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The Bloom That Waited
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Chapter 1: The Plot of Earth
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Mary Bennett didn’t believe in fresh starts.

Not the kind people talked about, anyway—the kind that came wrapped in optimism and self-help slogans, like a new notebook waiting for a better story. Life didn’t work like that. Not in her experience. It dragged its past behind it like roots tangled too deep to pull free.

Which was exactly why she found herself standing at the edge of the community garden on a gray Saturday morning, wondering why she had agreed to come.

The sign read:
“Green Haven Community Garden – Grow Something New.”
Mary almost turned around.

Instead, she tightened her grip on the strap of her bag and stepped through the gate.

The smell hit her first—earthy, damp, alive. It reminded her of childhood springs before things had gotten complicated. Before promises had been broken. Before she had learned how quickly something stable could fall apart.

“First time?”

The voice startled her.

Mary turned to see a woman standing a few feet away, holding a pair of gardening gloves. She looked about Mary’s age, maybe a year or two older, with soft brown hair pulled into a loose knot and eyes that held a kind of quiet attentiveness.

“Is it that obvious?” Mary asked.

The woman smiled gently. “Only because you’re hovering near the exit.”

Mary exhaled a small, reluctant laugh. “I like having options.”

“Fair,” the woman said. “But you might want to give it at least ten minutes before you decide to escape.”

Mary hesitated, then nodded. “I suppose that’s reasonable.”

“I’m Stephanie,” she said, extending a hand.

Mary looked at it for a second before shaking it. “Mary.”

Stephanie’s grip was warm—not overly firm, not hesitant either. Just... steady.

“Welcome to Green Haven, Mary,” she said. “We’re not as intimidating as we look.”

Mary glanced around. A handful of people were already scattered across the garden beds—digging, watering, chatting in pairs. It looked... normal. Comfortable, even.

Which made her more uneasy, not less.

“I’m not really a gardening person,” Mary admitted.

“Neither was I,” Stephanie said. “At first.”

Mary raised an eyebrow. “And now?”

Stephanie looked out over the rows of soil, something soft flickering in her expression. “Now I think it might’ve saved me.”

Mary didn’t ask what she meant.

Instead, she nodded toward the plots. “So how does this work?”

Stephanie gestured for her to follow. “You get assigned a plot. You can grow whatever you want—or nothing at all, if you’re feeling rebellious.”

Mary smirked faintly. “Tempting.”

They walked along a narrow path between beds, the soil dark and freshly turned. Some plots were already sprouting small hints of green, while others were bare, waiting.

“Here,” Stephanie said, stopping beside an empty rectangle of earth. “This one’s yours.”

Mary stared at it.

It didn’t look like much. Just dirt. Uneven, unremarkable dirt.

“This is it?” she asked.

“That’s it.”

Mary crossed her arms. “I don’t even know where to start.”

Stephanie crouched down beside the plot, brushing her fingers lightly over the soil. “You start by not expecting too much from it.”

Mary huffed a quiet laugh. “That sounds suspiciously like life advice.”

“It probably is,” Stephanie admitted.

Mary watched her for a moment, noticing the ease in the way she moved, the familiarity. This wasn’t new to her.

“You’ve been doing this a while,” Mary said.

“About a year.”

Mary nodded slowly. “So you’re the expert.”

Stephanie shook her head. “No. I just... kept showing up.”

Something about the way she said it made Mary pause.

Kept showing up.

It sounded simple. But it wasn’t.

Mary looked down at the empty plot again.

“Alright,” she said finally. “What’s step one?”

Stephanie smiled—a little brighter this time. “We loosen the soil.”

She handed Mary a small hand trowel.

Mary took it, turning it over in her hand like it was a foreign object. “And if I mess it up?”

“You won’t.”

“You don’t know that.”

Stephanie tilted her head. “Okay. If you mess it up, we fix it.”

Mary hesitated, then knelt down beside the plot.

The ground was softer than she expected. The trowel slid into the soil with surprising ease, turning it over in small, uneven clumps.

They worked in silence for a few minutes.

It wasn’t uncomfortable.

Mary found herself focusing on the simple rhythm of it—dig, lift, turn. Something about it quieted the noise in her head, the constant loop of thoughts she usually couldn’t escape.

“You’re doing fine,” Stephanie said.

Mary glanced at her. “You’re just saying that.”

“I’m not.”

Mary studied her for a moment, then looked back at the soil. “I used to think I was good at building things.”

Stephanie didn’t respond right away.

“Relationships, I mean,” Mary added. “Turns out I was just good at ignoring problems until they couldn’t be ignored anymore.”

Stephanie rested her hands on her knees. “That sounds... familiar.”

Mary gave a dry smile. “Yeah?”

Stephanie nodded, her gaze drifting somewhere distant. “Sometimes you don’t realize something is broken until it’s already gone.”

Mary felt that settle somewhere deep in her chest.

She didn’t ask what Stephanie had lost.

Somehow, she knew it wasn’t something small.

They returned to their work, the quiet stretching between them again—but it felt different now. Less like distance. More like understanding.

After a while, Mary sat back on her heels, brushing dirt from her hands.

“Well,” she said. “It still looks like dirt.”

Stephanie laughed softly. “Give it time.”

Mary glanced at her. “You really believe that, don’t you?”

“I do.”

Mary looked back at the plot.

At the uneven, imperfect soil.

At the possibility of something growing there.

“I’m not very patient,” she admitted.

Stephanie stood, offering her a hand. “Then it’s a good thing plants don’t care.”

Mary hesitated, then took it.

As Stephanie helped her to her feet, Mary realized something unexpected.

For the first time in a long while... she didn’t feel like leaving.
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Chapter 2: Roots Beneath Silence
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Mary told herself she wasn’t going back.

It had been a one-time thing. A moment of weakness. Or boredom. Or maybe just the inability to say no when someone looked at her with quiet expectation and steady eyes.

Whatever the reason, she had left the community garden that morning with dirt under her nails and an unfamiliar sense of calm she didn’t quite trust.

That should have been the end of it.

And yet, the following Saturday, she found herself standing at the same gate.

She exhaled sharply, almost annoyed with herself, and pushed it open.

The garden looked different this time—not because anything had changed, but because she had. The space felt less foreign, less like something she had wandered into by mistake.

“Back already?”

Mary turned.

Stephanie stood a few steps away, sunlight catching loose strands of her hair. She was holding a watering can this time, her expression carrying that same soft awareness Mary remembered.

Mary lifted a shoulder. “I said I’d give it ten minutes. I never said it would all be in one day.”

Stephanie smiled, just slightly. “Fair enough.”

There was no handshake this time. No formal introduction. Just a quiet acknowledgment that Mary had returned.

And somehow, that felt... significant.

Mary glanced toward her plot.

It was exactly as she’d left it—freshly turned, uneven, waiting.

Next to it, Stephanie’s plot was already alive with small, deliberate rows of green. Tiny leaves pushed through the soil in neat lines, organized but not rigid.

“You’ve been busy,” Mary said.

Stephanie followed her gaze. “It helps to have something to take care of.”

Mary stepped closer to her own patch of dirt. “I’m not sure I’m qualified for that.”

“You showed up again,” Stephanie said. “That’s a start.”

Mary crouched down, brushing her fingers lightly over the soil. It felt cooler today, slightly damp from the previous night’s rain.

“So what now?” she asked. “Do I just... stare at it until something happens?”

Stephanie set the watering can aside and knelt beside her own plot. “You could. But I don’t recommend it.”

Mary glanced sideways at her. “Good to know.”

Stephanie reached into a small container and pulled out a handful of seeds. “You plant something.”

Mary eyed them skeptically. “And these magically turn into food?”

“Eventually.”

Mary took a few seeds, holding them in her palm. They looked insignificant. Fragile, even.

“Seems like a lot of pressure,” she muttered.

Stephanie tilted her head. “On you or the seeds?”

Mary huffed a quiet laugh. “Both.”

For a moment, neither of them spoke.

The garden was alive with soft sounds—tools scraping against soil, distant laughter, the rustle of leaves in the breeze. It should have felt busy, but somehow it didn’t. The noise didn’t intrude. It just... existed.

Mary pressed her thumb into the dirt, creating a shallow indentation. She dropped a seed into it, then covered it gently.

“There,” she said. “I’ve done my part.”

Stephanie watched her, something thoughtful in her expression. “You make it sound like a transaction.”

“Isn’t it?” Mary replied. “You put something in, you get something out.”

Stephanie looked back at her own plants, her fingers lightly tracing a leaf. “Not always.”

Mary didn’t respond right away.

Instead, she planted another seed.

And another.

She worked slowly, methodically, as if taking her time might somehow guarantee a better outcome.

“You don’t have to space them that precisely,” Stephanie said after a while.

Mary didn’t look up. “I like knowing where things are supposed to go.”

Stephanie smiled faintly. “Even if they don’t stay there?”

Mary paused.

That landed a little too close to something she didn’t feel like unpacking.

“I didn’t realize gardening came with philosophy lessons,” she said instead.

“It doesn’t,” Stephanie said. “I just talk too much sometimes.”

Mary finally looked at her. “You really don’t.”

Stephanie blinked, slightly caught off guard. “No?”

“No.” Mary shrugged. “You say just enough.”

Stephanie held her gaze for a moment, as if trying to decide what that meant.

Mary looked away first.

They fell into silence again, but it wasn’t empty. It was filled with small, unspoken observations.

Mary noticed the way Stephanie moved—careful, deliberate, as though every action carried weight. Even something as simple as watering plants felt intentional, like it mattered more than it should.

And Stephanie...

Stephanie noticed everything Mary didn
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