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How charmed was the life of anyone here, living in this singular place and time? Times of summer and Monday and the Arboretum, all these things beneath the canopy of the Hazelwood’s airy little sun-dappled avenue? A greater contentment was hard for those present to conceive of.

The figure who ambled through these trees... his genial apologies to each and every Hazlewood branch that his head simply couldn’t help but bump into... he was every bit as much a part of summer here as the gossamer-snap of Dragonfly wings down by the lake, or the barber-shop ensemble of Pobblebonks murmuring contentedly amongst themselves from their frog-hideaways by the carpark.  

The whole “gentle giant” thing was probably something most people would’ve thought to be a cliché, but that’d be right up until they met Cecil Hawthorne. The young man, a true giant, towered over his favourite saplings even as he moved with remarkable softness over the grass and grasshoppers and a cicada carapace.

That unencumbered smile... the puppy-dog wonder with which he greeted surprises, new friends and trees alike; often all at once, since they were usually the same thing... the most wonderful, and dare many say lovely, thing about this colossus with a butterfly’s heart was that he had no idea. His effect on people, punters, employers and the other gardeners alike, flew as quickly over his head as... 

Oh!  

Gently, with the steadiest of all softnessnesses, Cecil laid out an enormous index finger for a grasshopper. It peered, startled and wide compound-eyed, from the little baby trunk of a English Oak so tiny and gnarled beyond its years that no name-plate had been attached to it yet... 

‘Soon, little one!’ the young giant soothed; he talked to the tree. ‘You’ll be named someday soon; I’m working on that! I’m thinking up a storm!’  

This little tree was one of so many he’d been tasked with tending to, be that watering it or any other tree-friendly activity... including pest removal. 

‘Come on, bug! Let’s move you along now!’

Even if this grasshopper was definitely eyeing up the little sapling buds for morning tea, there was no way it was going to drown today; not on Cecil’s watch! It clambered onto his finger with pertly prickly legs, even as it was bought closer and closer to the giant face of its saviour, Cecil’s’ observations dwarfing the tiny alien creature and...

It came from behind him, just over his shoulder.

‘Ehehehe!’ 

Oh! Wow! 

That laugh! 

So cute! 

It didn’t matter that Cecil had come to know that soft little chuckle every bit as well as his hands’ rubbed-raw callouses, or that it startled the little grasshopper into whirring away to the lawns; his whole face was a huge beam as he whipped around to see...

‘Oh! Candice! Didn’t see you there!’ 

Candice. 

Every Monday, for a year and a half, this girl had been every bit as comforting an addition to the scenery as the sun on both their backs and faces. 

Her preppy skirts and knitted vests in pastel green, just like her little backpack... huh? Why did she have two vests on today? Ah well; everyone made mistakes sometimes! Oh, and the way her long, fine hands were always laced together before her, as contented as the blush of happiness on those pale cheeks... the smile that tiptoed between pretty plum-blossom softness and the bittersweet something of someone far, far older...  

She laughed again; she was always doing that, but not one of those loud, braying laughs lots of people had, its only job being to fill up conversations. When Candice laughed, it added a perfect, subtle sweetness to any moment, like all the birthday cake flavoured milkshakes from the family’s confectioners she’d taken it upon herself to very proudly fill with little bonsai trees, each of which she’d named...

That was the nature of the girl standing just off the path now, smiling.  

‘Hey there, Cecil. Did you just make a new little friend there?’ 

‘Huh? Oh! The Bug!’ Nothing like gardens and friends to make for a very happy Cecil! ‘I hope we’re friends! I really do!’

‘Even though it was going to eat your favourite tree? Ehehehe; I knew it! I always knew you were a gentleman! You’re... you do know you’re kind of incredible all the time, right? It’s why... uh...’ 

‘Am I? Am I... incredible? Really? Wow! No! I mean, nonsense! I’m just me! You, meanwhile, are... you’re...’

‘Uh... no?’  

As always, the willowy white-blond girl gently laughed it off; that blush of happiness of hers betrayed her sincerity. ‘You do realise I bought back some cupcakes, right? Birthday cake flavoured ones?’

As far as deflections went, it was remarkably effective.

‘Oh! No way! Goodness! And... and... for me?’

‘Sure! My favourite cake for my favourite gardener; that just makes sense, right? Uh... Cecil?’ 

Ok, so, she must’ve noticed Cecil was just about toppling over unfettered excitement-trembles in his legs, but hey! She’d bought a picnic! A sweet picnic!  

Candice sighed, massaging her brow... but it was definitely more out of concern for Cecil’s overexcitement than about it. ‘Don’t have an excitement stroke or anything, ok? Seriously... breathe. You should probably breathe.’

‘Yes, ma’am!’

‘Ehehe; good... as long as there’s something that’s worth using your lungs for, use them.  You know it’s usually better that way, right? Usually... that works. Do you ever wonder about that?’ 

The little lingering silence after these careful words, one of those silences that inevitably but comfortably fell between friends sometimes... felt like the brink of something being said... so that’s why Cecil cheerfully said, ‘Yes, ma’am! If breathing with good reason is good enough for trees, I’ll be ok!’

‘Uh...’

‘Trees can breathe, and they have good reason to!’ Cecil assured her, gently holding up one of the unnamed Oak’s gnarled twig-branches. ‘You see, trees breathe out all the oxygen so others can survive; that’s a great reason to be alive! And scientists know now that trees can think! Sort of! They release certain chemicals in certain situations, such as chemicals that warn other trees to produce antibodies when a disease or insect plague hits, and they can even produce teeny, tiny sounds from their root caps, which it’s thought helps all the plants avoid getting into tangles, so every plant lives happily and healthily together! They’re so kind!’ 

‘Haha; you sure do love your trees. It kind of slaps!’

The young giants’ heart was too full to tell Candice that even he knew nobody had said “slaps” in that context in pretty much forever. But... but... but Candice was Candice, her contentment was catching, and that thing flopping out from under one arm was...

‘Oh! Candice! There! So cute!’

‘Uh...’

‘That’s a picnic rug!’

Again, the white-blond girl massaged her brow, her breath a fluttery laugh, caught just a little off guard. ‘You’re... very observant?’

‘Wow! Thank you!’ 

It was just like Cecil to not quite know why people often blushed around him; Candice was blushing now... but a blush was part of her smile. 

She sighed. ‘Picnics are only as wonderful as whoever you share it with. That’s life though, right? Share life well with everyone you can, and it can’t help but rock! That’s... uh... sort of why I’m here? I...’ 

‘I know, Candice; you’re so right! You make people’s days so much better, so you’re living well! I hope I can make someones day happy too!’

‘You already do; trust me...and hey, it’s not just me! Your trees love you too! So, how are they?’ 

‘Oh! They’re good; they’re always so good!’ With the puppy-dog zeal so incongruous to his mighty height and girth, Cecil hurled himself down to kneel by the little Oak sapling, gesturing Candice to come and peer over his great shoulders. ‘So, you see this? Our little tree...’ He gathered one of the bunches of tiny, gnarly leaves in a massive hand for the girl. 

‘Those leaves,’ she smiled. ‘They’ve kind of changed shape since last time, right? They look darker. That, and... uh... Oak-ier? I guess?’ 

‘Yes! Oak-ier indeed! Hmmm, “Oak-ier”... how wonderful; you’re a dictionary now! As you can see, the little elongated baby leaves are unfurling into the rippling, sturdy shape we all know and love! Good old Oaks! Soon enough, in botanical time, they’ll be shading happy people and picnics over many, many summers! Eight hundred years’ worth of summers, let’s hope! Can you imagine? There are some Oaks that’ve been standing that long, or even a millennium! Think of how many picnics have been had under them, or people shaded from a heatwave, or even proposals of marriage and other really lifechanging events! They’ve watched over it all, Candice!’ 

‘Ehehe...’ Soft but sure, as softly as she blushed and smiled, the white-blond girl’s hands caressed the little sapling leaves. ‘All because we water them, and prune them, and dust their leaves and bark once a day and... seriously; you can’t pretend you don’t dust the plants sometimes, Cecil! I’ve seen that little air-puffer thing. But that’s ok. It’s because we care. It’s because we care about how lives go, even those that can’t speak for themselves.’ 

‘Exactly. Very true... ah, but hey! Candice! How are you this fine week, hmmm?’  

‘It’s been... yes.’ The simple honesty with which Candice smiled was always a wonder to see; there was no “I’m just doing this for your benefit” or “I’m just trying to look my best” about it. ‘It’s been one of those weeks, but that’s not necessarily a bad thing, you know? It actually rocks!’  

‘Really?’

‘Sure! I... uh... it’s probably just me, but maybe you’ve had those, like, experiences? They’re kind of like revelations, but simpler?’

‘No?’

‘It’s ok! I just mean... ok, it’s like this. I was a very small child the last time I went to the city...’

‘Which one, which one?’ Cecil couldn’t help but blurt out questions.

‘Sorry! Ehehehe... that’s just what I’ve always called Hobart...’

‘You got so far south! Wow!’  

‘It’s definitely a “wow”.’ The willowy white-blond girl smiled. ‘Back then was... how can I say this without it sounding really trite? When I say it was the most magical time of my life, I mean it. I really do.’

‘I see it on your face, Candice; you really loved those days!’

‘The memories... the scents... the music I listened to at the time... stumbling across those things always makes me feel so warm. So, yes. Last week, I realised I wanted to go back there. So, you know, I did. Money wasn’t really a problem...’

‘... For once!’ The young giant chuckled; Candice had a habit of turning up to the gardens with those birthday cake flavoured milkshakes she always asked for as her paycheque instead of anything as awkward as money. Maybe it wasn’t the best financial plan, but hey! Money was so far removed from the things that really mattered, like returns to best-memory places...  

‘Yes! For once! You know, being employed by family... sometimes, it doesn’t just rock; it straight-up rocks! And because of... uh... ok; under the circumstances, Mum and Dad thought I should totally do it, so I went for maybe three or four nights? It felt a lot longer, though. Ehe; I may or may not have wrung a bit too much out of it...’

‘Huh? “Circumstances”?’

‘Things have been... uh... they’re not how they used to be, you know?’

‘Aww... hmmm. But hey! Candice! Whatever the circumstances were, it sounds
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