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Chapter 1: Empty Garden Beds
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The first Saturday in March arrived with a chill that lingered in the air despite the bright morning sun. Winter had loosened its grip, but spring hadn't quite found its confidence yet. The trees around Willow Creek Community Garden stood bare except for the smallest hints of green at the tips of their branches, promises waiting to be kept.

Nicolina Moretti parked her aging blue pickup beside the weathered wooden fence and rested both hands on the steering wheel.

She wasn't sure why she'd come.

The flyer still lay folded on the passenger seat.

Volunteers Needed! Help Restore Willow Creek Community Garden. No Experience Necessary. Everyone Welcome.

She snorted softly.

"No experience necessary," she muttered. "Who writes that for a garden?"

She had spent nearly twenty years designing landscapes. Plants were one of the few things that had always made sense to her. They grew where they were nurtured. They struggled when neglected. They couldn't pretend to be something they weren't.

People were far more complicated.

Since her divorce five years earlier, Nicolina had become skilled at avoiding unnecessary complications. Work filled her weekdays. Quiet evenings filled the rest. Her daughter, Sofia, now away at university, called often enough to reassure her mother that she was eating vegetables and occasionally sleeping before midnight.

It should have been enough.

Most days, Nicolina convinced herself that it was.

She climbed out of the truck, pulling her knit cap lower over her dark curls. The scent of damp earth greeted her immediately, richer than any expensive perfume she'd ever owned.

Someone had already unlocked the garden gates.

Inside stretched nearly two dozen raised beds arranged in neat rows. Once, they must have been beautiful. Now weeds pushed stubbornly through cracked paths. Trellises leaned at odd angles. The greenhouse windows were clouded with years of neglect.

Still...

Beneath all that disorder, she saw possibility.

A voice interrupted her thoughts.

"You must be Nicolina."

She turned to find an older man approaching with a warm smile and a clipboard tucked beneath one arm.

His silver beard looked as though it had grown naturally from the same soil surrounding them.

"I'm Arthur," he said, extending his hand. "Garden coordinator."

She shook it.

"I almost didn't come."

Arthur chuckled.

"Most of us almost didn't."

That answer surprised a laugh out of her.

"I suppose that's honest."

"Gardens appreciate honesty."

He handed her a name tag.

"We're expecting about twenty volunteers today. Coffee's over there. Gloves if you forgot yours."

"I brought my own."

"I figured."

He winked before wandering off to greet another arrival.

Nicolina clipped on the name tag and surveyed the gathering crowd.

Retired couples.

Teenagers completing community service.

Parents with energetic children already chasing one another between empty beds.

A pair of college students arguing over whether tomatoes counted as fruit or vegetables.

Life.

Messy, noisy life.

She hadn't realized how long it had been since she'd willingly stepped into something like this.



Jeniffer Brooks almost turned around twice before reaching the entrance.

The first time happened when she saw how many cars already filled the parking lot.

The second came when she spotted the large painted sign reading:

Welcome Back to Willow Creek Community Garden.

Back.

The word caught painfully in her chest.

Three years earlier, she and her husband, Michael, had stood beneath that very sign.

He had laughed because she'd insisted they needed matching straw hats.

"We'll look ridiculous," he'd said.

"We'll look adorable."

"We'll look ridiculous together."

She smiled despite herself.

He had always lost those arguments.

Now she carried only one straw hat.

It remained folded inside a tote bag she hadn't opened since the funeral.

Her fingers tightened around the straps.

"You can do this," she whispered.

Nobody answered.

That was still the hardest part.

She stepped through the gate.

Almost immediately someone waved enthusiastically.

"You made it!"

Arthur.

She recognized him from the phone call encouraging former members to return.

"I wasn't sure I would."

"You came anyway."

"I suppose I did."

"That's usually how healing starts."

She wasn't certain she believed him, but she appreciated that he sounded like he did.

He handed her a name tag.

Jeniffer pinned it carefully onto her denim jacket before glancing around.

People chatted comfortably in small groups.

She suddenly felt like the only stranger in the world.



Arthur clapped his hands together.

"Everyone gather around!"

Conversations quieted.

Volunteers formed an uneven semicircle around him.

"First, thank you for coming. This garden has been neglected for nearly two years after funding problems and volunteer shortages. Today isn't about making everything perfect."

He paused.

"It's about beginning again."

The words settled over the group.

"We'll spend today cleaning beds, repairing fences, removing weeds, and getting acquainted."

He glanced at his clipboard.

"I've assigned neighboring plots to encourage teamwork."

Nicolina resisted rolling her eyes.

Teamwork.

Wonderful.

"Plot Seven..."

Arthur looked up.

"Nicolina Moretti."

She raised a hand.

"Plot Eight..."

His eyes found another volunteer.

"Jeniffer Brooks."

A woman a few feet away looked up simultaneously.

Their eyes met for the briefest moment.

Jeniffer offered a polite smile.

Nicolina returned it automatically.

Neither imagined that such an ordinary exchange would someday become one of their favorite memories.



Their assigned plots sat beside each other near the garden's western fence.

Both looked terrible.

Dead vines tangled around rusted supports.

Weeds claimed nearly every inch of soil.

Broken irrigation hoses snaked across the paths.

Jeniffer let out a quiet sigh.

"I don't even know where to start."

Nicolina studied the beds.

"Usually with the weeds."

Jeniffer laughed softly.

"I suppose that makes sense."

There was an awkward silence.

"I'm Jeniffer."

"Nicolina."

"It's nice to meet you."

"You too."

Another silence.

Neither woman seemed particularly gifted at small talk.

Fortunately, gardens required more work than conversation.

They pulled on gloves.

Picked up shovels.

Began working.

For nearly twenty minutes only the sounds of scraping tools and singing birds filled the air.

Jeniffer sneaked occasional glances toward her neighbor.

Nicolina moved with practiced confidence.

She could identify plants from dried stems alone.

Separated weeds from dormant perennials without hesitation.

Even the way she held a pruning saw suggested long familiarity.

"You've done this before."

Nicolina looked up.

"A little."

Jeniffer raised one eyebrow.

"That's the understatement of the century."

A faint smile tugged at Nicolina's lips.

"I'm a landscape designer."

"I knew it."

"You?"

"I taught third grade."

"Taught?"

"I retired."

"So young?"

Jeniffer hesitated.

"My husband passed away."

The words landed gently but heavily.

Nicolina immediately regretted asking.

"I'm sorry."

"Thank you."

Neither spoke for a while afterward.

Not because the silence felt uncomfortable.

Because some truths deserved room to breathe.



Around noon Arthur announced lunch.

Volunteers gathered beneath a covered pavilion where folding tables overflowed with homemade dishes.

Someone had baked herb bread.

Another volunteer contributed vegetable soup.

There were fresh salads, pies, casseroles, and enough cookies to feed an army.

Jeniffer balanced a bowl of soup carefully while searching for an empty seat.

Nearly every table was full.

Except one.

Nicolina sat alone near the edge, quietly eating bread while reading something on her phone.

"Mind if I join you?"

Nicolina looked up.

"Not at all."

Jeniffer sat down.

For a few minutes they simply enjoyed the meal.

Finally Jeniffer smiled.

"I forgot how good soup tastes outside."

"It somehow always does."

"My grandmother used to insist food absorbed fresh air."

Nicolina chuckled.

"Mine said basil could solve almost every problem."

"Could it?"

"No."

They both laughed.

The sound surprised them equally.

Conversation came a little easier afterward.

They discovered they both loved old cookbooks.

Neither enjoyed reality television.

Both preferred sunrise over sunset.

Both secretly liked rainy days.

It wasn't much.

But it was enough to make the afternoon feel shorter.



By four o'clock the transformation was already visible.

Weeds disappeared.

Garden paths emerged.

Several beds looked ready for planting.

Children proudly displayed handfuls of worms they'd rescued from overturned soil.

Arthur surveyed everyone's work with unmistakable satisfaction.

"This," he announced, "is what one day can accomplish."

Applause spread through the group.

People began packing tools away.

Nicolina brushed dirt from her jeans.

Jeniffer folded her gloves carefully into her tote.

They happened to reach the parking lot at the same time.

"I guess I'll see you next Saturday," Jeniffer said.

"If you come back."

"I think I will."

"You sounded uncertain this morning."

"I was."

"And now?"

Jeniffer looked back toward the garden.

The setting sun painted the raised beds in shades of gold.

"I think Michael would've liked seeing it come back to life."

Nicolina nodded quietly.

"I think so too."

She wasn't sure why she'd said it.

She hadn't known Michael.

But somehow she understood.

Jeniffer smiled.

"Drive safely."

"You too."

They climbed into separate vehicles.

Neither noticed themselves glancing once more toward the other's car before pulling away.

Behind them, Willow Creek Community Garden settled into the quiet evening.

The soil rested beneath its blanket of newly turned earth.

Patient.

Waiting.

Ready for another season.

Like the women who had unknowingly begun planting the smallest seeds of something neither of them yet had the courage to name.
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Chapter 2: Seeds of Conversation
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Saturday arrived wrapped in soft clouds and the earthy scent of recent rain.

For the first time in years, Nicolina woke before her alarm and didn't resent it.

She brewed a pot of dark coffee, packed a small container of lemon shortbread she'd baked the evening before, and paused as she reached for her gardening gloves hanging by the back door.

The gloves still carried traces of dried soil from last weekend.

Instead of cleaning them, she smiled.

"Lazy," she muttered to herself.

But she slipped them into her canvas bag exactly as they were.

The drive to Willow Creek Community Garden took just under twenty minutes, winding past open fields where patches of yellow wildflowers had begun to bloom. She rolled down the truck window despite the cool breeze. The smell of damp grass and fresh earth filled the cab, making her feel lighter than she had in months.

As she turned into the gravel parking lot, she noticed several familiar vehicles already parked near the entrance.

One in particular caught her attention.

A silver hatchback.

She recognized it immediately.

Without thinking, she glanced toward the garden gate.

She caught herself searching for someone.

Ridiculous.

She barely knew Jeniffer Brooks.

Still, she found herself strangely relieved when she spotted the familiar denim jacket near the greenhouse.



Jeniffer had arrived early.

She wasn't entirely sure why.

The house had felt unusually quiet that morning, and instead of lingering over breakfast, she'd packed a thermos of tea and the blueberry muffins she'd baked before sunrise.

Baking had always helped settle restless thoughts.

Michael used to joke that every emotional crisis resulted in muffins.

"You're upset."

"No, I'm not."

"There are already two dozen muffins."

"...Maybe a little."

She smiled at the memory as she arranged paper napkins beside the container.

The sadness that followed wasn't as sharp as it once had.

It was gentler now.

More like an old ache than an open wound.

Arthur wandered over carrying a wheelbarrow full of compost.

"Morning, Jeniffer."

"Morning."

"You look happier."

"Do I?"

"I've been gardening long enough to recognize the face of someone who slept well."

She laughed.

"I actually did."

"That's progress."

Before she could answer, Arthur's attention shifted toward the entrance.

"Looks like Nicolina's here."

Jeniffer turned almost instinctively.

Their eyes met across the garden.

Nicolina lifted one gloved hand in greeting.

Jeniffer waved back, surprised by how naturally the gesture came.



The morning's task was simple.

Prepare the neighboring beds for planting.

Arthur handed each of them a small notebook.

"Garden journal," he explained. "Write down what you plant, what works, what doesn't."

Nicolina flipped through the blank pages.

"I like this."

"I figured you would."

Jeniffer examined hers thoughtfully.

"I've never kept a journal."

"You don't have to write much," Arthur assured her. "Sometimes one sentence is enough."

He moved on to the next volunteers.

Jeniffer looked at the empty first page.

"What would you write?"

Nicolina considered the question.

"'The soil is waking up.'"

Jeniffer smiled.
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