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Chapter 1: New Soil
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The first Saturday in April arrived wrapped in cool morning air and the earthy scent of rain-soaked soil. The clouds had finally drifted away after three days of steady showers, leaving behind a sky so blue it almost looked freshly painted.

Tamika Brooks stood outside the entrance to the Maple Street Community Garden, gripping the strap of her canvas tote bag a little tighter than necessary.

A colorful wooden sign welcomed visitors with hand-painted sunflowers curling around the words:

"Every Garden Starts with One Seed."

She sighed.

"Maybe every disaster starts with one bad decision," she muttered to herself.

Coming here hadn't been her idea.

It had been Rachel's.

Her best friend had insisted that spending another Saturday alone in her apartment binge-watching home renovation shows wasn't helping anyone—least of all Tamika.

"You need sunshine," Rachel had declared over the phone earlier that week.

"I have windows."

"You need people."

"I teach high school art. I have more people than I know what to do with."

"You need something that's just yours."

Tamika hadn't had a good response to that.

Three years after her divorce, most of her life still revolved around everyone else. Her students. Her elderly mother. Bills. Grocery lists. Laundry.

Somewhere along the way she'd forgotten what brought her joy.

Which was apparently why she was now standing in front of a garden wearing sneakers she didn't mind ruining.

She stepped through the gate.

The community garden spread across nearly an acre behind the old library. Raised beds lined neat gravel paths. Small fruit trees bordered the fences. Bees floated lazily between blossoms, completely unconcerned with the humans wandering below.

People chatted while unloading wheelbarrows.

Someone laughed loudly near the compost bins.

Children chased butterflies near a patch of tulips.

The entire place felt alive.

A woman wearing a floppy straw hat approached with an easy smile.

"You must be new."

Tamika smiled politely.

"That obvious?"

"We've all worn that expression."

"I'm guessing it's the one that says, 'I have absolutely no idea what I'm doing.'"

The woman laughed.

"I'm Linda. I coordinate volunteers."

They shook hands.

"I'm Tamika."

"Welcome. First day?"

She nodded.

Linda handed her a small map.

"You've been assigned Plot Seventeen. Nothing fancy. Good sunlight. Rich soil. Needs a little love."

Tamika looked at the map like it was directions through a foreign country.

"I should probably confess something."

Linda raised an eyebrow.

"I've managed to kill three houseplants."

"Only three?"

"This year."

Linda laughed again.

"You'll fit in just fine."

She pointed toward the middle section of the garden.

"Someone's already working the neighboring plot. Diana can answer just about any gardening question you have."

"Oh."

"Don't worry. She's patient."

"I'll probably test that."

"We all did."

Tamika thanked her and followed the gravel path until she found the small wooden marker labeled 17.

The raised bed looked...empty.

Brown soil.

A few weeds.

One lonely gardening fork resting against the side.

She blinked.

Now what?

A voice drifted over from beside her.

"Usually people start by introducing themselves."

Tamika turned.

A woman around her age stood beside the neighboring plot, kneeling in the dirt with gardening gloves halfway covered in soil.

She had dark curls escaping a loose ponytail and kind hazel eyes that seemed to smile before the rest of her face did.

Her faded green T-shirt already carried streaks of dirt.

Apparently she had embraced gardening much more enthusiastically than Tamika had.

"I'm Diana."

Tamika smiled.

"I'm Tamika."

Diana stood and brushed dirt from her knees.

"First day?"

"Is it really that obvious?"

"You've been staring at that empty garden bed for almost two minutes."

"I was hoping vegetables might plant themselves."

Diana laughed softly.

"I wish."

"That would make this considerably easier."

She offered her gloved hand.

"I'm your neighbor."

Tamika shook it, surprised by the warmth despite the glove.

"So...what exactly am I supposed to do?"

Diana looked thoughtfully at the empty plot.

"Well..."

She tilted her head.

"Do you want the optimistic version or the honest version?"

Tamika folded her arms.

"Let's hear both."

"The optimistic version is that by summer you'll have tomatoes, peppers, herbs, maybe squash if you're ambitious."

"And the honest version?"

"You're going to make mistakes."

"I was afraid you'd say that."

"You'll plant something too deep."

Tamika nodded.

"Probably."

"You'll overwater something."

"Definitely."

"You'll forget to water something else."

"I already feel judged."

Diana grinned.

"But eventually you'll learn."

There wasn't a trace of criticism in her voice.

Only certainty.

As if mistakes weren't failures.

Just part of growing.

Something inside Tamika relaxed.

"Okay," she said.

"I can work with eventually."

Diana reached into a nearby crate and held out several small tomato seedlings.

"Want to start here?"

Tamika accepted one carefully.

It looked surprisingly fragile.

"So...I just stick it in the dirt?"

"More or less."

"That's wonderfully vague."

"I'll show you."

For the next twenty minutes Diana demonstrated how deep to dig, how gently to loosen the roots, and how to settle the soil around each plant.

Tamika copied every movement.

Mostly.

Occasionally she dug too deep.

Or crooked.

Or dropped the tiny shovel.

Twice.

"I think my tomato is leaning."

"It's fine."

"It looks concerned."

"It'll straighten itself."

"I admire your confidence."

"I've killed enough plants to recognize the difference between doomed and dramatic."

Tamika laughed harder than she'd expected.

The sound surprised her.

It had been a while since laughter came so naturally.

As the morning warmed, more volunteers wandered through the paths.

People greeted Diana by name.

She seemed to know everyone.

She introduced Tamika to passing gardeners without making it feel awkward.

By noon, six tomato plants stood proudly in neat rows.

Well...

Mostly neat.

Tamika stepped back.

"I think they look respectable."

"They do."

"You don't have to lie."

"I'm not."

Diana pointed toward one slightly crooked seedling.

"That one has personality."

Tamika smiled.

"So it's not a complete disaster?"

"Not even close."

A comfortable silence settled between them.

Birds chirped from nearby trees.

Someone turned on a hose.

Wind rustled fresh spring leaves overhead.

It felt peaceful.

Unexpectedly peaceful.

"So," Diana asked quietly, "what brought you here?"

Tamika hesitated.

There were several possible answers.

Because my friend wouldn't stop nagging me.

Because my apartment feels too quiet.

Because after my divorce I forgot how to start over.

Instead she settled on the simplest truth.

"I needed something new."

Diana nodded.

"I understand."

The words carried a weight that suggested she truly did.

No questions.

No assumptions.

Just understanding.

Tamika found herself curious.

"What about you?"

"I started volunteering a few years ago."

"You've stayed ever since."

"I have."

"You must really love gardening."

Diana looked around the garden before answering.

"I do."

Then, after a pause, she added softly,

"But I think I love what it gives people even more."

Tamika followed her gaze.

A retired couple laughed while planting lettuce.

A little girl proudly carried a watering can nearly as big as she was.

Teenagers painted signs for herb beds.

Strangers talked like neighbors.

For the first time in a long while, Tamika felt something she hadn't expected to find.

Possibility.

Maybe Rachel had been right.

Maybe this wasn't about vegetables.

Maybe it was about giving herself permission to grow again.

As she packed her gloves into her tote bag, Diana smiled.

"Same time next Saturday?"

Tamika looked down at her newly planted tomatoes.

Then back at the woman standing beside the next garden bed.

She smiled without thinking.

"I think so."

As she walked toward the gate, the smell of fresh earth clung to her shoes.

For the first time in years, carrying a little dirt home didn't feel like making a mess.

It felt like bringing home the first small piece of a new beginning.
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Chapter 2: Weeding Out the Past

[image: ]


The following Saturday dawned warmer than the last, with sunlight spilling across the Maple Street Community Garden long before most of the volunteers arrived. Dew still clung to the broad leaves of lettuce and cabbage, sparkling like tiny crystals every time the breeze stirred them. Birds chirped from the old oak trees surrounding the garden, creating a peaceful soundtrack that made the city beyond the fences seem a hundred miles away.

Tamika parked her car, surprised to realize she had actually been looking forward to returning.

The thought made her smile.

A week ago, she had almost talked herself into staying home. Today, she'd left her apartment fifteen minutes early.

She wasn't entirely sure why.

Maybe it was because she'd spent the entire week checking gardening websites, trying to remember whether tomatoes preferred morning or afternoon watering.

Maybe it was because she'd found herself wondering how her little seedlings were doing.

Or maybe...

She pushed the thought away before finishing it.

As she stepped through the gate, she spotted Diana immediately.

She was already kneeling beside her garden bed, pulling weeds with practiced efficiency. A wide-brimmed straw hat shaded her face, and a portable speaker beside her played soft jazz that drifted gently through the morning air.

Diana looked up as if she'd sensed someone approaching.

"There you are."

Tamika laughed.

"I didn't realize anyone was expecting me."

"I was."

The answer came so naturally that Diana didn't seem to realize she'd said it.

Tamika felt a pleasant warmth spread through her chest.

"I hope my tomatoes survived the week."

"They're doing better than mine."

"My tomatoes?"

"They're determined."

Tamika raised an eyebrow.

"They inherited my stubbornness."

"I was going to say resilience."

"I like your version better."

Diana stood, brushing dirt from her gloves.

"You came dressed for gardening this time."

Tamika looked down at her faded jeans and old sneakers.

"I figured if I ruined my good clothes, Rachel would never let me hear the end of it."

"Rachel?"

"My best friend."

"The one who convinced you to come?"

"The very same."

"Smart woman."

Tamika chuckled.

"I'll deny saying that if you ever meet her."

"I'll remember."

They shared an easy smile before Diana gestured toward Plot Seventeen.

"Ready to see your garden?"

Tamika hurried over.

The tomato plants stood straighter than she remembered, their leaves bright green against the rich brown soil.

"They're alive."

"They are."

"They actually look..."

"Healthy?"

"I was going to say miraculous."

Diana laughed.

"You watered them?"

"Every other evening."

"Perfect."

Tamika let out an exaggerated sigh of relief.

"I was convinced I'd accidentally drown them."

"That comes later."

"Oh, good."

"You'll also probably forget to fertilize something."

"I appreciate how much confidence you have in my ability to make mistakes."

"I have confidence in your ability to learn from them."

There was something comforting about the distinction.

They spent the first hour watering and checking their plants before Linda appeared with a wheelbarrow overflowing with freshly pulled weeds.

"Morning, ladies."

"Morning," they













































































































































































d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





