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Carly Kelly floated down the street. It was a Friday afternoon, late enough for almost everything official to be done for the day. Typical of university towns, the sidewalks were jammed with students looking to air out their minds by indulging in a cappuccino, a beer, or a new pair of boots. She went with the flow, let it carry her really, past the hardware store, with its window displays of cookware and closet storage, and the university bookstore’s artfully arranged offerings of books for the most intellectually inclined. She passed the drugstore, the realty office, and the stationery store. She passed the sports store. She passed Starbucks.

She saw none of it. In her mind’s eye, at that moment, only two establishments existed. She had just come from one, Mayer’s, a large home store that had anchored one end of the main college drag for longer than anyone in town could remember. She was headed toward the other, Plant People, and the fact that it was on the very opposite end of the street was only the first of the differences between the two.

Plant People was tiny, occupying a space roughly one-tenth the size of Mayer’s, and that only if the street floor alone was counted. Mayer’s had double the retail space on its second floor.

Plant People was five years old; Mayer’s was seventy-five. Plant People sold living plants and flowers; Mayer’s sold inanimate objects ranging from sofas to vases to clocks, picture frames, and art.

Plant People was upcoming and chic; Mayer’s was showing its age. Plant People had a tight budget; Mayer’s did not. Plant People was owned, operated, and inspired by Carly Kelly; Mayer’s was owned by a family trust, operated by twenty people, and only recently—so recently that none of her ideas had yet been implemented—inspired by one.

Mayer’s had just offered to buy Carly out.

She was stunned.

Actually, it wasn’t just a buyout. They wanted her to move her store into theirs and continue to run it. They wanted to make it the centerpiece of a new and greener Mayer’s. They wanted to give her a contract, with a salary plus bonuses based on profit.

“Hey, Carly!”

She waved at the passerby whose face was familiar, though the name escaped her—and that was horrible! Familiar faces with no names was a Mayer’s thing, ample reason right there to reject their offer. She prided herself on knowing her clients, their lifestyles, the lighting in their homes, and their coterie of plants. The thought of losing that appalled her.

Picking up her pace, she crossed side streets, each lined with its own cordon of shops. She continued straight, feeling antsy until she passed the large blue elephant hanging outside the children’s clothing store. A momentary calm came with the sight of her own wrought-iron logo, hanging high, swaying gently in the breeze. PLANT PEOPLE, it said in elegant ivy letters. Turning in underneath, she opened the door, gave a wave to two student part-timers and a gratifying half dozen customers, and went on through to the back room and up the stairs to her own apartment.

Apartment? Well, it was that, if you could see the forest through the trees. The place was packed with plants. Her living room was filled with those waiting to be groomed, the bedroom was filled with ones that were sick, the bathroom was filled with babies that loved the warmth and humidity, and the kitchen was filled with herbs. There was parsley, basil, chive, mint, and a dozen others. Many were growing from seed. All were in the kind of sweet little diverse containers that she found at old garage sales.

That was what she did on Sundays—scoured the countryside for unusual pots. Her customers loved them, thought they were clever, admired her creativity, her knowledge, and her energy.

Feeling devoid of energy just then, actually weak in the knees, she went straight to the old wood bench in the living room and lowered her shoulder satchel to the floor as she sat. A Ficus benjamina stood on one side, a Ficus lyrata on the other. Sharing the bench with her were two begonias, an English ivy, and a wandering Jew.

Mayer’s wanted an answer by Tuesday. That was when the board was meeting. After living comfortably with the status quo all these years, they had given Carly four days to make a potentially life-changing decision. Four days. It was outrageous. But there it was. She needed to study the papers in her satchel. She needed to study her own ledgers. She needed to work the numbers. She needed to make lists of the arguments for and against. She needed to talk to her plants. They had a say in this, too.

Clearly, she couldn’t go to the Kleins’ country place as she’d planned. The four-hour drive might have offered good thinking time, and Bibi and Hank were very dear friends. But she couldn’t deal with four kids, five dogs, and a parrot. There would be zero thinking time in that. And she had no desire, whatsoever, to meet the farmer whom Bibi and Hank swore she would adore. A lawyer gone to seed, they kidded her in the most positive way. A city boy rediscovering his roots. A gentle giant.

Carly was five-three and slim, she had seeds aplenty here in her own apartment, and the few run-ins she’d had with lawyers had been of the get-me-out-of-here variety.

Bibi and Hank wouldn’t be happy with her. The sooner she got it done, the better.

Fishing into the pocket of her jacket, she pulled out her cell and punched in their number, one of the few she knew by heart and the absolute easiest to dial. When Hank answered, she launched right in.

“He-ey, it’s me. You are totally going to kill me, but I can’t come this weekend. I know we were doing the late-movie thing tonight, and a hike in the morning and dinner by the fire tomorrow night once the kids are in bed, but something’s come up, and I just can’t do Stowe. I mean, this is life changing. The biggest store here wants to buy me out.” Even verbalizing it made her nervous; she jumped up from the bench and made for the kitchen. “Can you believe it? Me. With my teeny-weeny store. I mean, I’m a sole proprietor. I can’t compare with them.” Grasping the handle of a bucket that contained the brew of worm castings and molasses she had mixed with water the night before, she returned to the bench. “Only I can. See, that’s the secret. I offer the kind of personal service that they don’t, and it isn’t just waiting on clients when they come in. It’s picking up plants and containers that I know will work in their rooms. Mayer’s?” Snorting, she tucked the phone between shoulder and ear; holding the bucket with both hands, she tipped it toward the Ficus benjamina. “Mayer’s doesn’t do that, but they want to, because their business is static right now. They want me to move right in there and be the centerpiece of their store, and, you know, it might work. I could bring people in, only they won’t go any farther than my plants unless the rest of the place is exciting, which right now it is not.” When the phone started to slip, she pushed it back up and began on the Ficus lyrata. “They’re planning to renovate and remerchandise, and all of that’s actually starting in two weeks, but then they had this, quote unquote, brilliant idea that I should be there, and I have four days to decide.” Frantic, she set the bucket on the bench. “Four days. That is not fair, but sometimes good things happen that way. So is this thing good or bad? I don’t know, but I have to decide this weekend. I have a satchel filled with their reports and plans and papers, and now I have to try to make sense of it all.” She grew apologetic. “So I can’t come.” She grew pleading, “Can we make it another time?”

The voice on the other end held an audible smile. “I think I would love that. Who is this?”

That quickly, Carly went from relief that she’d said it all to mortification—because now that he’d spoken more than just a hello, she could hear that the man on the other end wasn’t Hank. This man’s voice was deeper. It was slower and more relaxed. Definitely more sexy.

“Oh dear,” she said, totally mortified. “And my speech was so good.”

He laughed. “It was great. That’s a really neat opportunity you have.”

“It could be,” she said, encouraged enough by his response to say more. “But it’s come up so suddenly, and there’s so much to consider. Walking down the street three hours ago, I thought I was going for a meeting of the business association, because the woman who heads Mayer’s heads that, too. Then she popped this on me.” Carly put a hand on her chest. “I’m still breathless. It’s never crossed my mind to sell the business.”

“The business being a plant store?”

He had listened to her every word. That was a lovely thing in a man. “Plant People, it’s called. But it’s more than just a plant store. There’s an element of mental health involved, because people who love plants have a generally happier outlook in life. Did you know that?”

“I didn’t.”

“Studies have shown it,” she told him. “There also an element of interior decorating in it, because plants can make or break a room. They are the single most inexpensive design component, and this is an important thing to keep in mind when you’re dealing with students and their first apartments. And then there’s the oxygen thing. Put a plant in a little dorm room or a cubbyhole office, and it’ll breathe in carbon dioxide and breathe out oxygen. It’ll even suck up computer emissions.”

“Computer emissions? I’m not sure I want to hear that. I work with a computer.”

“What do you do?”

“I…fiddle with words.”

“You’re a writer?”

“Not exactly.”

“Then what?”

There was a brief pause, than a mildly cautious, “I’m not sure I should tell you.”

“Why not?”

“Because…when I tell people like you what I do, they pounce on me, and I don’t want you to pounce.
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