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      Molly Green wiped the sweat from her forehead with her blue-and-yellow striped mitten. It was the day after Thanksgiving, and Christmas trees were to be delivered to Patty’s Plant Place in a few hours. While many people were searching for Black Friday deals, Molly and her crew were setting up their temporary Christmas tree shop in the garden center parking lot. Despite the cold, she unzipped her yellow puffer coat, only to zip it back up a few minutes later. She had taken her hat off an hour ago.

      Molly worked on the wreath display. The six-foot-long structure was made of thick wire, and the hooks were not snapping into place like they were supposed to. She took her mittens off again for full use of her fingers. Maybe it was the cold affecting the metal.

      “Only three more rows,” Scott called to her from across the parking lot and waved. She waved back and smiled. She felt lucky to have a husband willing to do some heavy labor for her, even though he didn’t work at the garden center.

      Scott held a nail gun against the wooden framework that would hold up a tree while Theo Alexopoulos, a full-time employee, held the wood in place. They broke down the scaffolds partially every year and stored them behind the building. Thankfully, Molly didn’t have to touch the forklift to haul the wood to the side of the building. Theo’s brother, Nikos, stood watching the men with his hands in his pockets. He had the same dark, curly hair as Theo but wore it shorter. Nikos was in town for Thanksgiving and so he stood with the other men but wasn’t actively doing much. There’d be plenty for him to do when the trees arrived.

      Molly snapped the last hook onto the display. She stepped back and surveyed the scene. It was all coming together well. The other side of the parking lot was crammed with vehicles of both Buckeye Trail hikers and Patty’s Plant Place customers. Their parking lots were connected, and hikers often stopped by the garden center for the restroom and snacks. It seemed that many people were hiking on their day off despite the cold. Patty’s Plant Place staff had sectioned off the south side of their parking lot for the trees, closer to the neighboring plaza, so only two-thirds of their parking bays were available. Molly headed into the shop to collect some wreaths.

      She breathed in the scents of potting soil, plants, and seasonal pine. This was her happy place. And it was so much warmer than outside.

      “How’s it going, May?” Molly asked her twin sister after she unzipped her coat.

      May balanced on a step stool, arranging lit snowflakes in their large front display window. “Not too bad.” She stepped down from the stool and put a hand on her hip. “I just heard from the tree farm. The delivery guy is going to be early.” She glanced out the window where she could see the front of the Christmas tree area. “But it looks like we’ll be ready soon, so it shouldn’t be a problem.” Molly and May were identical twins but didn’t look much alike at first glance. Molly wore bright colors, while May wore pastels and muted colors, mostly blue. May wore her hair long, while Molly kept her hair short. Today, May’s hair was in a loose braid down her back.

      “Did he say which driver it was?”

      “No. Which probably means its Merv. She would have said if it was Liam.” May crossed her arms with a sigh.

      “Ugh. Merv is always so grumpy.” Molly mirrored May’s stance. “Maybe I should go over to Creative Crust and get him some Christmas cookies. Cookies always make people happy.”

      “That’s a great idea. And you should get cookies for all of us too if you’re going over there.” May cracked a smile and uncrossed her arms.

      Molly laughed. “Well, I’m going to set up the wreaths first. I’ll get them when I’m done.” Molly rolled one of their green metal wagons—the kind that customers used while shopping--up to the checkout counter. She ducked behind the counter and into the workroom where she did most of her potting, planting, and living-arrangement-creating. Two by two, Molly loaded a dozen wreaths she had put together over the past week onto the cart. A few of them had ribbons, but the majority of their wreath customers wanted to decorate them on their own, so most wreaths were just evergreen greenery wrapped on a wire frame.

      Over an hour later, the tree stands were all built, the wreaths were hanging on their display, and everyone in the shop had eaten sugar cookies decorated with wreaths, which Molly thought was quite fitting. The crew hung out around the checkout counter, allowing room for customers as May rang them up.

      A flatbed truck filled with bound Christmas trees pulled into the parking lot, and Molly’s heart swelled. There was nothing else in her life that kicked off the holiday season better than unloading an entire truckload of Christmas trees. When their grandparents, Patty and Will, ran the shop, she and May had always helped them with the chore, and it remained one of her favorite days of the year. Even if she was always sore the following week.

      “Alright, team. Let’s get to it!” Theo cheered.

      “I’ll have some hot chocolate ready for all of you when it’s over,” May called as the others filed out the door. There would be very few customers while they unloaded the truck. People always seemed put off by the room it took up in the parking lot.

      “Hey, Merv. Merry Christmas,” Molly said as the driver hopped down from his cab. “I got some cookies for you from our bakery neighbor. We’re glad you’re here.”

      Merv, a grizzly man whose age Molly could never place, seemed taken aback. “Oh. Hi. You got me cookies?”

      “Yeah. Just a little token of thanks for driving out here for us.” She handed Merv the white box containing six wreath cookies.

      “Well, it’s the job.” He hiked up his pants before he looked into the box. “I’ll eat one on the way back and share the rest with my Missus. Uh, thanks.” This must have been the most positive conversation she had had with the man over the years.

      “Let’s get started then,” Scott said after Merv pulled down the ramps to the back of the truck. Merv excused himself to use the restroom. Molly hoped he and May might have a nice chat, too.

      As she did when she was little, Molly used a shopping wagon to wheel trees from the truck to the sales area. Theo shouldered two trees at a time. Since he played in their local minor league soccer league, anything involving moving heavy material was a workout, and Theo always worked out with gusto. Nikos and Scott weren’t as athletic, so they carried a single tree at a time. Merv stood by and watched, not even looking at his phone. The other driver would’ve handed them trees down from the truck, but Merv clearly wasn’t a helper.

      Molly lost track of time in the rhythmic unloading, walking across the parking lot with her wagon, leaning the tree against the scaffold, cutting the twine, and then walking back to the truck over and over. They’d reuse some twine when customers bought the trees and composted what they couldn’t reuse. Molly brought her Earth-friendly ethos to the shop wherever she could. This plastic-free delivery was one of the reasons they chose this particular tree farm.

      It was time for a late lunch by the time they were done. May had ordered subs from the cafe and made hot chocolate as promised. It was a busy rest of the day as customers came en masse to buy their trees. Scott left with promises that a fire would be lit in the fireplace when Molly got home. The rest of the afternoon, she, Theo, and Nikos helped rebundle trees and hoist them onto car roofs and into truck trailers while May checked out people inside. It was one of the busiest days of the year at the garden center, and while Molly loved it, she looked forward to the fireplace at home.
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      Molly didn’t work a lot of Saturdays but found herself at the shop the next morning like a normal weekday: arriving at 8:00 a.m., before her coworkers. She enjoyed the company of their garden center cat, Sherlock—a black-and-white short hair—and put together more wreaths in the back room along with a custom living arrangement ordered by one of her teen employees.

      A few minutes before opening, Theo arrived. He unlocked the front door and called out a “good morning” before he appeared in the back room. Then he hung his ski coat on the wall-mounted coatrack without looking.

      “I’ll miss Nikos today,” Molly said, looking up from her greenery. “He was fun to work with yesterday.”

      “He’s hanging out with our parents. They said they might stop by and get a wreath or a tabletop tree. They always put up a pre-lit Christmas tree. My dad doesn’t want to deal with all the sap.”

      “Thank goodness he didn’t help us set up then! What a mess our coats were yesterday.” Molly laughed.

      “No kidding.” Theo paused a beat. “I’m going to go out and unlock the fence. Want to help set up out there?”

      “Right. I don’t know what I was thinking. Let me get my coat on.”

      Molly bundled up, and she and Theo headed outside. Sherlock followed and crawled under the fence before they got it unlocked. It was a temporary eight-foot-tall chain-link fence they rented every year. It
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