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  Chapter one
The House That Waited

"Trust in the Lord with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding; in all your ways submit to him, and he will make your paths straight." - Proverbs 3:5-6


The key turned in the lock with the resistance of mechanisms left too long untouched. Metal grinding against metal, sharp enough to make David wince. 
He stood on the threshold of his grandfather's house, the brass key warm in his palm, and couldn't make himself step inside.
Late spring sunlight fell through windows that hadn't been opened in months. Dust motes spun in the golden columns stretching from glass to hardwood floor, each particle visible and suspended like the moment itself—caught between before and after, the life he'd known and whatever came next.
David forced himself forward. One step. Another. The floorboards creaked under his weight, announcing his arrival to the empty rooms.
The silence hit him first. Not the comfortable quiet of a house at rest, but a hollowness that pressed against his eardrums until they rang with it. Two months ago, this kitchen had hummed with voices—his mother on the phone coordinating hospice care for her father, the same voice she'd used with countless patients over twenty years of home health nursing. The tap-tap-tap of his grandfather's walker against worn linoleum, the soft beep of medical equipment counting down the hours.
Now there was only the wall clock ticking. An old Westclox his grandmother had bought at a church rummage sale forty years ago. Each tick distinct in the emptiness, measuring time no one was here to witness.
David set his duffel bag by the door. The canvas smelled like his dorm room—stale coffee and the mustiness of textbooks and unwashed laundry. He surveyed the space that was now his, at twenty-three, ancient with grief and impossibly young for what came next.
His lease had ended three weeks ago. The shared apartment near campus felt wrong after graduation—everyone moving forward with jobs and plans while David couldn't figure out which direction to face. Four years studying biology and pre-med courses because they made practical sense, because his father insisted on a stable career path, because he'd been good at science even if medicine had never sparked passion in him.
The key to his grandfather's house had been sitting in his desk drawer since the lawyer sent it in February. Three months of staring at it before he finally used it.
God. He stared into the kitchen where morning light caught on the yellow Formica table. I don't know why I'm here. Everyone else has plans—jobs, grad school, something. And I'm just... here. In this empty house.
It wasn't much of a prayer. But it was honest. David had never been good at talking to God the way his mother managed so effortlessly. Her prayers had sounded like conversations with someone she knew. His were like leaving voicemails for someone who might not check their messages.
His father's voice echoed in his memory, careful and distant the way Robert had been since the cancer took Marie: "Don't get stuck in the past. You need to think practically about your future."
He'd brought charts. Spreadsheets that proved selling was the logical choice.
The words had stung. Partly because they echoed David's own fears. Mostly because they showed how little his father understood what David was looking for.

      [image: ]The house didn't seem abandoned, though. It waited.
White clapboard weathered to the color of old bones, shutters faded from forest green to sage. The wraparound porch sagged on the east side, but the morning glories his grandmother had planted climbed the lattice with stubborn persistence.
Beyond the porch, his grandfather's garden covered just under an acre. Forty years of Marvin's patient work, beds laid out with the precision of someone who understood that good results required time. Six raised beds ran lengthwise down the eastern side, each one eight feet wide and easily thirty feet long, built from reclaimed barn wood weathered silver-gray. The herb spiral his mother had designed stood near the kitchen door, built from stacked stone in a formation that caught both morning and afternoon sun.
Farther back, the fruit trees created their own small orchard—four apple trees in a loose square, the raspberry canes his grandfather had planted when Marie was in elementary school forming a living fence along the western property line. A gravel path wound between the beds, wide enough for a wheelbarrow, dividing the space into sections that appeared both intentional and organic. At the far end, near where the property sloped gently toward the tree line, his grandfather had built a small shed for tools, and beside it, the cleared area where a greenhouse was supposed to go someday.
It was the sort of garden that required devotion, not dabbling. The sort that represented decades of patient investment—soil amendments, careful observation of sun patterns and drainage. The sort that couldn't be maintained by someone passing through.
David stood at the window, watching the raised beds where weeds had begun their patient reclamation. The marigolds his mother had planted along the borders had gone leggy and wild, spent blooms turning brown on stems that reached toward light with desperate optimism.
The marigolds needed deadheading. He remembered Marie showing him how, one summer afternoon when he was ten, her hands moving with practiced certainty. "You cut away what's finished so the plant can focus its energy on new growth. Sometimes ending one process is how you make room for the next."
He hadn't understood then. Now, standing at the window with grief raw inside him, he wondered if she'd known. If every garden lesson had been preparation for this moment.
The whole garden needed attention. David sensed the weight of that need pressing against his uncertainty about whether he was capable of providing it.

      [image: ]The kitchen stretched before him. And there, beside the sink, his mother's coffee mug sat in the dish drainer. Pale yellow ceramic with a chip on the handle.
David's hand reached out before he thought about it.
Stopped halfway.
His fingers hovered in the air above the mug like touching it would make real what he wasn't ready to face.
She'd refused to throw it away, that chip. "Perfect objects don't need grace," she'd said.
He'd been twelve. Mother's Day. Trying to surprise her with breakfast in bed. The French toast had turned out okay—crispy on the outside the way she liked it, though he'd burned the first two pieces and hidden them at the bottom of the trash. He'd arranged everything on the wooden tray his grandfather used for breakfast: the plate, fresh strawberries from the garden, her favorite mug filled with coffee that was probably too strong.
He'd made it as far as the stairs before his sock caught on the carpet runner.
The mug had seemed to fall in slow motion. Yellow ceramic tumbling through morning light, coffee arcing like a dark rainbow, the sick certainty that he was about to ruin everything. It hit the hardwood floor with a crack that sounded like his heart breaking. Coffee spreading in a dark pool. A triangular chip skittering across the floor like an accusation.
David had sunk down on the steps and wept. Not the loud crying of a child, but the silent, shaking tears that came from knowing he'd destroyed what couldn't be replaced.
Marie had appeared in her bathrobe, hair tangled from sleep. She'd taken in the scene—the broken mug, the spilled coffee, her son on the stairs with tears running down his face and French toast going cold.
She'd sat down beside him. Wrapped her arm around his shoulders.
"People matter more than pottery, sweetheart. You're worth a thousand mugs."
She'd kept the chipped mug. Used it every day for the next eleven years. Every morning when David saw it, he remembered what she'd been teaching him: that love doesn't require perfection. That broken objects could be held. That the trying mattered more than the outcome.
Now the mug sat in the dish drainer, chip catching the light, and his throat closed with the understanding that he'd never again watch her wrap her hands around it on a cold morning. Never hear her again hum while she waited for the coffee to cool.
His lungs compressed. Breathing became a conscious choice rather than an automatic function.
He pulled his hand back. Curled it into a fist at his side.
His mother had died three weeks ago. Early May 2024. Marvin had gone first, back in March, his body giving up after ninety-one years the way old trees sometimes decided they were finished. Mom had cared for him through his final weeks while fighting her own cancer, and the effort had accelerated her decline.
Three weeks since Marie. Recent enough that people were still bringing casseroles. Not long enough that David had any idea how to answer when they asked how he was doing.

      [image: ]The dining room table still held the life she'd been living when cancer interrupted it. A stack of library books about native plants, their due dates months past. A half-finished crossword puzzle, her pen resting in the fold. The reading glasses she'd always lost and given up looking for.
Evidence of a person who'd expected to return. Breadcrumbs pointing toward a future that never came.
But David remembered something his mother had said near the end, when the morphine made her honest in ways she hadn't been before. They'd been sitting in the hospice room, late afternoon light coming through venetian blinds in stripes across her blanket.
"You know what I'm most afraid of?" she'd asked. Not waiting for his answer. "That you'll spend the rest of your life trying to be what everyone else needs instead of figuring out who you are."
David had tried to reassure her. Made promises he wasn't sure he could keep.
"Just... don't make me into a shrine, okay?" Her voice had been barely a whisper. "I'd rather you plant something living than preserve something dead."
At the time, he'd thought she was talking about her garden. Now, standing in a house that felt suspended between vigil and abandonment, he wondered if she'd meant something larger.

      [image: ]Through the window, the garden waited. Weeds reclaiming the careful order his grandfather had spent decades establishing. Nature demonstrating its patient indifference to human intention.
The lawyer had outlined David's options in clear, practical terms. Sell the property—the land alone was worth something, three acres on the edge of town. Developers would jump at it.
Or keep it. Live in it. Figure out what came next from inside these walls.
His father wanted him to sell. Robert saw the house as a burden, an anchor tying David to a past that offered no future. "You're twenty-three. You should be starting your career, not playing caretaker to a memory."
But his mother had wanted something different.
David remembered their last real conversation, three weeks before she died. She'd been sitting in the recliner by the sunroom window, wrapped in the afghan his grandmother had crocheted. Outside, March snow had been melting into mud, revealing the dead garden beneath.
"Promise me something," she'd said. Her voice thin but certain. "Come back here. Spend a summer in the house. Give the place a chance to talk to you."
"Mom—"
"I'm not asking you to stay forever. Just... listen. The house knows things. The garden knows things." She'd smiled then. "You might not hear them at first. But if you give it time..."
She'd trailed off. Closed her eyes. Then opened them again, focusing on him with sudden intensity.
"You've spent your whole life trying to be what everyone needs. Maybe this is your chance to figure out what you need."
He'd made the promise. Because she was dying and he would have promised her anything. But also because some part of him wanted to believe she might be right.
The day after graduation, David had packed his duffel bag, loaded his old pickup truck, and driven the forty-seven miles to the house where his mother had grown up. Where his grandfather had spent forty years coaxing abundance from soil. Where the garden waited with patient expectation.

      [image: ]He opened the harvest gold refrigerator. Containers of food that neighbors had brought during his grandfather's final weeks sat forgotten, growing science experiments in the back. He threw away what had spoiled, recognizing some contributors by their distinctive containers—Mrs. Henderson's tuna casserole in the Pyrex dish, Mr. Chen's soup in recycled yogurt containers.
His mother's shopping list clung to the refrigerator, held by a sunflower magnet.
David stared at it. The paper was yellowed at the edges, his mother's handwriting in the blue pen she always used: tomato plants, fertilizer, new gloves for David if he decides to help.
If he decides to help.
Dying, she'd left him room to choose.
David took a steadying breath. Pulled open the cabinet under the sink and found a trash bag. He sifted through what could be saved and what needed to go.
The work was simple. Methodical. The sort of task that required enough attention to quiet his mind without demanding so much that he'd drown in it. By the time he'd finished clearing the refrigerator and wiping down shelves, the morning had stretched toward evening.

      [image: ]He found himself drawn to the sunroom.
The space had been added onto the back of the house sometime in the seventies—walls of mismatched windows salvaged from old buildings, creating a greenhouse effect that kept plants happy year-round. The afternoon sun poured through glass, illuminating dust motes that danced like small miracles.
Plants lined every surface. Jade and spider plants, a Christmas cactus that looked older than David, herbs in terra cotta pots.
And there, in the center of the room on a small table positioned to catch the light, sat a plant unlike any David had seen before.
The pot itself was ancient ceramic, the sort you saw in botanical gardens—glazed in a shade of seafoam green, the kind of vessel chosen by someone who understood that containers mattered. A hairline crack ran down one side that Marvin had glued back together decades ago. The plant growing from it defied easy categorization—part fern, part tropical variety, with broad glossy leaves the color of deep forest that caught and held the light like silk.
David had seen this plant his entire life. At gatherings, holidays, the occasional weekend visit. It had always been here, a fixture as permanent as the house itself.
He'd never paid it much attention before.
Now he found himself staring at it with the uncomfortable awareness that it was staring back.
He reached out. Stopped himself. His hand hovering inches from the nearest leaf.
"Your mother used to talk to me."
David froze.
The voice had come from... no. That was impossible. Clear and present, not quite female but distinctly not male, carrying the kind of patient amusement that comes from watching humans fumble through their lives for decades.
"She'd come here when she was afraid. When the treatments weren't working and she needed to say the words she couldn't say to anyone else."
David's hand jerked back. His heart hammering against his ribs like a trapped bird. He looked around the sunroom, searching for speakers, for some logical explanation.
"I'm not a recording, honey."
The leaves were moving. No breeze stirred the air.
"I'm Samantha. And before you work yourself into a panic, no, you're not losing your mind. I understand why that’s your first conclusion, but this is older and simpler than that."
David's rational mind catalogued the situation with clinical detachment. Exhausted. Emotionally overwrought. Processing massive loss. Hearing voices was a known symptom of extreme stress and isolation.
"I'm not a symptom, honey. I know—you’re thinking you’ve finally snapped. Most people do at first. Grief strips away all the padding and leaves you more permeable."
"Plants don't talk."
David said it to the empty room. Or the plant. Or his own fracturing sanity. His voice came out higher than normal, strained with the effort of maintaining composure in the face of impossibility.
"Most don’t, no. But I’ve never been particularly interested in fitting expectations. Think of it this way: some creatures see colors beyond what humans call visible—the ultraviolet paths bees follow, the faint warmth snakes track in the dark. You’re standing in one of those unseen frequencies now. Like plants reaching toward light you can’t see. Count yourself fortunate or cursed, depending on your temperament."
David sat down hard in the wicker chair. His legs had stopped reliably supporting his weight.
"This isn't real. I'm exhausted. I drove six hours. I'm grieving. My brain is just—"
"Making up a talking plant to cope with loss? Possible. But that would be a remarkably elaborate coping mechanism, even for a clever boy like you."
The voice held gentle humor.
"Your grandfather heard me. So did your mother, especially toward the end when she stopped insisting life had to make sense to be real. And now you can. That isn’t madness, honey. That’s inheritance."
The casual mention of his family made something tighten in David's chest. He thought about those final months. The way Marie had sometimes talked to herself in empty rooms. He'd assumed she was praying.
"My mother could hear you?"
"Every day for the last six months of her life. She'd come sit where you're sitting, and we'd talk about what she was afraid of. About you. About your father. About running out of time to say everything that mattered."
David sat in stunned silence.
Either he was having a complete psychological break—the sort that required hospitalization and medication and concerned phone calls—or he was talking to a plant named Samantha who claimed to have known his family for decades. Who had witnessed his mother's fear. Who had been here, alive and listening, through everything.
Neither option fit comfortably into his worldview.
"She was terrified you’d spend the rest of your life twisting yourself into what everyone else needed instead of learning who you are, like a plant stretching toward the wrong light, chasing a buzzing fluorescent when you were made for sun. That’s why she asked you to come back here. Places like this coax the truth to the surface the way warmth coaxes seedlings through soil."
David's breathing slowed. The voice, whatever its source, carried understanding deeper than anything he'd encountered in months of well-meaning advice.
"You said my grandfather could hear you?"
"Especially after your grandmother died. He spent many mornings right there, letting his grief spill out where someone could hear it. Some of his best conversations were with me. He never told anyone, of course. Humans rarely believe the green things are listening, even though we always are."
A pause.
"Learning to accept impossible truths—that’s germination, honey. Seeds cracking open in darkness long before anyone at the surface can see a thing."
David studied the sunroom with new eyes. Imagining Marvin sitting in this chair, carrying on conversations that sustained him. The image didn't seem crazy anymore. It seemed like exactly what his grandfather would do.
"My father thinks I'm wasting my life by coming here."
The words emerged before he could censor them.
"Your father has plenty of opinions. He climbs his ideas the way vines climb a trellis, always reaching upward, away from the messy soil where feelings live. That doesn’t make his concerns wrong. It just means they’re not the only thing worth growing.
Through the window, David could see the garden stretching toward the back fence. Marvin's careful work now learning to tend itself.
"What am I supposed to do with this?" David asked, gesturing helplessly at the impossibility of his situation.
"Same as with any unexpected gift. You decide whether to receive it or spend your strength trying to explain it away. Like a graft, you can let yourself take to the rootstock you’ve been given, or keep worrying over why this particular variety was chosen until you never truly join."
"Gift? I'm either talking to a plant or having a nervous breakdown."
"Well, for the first time since your mother died, you’re not fixing, planning, or running. You’re simply here. That’s the beginning of wisdom, honey. And wisdom is what lost young men are most starved for."
David closed his eyes.
The weight of loss and confusion and impossible possibility settled through him like roots seeking purchase in unfamiliar ground. When he opened them, the afternoon light had shifted, filling the sunroom with gold that made everything seem suspended between ordinary and miraculous.
"I miss them."
He said it simply. The words carrying the full weight of months spent pretending that staying busy could postpone learning to live with absence.
"Of course you do. Missing them just means you loved them well. The real question is what you’ll do with all that love now that it has nowhere obvious to land."
"I don't know. I just... I don't know."
"Nobody does, at first. It’s like learning to garden—you try, you misjudge, some plantings fail and some surprise you and thrive."
A pause.
"You can’t rush germination. All you can do is tend the soil, wait, and trust that what’s meant to sprout will find its moment."
Outside, a crow called from the maple tree. Somewhere in the garden, bees worked among flowers that had learned to bloom without supervision. The house settled with a sigh that sounded like contentment, as if it had been holding its breath and could exhale now that someone had come home.

      [image: ]David pulled out the small composition book he'd bought at the drugstore. The spiral binding was stiff, the pages pristine. He clicked open his pen—his mother had given it to him at graduation, three weeks before she died—and the sound seemed loud in the quiet room.
He stared at the blank page. All that white space waiting to be filled. Like the summer ahead. Like the house around him. Like his entire life from this moment forward.
His hand moved across the page:
Day 1 - I'm either having a conversation with a houseplant or having a complete breakdown. Either way, she makes more sense than most of the advice I've gotten lately.
Apparently Grandpa and Mom could hear her too. Not sure what to make of that.
God, I asked for direction and got a talking plant. I'm not sure if this is an answer or a sign I need help. But for the first time in months, I don't feel like I'm disappointing someone by being confused.
"What did you write?" came the gentle question.
David glanced up. The plant's leaves caught the last of the afternoon light, and for a moment he could see why his grandfather had spent so many mornings here. Why his mother had come here to speak her fears. This space, this impossible, patient presence, made honesty possible.
"That I don't know if you're real or if I'm losing my mind. But also that... it doesn't matter. As long as it helps."
"Does it matter? If these words help you learn how to live from here? Whether I’m a plant with opinions or your own buried wisdom finally finding a voice, either way, something true is trying to reach the surface."
The question hung in the air like evening mist. Neither demanding an immediate answer nor dismissing the importance of eventually finding one.
David settled into the uncertainty rather than fighting it.
"I'm listening."
He closed the notebook.
"Good. Because they're not gone, you know."
A pause. Leaves catching light.
"They’re rooted deeper now. Like bulbs in winter, hidden, not gone. Dormant, not dead. The real question is whether you’ll give that love time to push up new shoots, or keep digging the ground apart to prove there’s nothing left."
The last light shifted, painting the sunroom in shades of honey and hope. And in the quiet space between grief and healing, between the life he'd shared with his family and the one he would have to learn to live without them, David recognized a new beginning taking root.
Not the absence of sorrow. But the presence of love that had learned to flow in new directions.
The house around him breathed with patient life. And somewhere in the garden, growth was already happening that hadn't been there yesterday.






  
  Chapter two
Conversations with the Deep

"The purposes of a person's heart are deep waters, but one who has insight draws them out." - Proverbs 20:5


David woke to silence settling like morning dew. Seven days since his arrival, and each awakening was like surfacing from dreams where his old life stood intact. 
The disorientation lasted moments now. Replaced by what resembled relief. Not the desperate sort that came from escaping—the deeper relief that arrived when you stopped fighting currents too strong to resist.
God, the prayer rose as he lay in gray light filtering through curtains. I don't know if I'm losing my mind here. But I guess You're working with what You've got, and what You've got is someone who talks to plants.
The couch had memorized his way of carrying exhaustion. He hadn't been able to sleep in either bedroom upstairs yet. His grandparents' room was too sacred to disturb, and his old summer room echoed with too many ghosts of the boy who had believed people you loved would always be there when morning came.
Late May was settling into the rhythm that would become summer. Longer days, warmer afternoons. That green abundance that spoke of earth remembering its work without human supervision.
Through the kitchen window, he could see the garden his grandfather had tended for forty years, now learning to tend itself with varying degrees of success. The six raised beds stretching down the eastern side, each one holding the weight of Marvin's patient investment. Tomato stakes already leaning at odd angles where David had tried installing them yesterday. The herb spiral near the kitchen door where his mother had planted thyme and oregano and rosemary that sent their scents across the morning air.
His phone showed a text from Jeremy from late last night. Short, careful words that said the right things but felt far away. David sent back a thumbs up and set the phone aside.

      [image: ]Morning light was crystalline, painting everything in shades that made ordinary moments feel significant. David carried his coffee toward the sunroom, drawn by the quality of light that gathered there.
"Morning." He settled into the wicker chair that was becoming his. "Day eight of either profound spiritual experience or complete mental breakdown."
"Oh, I'm leaning toward spiritual experience. Breakdowns involve far more wailing and root disturbance—very dramatic, like a plant in full transplant shock. You’re far too steady for that."
David snorted into his coffee. "Sorry to bore you."
"Well, ‘stable’ is a generous term, but you’re functional—which is more than I can say for that spider plant in the corner. Poor thing’s been having an identity crisis ever since your grandfather forgot to water it three times in a row. Complete loss of turgor. Some species just love theatrics."
"Plants have identity crises?"
"Honey, everything alive has identity crises. We just manage them with more grace because we’re rooted, we can’t sprint away from discomfort. Being stationary builds character. Forces you to keep reaching for light even when conditions are less than ideal."
They sat in comfortable silence, David watched the morning light shift across the garden. Through the window, he could see Mrs. Rodriguez working in her yard next door, kneeling among what appeared to be a planned garden, her movements slow and deliberate.
"She’s building beauty over there. Memorial garden for her husband. Mostly perennials, plants that return year after year without being replanted. Wise choice. Annual grief is exhausting; no one wants to start from bare soil every spring."
David watched as Mrs. Rodriguez stood, brushing dirt from her knees. "That's dark."
"I'm a plant, dear. We have a very practical relationship with death. It’s composting in slow motion, nutrients returning to the soil, nothing wasted. Nature keeps efficient books."

      [image: ]The sound of bicycle wheels on gravel interrupted them.
Through the window, David could see a boy coasting down the driveway. Maybe nine or ten, with dark hair that stuck up at odd angles and a serious expression that seemed too old for his face. He was balancing a dish wrapped in aluminum foil on his handlebars.
David met him at the back door. The morning air was cool and sweet, carrying the scent of growing life.
"From my mom." The boy held out what appeared to be a casserole dish, gripping it tight with both hands. "She said you probably weren't eating right."
"That's kind. What's your name?"
"Eli Rodriguez." The boy studied David with frank curiosity. Dark eyes that took everything in but gave nothing back. "We live next door. My mom knew your mom. From around."
David recognized it. The memorial garden. Mrs. Rodriguez. "Well, thank your mom for me. This is thoughtful."
Eli nodded. But didn't immediately leave. Instead, his attention shifted to the window where the sunroom was visible. His expression brightened, the seriousness giving way to recognition. Like seeing an old friend.
"Oh. Samantha's still here." He said it as casually as if he were commenting on the weather.
David's heart kicked against his ribs.
"You know about Samantha?"
"Sure. I come over sometimes and talk to her." Matter-of-fact. Like stating an obvious truth. "Mom thinks I'm making it up, but I'm not."
The world tilted. David set his coffee down before he dropped it.
"You can... hear her?"
"Yeah. Can't you?" Eli looked confused, like maybe David was joking with him.
Before David could respond, Samantha's voice carried through the open window:
"Good morning, Eli. Still stretching upward, I see. You’re sprouting faster than bindweed, at least an inch taller than last month."
"Really?" Eli perked up, standing straighter.
"Absolutely. Though I should warn you, the morning glories grew three inches last week. Try not to take it personally. Plants cheat, they have phototropism on their side."
Eli grinned, the first real smile David had seen from him. His whole face changed, became younger somehow.
"I'm gonna be taller than them by summer."
"That’s the spirit. Optimistic growth is essential for young mammals—keeps the inner rings from stiffening too early."
The smile faded from Eli's face like someone had flipped a switch. He looked down at his sneakers: scuffed white Nikes with one lace coming untied.
David felt something catch in his throat. Understanding settling over him. The boy's father. Mrs. Rodriguez's husband. The memorial garden.
"I'm sorry about your dad," David said.
Eli nodded. Still not looking up. His shoulders had rounded, making him look smaller.
"It's been over a year now."
Then he looked at David with surprising directness. Eyes that had learned to carry things no nine-year-old should have to carry.
"Does it stop hurting? When you miss them?"
The question landed with unexpected weight. David thought about his mother. About the four weeks since her death. How some days felt lighter and others felt like drowning. How yesterday he'd been fine and then he'd smelled lavender and had to sit down on the kitchen floor and breathe through it.
"I don't know if it stops. Some days it doesn't hurt as much. Then something reminds me and it's like it just happened."
"Yeah." Eli said it like David had confirmed something he'd already suspected.
"Samantha says it comes in waves."
"She’s right. Grief has seasons just like gardens. Some days everything is blooming; some days you’re breaking down old matter to make room for new growth. Both stages are necessary. Both pass in their own time. Can’t rush either—germination follows no human schedule."
Eli smiled. A small thing but real. He waved toward the window—an easy gesture, natural—then climbed back on his bike and pedaled away.

      [image: ]After Eli left, David returned to the sunroom. His hands were shaking.
Relief and confusion churned through him. Relief that he wasn't alone in this impossible thing. Confusion about what it meant that a nine-year-old could share his particular brand of crazy.
"So. Eli can hear you too."
"He can. Has been able to since about three months after his father died. Grief cracked him open—like frost splitting a seed coat. Painful, but it lets new sensitivities in. Necessary for germination, though no one would ever choose the method."
"And his mother?"
"Mara is lovely. Very rooted in practicality. Not much space in her worldview for conversational foliage. She assumes Eli’s imagination is doing the heavy lifting—which is partly true. But perception and imagination are intertwined more than humans admit."
David sat down. The wicker creaked under his weight.
"So there are rules to this. Not everyone can hear you."
"‘Rules’ is such a rigid word. I prefer ‘conditions.’ Just like photosynthesis needs light, water, and chlorophyll, hearing me requires a certain kind of attentiveness, usually awakened through loss. Your grandfather developed it after your grandmother died. You have it now. Young Eli acquired it early. Premature flowering, you could say."
"But why? Why can some people hear you and others can't?"
"Grief dissolves the insulation most people wrap around themselves. Once it thins, you absorb frequencies you couldn't receive before, like a plant whose cuticle softens in certain seasons, suddenly permeable to what once slid off."
"That's a scientific explanation for an impossibility."
"Honey, I'm a plant. I turn sunlight into food using a process no one fully understands, and I do it while rooted in place. ‘Impossible’ stopped bothering me decades ago. You’ll rest easier once you quit demanding that everything make sense first."

      [image: ]David found both journals: his grandfather's leather-bound one and his mother's spiral notebook. Her handwriting filled pages with observations, sketches, notes about what worked and what didn't. The pages were soft with use, corners turned down, coffee rings marking important passages.
Late May, she'd written. Basil needs first pinching: remove flower buds before they fully open. Counter-intuitive, but cutting back encourages fuller growth. The more you harvest, the more it produces. Like love that way.
He stared at that last line. Like love that way. His mother's habit of finding metaphors in everything. He wondered if she'd written it while sitting in the sunroom, talking to Samantha.
He gathered what he thought might be the right tools. Pruning shears awkward in his grip. Garden gloves too big for his hands, his grandfather's, holding the shape of those larger fingers. Then he headed out to the herb bed with his mother's journal open to the page about basil.
The morning sun was warm on his shoulders as he knelt in the dirt. The basil plants were bushy and fragrant, with small flower buds forming at the tops. According to the journal, he was supposed to pinch these off. But where exactly? How much?
He made himself do it. The stem snapped between his fingers, releasing a sharp, peppery scent. The plant didn't wilt or die. It sat there, identical to before, minus one small flower cluster.
Encouraged, he continued, but his inexperience showed. Some stems he pinched too high. Others he cut too low. One aggressive pinch took off an entire branch.
"This is harder than it looks."
"Most meaningful work is. And just so you know, those tomato plants are watching you massacre that basil and growing increasingly nervous about their future. Plants gossip, mostly through root networks and chemical signals, but trust me, word travels."
David examined his basket. It held an assortment of basil: some properly harvested, most appearing to have been in a fight and lost.
"Well, at least you didn’t uproot anything. Plants appreciate enthusiastic mistakes. Shows intention. Attention is the first nutrient, even when technique is questionable."

      [image: ]David was examining his work when he heard a car door slam.
Through the garden, he could see his father's sedan in the driveway. Robert emerging with that expression—jaw set, shoulders squared—that meant he'd come with a purpose.
David's stomach tightened. But he didn't move from where he knelt. Didn't stand up or brush off his hands. He stayed there, waiting, letting his father come to him.
Father, he prayed silently. Help me hear whatever he's trying to say. When I don't like how he says it.
"David?" Robert called, walking around to the back. His dress shoes crunched on the gravel path. "You out here?"
"In the garden."
His father appeared at the garden gate. Wearing work clothes despite it being Saturday: khakis pressed sharp, button-down shirt. He studied David, the basket of mangled herbs, the dirt under his fingernails.
"Trying your hand at gardening?"
"Trying being the key word."
"Learning curve." Robert said it, and David detected what might have been sympathy. "Everything seems simple until you try it yourself."
Brief silence filled with bees working nearby flowers. David could sense his father working up to whatever he'd driven forty minutes to say.
"I wanted to check on you. See how you're managing out here."
"I'm managing. It's quiet. That's mostly what I needed."
Robert nodded, surveying the garden with assessing eyes. David could almost see him calculating. Property value. Maintenance costs. Opportunity cost of a college graduate spending his summer pulling weeds instead of building a career.
"This place meant a lot to your mother. She always said it was where she could think."
Robert's voice had gone softer. The words surprised David.
"Yeah. I'm starting to get that."
Another silence.
"I brought some information." Robert pulled a folder from under his arm. "About property values in the area. What you could expect if you decided to sell, so you have the facts."
There it was.
David's lungs seized. But he kept his voice steady.
"I'm not ready to think about selling yet, Dad."
"I'm not saying you need to decide now. You should have the information to help make an informed decision when you're ready."
David took the folder. The weight was heavier than paper should be. Facts and figures. Market analysis. His father's language of love: providing information, ensuring security, solving problems with data.
"Thanks. I'll look at it."
Robert seemed to relax.
"That's all I'm asking."
"I will. But Dad—" David paused, choosing his words. "The facts aren't the only consideration here. There are other values than what shows up on a market analysis."
His father's jaw tightened. That expression David recognized, frustration being carefully controlled.
"I know that. But a value you can't quantify won't pay your bills."
"Maybe not. But it might teach me what I need to know."
Robert studied him for a long moment.
"Promise me you'll think about it. Really think about it."
"I promise."
His father nodded once. Turned to go. Then stopped, turned back.
"Your mother would want you to be practical about this. She'd want you to have a plan."
The words landed wrong. Sharp. Presumptuous.
Heat flared through David.
"Mom wanted me to come here. She made me promise. So maybe what she wanted was for me to figure this out my own way."
Robert's face closed. That careful mask settled into place.
"I'm trying to help."
"I know." David said it because it was true. Because his father was trying, in the only way he knew how.

      [image: ]After his father left, David stood in the garden for a long time. The folder in his hands was like evidence of a truth he didn't want to admit.
He went inside. Set the folder on the counter without opening it. Then returned to the sunroom.
"Your father loves you, in his own deeply misguided, emotionally constipated way. He’s like a plant trying to photosynthesize through a brick wall. Plenty of effort, entirely the wrong direction."
"That's harsh."
"Is it harsh? The man drove forty minutes to hand-deliver reasons you should sell the place where you’re finally starting to heal from losing the woman he never figured out how to reach. I’m a plant, and even I can see the irony."
David's throat constricted. Heat and sharpness he wasn't ready to name.
"He's doing the best he knows how."
"Oh, he absolutely is doing the best he knows. Most people are. That doesn’t mean the best they know is sufficient for the moment they’re in."
Samantha's leaves rustled.
"Your father isn’t bad at growing; he’s just oriented toward the wrong light. Chasing illumination that can’t nourish him. Or you."
"I don't want to be angry at him."
"Want has nothing to do with anger, honey. Anger shows up when there’s a gap between what life is and what it should have been—like nitrogen building up in soil. The real question is whether you let it poison the roots or turn it into fertilizer."
David sank into the wicker chair.
That weight he'd been carrying—the one with his father's name on it—was heavier now. More solid. He could sense its edges. Could almost see the words written on it: Where were you? Where were you when she needed you? Where were you when I needed you?
But saying it out loud would make it real.
"I'm not ready. Not yet."
"That’s fine. Gardens don’t hurry. Neither should you. But eventually that stone you’re carrying will get too heavy. You’ll either set it down or let it pull you under. Timing is your choice; gravity is not."

      [image: ]David pulled out his journal and clicked open the pen his mother had given him.
It had arrived in his campus mailbox the week after graduation: postage dated three weeks before she died. Inside, wrapped in tissue paper, was this pen. Not expensive, not fancy. Just a good pen. And a card in her shaky handwriting:
David, I wanted you to have this for graduation. I know I won't be there to see you walk across that stage, but I'm so proud of you. Not because you finished, but because of who you're becoming. Use this pen to write your story. Whatever that looks like. Wherever it leads. Love always, Mom
He'd cried then. The first real crying since the funeral. Understanding that she was really gone. That all her careful planning couldn't change the fact that she wouldn't be there to see what came next.
Now he used that pen every day.
Day 8 - Dad came by. Brought market analysis for the house. He's trying to help in the way he knows how: facts and figures and practical solutions.
Samantha says he's growing toward the wrong light. She might be right. But I'm not ready to say that out loud yet.
There's a weight under the surface with Dad. About how he wasn't there during those last months. I can sense it sitting there, like a stone. Getting heavier. But I'm not ready to examine it yet.
God, help me be patient with him. Help me remember he's doing the best he knows how, even when it's not what I need.
Also—Eli can hear Samantha. A nine-year-old kid who lost his father. Grief cracked him open too. I'm not alone in this impossible thing. That matters more than I expected.
He closed the journal.
"I have no idea what I'm doing. Not with the garden. Not with my father. Not with any of this."
"Welcome to being human. None of you know what you’re doing. You scatter possibilities and hope something takes root, classic seed dispersal strategy. Quite effective, actually."
"How long did it take my grandfather to know what he was doing?"
"Oh, he never did. After forty years, he still muttered about blights and fickle weather and tomatoes with an attitude. But he learned to enjoy not knowing. Treated the garden like a puzzle instead of a failing. That’s the part you’re learning now."
David thought about being twelve. Waking early one morning to find his grandfather in the sunroom, having what appeared to be a one-sided conversation with the plants. Young David had frozen in the hallway, embarrassed. His grandfather, talking to plants like they could hear him.
He's lonely, David had thought then. Old age making him eccentric. Grief making him talk to objects that couldn't talk back.
He'd crept back upstairs without getting his water. Had tucked it away as one of those sad realities about getting old.
Now, sitting in that same sunroom, having those same conversations, David understood differently.
His grandfather hadn't been lonely and confused. He'd been grief-wise. Had known that healing required witnesses—even if those witnesses were green and rooted and technically classified as houseplants.
"That's a long way from where I am."
"Honey, you’re eight days in. Some processes aren’t meant to be solved—they’re meant to be lived with. Growth comes from the living, not the solving."

      [image: ]Evening was settling over the garden when David stopped working. His back ached. His hands were blistered where the tools had rubbed wrong. He was fairly certain he'd made several significant mistakes with the tomato stakes.
But the work had been absorbing in a way that surprised him. Physical. Immediate. Requiring attention that left no room for anxious spiraling.
He returned to the sunroom as twilight painted the garden in shades of blue and shadow.
"Thank
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