiking shoes next to her, ready to slip into.

“Well, it’s rare that we get a couple that can take time off together during the work week to do this sort of thing.” Heath started packing away the samples into his backpack along with their other supplies. “But you can do it on the weekend after you’re trained. Seems we won’t need more training after today. You guys got it.”

“I think so too,” Scott said. He had mastered the bottle filling at the first site. “It would be hard to take a whole half day or more off to volunteer every single month,” he added sheepishly. “My job encourages us to volunteer on their dime, but only five days a year.”

“Still a cool perk.” Molly was finally upright again. “As a garden center manager, I can come and go as I want. They’d miss me, but a few hours once a month is no big deal. Plus, you park right in my parking lot and walk up the Buckeye Trail that runs behind our shop to get up here.” Molly folded the waders into another backpack as she spoke and shouldered it. “It’s more convenient for me, but we’ll definitely find the time to volunteer together.”

“Let's get moving to the next few sites then,” Health slung his bag onto his back and led the way upstream through the woods. 

Molly admired the early Spring wildflowers as they hiked. She only knew the names of the tiny pink Spring Beauties and thought about asking if Heath knew some others, but then he started telling them about the restoration project they were isolating with this series of water samples. 

“Those downstream samples will tell us how the water has changed because of our restoration project compared to the samples we’ve taken the past few years. We need to take upstream samples and then two along the restored tributary itself. We’ve chosen some easily identifiable locations at the restoration site and actually built in some easy sampling spots on the tributary where you won’t have to get all the way into the stream itself, just lean over.”

“That’s much more convenient than getting waders on and off at every sampling point,” Molly said. Maybe she would get better at maneuvering into and out of waders, but that day, they felt quite burdensome. 

“It was a cool idea from one of the engineers for the built-in sampling spots. This site has a ton of riparian tree plantings and some native ground cover, so we needed a spot that would be easy to identify and also a place that we’d know we weren’t disturbing the plantings. We rebuilt the entire streambed at the site because it was so undercut and channelized due to stormwater. We’ve done enough environmental education and projects to help reduce the runoff in the neighboring residential area, so it was time to restore the creek.”

“What an accomplishment.” Molly couldn’t help but smile with Heath’s enthusiasm. She had connected with Acorn Hollow Run’s watershed citizen’s action group over the winter and understood that sometimes too much runoff from hard surfaces such as roofs and roads could turn rainwater into pollution for streams. Much of their town of Hathorn Heights was in the Acorn Hollow Run’s watershed, including both their home and the garden center.

“So we turn to the East here at the restored tributary, and the spot is just a few minutes’ upstream.” Heath paused to make sure they were following.

Molly saw where the smaller stream flowed into the creek they had already sampled. She took in the woodland scene as they paused. It felt wonderful to be in the forest. She rarely went off hiking trails, and it was different to hike through dead leaves and underbrush than on a human built path like she usually did. In early March, the buds on the bushes and trees were just starting to grow. Most often, she and Scott hiked on the Buckeye Trail, which made a big circle throughout Ohio. Her heart was always happiest in the forest. Molly took a deep breath and let the forest smells soak in before she followed Heath along the stream. 

However, Molly didn’t savor the woodland scents long. Soon after their turnoff, there was definitely something that did not belong in the woods. Something that did not make her heart happy at all. In fact, Molly was pretty sure that the guy’s heart had stopped. He was wearing a suit and was facedown on the forest floor.
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The Dead Guy in a Suit
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Molly, Scott, and Heath all hurried to the prone man and crouched down beside him. Molly’s heart was racing, and she felt it pounding in her ears. Why was this man here? What happened to him? She was sure he was dead from the unnatural way his limbs were all splayed away from his body. It seemed like he wouldn’t have just fallen over that way. She didn’t see his back rising and falling as his lungs would expand with breathing. Unfortunately, this was not the first person who had died in these woods off the Buckeye Trail, but it was the first dead body she had found.

Nevertheless, Heath, who was their group leader after all, felt at the man’s neck for a pulse. Molly watched Heath’s face as she waited. Scott looked back and forth between them, his grey eyes wide. It seemed like Heath was trying to will the pulse to start because it took forever for him to lean back on his heels. 

“This guy is dead.” Health let out a heavy sigh. “No pulse, and he’s cold to the touch.”

“I’ll call the police.” Scott stood with purpose, slipped his phone out of his back pocket, and walked a few steps away.

“Why does this keep happening?” Molly plopped down on the forest floor. Last year’s dark, papery leaves protested with a loud crunch.

Heath did the opposite and stood, his hands on his head. He started pacing back and forth. “Why would... this dude... in a suit be out here in the woods by our restoration site?”

“Could he have come from another route?” Molly asked, looking around in a very different way than she had just a few minutes before.

“On the other side of the site is the access road that the earth moving equipment used during construction.” He stopped pacing and rubbed his chin in thought. “It’s a farther hike from the road, and we made them remove the gravel driveway after construction was complete. Maybe he came in that way instead of hiking up from the Buckeye Trail like we did?”

“Still doesn’t seem like the right footwear or outfit for any sort of time in the woods.”

Before Heath could respond, Scott came over. He ran a hand through his dark hair before speaking. “The police and EMT will be here as quickly as they can. The EMT will just transport the body. I told them he’s dead. We’re not supposed to touch him again. They’d like one of us to wait at the trail turn off to guide them through the woods.”

“Yeah.” Molly stood. “We’re kind of in the middle of nowhere. Hard to find.”

“I’ll go back to the trail,” Health said in a rush. “I need to get these samples on ice and get them to the lab by the end of the day. We’ll have to find another time to show you the other collection sites. Thanks again for volunteering.”

Molly and Scott mumbled agreeing sentiments, and Heath took Molly’s pack with the waders. The couple watched him go instead of looking at the man on the ground. 

“Well, this isn’t how I thought the day would end up going,” Scott said finally. 

“Was it me or did Heath really want to get out of here?”

“He did, didn’t he? Didn’t give either of us the option to hike back. But maybe it’s just because of this whole dead body thing.” Scott stepped closer to Molly and put an arm around her shoulders. “But it’s not like I’d want to wait with him for the police to arrive instead of you.” 

Molly looked up at Scott and gave him a quick kiss on the cheek. “He knows the way back better, anyway.” She swept her eyes around the woods, not looking directly at the man in the suit. Since Molly’s heart had calmed down, her stomach had started to churn. She saw that Scott was sweating. “I hope we didn’t disturb the crime scene much.” 

“Right. And I hope he has his wallet in his pocket. But we shouldn’t look.”

“Maybe the leaves are kicked up more over there? What do you think?” Molly pointed.

Scott ran his eyes over where Molly indicated. “I don’t know. I can’t imagine there’s much to see here with all the leaves and new plants poking through. I don’t see any footprints or tracks.”

“But we’re not detectives. Maybe Joe would see something while we don’t know what we’re looking at.” Molly tried to take in everything around her but only saw trees, undergrowth, and the two creeks coming together. The restoration site was farther to their East and still had some straw with new growth poking through between newly planted saplings.

“It’s true. I hope Joe gets assigned to the case,” Scott agreed. Joe was their brother-in-law, Molly’s twin sister’s husband. He was a detective in their local police force. His involvement had been important in the last few murder cases that Molly had not so intentionally helped solve.

“Well, maybe we should go over there a bit by the sweet gum tree, out of respect for the dead?” Her stomach heaved with the gravity of the situation. She wanted to get away from the dead man. Hopefully, her stomach would calm down with some distance.

Twenty minutes later, Heath led a parade of emergency personnel through the woods along the creek. Unfortunately, Joe was not among the crowd, but his partner detective, Leah, was.

Unfortunately, the dead man did not have his wallet on him. 

Molly, Scott, and Heath were each asked to give a statement. Officer Owen, a man Molly had been in contact with before, wrote down what Molly knew–which was very little. He asked her to take a closer look at the man now that he was on a stretcher and his face was exposed. Molly thought he looked vaguely familiar, but she didn’t want to study his pale features, especially with the gaping wound just below the knot of his tie. Definitely a murder, not a heart attack or a fall in the forest while wearing a business suit. After seeing the dried blood, Molly’s stomach started to roil again, almost to the point of heaving its contents. She took deep breaths through her nose, closed her eyes, and the feeling passed.  

Heath stood near Molly. They both had their arms crossed as Scott took his turn to talk with Owen. 

“I was able to hand off the water samples to my intern,” Heath told her. “She’ll get them to the lab. No need to waste resources and volunteer time.”

“That’s good to know,” Molly said with little care. She barely thought this was an important point while they were standing in the middle of a crime scene with an unknown dead businessman. She didn’t voice these thoughts, but instead replied as a dutiful volunteer. “I’ll email you about another time that Scott and I can learn the rest of the sampling points.” 
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Crime Scene Review at Patty’s
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It was after lunchtime when Molly and Scott were told they could leave the site. They hiked back through the forest and got lunch at their favorite cafe in town, The Scottish Ferret. The couple spoke of nothing but the dead man at lunch. Molly decided she’d rather go to the garden center where she worked than mope around at home. Scott said he was going to go on a run with their puppy, Watson, and not try to work. He was a web programmer and mostly worked from his home office. He said his mind was not ready to write code. Molly felt quite ready to get her hands dirty and do some planting and propagating. 

When Molly stepped into Patty’s Plant Place that afternoon, she knew it was the right decision. She closed her eyes and let the scents of the shop center her. It felt normal and good.

When Molly opened her eyes, May, her twin sister, was standing right next to her. “Joe’s at a training today but texted me about the man in the woods. The police station is all aflurry over it. Are you okay?”

“I don’t know. It was really hard to see.” The twins hugged. Molly knew they were making a scene at the shop, but she made herself not worry about it. She needed the hug. 

The twins were technically identical, but didn’t look very much alike at first glance. May’s hair was past her shoulders, while Molly’s hair was usually not even below her ears. Molly wore colorful clothing in contrast to May's muted wardrobe, mostly consisting of blue and grey. Molly wore eye makeup and May wore blush and lip gloss. May was much more outgoing and talkative, while Molly was introverted. 

“Want me to make you some hot cocoa?” 

“That would be really nice. Thanks, May. I’m going to spend some time in the greenhouse.”

May bobbed her head in agreement. “Yeah. We’ve got the front of house covered without you today. Alison is at the counter and Theo is here somewhere. He’s going to want to hear all about this, you know.”

Molly tucked into the back greenhouse, private and away from customers, and lost herself in caring for house plants and annuals that would be for sale in a few months for the Spring planting season. Sherlock, the black and white shop cat, came to visit. She appreciated his company and rubbed behind his ears where he liked the most. He curled into a ball in a sunbeam on the concrete floor while she worked. Molly often thought of her late Grandma Patty as she worked in the greenhouse and the many hours they spent together in the space. Molly’s memories helped calm her further.

An hour later, Molly’s hot cocoa was gone, and her spirits were lifted. May and Theo stood in the entrance to the greenhouse together, almost ominously. 

“The shop is pretty quiet,” May announced. “We have a few minutes to talk, and we need to hear from you what happened. Plus, I have some news.”

“Sorry you found the dead guy.” Theo put his hand on Molly’s arm. Theo had an athletic build from playing on their local minor league soccer team and black, curly hair that fell to his ears.

“Yeah. It was pretty gruesome. Thanks.” Molly patted his hand.

“You can tell us more about the scene of the crime in a minute.” May rushed out the words. “Joe texted me. He’s at a training, but murders don’t happen here all that often, so his partner is texting him the play by play. Well, they have been happening lately, actually. Anyway, they have a fingerprint match. They know who the dead guy is.” She paused and bounced on the balls of her feet like an excited little kid. “And so do we.” 

“Wow. That was a dramatic leade.” Theo leaned over and bumped shoulders with May. “Are you going to tell us?” 

“Upton North,” May drew out the name with a theatrical tilt of the head and sliced the air with her hand with each syllable.

“Uh. Who is that?” Molly asked and looked to Theo who shook his head indicating that he didn’t know either.

“You guys don’t know him? The dude who owns the plaza next door?”

“Glenn’s new landlord?” Molly frowned. “I guess I’ve heard him complain about the new owner. And maybe that makes sense as to why he had a suit on, but not why he’d wear a suit in the woods.” Molly trailed off, trying to remember what Glenn might have told her about Upton before. Glenn Howard owned and managed the hiking shop next door. Molly had known him since she was a teenager working at the garden center with her grandparents. He was a talker who visited when his shop was slow. He was like an uncle to Molly and May.

“Glenn was in the shop this morning,” Theo added. “He wasn’t here for long.”

“I was helping a customer who wanted to place a statuary order,” May said. “She had a lot of questions. I just waved to Glenn and didn’t get to say hi. Did he have anything interesting to say?”

“Yeah, yeah. He had a lot to say about his landlord this morning. Nothing good at all. No joke.”

“Yikes.” Molly cringed. “But I guess that means he didn’t know that Upton is dead.”

“That makes sense. Glenn wouldn’t say the things he did if he knew Upton wasn’t around anymore. Stuff about raising rent and changing the process for asking for repair requests. Maybe that won’t be the case anymore.”

It finally clicked in Molly’s head. “I remember now what Glenn told me about Upton before. He recently bought the plaza, but that’s not his only real estate investment. He owns –well, owned– other plazas and office buildings in Mapleton and Oaksville. But Shannon had something to say about him, too.” She paused and bit her lip. “She was his real estate agent. At one point, he was interested in buying the Patty’s Plant Place building. But Shannon shut down that idea hard. As she would.” 

Shannon was Molly and May’s only cousin on their dad’s side. The three of them inherited the garden center from their Grandma Patty and Grandpa Will. Shannon didn’t work at the shop but got a cut of the profits. Unfortunately, she was one of May’s least favorite people. Molly tolerated her better, but Shannon was universally disliked by all the garden center staff. Molly felt bad about this more often lately but never pushed back. 

“What? You never told me anyone wanted to buy the store.” May threw her hands up incredulously and glared at Molly.

Theo’s eyes darted between them, and he scrunched his forehead with raised eyebrows.

“He wanted to buy the property, not the whole business,” Molly answered in a defensive tone. She knew May would blow this up. “It’s not for sale. Never will be. There wasn’t anything to tell you. I knew you’d get mad, and I knew you’d be mad at Shannon for no reason. It’s not like she suggested it.”

“Seems like something she would suggest.” Molly’s statement did not calm May down as she had hoped. “A big payout, and then she wouldn’t have to deal with the shop anymore.”

“Well, she told Upton a flat no, and now he’s dead, so there’s no threat and no proposal. Nothing. And she didn’t want out of owning the shop.”

Theo cleared his throat. “But still, this guy was in pretty deep with a lot of people we know and know well.” Theo spoke slowly. “If Shannon was his realtor and Glenn, Ila, and the other plaza businesses were some of his tenants...”

“And let’s not forget he was murdered,” May said in a much calmer tone than she had last time she spoke.  

“I’m sure the detectives will have a long list of suspects to deal with.” Molly let out a heavy breath. “Seems like some of them would be our people.” 

“Why don’t you tell us about what happened this morning?” Theo asked. “How did you find him? Unless it’s something you don’t want to talk about? Was it traumatic?” 

“No, we should hash this out,” Molly said with a second sigh. “We might have another Succulent Sleuth case on our hands.” 

“Oh, now you’re okay with the nickname?” May’s wide smile was a mile away from her attitude a minute ago.

And Molly couldn’t help but match May’s goofy grin. “Might as well not fight it anymore. One of you were about to say it, right? Seems to be what we do now.” Molly knew her therapist would not be happy to hear about this. She had been seeing someone to work through the last two murderers she brought down over the past year. Hopefully this time, she wouldn’t end up with bruises from an encounter with the killer. She hadn’t liked that part so much, but helping right a wrong was a good thing. This time, she’d be more careful. 
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Bankish Revelations 
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Before Molly went home for the day, she stopped by Creative Crust, the bakery at the plaza next door. As usual, there was a line at the checkout station. 

Leo, a part-time baker who wore bright blue framed glasses, handed Molly her loaf of  bread over the display case as well as a much anticipated mocha chocolate chip cookie. Ila, one of the owners, checked her out. 

“I’m excited to try this new cookie flavor. Chocolate and coffee are such a great combination,” Molly said as she gave Ila her credit card. 

“Tell me what you think. I haven't baked with coffee much.” Ila looked tired as she spoke. Her blond boob swayed as she worked the checkout tablet. “Should the cookies have white chocolate chips or semi-sweet? I’m not sure yet.”

“You know I’ll be the happiest of taste testers.” Molly loved the idea of giving input to her favorite bakery. “My vote without eating them yet though is definitely semi-sweet.”

“I expect a full report when I see you next.” Ila quipped. “When I make another batch with white chocolate, I’ll send some over.” 

“Perfect.”

Molly and Scott had an unsettled evening and neither slept well. Although Molly didn’t look long at Upton’s chest wound, she kept seeing it when she closed her eyes. Being stabbed in the woods would be such a horrible way to go. At least, that’s what Molly assumed happened. A long talk with her lifelong friend, Claudia Moore, had helped, but didn’t make the chest wound behind her eyelids go away.

Molly was glad for her solitary plant tending and transferring time with Sherlock the next morning before May or Theo were at the shop. The dirt grounded her. She focused on her work, and the bloody image shifted to the background. Her coffee with extra chocolate chips mixed in also helped.

Wednesday morning went quickly with both regular and new customers. It was an unusually busy morning for March, when it wasn’t quite time for outdoor gardening in Northeast Ohio yet and they didn’t have any sales going on. When a lull finally hit, May ran an errand to the bank to make a deposit and get more singles and tens. 

When she returned, May had news. Molly had been busy ringing up customers before May came in and was sitting on the stool behind the counter after they left.

“Where’s Theo?” May asked as she put money in the safe below the register. 

“I think he’s doing something in the greenhouse? What’s up?” Molly hopped off the stool.

“We have our first suspect.”

“Wow, that was quick.” Molly couldn’t help her excitement. “I’ll go get him.” 

Molly collected Theo, and the three of them huddled behind the counter. They all craned their necks to make sure no one was within earshot before May divulged her discoveries. 
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