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Where She Let Herself Stay

CHAPTER 1

The Plot They Were Given
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The first thing Tiana noticed was the silence.

Not the peaceful kind—the kind that felt earned—but the careful silence of strangers pretending not to look at each other. It hung over the community garden like a thin layer of fog, settling between raised beds and wooden fences, softening everything into something almost approachable.

Almost.

She stood at the edge of the gravel path, hands shoved into the pockets of her jacket, wondering—not for the first time—why she’d signed up for this.

“Because you needed something,” she muttered to herself.

Something that wasn’t work.
Something that wasn’t going home to an apartment that still felt half-empty, even two years after the divorce.
Something that didn’t remind her of all the ways things had gone quietly wrong.

“First day?”

The voice came from her left—warm, but not overly friendly. Careful, like everything else here.

Tiana turned.

The woman standing there looked about her age, maybe a little older. Tall. Soft brown hair pulled into a loose knot. There was something composed about her—not stiff, but deliberate, like she’d learned how to hold herself together piece by piece.

“Is it that obvious?” Tiana asked.

“A little,” the woman said, a small smile flickering. “You’re standing like you might bolt.”

Tiana huffed a quiet laugh. “Give me a few minutes.”

“Fair enough.”

There was a pause—not awkward, just unfilled.

“I’m Corrine,” the woman said finally.

“Tiana.”

They shook hands. Corrine’s grip was warm, steady. Not lingering.

Safe.

“Have you gardened before?” Corrine asked.

“No,” Tiana admitted. “I can barely keep a houseplant alive.”

“That’s okay. Most of us started there.”

“Most of you look like you know what you’re doing.”

Corrine glanced around at the scattered volunteers—people kneeling in soil, adjusting stakes, watering with quiet focus.

“They don’t,” she said. “They’ve just failed more times than you have.”

That earned a real smile from Tiana.

“Comforting.”

“It should be.”

A clipboard snapped somewhere nearby, and a woman with a sunhat called everyone together. Instructions followed—plot assignments, shared tools, schedules—but Tiana only half-listened.

She was aware, instead, of Corrine standing beside her.

Not close. Not distant.

Just... there.

It was a strange thing, noticing someone’s presence like that. Not attraction—not yet, not even close—but something quieter. A sense of ease she hadn’t expected.

“Okay,” the coordinator said, clapping her hands. “Pairs will be working together for the next few weeks. It helps with consistency.”

Tiana tensed.

Pairs.

Of course.

“Let’s see...” The woman scanned her clipboard. “Plot twelve—Tiana and... Corrine.”

Tiana blinked.

Corrine let out a soft, almost amused breath. “Well. That was easy.”

“Guess you’re stuck with me,” Tiana said.

“There are worse fates.”

They walked together toward the far end of the garden.

Plot twelve wasn’t much to look at. A rectangle of uneven soil, bordered by weathered wood, with a few stubborn weeds clinging to life in the corners.

Tiana stared at it.

“This is... rough.”

“It’s a beginning,” Corrine said.

“That’s a generous interpretation.”

Corrine crouched down without hesitation, brushing her fingers through the soil like she was reacquainting herself with something familiar.

“It’s not bad,” she said. “Just neglected.”

Tiana leaned against the wooden edge. “Story of my life.”

The words slipped out before she could stop them.

Corrine didn’t react right away. She didn’t offer sympathy or questions or that particular kind of concern people used when they smelled vulnerability.

She just nodded.

“Yeah,” she said quietly. “I get that.”

And somehow, that was worse.

Or better.

Tiana wasn’t sure yet.



They worked in relative silence at first.

Corrine showed her how to loosen the soil, how to pull weeds without snapping the roots, how to tell the difference between something worth keeping and something that needed to go.

Tiana followed instructions, clumsy but willing.

“You’re overthinking it,” Corrine said at one point, watching her hesitate over a small sprout.

“I don’t want to kill something that’s supposed to grow.”

“Then don’t decide yet. Give it time.”

Tiana glanced up at her.

“That applies to more than plants, doesn’t it?”

Corrine’s mouth curved slightly. “Usually.”

There it was again—that careful way of speaking. Like she knew exactly how much to say, and when to stop.

Tiana found herself curious.

Not enough to ask.

But enough to notice.



By mid-morning, the sun had burned through the lingering chill.

Tiana straightened up, pressing a hand to her lower back. “Okay. This is officially more physical than I expected.”

Corrine laughed softly. “You’ll feel it tomorrow.”

“Great.”

They stepped back to look at their progress.

It wasn’t dramatic. The plot was still mostly dirt—but cleaner now. Ordered.

Possible.

“Not bad,” Tiana said.

“Not bad,” Corrine agreed.

Another pause.

This one felt different.

Less like strangers.

More like something beginning to take shape.

“You coming back next week?” Corrine asked.

Tiana hesitated.

The honest answer surprised her.

“Yeah,” she said. “I think I am.”

Corrine nodded, like she’d expected that.

“Good.”

She picked up her gloves, brushing off the dirt with absent familiarity.

“Same time.”

It wasn’t a question.

Tiana watched her for a moment.

Then, before she could think too hard about it, she said—

“Maybe we could get coffee after. Next time.”

Corrine stilled.

Just for a second.

Then she looked at her, something softer breaking through the careful composure.

“I’d like that,” she said.



On her way home, Tiana realized something strange.

For the first time in a long time, she wasn’t dreading the quiet.

It didn’t feel as heavy.

It didn’t feel like something she had to survive.

Just... something that existed.

And, maybe—

Something she didn’t have to fill all at once.
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CHAPTER 2

Dirt Under Fingernails
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By the second week, Tiana arrived early.

Not intentionally—at least, that’s what she told herself as she turned into the gravel lot with ten minutes to spare. It just... happened. She’d woken up before her alarm, lingered less over coffee, chosen a shirt without standing in front of the closet for too long.

Coincidence.

Probably.

The garden looked different in the morning light—quieter, softer. Dew clung to the edges of leaves, and the soil held that dark, rich color that only lasted before the sun had its way with it.

Tiana walked toward plot twelve, hands tucked into her jacket again, but her steps were more certain this time.

Less like she might bolt.

“Hey.”

She turned.

Corrine was already there.

Of course she was.

She stood near the edge of the plot, sleeves rolled up, hair loosely tied again—though a few strands had already escaped, catching the light. There was something about the way she occupied the space now, like she belonged to it in a way Tiana didn’t yet.

“You’re early,” Tiana said.

Corrine tilted her head slightly. “So are you.”

Tiana huffed. “Don’t read into it.”

“I wasn’t going to,” Corrine said, but there was a trace of amusement in her voice.

Tiana rolled her eyes, though she felt the corner of her mouth tug upward.

“Where do we start?” she asked, stepping into the plot.

Corrine handed her a pair of gloves.

“Today we plant.”



It turned out planting was both simpler and more intimidating than Tiana expected.

“Just... put it in the ground?” she asked, holding a small tomato seedling like it might disintegrate if she breathed wrong.

“More or less,” Corrine said. “But gently.”

“That’s not a helpful distinction.”

Corrine stepped closer—not touching, but near enough that Tiana could feel the shift in the air between them.

“Here,” she said softly.

She reached for Tiana’s hand—not quite taking it, just guiding it. Adjusting the angle of her fingers around the base of the plant.

Tiana stilled.

It was nothing.

Barely contact.

But it lingered.

“Like that,” Corrine said.

Her voice had dropped slightly, quieter now—not for secrecy, but because the moment seemed to ask for it.

Tiana swallowed. “Right.”

She focused on the soil, carefully lowering the plant into the shallow hole they’d dug.

“Okay,” Corrine said. “Now cover it.”

Tiana did, brushing the dirt around the base.

“There,” she said. “Alive. For now.”

Corrine smiled. “That’s the goal.”



They fell into an easier rhythm this time.

Less instruction. More conversation.

Not constant—but it came in pieces, like something being built slowly rather than forced.

“What do you do?” Corrine asked at one point, pressing soil around a row of herbs.

“Project management,” Tiana said. “Mostly for a logistics company.”

Corrine glanced at her. “That sounds... stressful.”

“It is,” Tiana admitted. “But it’s predictable. I like that.”

“Predictable can be good.”

“It can also be boring.”

Corrine smiled faintly. “You don’t strike me as someone who stays bored for long.”

Tiana raised an eyebrow. “You’ve known me for two hours total.”

“And yet,” Corrine said.

Tiana shook her head, but there was no real disagreement in it.

“What about you?” she asked.

Corrine hesitated—not long, but long enough to notice.

“I used to teach,” she said finally. “Elementary school.”

“Used to?”

Another small pause.

“I’m taking a break.”

There it was again.

Careful.

Not closed—but not open either.

Tiana recognized it immediately.

She did the same thing.

“Fair enough,” Tiana said, letting it rest.

Corrine’s shoulders eased, just slightly.



By mid-morning, their hands were dirty, their knees sore, and the plot had begun to resemble something intentional.

Rows.

Structure.

The beginnings of growth.

Tiana sat back on her heels, examining their work.

“This is kind of satisfying,” she admitted.

Corrine sat beside her, close enough that their shoulders nearly touched.

“It is,” she said. “You put in effort, and eventually, something answers.”

Tiana snorted softly. “That’s optimistic.”

Corrine glanced at her. “You don’t think so?”

“I think sometimes you put in effort and get nothing back.”

The words were sharper than she intended.

Corrine didn’t flinch.

She just nodded.

“Sometimes,” she agreed.

That surprised Tiana.

No argument. No reframing.

Just... agreement.

“But not always,” Corrine added gently.

Tiana looked at her.

There was something steady in her gaze—not naive, not blindly hopeful.

Just... patient.

Like someone who had learned to wait without giving up entirely.

“Not always,” Tiana echoed.



They cleaned up together at the water station, rinsing dirt from their hands.

The water ran cold over Tiana’s fingers, turning the soil into thin streams that slipped away into the drain.

Corrine stood beside her, sleeves pushed higher now, her forearms dotted with faint freckles and smudges of earth.

“You missed a spot,” Corrine said.

Tiana glanced down. “Where?”

Corrine reached out—this time without hesitation—and brushed her thumb lightly across the back of Tiana’s hand.

It was quick.

Practical.

But not entirely.

Tiana’s breath caught before she could stop it.

Corrine seemed to realize it at the same moment.

Her hand stilled.

Then withdrew.

“Sorry,” she said quietly.

“It’s fine,” Tiana said, a little too quickly.

A beat of silence stretched between them.

Different from before.

Not uncomfortable.

Just... aware.



They walked out of the garden side by side.

“Coffee?” Tiana asked, before she could second-guess it.

Corrine looked at her—not surprised this time.

“Yeah,” she said. “Coffee.”



The café was small, tucked on a corner a few blocks away. Warm lighting, mismatched chairs, the low hum of quiet conversation.

They found a table near the window.

Tiana wrapped her hands around her cup, grounding herself in the heat.

“This feels very... wholesome,” she said.

Corrine smiled. “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

“I’m not used to it.”

“What are you used to?”

Tiana hesitated.

Then shrugged. “Noise. Busy schedules. Things that don’t leave a lot of room for...” She gestured vaguely between them. “This.”

Corrine considered that.

“I think that’s why I like it,” she said. “The space.”

“For what?”

Corrine looked down at her coffee, then back up.

“For things that take time.”

Tiana held her gaze.

There it was again.

That feeling.

Not attraction—not fully formed yet.

But something leaning in that direction.

Something quiet.

Deliberate.

Growing.



When they stepped back outside, the day had warmed.

Neither of them rushed to leave.

“So,” Corrine said, adjusting the strap of her bag. “Next week?”

Tiana nodded. “Yeah. Next week.”

A pause.

Then—

“I’m glad we got paired,” Corrine said.

It was simple.

Honest.

Tiana felt it land somewhere deeper than she expected.

“Yeah,” she said. “Me too.”



As she walked away, Tiana realized something she hadn’t quite let herself name yet.

She was looking forward to this.

Not just the garden.

Not just the routine.

Corrine.

And that—

That felt like the first small, dangerous crack in the careful, controlled life she’d rebuilt.
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