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    To those who see the world in colors that others miss,
and to those who have the courage to grow, even in the most uncertain of soils.
This book is for the dreamers who take their time,
the artists who paint with patience,
and the hearts that bloom quietly, yet beautifully,together.
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Chapter 1 — Seed & Sketch
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The garden wakes slower than the city. Even the sparrows seem to sip at the morning before they decide to be loud about it. At Maple Lot, the chain-link fence holds last night’s cool in its diamond pattern, and the soil smells like it has secrets. Maya Tran propped her bike against the alley gate and stood a second with her keys in the lock, breathing in damp earth and basil—the color that bloomed in her head with that scent was a quiet, minty green, like light under pond water. The world hadn’t turned its volume up yet. Perfect.

She clicked through the gate and shouldered it shut behind her. The garden was a patchwork: cinderblock beds painted by kindergarteners, a tepee of runner beans, an old clawfoot tub half-buried and full of calendula, whose orange faces never learned restraint. A low mural covered the back wall—just primer and places where the old paint had flaked in petal shapes. Maple Lot had always been a lot first, as if the city only grudgingly agreed it could be a garden second. Maya had been watching it try to be both since she was twelve.

She came early to mist the seedlings before school and to steal half an hour of quiet before the neighborhood yawned awake. She also came early because plants, unlike people, never asked her what her SAT math score looked like at breakfast. She tugged on the cord to the tool shed and the door rolled up with its usual garage-band sigh.

That’s when she heard it: the consonant rasp of a marker against brick.

Maya straightened, narrowed her eyes into a squint her mother would call her “science face,” and stepped around the tepee beans toward the back wall. The sun hadn’t made it over the warehouse yet, so the alley was all soft gray. But the wall—someone had leaned a ladder against it, and a boy was on the second rung, forearm angled just right for long confident strokes. A fat paint marker left a velvet black line in an arc wider than a dinner plate.

Maya’s mouth beat her brain to the scene. “Hey! This is a community lot. We don’t tag the walls.”

The boy started so hard the marker skittered. He turned, hand lifted like a caught magician. He wore paint-splattered jeans and a T-shirt with a city rec logo on it—Briarwood Parks & Arts, the double ampersand making it sound fancier than it was. He had a baseball cap on backward, and his hair curled out from under it in a way that looked like it thought sighing was a personality. The expression on his face—surprised, then amused—didn’t go with vandalism.

“Relax,” he said, easing down a rung. His voice did that low thing like it had been practicing all summer. “It’s not a tag. It’s a draft.”

“Drafts are for paper,” she said, hands on hips, which felt like a borrowed posture. “This wall is not your sketchbook.”

He tapped the marker against his palm. “Technically it is. I’m applying for Mural Week. The city wants proposals that ‘amplify community spaces.’” He said the quotation marks like a dare. “You submit a mock-up and a public site. Ms. Alvarez—she’s on the art committee—said Maple Lot has, what did she call it, ‘untapped narrative potential.’”

The name landed familiar. Ms. Alvarez had taught art at Briarwood High since forever, the kind of teacher who remembered the drawings you didn’t show her and then asked to see them six months later. Maya’s shoulders softened a millimeter. “Mural Week isn’t until the fall.”

“And applications are due in two,” he said, like this was a race he liked running. He waved at the wall. “If you’re worried, I’ll outline in chalk and keep the paint capped. I’m not here to disrespect your—” he gestured around, finding a word that wasn’t corny “—kingdom.”

“It’s not a kingdom.” She hated how defensive she sounded. “It’s a garden.”

“I see that,” he said, a smile chasing the words. “Also, hi.”

“Hi,” she said reluctantly. “I’m Maya.”

“Ezra,” he said. “Delgado. And before you ask, yes, I have permission to be on the ladder. Ms. Alvarez threatened to revoke my brush privileges if I cracked my skull.”

“That sounds like her.” Maya thumbed at the beds. “If you promise the marker isn’t permanent, you can...draft. But if Mrs. Kline comes by and sees black streaks on the compost bin again, I’m blaming you.”

“Note taken,” he said, grin widening. He jumped down, wiped his hands on his jeans, and stuck one out. “Truce?”

She shook it because it felt like a thing a functioning human would do, and because his hand was warm with morning and something about that felt...civilized. He climbed back up and turned his attention to the wall. The arc resolved itself into a circle, then into a fat ring of petals radiating from a center big enough to swallow a bicycle wheel.

Maya stepped closer despite herself. “A sunflower?”

“A giant,” Ezra said, leaning back to assess his line. “Bigger than we can handle and pretending not to be.” He sketched another petal, long and blunt at the tip. “Field notes, you know? Like this wall could be a page in a book.”

“You’re missing the anatomy,” she said before her mouth found the brake. “Sunflower petals aren’t the point; they’re ray florets. Each one’s a flower. The whole center is hundreds of disk florets. You can’t just draw ‘petal’ like it’s an apricot.”

Ezra turned his head and gave her a look like she’d said something, and it was either annoying or irresistible. “Ray florets?”

“Ray florets,” she confirmed, resisting the urge to tuck a stray hair behind her ear because she’d tied it up with a rubber band and it was already pulling wrong. “And disk florets in the middle. You can tell where the bees have been because the disk florets change from male to female across the head in spirals.”

“You just said the middle of a sunflower changes its mind in spirals,” he said, delighted. “That’s what I get for ignoring botany.” He drew a dotted ring around the center, playful. “The piece needs that—information that makes the picture smarter.”

Maya crouched to eye the geometry. The marker lines were confident, but the petals did flatten out if she squinted. “Also, your petals are all the same length,” she said. “It looks like a daisy on steroids.”

He dropped the marker to his side, mock wounded. “Just tear me up, why don’t you.”

“You asked,” she pointed out, deadpan. She reached into her tote for a Sharpie and ripped a scrap of cardboard from an old seed tray. Her pen hovered a second, then she sketched a cross-section: ray floret, disk floret, bracts like scales running up the back. Her lines were quick; she labeled everything because she couldn’t help herself. “See? Ray floret is a strap-shaped flower. This is a bract. The back matters.”

Ezra leaned down from the rung to look. His face opened in that way that meant he was filing something under precious. “You...label everything?”

“It’s not a crime.” Her cheeks warmed. She tried to make her voice dry. “It helps volunteers. They stop pulling the carrots as weeds.”

He glanced past her at the beds, where indeed, a row of terracotta pots sported popsicle-stick labels: sweet basil, Genovese, marigold—companion. Someone—okay, Maya—had tied little colored threads around the sticks to code the watering schedule. He let out a sound that was definitely a laugh. “You’re the kind of person who would label the sky.”

“It’s blue,” she said, deadpan, because that always worked before a smile got out of hand. “You’re the kind of person who draws before breakfast so the sun doesn’t boss you around.”

“That’s fair,” he said, accepting the point. He studied her sketch again. “I can work with this. Do you trust me to not murder your wall?”

“No.” She folded her arms, then sighed. “But I trust Ms. Alvarez to roast you if you do.”

He saluted the mural with his marker and hopped down. “Consultant?” he asked, tapping the cardboard. “You can hover. Maybe even correct my geometry.”

“I don’t hover,” she said automatically.

“You float nearby offering excellent information at strategic moments,” he amended. “Different verb, same effect.”

She took the cardboard back, fighting a smile. “I have seedlings to mist. The tomatoes melt if you look at them wrong.” She gestured to the shed. “I’ll be...floating.”

He nodded and went back to the wall. The sun edged over the roof of the warehouse and spilled into the garden in a warm, soft sheet. It made the basil’s scent light up in her mind—bright green ringing—and the tomatoes smelled like red in a way that wasn’t a color exactly, but something warm she trusted. Maya filled the sprayer and walked the beds, talking softly to the plants the way you do when you’ve committed to being their person: “You’re fine. It’s early. You’ve got this.”

The gate clanked. Mrs. Kline from the neighborhood association stuck her head in, took in Ezra on a ladder, took in the marker lines, took in Maya’s sprayer. “Is he...authorized?”

“He’s applying for Mural Week,” Maya said, with a confidence she almost felt. “Ms. Alvarez is overseeing it.”

Mrs. Kline’s frown folded in half. “So long as nobody paints over the community board.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Ezra called, not taking his eyes off the line he was pulling. “The community board contains the only known record of who baked the lemon bars at last year’s harvest potluck.”

“That was Dolores Valencia,” Mrs. Kline said, satisfied, and withdrew.

“You’re too charming,” Maya muttered, amused despite herself.

“Debatable,” he said. “My little brother would argue the opposite.”

They worked in companionable near-silence for a few minutes—the kind that wasn’t exactly quiet because the world had decided to make noises worth hearing. A siren somewhere far off. The slap of a screen door. The tramp of a jogger on the sidewalk outside. On the wall, the sunflower gathered itself.

Then, as if the day had decided the scene wasn’t busy enough, Maya’s phone buzzed in her pocket. She wiped her hand on her shorts and checked it.

Garden group chat: URGENT: Council agenda—developer wants to purchase Maple Lot parcel for expanded parking behind the new yoga place. Meeting tonight to file comment.

Her stomach dropped. She could feel the color of compost in her head, dark and steady, and the bright acid of panic layered over it. She clicked into the link. A PDF loaded: Agenda Item 12C: Consideration of sale of 124 Maple Street to Briarwood Development Partners. Language about tax bases and revitalization and, buried near the bottom, existing use: community garden; proposed use: municipal parking.

“Ezra,” she said. Her voice did not sound like it belonged to a person who had eaten breakfast. “The city wants to sell the lot.”

He climbed down one rung, then another, face shifting from cheerful concentration to a kind of careful neutral. “When?”

“Agenda is posted for tonight. They vote next week.” She swallowed. “They want to make it into parking.”

He blew out a breath so soft it landed as a sigh. “Of course they do.”

Maya’s thumb hovered over the screen like her body thought she could press the right spot to fix it. “We can mobilize. Mrs. Kline will mobilize. The youth council—” She cut herself off. Her training in plants told her this much: running around in circles didn’t put nitrogen back in the soil.

Ezra looked at the wall, then at the beds, then at her face. “It says ‘revitalization,’ right? As if this isn’t living.”

She felt something stubborn rise under her ribs. “If Maple Lot mounts a community-facing project, we can push back. It’s in the bylaws. ‘Demonstrable public benefit and active use.’” It came out with quotations because she’d read the bylaws too many times. “There’s that micro-grant from the Arts & Science Council, remember? Two thousand dollars. Seed money.” She winced at the pun.

“And the application window?” he asked.

“Six weeks,” she said. Her heart tried to run a lap. “We’d need something—visible, usable, persuasive.”

Ezra’s eyes lit with that kinetic glint people get when the cliff looks an inch less high. “A living field guide,” he said, pointing the marker at the wall. “Not just a picture. Species with labels. QR codes that link to what the plant does. Who planted it. Why it matters.”

“And a pollinator plot that reads from the street,” she said, mind leaping to bed layouts. “Milkweed and cosmos and black-eyed Susan, all in a coherent triangle. Plants with narratives.” She could see it: the bed humming, the wall explaining, schoolkids dragging their parents over on Saturdays to read the labels, the developer having to walk past actual bees and a wall of names to argue for asphalt.

Ezra set the marker cap between his teeth, then took it out with a grimace and shoved it in his pocket. “Grow + paint,” he said, like a badge. “You design the plot; I’ll translate it to the wall. We make it the kind of thing a developer’s slideshow can’t shrink.”

“And we apply for the micro-grant,” she added. “If we get it, we buy lumber for the beds and better soil and printing for the QR signs. We invite the reporter from the school paper and the librarian who cares about native plants and—” She heard herself and tried to stuff some of the enthusiasm back into its box. “We’ll need permission to use the wall. Ms. Alvarez can help. And we’ll need—”

“A timeline,” Ezra said, finishing for her. “I like lists when they belong to good ideas.”

Maya thought of her mother’s calendar pinned to the kitchen corkboard and how every square this fall had little numbers and arrows in it. Her throat tightened. “I’m not abandoning the SAT just so you can be a local hero.”

“I didn’t ask you to,” he said, hands up like a traffic cop at a nice intersection. “We’ll carve hours out of the golden ones. Even twenty minutes a day adds up.”

She exhaled. “We’ll need volunteers. The rec center kids. The church youth group. Anyone with hands and a willingness to learn the difference between a weed and dinner.”

“You have a gift for recruitment,” he said. “It
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