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Chapter 1 – Empty Hands, Open Soil
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The first Saturday in March arrived with a crisp breeze that carried the scent of damp earth and the promise of spring. The trees surrounding the Maple Grove Community Garden were still mostly bare, their branches stretching toward a pale blue sky, but tiny green buds had begun to appear. Winter was loosening its grip, making room for something new.

Cristy Morgan parked her aging blue sedan outside the chain-link fence and sat behind the steering wheel longer than necessary.

She rested both hands on the wheel, staring through the windshield at people already moving between raised garden beds. Some carried watering cans, others pushed wheelbarrows filled with compost. Laughter drifted through the cool morning air, soft and genuine.

For a moment, she considered driving away.

No one would know she had ever come.

No one was expecting her.

She sighed and looked at the folded flyer lying on the passenger seat.

MAPLE GROVE COMMUNITY GARDEN
"Grow vegetables. Grow friendships. Grow hope."
The words had caught her attention two weeks earlier while she was buying groceries. The colorful notice had been pinned to a bulletin board near the store entrance. At first she'd walked past it, but something had made her stop.

Maybe it had been curiosity.

Maybe loneliness.

Perhaps both.

At thirty-nine, Cristy had never imagined she would be starting over.

Twenty years.

That was how long she had spent building a life with the man she believed would grow old beside her.

They had met in college, married young, bought a modest house, and raised a daughter who had recently left for college herself.

For years Cristy's identity had been simple.

She was a wife.

She was a mother.

She was the person who remembered birthdays, planned holidays, cooked dinners, and somehow held everyone else's lives together.

Then one ordinary Tuesday evening, her husband had quietly admitted there was someone else.

There hadn't been shouting.

No dramatic confrontation.

Just silence.

The kind that shattered everything.

Six months later, the divorce papers were signed.

Three months after that, her daughter Emma moved into her college dorm two states away.

The house that had once been filled with footsteps, music, and conversations suddenly echoed with emptiness.

Cristy hadn't realized how loud silence could be.

She had spent countless evenings wandering from room to room, turning lights on without needing them.

Sometimes she caught herself cooking enough food for three people before remembering she was alone.

It wasn't grief exactly.

It was something quieter.

The feeling that the life she'd carefully planted had simply stopped growing.

Taking a deep breath, she picked up her gardening gloves and stepped out of the car.

The cool air brushed against her face.

"You can do this," she whispered.

She wasn't entirely convinced.



The garden occupied nearly two acres behind the town library. Wooden raised beds stretched in neat rows, bordered by gravel paths and surrounded by flowering shrubs that would bloom later in spring.

A weathered greenhouse stood near the center.

Birdhouses hung from wooden posts.

A small gazebo overlooked everything.

The place felt peaceful.

Alive.

An older woman wearing denim overalls waved enthusiastically.

"You must be Cristy!"

Cristy smiled nervously.

"I am."

"I'm Margaret."

The woman's handshake was warm and firm.

"I'm one of the volunteer coordinators. We're so glad you came."

"Thank you."

Margaret handed her a name tag.

"We're preparing beds today. Nothing complicated. Just loosening soil, mixing compost, and getting everything ready for planting."

Cristy nodded.

"I've never really gardened before."

Margaret laughed kindly.

"Neither had half of us when we started."

That eased something inside her.

As they walked together, Margaret introduced her to several volunteers.

There was Ben, a retired firefighter who somehow always had dirt on his nose.

Lena, a middle-school science teacher.

Carlos, who insisted tomatoes were the greatest invention in human history.

Everyone greeted her with easy smiles.

No one asked uncomfortable questions.

No one seemed interested in why she was there.

Only that she had come.



Across the garden, another volunteer carefully arranged seed trays inside the greenhouse.

April Bennett worked quietly, humming under her breath.

Unlike many volunteers, she rarely spoke unless someone spoke to her first.

She preferred listening.

It felt safer.

At thirty-eight, April had become an expert at carrying grief without letting others notice its weight.

Three years had passed since her wife, Hannah, lost her battle with ovarian cancer.

Some mornings the loss still felt impossibly fresh.

Other mornings she could smile without guilt.

Those mornings were becoming more frequent.

That realization frightened her.

Moving forward sometimes felt dangerously close to forgetting.

She knew it wasn't true.

Love didn't disappear simply because life continued.

Still...

The feeling lingered.

Gardening had become her refuge after Hannah died.

Together they had once dreamed of owning a small cottage with flower gardens surrounding it.

Instead, April planted flowers here.

Each bloom reminded her that beauty could exist beside sorrow.

Not instead of it.

Beside it.

Margaret approached carrying another volunteer.

"April!"

April looked up.

"Morning."

"I'd like you to meet someone new."

Cristy offered a shy smile.

"Hi."

April returned it.

"Welcome."

There was something familiar in Cristy's expression.

Not recognition.

Sadness.

The quiet kind that couldn't quite be hidden.

Margaret clapped her hands.

"You two will be working in neighboring beds today."

"Sounds good," April said.

Cristy nodded.

"I'll try not to destroy anything."

April laughed softly.

"The plants are tougher than they look."

It was a simple joke.

Cristy laughed too.

For the first time that morning, the tightness in her chest eased.



Their raised beds sat side by side beneath an old maple tree.

Wheelbarrows full of compost waited nearby.

April picked up a garden fork.

"First rule."

Cristy looked over.

"There are rules?"

"Only one."

"Oh?"

"Don't rush."

Cristy smiled.

"I can manage that."

April pushed the fork into the soil.

"Plants don't care about deadlines."

Cristy chuckled.

"I wish people worked that way."

"Life would probably be less stressful."

They worked mostly in silence.

The comfortable kind.

Birds sang overhead.

Somewhere across the garden someone accidentally tipped over a bucket, followed immediately by loud laughter.

Cristy dug carefully into the rich brown soil.

The scent surprised her.

Fresh.

Earthy.

Comforting.

"It's different than I expected," she admitted.

"What is?"

"The soil."

April looked at her curiously.

"I thought dirt was just..."

"Dirt?"

Cristy laughed.

"Exactly."

April scooped a handful into her glove.

"It's alive."

Cristy watched tiny earthworms disappear beneath the surface.

"I never thought about that."

"My wife used to say healthy soil remembers every season."

The words slipped out before April could stop them.

She froze.

Mentioning Hannah to strangers often created awkward moments.

People apologized.

Changed the subject.

Looked uncomfortable.

Cristy simply smiled gently.

"That's beautiful."

April blinked.

"It always stayed with me."

"I think I'd like to remember it too."

Something about Cristy's answer settled warmly inside April's chest.

No pity.

No awkwardness.

Just appreciation.



By lunchtime everyone gathered beneath the gazebo.

Volunteers shared homemade sandwiches, fruit, and cookies.

Margaret insisted newcomers take second helpings.

Cristy hadn't laughed this much in months.

Mostly because Ben had somehow managed to wear gardening gloves on the wrong hands for nearly an hour.

"You didn't notice?" Lena teased.

"I thought they felt strange!"

"They were backwards."

"I assumed gardening was uncomfortable."

The table erupted in laughter.

Even April laughed hard enough to wipe tears from her eyes.

Cristy noticed.

Her smile was beautiful.

Not flashy.

Not dramatic.

Quiet.

Like sunrise.

She quickly looked away before anyone noticed she'd been staring.



The afternoon passed quickly.

Together they finished preparing both garden beds.

Before leaving, Margaret gathered everyone.

"Wonderful work today!"

Applause echoed around the garden.

"Next weekend we'll begin planting vegetables and flowers."

People slowly packed their tools.

Cristy brushed dirt from her jeans.

"I guess I survived my first day."

April smiled.

"You did better than survive."

"You think?"

"You smiled."

Cristy looked surprised.

"I did, didn't I?"

"More than once."

She hadn't realized.

For just a few hours, she hadn't been thinking about divorce papers.

Or empty rooms.

Or everything she'd lost.

She had simply been digging in the soil beside someone kind.

As they walked toward the parking lot, they paused.

"See you next Saturday?" April asked.

Cristy nodded without hesitation.

"I'll be here."

They exchanged one final smile before heading to their separate cars.

Neither woman realized that the first seeds of something extraordinary had already been planted.

Not beneath the freshly turned earth.

But quietly, invisibly, within two hearts that had almost forgotten how to hope.

The garden still looked bare as the afternoon sun dipped lower in the sky.

To anyone passing by, it seemed like nothing had grown there yet.

But every gardener knows the most important work begins long before the first flower blooms.
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Chapter 2 – Side by Side
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The following Saturday arrived brighter than the first.

A gentle morning sun stretched across Maple Grove Community Garden, warming the wooden raised beds that had been turned and prepared just a week earlier. Tiny birds hopped between fence posts, singing enthusiastically as if announcing that spring had officially arrived.

Cristy Morgan pulled into the parking lot with noticeably less hesitation than before.

Instead of sitting in her car, debating whether to leave, she switched off the engine almost immediately.

She even smiled.

It surprised her.

She hadn't smiled before arriving somewhere in a very long time.

Grabbing her gardening gloves and a reusable water bottle, she walked through the familiar gate.

The scent of fresh earth greeted her once again.

It already felt comforting.

Not like a place she was visiting.

Like somewhere she belonged.

"Morning!"

Margaret waved enthusiastically from near the greenhouse.

"Cristy! You're back!"

Cristy laughed.

"I guess I survived my first week."

"I knew you would."

Margaret gave her shoulder a quick squeeze.

"Today's the fun part."

"The fun part?"

"Planting."

Cristy looked toward the neatly arranged tables covered with seed packets and young vegetable plants.

Rows of tomatoes.

Peppers.

Carrots.

Beans.

Lettuce.

Herbs.

Bright yellow marigolds.

Purple lavender.

Everything seemed full of possibility.

She realized she'd never looked at seedlings with excitement before.



Across the garden, April Bennett carefully unloaded trays of young tomato plants from the greenhouse.

She had arrived early, as always.

The quiet morning hours had become part of her weekly ritual.

She enjoyed hearing the birds before conversations filled the garden.

When she looked toward the entrance, she noticed Cristy walking inside.

Without realizing it, she smiled.

It was automatic.

Unexpected.

She hadn't expected to be happy someone had returned.

Yet there she was.

Cristy spotted her almost immediately.

"Morning."

"Good morning."

"You came early."

"I usually do."

Cristy glanced toward the greenhouse.

"So you're one of those organized people."

April laughed.

"I prefer prepared."

"I admire that."

"You don't sound convinced."

"I'm the kind of person who once forgot her own birthday because I was organizing everyone else's."

April looked at her with amused curiosity.

"Seriously?"

Cristy nodded dramatically.

"My daughter reminded me."

April laughed harder.

"I like her already."

Cristy found herself laughing too.

The conversation felt effortless.

Like they'd picked up exactly where they had left off the previous weekend.



Margaret gathered everyone near the tool shed.

"All right, gardeners!"

Everyone quieted.

"Today we're planting vegetables in the raised beds and flowers around the borders."

She pointed toward the rows.

"As promised, neighboring plots remain together."

Cristy looked toward April.

"I guess we're partners again."

April smiled.

"I was hoping so."

Neither woman noticed Ben grinning from nearby.

He quietly whispered to Lena.

"I think those two are becoming friends."

Lena smiled knowingly.

"They certainly seem comfortable."



Cristy knelt beside her raised bed.

A tray of tomato seedlings rested nearby.

April crouched beside the neighboring plot, carefully spacing pepper plants.

"So..." Cristy said.

"So?"

"I have a question."

April
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