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Chapter 1 – The Empty Garden
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The first thing Margaret Hale noticed about the garden was the silence.

It wasn’t the peaceful kind — not birdsong and rustling leaves and wind sighing through branches. It was the hollow silence of something abandoned. The benches were splintered, one tipped sideways as if it had tried to flee. The central fountain stood cracked and dry, its stone basin holding nothing but last year’s leaves and a film of rainwater gone stagnant. The storm had passed months ago, but the damage still clung to everything.

Margaret stood at the wrought-iron gate, her hands tucked into the pockets of her tailored wool coat, and felt a strange recognition settle in her chest.

Neglected. Functional, technically. But no longer alive.

The town of Alder Creek hadn’t changed much in ten years. The bakery on Main Street still displayed hand-piped cookies in the window. The hardware store still had the faded red awning. Even the clock tower above the old municipal building ticked with stubborn reliability. But the garden — once the pride of summer festivals and wedding photos — had been left in limbo after the storm ripped through last spring.

And now she was back. Hired to fix it.

Margaret adjusted the leather strap of her portfolio bag and stepped through the gate.

The gravel crunched beneath her boots. She crouched near what had once been a carefully edged flower bed. The soil was compacted, choked with weeds that had forced their way through cracked irrigation lines. She brushed her fingers across the dirt, rubbing it between her thumb and forefinger.

Still good beneath the surface.

That was something.

“Please tell me you’re not planning to rip everything out.”

The voice was warm — low, steady, threaded with something almost playful.

Margaret looked up.

The woman standing near the entrance held a cardboard flat of small potted plants against her hip. Dark curls were pulled into a messy bun that had already begun to loosen. A streak of dirt crossed one cheek like an accidental brushstroke. She wore faded jeans and a green apron stamped with the name Cruz’s Flowers in looping script.

Margaret stood, brushing soil from her palms.

“I don’t make decisions without assessing structural integrity first,” she replied evenly.

The woman blinked once, then smiled slowly. “That sounds like a professional answer.”

“I am a professional.”

“Landscape architect?” the woman guessed.

Margaret nodded. “Margaret Hale.”

The woman shifted the plants to one arm and extended her free hand. “Elena Cruz.”

Her handshake was firm. Warm. Not hesitant.

Margaret became suddenly aware of how long it had been since she’d shaken someone’s hand without the exchange feeling obligatory. Or strained.

“Elena Cruz,” she repeated. “As in Cruz’s Flowers?”

“The very same.” Elena glanced around the garden, her expression softening. “I grew up running through this place. My mom used to donate half the summer blooms.”

Margaret studied her more carefully now. There was an ease to Elena — not loud, not flamboyant, but grounded. As if she stood fully in her own space.

“I wasn’t planning to rip everything out,” Margaret said, turning back toward the nearest broken trellis. “Storm damage looks worse than it is. Roots tend to survive.”

Elena stepped closer, peering at the soil. “So you’re a salvage-and-rebuild type?”

Margaret hesitated.

Her marriage counselor had once used the word repairable in a tone that suggested optimism. Her ex-husband had clung to it like a life raft.

“I prefer restoration,” she said finally.

Elena tilted her head. “That sounds hopeful.”

“It’s practical.”

A breeze stirred between them, lifting a strand of Elena’s hair free from her bun. Without thinking, she tucked it behind her ear. The movement revealed a small silver stud in the cartilage — understated, deliberate.

Margaret noticed details. It was what she did.

“You’re sourcing plants locally, I assume?” Elena asked.

“Yes. Native species where possible. Resilient varieties. Low maintenance.”

“Low maintenance is overrated.” Elena’s mouth curved slightly. “Sometimes the dramatic ones are worth it.”

Margaret allowed herself a small smile. “Only if you have the resources to sustain them.”

Elena laughed — a real one, unguarded. It echoed strangely against the empty stone fountain.

For a moment, Margaret forgot to feel self-conscious.

“I brought samples,” Elena said, kneeling to set the flat of plants on the ground between them. “Coneflowers, black-eyed Susans, some climbing roses that survived the frost last year. They’re stubborn.”

Margaret crouched beside her.

The proximity was unexpected. Elena smelled faintly of soil and something citrus — maybe hand soap, maybe perfume. Not overwhelming. Just present.

“These would work along the eastern border,” Margaret murmured, studying the leaves. “They’ll get enough light in the morning.”

“You’ve already mapped the sun?” Elena asked.

“I checked orientation before coming.”

Elena’s smile softened, becoming something more observant. “You plan ahead.”

“I try to.”

Margaret straightened too quickly, aware of how exposed that sounded.

She hadn’t planned her divorce.

Hadn’t planned the moment she’d realized — sitting across from Daniel at their kitchen table — that love wasn’t supposed to feel like completing a checklist. That desire wasn’t supposed to feel theoretical.

She’d built a life the way she designed gardens: orderly, symmetrical, sensible.

And then one day she’d realized she’d never chosen it. She’d simply stepped into it.

“Are you from here?” Elena asked, breaking into her thoughts.

“Yes.”

“Haven’t seen you around.”

“I moved to Chicago after college.”

“And now you’re back.” Elena didn’t phrase it as a question.

“Temporarily,” Margaret clarified. “This is a six-month contract.”

Elena nodded, but something flickered in her expression — not disappointment, exactly. Just acknowledgment.

“Well,” she said lightly, “I’m invested now. If you’re restoring this place, I’d like to help.”

Margaret blinked. “Help.”

“I know the soil. The irrigation system’s quirks. Which corners flood when it rains.” She shrugged one shoulder. “And I have a vested interest. If this garden comes back, the town comes back. If the town comes back...” She gestured vaguely toward Main Street. “So does business.”

Margaret considered her. Collaboration wasn’t her preferred mode. Too many variables. Too much unpredictability.

But she looked around at the fractured paths and skeletal flower beds.

Restoration required more than blueprints.

“I suppose community involvement would strengthen the proposal,” she said carefully.

Elena grinned. “That’s the least romantic way you could have agreed, but I’ll take it.”

Margaret felt heat rise unexpectedly along her collarbone.

Romantic.

The word lingered longer than it should have.

“I’ll be presenting preliminary sketches next week,” she said briskly. “You’re welcome to review them.”

“I’d like that.” Elena gathered the plant trays. “I’ll leave these here for now. Consider it a trial run.”

Margaret watched her move toward the gate — confident stride, shoulders relaxed.

“Why this garden?” Elena asked suddenly, turning back.

Margaret paused.

Because it’s easier to fix something made of soil and stone than something made of expectations.

“Because it deserves better than being left half-broken,” she said instead.

Elena held her gaze for a long moment.

“Yeah,” she said softly. “It does.”

When Elena finally left, the silence returned.

But it felt different.

Margaret walked to the center of the garden and stood where the fountain would eventually run again. She imagined water spilling over stone, vines climbing restored arches, color pushing stubbornly through the earth.

She imagined choosing something not because it was safe — but because it was true.

The thought unsettled her.

She pulled a small notebook from her bag and began sketching lines across the page — pathways curving instead of rigidly straight, flower beds widening into something less predictable.

A design she wouldn’t have submitted five years ago.

The wind shifted again, carrying faint traces of citrus and soil from the direction of Main Street.

Margaret glanced toward the gate once more, then back at the cracked basin of the fountain.

“Roots survive,” she murmured to herself.

She pressed her palm into the earth, grounding herself in its cool steadiness.

Still good beneath the surface.

The garden wasn’t dead.

It was waiting.
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Chapter 2 – Thorns and First Impressions
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Margaret had always believed that first impressions were unreliable.

They were too influenced by lighting, posture, tone — by what someone chose to reveal in the first five minutes. A good architect didn’t trust surface appearances. She studied foundation lines, stress fractures, what was hidden beneath decorative trim.

Still, when Elena Cruz pushed open the gate to the garden the following afternoon with two iced coffees balanced in one hand and a grin already forming, Margaret felt the faint, inconvenient shift of something she couldn’t diagram.

“Peace offering,” Elena announced, lifting the drinks slightly. “I didn’t know if you’re a sugar person, so I guessed medium. If that’s offensive, I’ll try harder next time.”

Margaret looked up from her sketchpad. “I’m not easily offended.”

Elena arched a brow. “That sounds like a challenge.”

Margaret accepted the coffee, their fingers brushing briefly. She felt the contact like static — quick, bright, and gone before she could assign meaning to it.

“I appreciate the gesture,” she said, returning her attention to the rolled-out site plans spread across a portable table. “Though caffeine doesn’t influence my design decisions.”

“Good. I’d hate to think the fate of this garden hinged on caramel syrup.”

Elena stepped beside her, leaning over the plans without hesitation. She didn’t ask permission; she simply assumed proximity.

Margaret noticed that.

“You’ve reworked the western beds,” Elena observed. “They used to be straight lines.”

“They were inefficient,” Margaret replied. “Too rigid. Water pooled along the edges.”

“And now they curve.”

Margaret nodded. “Organic shapes distribute flow more evenly.”

Elena smiled faintly. “So you do like a little wildness.”

“Controlled wildness,” Margaret corrected.

Elena laughed softly and straightened. “There it is.”

“There what is?”

“That thing you do.” She gestured vaguely toward Margaret’s chest. “You let something honest slip out and then immediately file it into a labeled folder.”

Margaret stiffened slightly. “I don’t know what you mean.”

“Sure you do.”

The comment wasn’t accusatory. It was observant.

And it unsettled her.

Margaret bent to gather a stack of plant catalogs she’d marked with sticky tabs. “I’ve narrowed the central beds to three viable options,” she said, deliberately steering the conversation. “Low-maintenance perennials, native grasses for resilience, climbing roses along the restored trellis.”

Elena scanned the list.

“Knock Out roses?” she asked.

“They’re hardy.”

“They’re predictable.”

Margaret glanced up. “Predictable isn’t inherently negative.”

“It is if it’s boring.”

“They bloom consistently,” Margaret countered. “They resist disease.”

Elena folded her arms loosely. “They’re safe.”

The word hung between them longer than it should have.

Margaret felt the faintest flare of defensiveness. “A public garden should be accessible. Not experimental.”

“Who said experimental?” Elena crouched near one of the empty beds, trailing her fingers through the soil. “What about native wildflowers here? Let them spill a little. Make it look like it wasn’t designed within an inch of its life.”

“It was designed,” Margaret
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