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Chapter 1 — Empty Pots
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The community garden sat at the edge of town like a quiet apology—half-hidden behind a row of aging poplars, where winter still lingered in the soil even though the calendar insisted it was spring.

Agata stood at the gate for a moment longer than she needed to.

The sign above it read Mestni Skupnostni Vrt — Community Garden, painted in cheerful green letters that had begun to peel at the edges. Someone had tried to fix it recently; the fresh paint clashed slightly with the older strokes, like optimism layered over fatigue.

She adjusted the strap of her tote bag. Inside it were things she didn’t entirely trust herself with yet: a pair of gardening gloves she’d bought yesterday on impulse, a cheap trowel, and a small packet of mixed seeds labeled Beginner Wildflowers. The cashier had smiled at her when she bought them, as if she recognized something in Agata’s hesitation. That had made her uncomfortable.

Agata pushed the gate open.

The air inside smelled like damp earth and old leaves. Not decay—just rest. The beds were still mostly bare, except for patches of stubborn green where early weeds had decided they were done waiting for permission.

She exhaled slowly. She wasn’t sure why she had come.

That wasn’t entirely true. She knew why in the abstract sense. The divorce had been finalized three months ago, though the paperwork had felt like a formality compared to the long unraveling before it. Twelve years reduced to signatures, as if a life could be edited down to a legal paragraph.

Her friends had said things like “fresh start” and “new chapter,” as if her life were a book she could simply turn the page of. Agata had smiled politely at all of them, because it was easier than explaining that she didn’t feel like a reader anymore. She felt like something left out in the rain—still intact, but softened at the edges, unsure of its own shape.

A wooden shed stood near the center of the garden. A chalkboard sign leaned against it:

SPRING PROGRAM: SATURDAY 9:00 — ALL LEVELS WELCOME

Agata checked her phone. 9:07.

Of course she was late. Not in the dramatic sense—no one was waiting for her—but in the quiet, habitual way she had begun to exist since the divorce. Slightly out of sync with everything.

She followed the narrow dirt path between raised beds. Some were freshly turned, dark soil waiting like open palms. Others were still packed and untouched, crusted with last year’s growth.

That’s when she saw her.

A woman was kneeling beside one of the beds, wearing a faded green jacket and jeans with dirt smudged across the knees. Her dark hair was tied back in a loose bun that had already started to unravel. She wasn’t looking around, wasn’t scanning the space like a newcomer.

She looked... anchored.

As if she belonged to the soil more than to the air.

Agata slowed without meaning to.

The woman pressed her fingers into the earth, testing it, then nodded to herself as though receiving an answer only she could understand. There was something calm in her movements, not practiced exactly, but familiar in a way Agata immediately envied.

A rake lay beside her. A small metal bucket. A folded notebook with smudged edges.

Agata cleared her throat before she could lose her nerve.

“Is this... the gardening program?”

The woman looked up.

Her eyes were unexpectedly sharp—grey-green, like stones wet from a river. For a second, she didn’t answer, as if assessing whether Agata belonged in this space at all.

Then she nodded.

“Yes,” she said simply. “You’re early or late depending on how you look at it.”

Agata gave a small, awkward laugh. “I think I’m late.”

“Most people are,” the woman replied, then went back to pressing soil between her fingers.

That should have ended the interaction. Agata could have chosen a bed, pretended competence, avoided further conversation. She had become very good at that in recent years—at blending into rooms without being noticed.

But something about the woman’s certainty unsettled her.

Agata stepped closer. “I’m Agata.”

A pause. Then the woman looked up again.

“Susan.”

There was no handshake. No performative friendliness. Just a name placed between them like a seed dropped into soil and left there.

Agata shifted her weight. “I’ve never done this before.”

Susan nodded as if this confirmed something she already knew. “Most people haven’t. They just pretend longer.”

That should have sounded dismissive. Instead, it sounded observational. Neutral. Almost kind.

Agata glanced around the garden, at the rows of empty beds. “So... where do I start?”

Susan finally stood, brushing dirt from her hands. She was a little taller than Agata had first thought. Not imposing, but steady—like someone used to weathering things without rushing to fix them.

“You start by not trying to fix everything at once,” Susan said.

“That feels like a metaphor,” Agata replied before she could stop herself.

Susan’s mouth twitched—almost a smile, but not quite. “It is. Unfortunately, gardening is full of those.”

She picked up a small wooden marker and stuck it into a nearby bed. Tomatoes — future.

Agata stared at it. “Future tomatoes?”

“If we’re lucky.”

That made Agata laugh for real, unexpectedly. It surprised her enough that she stopped almost immediately, as if she had broken a rule.

Susan noticed but didn’t comment.

Instead, she gestured to an empty plot. “That one hasn’t been assigned yet. You can take it.”

Agata looked at it. It was just soil. Ordinary, uneven, slightly damp. It didn’t look like possibility. It looked like work.

“I don’t know what I’m doing,” Agata admitted.

Susan leaned slightly on her rake. “Neither do most of us. The difference is some people keep going anyway.”

There was something about the way she said it—not motivational, not encouraging in the way posters or advice columns were. It was matter-of-fact, almost indifferent. And somehow that made it easier to hear.

Agata stepped into the plot.

The soil was colder than she expected.

She crouched slowly, unsure what to do with her hands. She pulled on the gardening gloves she had bought the day before, still stiff and unfamiliar.

Susan watched her for a moment. Not judgmentally. Just present.

Then she said, “Loosen it first.”

Agata blinked. “The soil?”

“Yes.”

Agata pressed her fingers into the ground. It resisted slightly, then gave way in uneven clumps. She wasn’t sure what she was doing, but she continued anyway, mimicking Susan’s earlier movements.

The silence between them was not uncomfortable. It was... structured. Like something had been agreed upon without words.

After a while, Agata spoke again. “Do you do this every weekend?”

Susan nodded. “Since spring program started.”

“Before that?”

A pause. Slightly longer this time.

“Before that, I didn’t do much of anything,” Susan said.

Agata didn’t ask why. Something in Susan’s tone suggested that questions would be answered only when they were ready to be.

Instead, she focused on the soil. On the small, physical act of breaking it apart.

A wind moved through the garden, carrying the faint smell of something green trying to return.

Agata realized her hands were dirty.

Not metaphorically. Actually dirty.

And for the first time in a long while, that didn’t feel like neglect.

It felt like contact.

Across the garden, Susan returned to her bed, kneeling again with the same quiet precision. For a moment, Agata watched her without thinking about why.

Then Susan looked up again, briefly.

Their eyes met.

No smile this time. No introduction.

Just recognition of two people occupying the same uncertain season.

Agata looked back down quickly, suddenly aware of her own heartbeat, and continued loosening the soil as if she already belonged there.

Behind them, the garden waited.

Not yet growing.

But no longer asleep.
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Chapter 2 — Seeds and Silences
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The next Saturday arrived with a sky the color of unpolished tin.

Agata told herself she could skip it.

She stood in her kitchen longer than necessary, holding a mug of tea she wasn’t really drinking. The idea of staying home was reasonable. Sensible, even. No one was expecting her at the community garden. There was no obligation, no schedule demanding her presence.

And yet, by 8:42, she found herself putting on her coat.

By 8:50, she was outside.

By 9:03, she was walking through the familiar gate again, pretending she hadn’t been thinking about it all week.

The garden looked slightly different in daylight that wasn’t softened by first impressions. More real. Less poetic. The soil was still uneven, the tools still mismatched, the beds still half-claimed by uncertainty.

Susan was already there.

Of course she was.

She stood near the same section from last week, crouched beside a row of wooden markers. Today her hair was tied more tightly, as if she had decided not to allow it any distractions. A small notebook lay open beside her, pages pressed down by a stone.

Agata slowed her pace as she approached.

Susan looked up briefly. “You’re consistent,” she said.

Agata hesitated. “Is that... good or bad?”

“Useful,” Susan replied, and returned to her work.

Agata nodded as if that was an acceptable answer and walked to her assigned plot.

For a while, there was only the sound of soil being disturbed. The soft scrape of tools. Occasional birds arguing in the distance. The kind of silence that didn’t feel empty, just unfilled.

Agata tried to replicate what she remembered from last week. Loosen the soil. Break the clumps. Make it less resistant to whatever came next.

She was not entirely sure she was doing it correctly.

After ten minutes, she glanced sideways.

Susan was working with calm precision, placing small labels into the ground. Her movements were economical—nothing wasted. No hesitation.

Agata cleared her throat.

Susan didn’t look up. “If you’re about to ask if you’re doing it right, the answer is probably no.”

Agata froze slightly. “Is it that obvious?”

“Yes.”

A pause.

Agata resumed digging with more force than necessary. “I’m just trying to avoid ruining anything.”

Susan finally looked over. “It’s soil. It recovers faster than people do.”

That landed in Agata’s chest in a way she didn’t immediately understand.

She focused harder on the ground. “You make it sound simple.”

“It isn’t,” Susan said. “It just behaves simply.”

Agata let out a small breath that might have been a laugh if she’d allowed it to fully form.

A few minutes passed.

Then Agata spoke again. “What are you planting?”

Susan glanced at her notebook. “Herbs. Basil, thyme, parsley. Things people think they know how to use but usually don’t.”

“That feels personal.”

“It’s not,” Susan said, but there was the faintest hint of amusement now.

Agata hesitated, then reached for the
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