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Chapter 1: New Soil
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Paloma Rivera stood in front of the community garden gate with her hands buried deep in the pockets of her denim jacket.

The sign above the entrance read:

Riverside Community Garden – Growing Together Since 1998

She stared at it for a long moment.

Then another.

A dozen voices drifted from inside the garden. People laughed. Someone called out instructions. A wheelbarrow rattled over gravel.

Everything about it made her want to turn around and go home.

"Still standing there?"

Paloma jumped.

Her friend Elena leaned out of her car window with a grin.

"I knew you'd hesitate."

"I wasn't hesitating."

"You've been staring at that sign for three minutes."

Paloma sighed.

"Maybe this wasn't a good idea."

Elena laughed.

"Which is exactly why it's a good idea."

Paloma rolled her eyes.

Three years divorced, she thought.

Three years and people still acted like she was made of glass.

The truth was more complicated.

Her divorce hadn't shattered her.

It had simply emptied her.

Twenty years with the same person had created routines, habits, expectations.

Then one day those things disappeared.

Not dramatically.

Not with screaming arguments.

Not with betrayal.

Just two people realizing they no longer wanted the same future.

A quiet ending.

Sometimes she thought quiet endings hurt the most.

Because there was nobody to blame.

No villain.

No closure.

Only absence.

Elena climbed out of her car.

"You're not getting out of this."

"I know."

"Good."

She hugged Paloma quickly.

"Go make friends."

Paloma groaned.

"You make it sound horrible."

"It'll be fine."

Elena pointed toward the gate.

"Just give it one morning."

Then she drove away before Paloma could change her mind.

Traitor.

Paloma took a deep breath and walked through the entrance.

The garden was larger than she expected.

Raised beds stretched across the property in neat rows.

Tomato stakes stood like skeletons waiting for summer.

Freshly turned soil filled the air with an earthy scent she remembered from childhood.

A greenhouse sat near the back fence.

Nearby, volunteers worked at picnic tables assembling seed trays.

For a moment she simply stood there.

Feeling out of place.

Feeling alone.

Feeling forty years old despite being only thirty-eight.

A cheerful voice interrupted her thoughts.

"First day?"

Paloma turned.

The woman approaching her carried a clipboard and wore muddy gardening gloves.

Gray streaks threaded through dark brown hair pulled into a ponytail.

Her smile was warm enough to make strangers feel welcome.

Paloma envied people like that.

"Is it that obvious?" she asked.

"A little."

The woman laughed.

"I'm Janice. Volunteer coordinator."

"Paloma."

"Glad you're here."

Janice checked something on her clipboard.

"You're signed up for the spring restoration program."

"That's right."

"Perfect."

She scanned the garden.

"Your partner should be around here somewhere."

Partner?

Nobody had mentioned partners.

Before Paloma could ask questions, Janice waved toward a nearby flower bed.

"Courtney!"

A woman looked up from where she was kneeling beside a raised garden box.

Sunlight caught in chestnut-colored hair that brushed her shoulders.

She stood and brushed dirt from her jeans.

Even from a distance, her smile seemed effortless.

The kind that reached her eyes.

She walked over.

"This is Paloma."

Janice turned toward her.

"Paloma, this is Courtney Hayes."

Courtney extended a hand.

"Nice to meet you."

Paloma shook it.

The touch lasted only a second.

Long enough to notice warm fingers.

Long enough to feel unexpectedly nervous.

"Nice to meet you too."

Janice smiled with obvious satisfaction.

"You two are assigned to Bed Twelve."

Courtney groaned dramatically.

"The weed jungle?"

"The very one."

"You're cruel."

Janice laughed.

"I believe in character building."

Then she disappeared toward another group of volunteers.

Leaving them alone.

An awkward silence settled immediately.

Paloma looked toward the garden bed.

Courtney looked toward the garden bed.

Both spoke at the same time.

"So—"

They stopped.

Laughed.

Then spoke at the same time again.

The second laugh came easier.

Courtney pointed.

"You first."

Paloma cleared her throat.

"I was just going to ask what exactly we're supposed to do."

Courtney grinned.

"Good. Because I was hoping you knew."

Paloma laughed despite herself.

"Not a gardener?"

"Oh, definitely not."

Courtney motioned toward the garden.

"I've been volunteering for two months and I'm still amazed plants survive my involvement."

That surprised her.

"You seem confident."

"Fake confidence."

Courtney lowered her voice conspiratorially.

"Very effective."

Paloma smiled.

The nervousness eased slightly.

Together they walked toward Bed Twelve.

The description "weed jungle" turned out to be accurate.

Wild grass spilled over the edges.

Dead vines tangled across old supports.

A stubborn patch of dandelions dominated one corner.

Courtney stared at it.

"Oh."

"What?"

"I thought Janice was exaggerating."

"Apparently not."

They exchanged a look.

Then laughed.

For the next hour they worked side by side.

Pulling weeds.

Sorting debris.

Turning soil.

Conversation came slowly at first.

Mostly practical observations.

Questions about tools.

Complaints about stubborn roots.

Comments about the weather.

But eventually it began to flow naturally.

"So what do you do?" Courtney asked while filling a wheelbarrow.

"I'm an art teacher."

Courtney brightened.

"Really?"

"High school."

"Braver than me."

Paloma smiled.

"They're usually good kids."

"Usually."

"Usually."

Courtney laughed.

"What about you?"

"I own a bookstore café."

That caught Paloma's attention.

"A bookstore?"

"Small one."

Courtney shrugged.

"But I love it."

"What kind of books?"

"Everything."

Her eyes lit up immediately.

"Though the mystery section is completely out of control."

"Meaning?"

"Meaning I keep ordering more."

Paloma laughed.

"A serious problem."

"Terrible."

Their conversation continued while they worked.

Little pieces of information.

Favorite authors.

Coffee preferences.

Movies.

Music.

Nothing deeply personal.

Yet.

Still, Paloma found herself relaxing.

It had been a long time since meeting someone felt easy.

By noon, Bed Twelve looked dramatically different.

Not perfect.

But hopeful.

Fresh soil stretched across most of the raised bed.

The weeds were gone.

The tangled vines removed.

Space existed for something new to grow.

Courtney stepped back and admired their work.

"Look at that."

"We survived."

"Barely."

She wiped sweat from her forehead.

"I think we deserve a medal."

"Or lunch."

"Lunch sounds more realistic."

Several volunteers began gathering near picnic tables where sandwiches and drinks had been set out.

Courtney gestured toward them.

"Want to join everyone?"

The question was simple.

Ordinary.

Yet Paloma hesitated.

Crowds still exhausted her.

Groups still reminded her how disconnected she'd become after the divorce.

Courtney seemed to notice.

"No pressure."

Her tone remained casual.

"We could also sit over there."

She pointed toward a bench beneath a maple tree.

Relief flickered through Paloma.

"That sounds nice."

"Great."

A few minutes later they sat beneath the tree with paper plates balanced on their laps.

The breeze carried the scent of fresh soil and blooming flowers.

For a while they simply ate.

Comfortable enough not to fill every silence.

Eventually Courtney spoke.

"I'm glad I came here."

Paloma glanced over.

"The garden?"

"Yeah."

Courtney smiled softly.

"I almost didn't."

Something in her voice suggested there was more to the story.

But she didn't elaborate.

And Paloma didn't ask.

Not yet.

Instead she nodded.

"I almost didn't either."

Courtney laughed.

"Really?"

"I spent ten minutes staring at the entrance."

"Only ten?"

"Maybe fifteen."

"That's impressive commitment."

Paloma smiled.

A surprising warmth settled in her chest.

Not attraction.

Not yet.

Just connection.

The small, fragile beginning of friendship.

The kind that often appeared when people weren't looking for it.

Around them, volunteers laughed and talked.

Birds chirped from nearby trees.

The garden buzzed with quiet life.

Courtney leaned back against the bench.

"So."

"What?"

"You coming back next Saturday?"

Paloma looked toward Bed Twelve.

Toward the freshly cleared soil waiting for seeds.

Toward the place that already felt slightly less unfamiliar.

Then she looked back at Courtney.

"I think so."

Courtney smiled.

A genuine smile.

One that brightened her entire face.

"Good."

For reasons Paloma couldn't explain, that single word made her unexpectedly happy.

Neither woman knew it yet.

Neither could have guessed what the coming months would bring.

The friendship waiting beneath the surface.

The healing.

The laughter.

The love.

For now, they were simply two women sitting beneath a maple tree after a morning of hard work.

Two strangers carrying different kinds of loss.

Two lives beginning to intersect.

And somewhere nearby, hidden beneath freshly turned soil, the first seeds of something beautiful waited to grow.
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Chapter 2: Shared Seeds
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The following Saturday, Paloma arrived at the community garden ten minutes early.

She told herself it was because she wanted to get a good parking space.

The fact that the parking lot was nearly empty made that excuse difficult to believe.

As she stepped out of her car, she glanced toward the garden entrance.

No sign of Courtney.

For reasons she didn't entirely understand, disappointment flickered through her.

Not that she had expected Courtney to be waiting.

Not that she had spent part of the week wondering whether their easy conversation had simply been a pleasant one-time occurrence.

Still.

She found herself checking the entrance again as she walked through the gate.

The morning air carried the scent of damp earth and blooming lilacs. Volunteers moved between raised beds, carrying tools and trays of seedlings.

Paloma headed toward Bed Twelve.

The transformation from the previous week was already visible. Their cleared soil looked neat and ready for planting.

She set down her gloves and began loosening the soil with a hand rake.

"Starting without me?"

Paloma looked up.

Courtney approached carrying two cups of coffee.

A smile immediately tugged at Paloma's lips.

"You were late."

Courtney gasped dramatically.

"I am exactly three minutes late."

"You counted?"

"I teach teenagers."

Paloma accepted the offered coffee.

"I notice everything."

Courtney laughed.

"Good to know."

They settled into work quickly.

The awkwardness of their first meeting had largely disappeared.

Not entirely.

There were still moments when conversation paused and both became suddenly aware that they were still getting to know one another.

But those moments grew shorter each week.

As they worked, Janice stopped by carrying several trays of seedlings.

"Your tomatoes have arrived."

Courtney looked alarmed.

"Our tomatoes?"

"You wanted vegetables."

"I thought wanting vegetables and being responsible for vegetables were different things."

Janice ignored her.

"Tomatoes. Bell peppers. Basil."

Then she walked away.

Courtney stared after her.

"We've been abandoned."

Paloma laughed.

"I think she trusts us."

"That seems reckless."

Still smiling, they began arranging the seedlings.

The tiny plants looked fragile.

Hopeful.

Like they had no idea how much depended on sunlight, water, and luck.

The thought lingered with Paloma longer than she expected.

Some things in life felt like that too.

Relationships.

New beginnings.

Second chances.

Things that started small and uncertain.

Things that either grew or didn't.

"So," Courtney said as she carefully dug a hole for a tomato plant. "How long have you been teaching?"

"Twelve years."

"Wow."

Paloma shrugged.

"It doesn't feel that long."

"What made you choose art?"

She considered the question.

"My grandmother."

Courtney looked up.

"Really?"

"She painted."

A smile softened Paloma's expression.

"Not professionally. Just because she loved it."

She pressed soil around a seedling.

"When I was little, she'd let me sit beside her while she worked."

"That sounds wonderful."

"It was."

For a moment, memories surfaced.

Bright colors.

Paint-stained fingers.

The smell of oil paints and tea.

Long afternoons filled with stories.

"I think she taught me that creating something
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