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When Grief Turns Gentle

Chapter One

Returning to the Soil
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The first Saturday of April arrived with pale sunshine and the scent of rain still lingering in the air. Winter had finally loosened its grip, leaving behind damp earth that seemed eager to breathe again.

Michaela Novak stood outside the wrought-iron gate of the Riverside Community Garden, clutching a canvas tote bag she had nearly forgotten to bring. Gardening gloves, a water bottle, sunscreen she probably wouldn't need—it all felt like she was preparing for an event she wasn't entirely sure she wanted to attend.

She stared through the gate.

Raised beds stretched in neat rows, separated by gravel paths that sparkled slightly from the previous night's shower. Wooden signs marked plots filled with tiny sprouts, while volunteers laughed together as they unloaded bags of compost from the back of a pickup truck.

Everyone already seemed to belong.

She almost turned around.

"You're really going to leave without giving it five minutes?"

The voice belonged to her best friend, Petra, who had insisted Michaela sign up for the community gardening program after months of hearing the same answer whenever she suggested trying something new.

"I'm fine."

"You've said that every week for two years."

"I am fine."

Petra smiled gently.

"No," she said. "You're surviving. There's a difference."

The words lingered.

It had been almost three years since Michaela's divorce from Martin. There hadn't been dramatic betrayals or explosive arguments. Their marriage had simply... faded.

One day they had realized they spoke more about grocery lists than dreams.

More about bills than laughter.

Eventually, they admitted what neither had wanted to say aloud.

Love wasn't angry.

It was absent.

The divorce had been peaceful, almost painfully so. Friends congratulated them for handling it like mature adults.

What no one understood was that quiet endings could hurt every bit as much as loud ones.

Especially when there was no one to blame.

Petra squeezed her shoulder.

"You don't have to stay all day."

"I know."

"You don't even have to plant anything."

"I know."

"You just have to walk through the gate."

Michaela looked back toward the garden.

She inhaled deeply.

Then she stepped inside.
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The atmosphere surprised her.

Instead of organized seriousness, the garden buzzed with cheerful disorder.

Someone was trying to untangle a hose.

An elderly man argued passionately with another volunteer about tomatoes versus peppers.

A teenage boy carried three bags of soil that looked far too heavy for him while everyone applauded dramatically.

Children chased butterflies near a patch of lavender.

It didn't feel like joining a club.

It felt like walking into a neighborhood she'd forgotten existed.

A woman wearing a wide-brimmed straw hat approached with an easy smile.

"You must be Michaela."

"I am."

"I'm Eva. Welcome."

She handed Michaela a name tag and clipboard.

"We pair new members with experienced volunteers for the first few weeks. Nothing complicated."

"I've never really gardened before."

Eva laughed.

"Perfect."

"Perfect?"

"The people who say they're experts usually end up drowning tomatoes."

Michaela found herself smiling despite herself.

"Come on."

They walked between rows of raised beds bursting with early spring growth.

Tiny lettuce leaves peeked through rich brown soil.

Peas climbed thin wooden supports.

Herbs filled the air with hints of mint, rosemary, and thyme.

Everything smelled alive.

"We've got someone wonderful for you."

Eva waved toward another section.

"Renata!"

A woman looked up from kneeling beside a flower bed.

She brushed loose soil from her gardening gloves before standing.

She was about Michaela's age, maybe thirty-eight or thirty-nine, with chestnut hair gathered into a loose braid escaping beneath a faded green cap. A few streaks of dirt decorated one cheek, though she seemed completely unaware of them.

Her smile reached her eyes before she even spoke.

"Another recruit?"

Eva nodded.

"Michaela, meet Renata. Renata has volunteered here for years."

Renata offered her hand.

"It's nice to meet you."

Her handshake was warm but unhurried.

"Michaela."

"It's nice to meet you too."

Something about Renata immediately put her at ease.

Perhaps it was the calmness she carried.

She didn't rush words.

Didn't fill silence unnecessarily.

She simply seemed... present.

Eva checked something on her clipboard.

"I'll leave you two together. Herb bed seventeen needs planting before lunch."

As Eva disappeared down the path, Michaela shifted awkwardly.

"I should warn you..."

Renata tilted her head.

"I'm terrible with plants."

Renata grinned.

"Can you dig a hole?"

"I think so."

"Can you put a plant inside it?"

"...Probably."

"Then congratulations."

Michaela laughed.

"You're officially qualified."
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Their assignment turned out to be far less intimidating than Michaela expected.

Small pots containing basil, parsley, oregano, thyme, and sage sat neatly arranged beside an empty raised bed.

Renata demonstrated the spacing.

"Plants are like people."

Michaela looked at her curiously.

"They need enough room to grow."

She paused.

"But not so much room that they end up isolated."

Michaela nodded thoughtfully.

"I like that."

"My grandmother taught me."

Together they began loosening soil with hand trowels.

For several minutes they worked mostly in silence.

The quiet wasn't uncomfortable.

Birdsong filled the pauses.

Nearby someone burst into laughter.

A breeze carried the scent of lilacs from somewhere beyond the fence.

Eventually Renata spoke.

"So..."

Michaela looked up.

"What made you join us?"

The question was innocent.

The answer wasn't.

"My friend refused to stop asking."

Renata smiled knowingly.

"Persistent?"

"Terrifyingly."

"So you're here against your will."

"Partially."

"What about the other part?"

Michaela hesitated.

She hadn't admitted it aloud before.

"I think..."

She pressed soil gently around a basil plant.

"I got tired of going home every weekend and realizing I hadn't spoken to another human being."

Renata didn't answer immediately.

She simply continued planting another herb.

Then she nodded.

"I understand."

There was something in those two words.

Not sympathy.

Recognition.

As if she'd walked a similar road.

Michaela almost asked what she meant but decided against it.

People earned their stories.

They weren't owed.

Instead she asked, "How long have you been volunteering?"

"Almost four years."

"You must really love gardening."

"I do."

Renata smiled softly.

"But I came here because I needed somewhere to put my hands when life felt impossible."

The sentence surprised Michaela.

Before she could ask anything more, another volunteer called Renata's name from across the garden.

"I'll be right there."

Renata stood.

"Don't let the parsley trick you."

"The parsley?"

"It looks innocent."

She pointed dramatically.

"It spreads everywhere."

Michaela laughed again.

"I'll keep an eye on it."

"Good."

Renata walked a few steps before turning back.

"Oh..."

"Yes?"

"You planted that basil perfectly."

"I did?"

"You did."

She winked.

"See? You're already a gardener."
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By midday the herb bed looked transformed.

Rows of fresh green plants stretched across rich earth, each carefully watered and labeled.

Michaela sat on a nearby bench with a paper cup of lemonade while volunteers gathered for lunch beneath a wooden pavilion.

Someone had brought homemade soup.

Someone else had baked bread.

The atmosphere reminded her of family gatherings from childhood.

No one asked uncomfortable questions.

No one cared what job you had.

Everyone simply shared food.

Renata sat beside her carrying two bowls of vegetable soup.

"I guessed you'd forgotten to bring lunch."

"I did."

"Happens every Saturday."

"You planned for that?"

"I've learned new volunteers usually underestimate how hungry digging makes them."

She handed Michaela one bowl.

"Thank you."

"You're welcome."

They ate quietly for a while.

The breeze rustled young maple leaves overhead.

Children laughed somewhere near the compost bins.

An elderly volunteer began telling an exaggerated story about a squirrel stealing strawberries the previous summer.

Everyone listened as though it were breaking news.

Michaela found herself relaxing in a way she hadn't experienced for years.

There was no pressure to impress anyone.

No expectations.

Just people working together.

After lunch the volunteers drifted back toward their projects.

Michaela stood.

"I should probably head home."

"Already?"

"I promised myself I'd stay a couple of hours."

"And?"

"I stayed longer."

Renata smiled.

"So you did."

Michaela adjusted her tote bag.

"I'll probably come back next Saturday."

"I hope you do."

There was no insistence in Renata's voice.

Only quiet sincerity.

As Michaela walked toward the gate, she glanced back once.

Renata had already returned to weeding another flower bed, humming softly to herself beneath the afternoon sun.

For reasons she couldn't explain, the sight lingered.

Driving home, Michaela rolled down the car window.

The scent of fresh soil still clung faintly to her clothes.

Her hands were dirty despite repeated washing.

There was dirt beneath one fingernail she'd somehow missed.

Instead of bothering her, it made her smile.

It wasn't much.

Just one morning.

One herb garden.

One kind stranger with gentle eyes.

Yet as she pulled into her driveway, the silence waiting inside her house didn't seem quite as heavy as it had that morning.

For the first time in a long while, next Saturday felt like something worth looking forward to.

And somewhere across town, Renata watered a row of newly planted basil, unaware that meeting a quiet woman named Michaela had stirred something small but hopeful within her as well.

Neither of them knew it yet.

But every lasting garden begins with a single seed placed carefully into welcoming soil.
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Chapter Two

Seeds of Conversation
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The following Saturday greeted the community garden with a sky so brilliantly blue it looked freshly painted.

Michaela arrived fifteen minutes early.

She told herself it was because she wanted enough time to find parking, though the nearly empty lot immediately disproved that excuse. Sitting in her car, she watched the garden through the windshield. Volunteers drifted in carrying reusable bags, watering cans, and trays of seedlings. The familiar flutter of uncertainty stirred in her stomach.

Would anyone remember her?

Or had she simply been another newcomer who appeared once and disappeared like so many before?

She took a deep breath, grabbed her gardening gloves, and headed toward the gate.

The scent of damp earth greeted her almost immediately.

"You're early."

Michaela turned to find Renata carrying two steaming paper cups.

"I wasn't sure when people arrived," Michaela admitted.

Renata smiled.

"I hoped you would come back."

The simple sentence warmed Michaela more than the morning sunshine.

"I brought coffee."

"You remembered I drink coffee?"

"You drank three cups of lemonade last week."

Michaela laughed.

"I suppose that was a clue."

"I figured coffee was safer."

She handed over one of the cups.

"No sugar."

"No sugar," Michaela confirmed with surprise.

"You noticed."

"I notice lots of things."

The words were spoken lightly, yet they lingered in Michaela's thoughts as they walked toward Herb Bed Seventeen.

Their basil had already begun growing.

Tiny new leaves reached confidently toward the sun.

Renata crouched beside one of the plants.

"See?"

Michaela knelt beside her.

"It's bigger."

"Plants don't spend much time wondering if they're growing fast enough."

"They don't?"

"No."

Renata brushed away a tiny weed.

"They just grow."

Michaela smiled.

"People could learn something from that."

"I think so."

They worked in companionable silence for several minutes, loosening soil around the herbs and pulling stray weeds before they could spread.

The rhythm was becoming familiar.

Dig.

Weed.

Water.

Pause.

Smile.

Talk.

Without realizing it, Michaela had begun looking forward to these quiet moments.

"So," Renata said after a while, "how did the basil survive after you left?"

"The basil?"

"The imaginary one you planted."

Michaela laughed.

"I actually found myself wondering."

"I knew it."

"You knew what?"

"You've caught the gardening bug."

"I wouldn't go that far."

Renata raised an eyebrow.

"You thought about basil during the week."

"...Maybe once."

"Exactly."

"I was curious."

"Curiosity becomes houseplants."

"Oh?"

"Houseplants become flower beds."

"And flower beds?"

"Vegetable gardens."

Michaela pretended to sigh dramatically.

"So there's no cure?"

"None."

"I'm doomed."

"I'm afraid so."

They laughed together, the sound mingling with birdsong overhead.
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By midmorning, Eva stopped by carrying a crate of young tomato plants.

"Would either of you mind helping in the greenhouse after lunch?"

"We'd love to," Renata answered.

Eva smiled knowingly.

"You two make a good team."

After she walked away, Michaela glanced sideways.

"I hope we're not slowing everyone down."

Renata looked genuinely surprised.

"Why would you think that?"

"I'm still learning."

"So?"

"I probably ask too many questions."
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