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Chapter 1: New Soil

[image: ]


Dolores adjusted the strap of her tote bag and glanced at the small, faded sign that read Riverside Community Gardens. She had passed this spot dozens of times, the iron gate creaking in the wind, the rows of neatly planted beds peeking through the chain-link fence. Today, though, it wasn’t just a drive-by curiosity. Today she had decided to do something—anything—to shake off the monotony that had been her life since the divorce.

She took a deep breath. The air smelled faintly of wet earth and early spring. It was a hopeful smell, one that reminded her of childhood visits to her grandmother’s vegetable patch, digging her fingers into the cool soil, making mud pies. She smiled at the memory, a small, tentative thing that felt almost daring to nurture.

“First time?”

Dolores turned to see a woman standing nearby, wearing a wide-brimmed sun hat despite the cloudy morning. She was arranging a row of young tomato plants in a raised bed, her hands deftly patting the soil around each root. Something about her posture suggested both calm and purpose.

“Yes,” Dolores admitted, a little self-conscious. “I, uh... thought I’d try something new. Gardening seems... peaceful.”

The woman chuckled, a warm, unhurried sound. “It is. I’m Monica.” She extended a hand, and Dolores took it. The contact was brief but firm, grounding in a way Dolores hadn’t realized she needed. “And you are?”

“Dolores,” she said, almost whispering the syllable as if afraid it might crumble in the wind.

“Nice to meet you, Dolores. You’ll fit right in. Everyone here’s a little rough around the edges, but the garden doesn’t judge.”

Dolores laughed. A little. It felt strange, but not unpleasant.

“Do you... do this often?” she asked, gesturing vaguely at the organized chaos of plants, trowels, and watering cans.

Monica shrugged, brushing a stray lock of chestnut hair behind her ear. “I’ve been coming here for a couple of years. Helps me clear my head. Life can get... complicated, you know?” Her eyes held a softness, a quiet understanding, like she already knew Dolores’ story without having heard it. Dolores felt a flicker of recognition—or maybe it was just curiosity.

“I know exactly what you mean,” Dolores said, surprising herself with how easily the words came. Her divorce had left her feeling untethered, as if she were wandering through someone else’s life by accident. And now, standing in front of this stranger who seemed to understand, she felt a strange, unnameable relief.

The morning passed in a blur of instructions and awkward introductions. Dolores learned which rows were hers, how to mix soil with compost, and how gently to handle seedlings that could easily be crushed by overenthusiastic hands. Monica floated near her at times, offering tips or quietly rearranging a plant that looked crooked. There was a rhythm to their movements—silent but attuned—and Dolores realized that watching Monica work was unexpectedly comforting.

During a short break, they sat on the edge of a raised bed, sipping lukewarm water from plastic bottles. The sun peeked out from behind clouds, casting a soft light over the garden. Dolores noticed the way Monica’s eyes seemed to follow the plants as if she were in constant conversation with them.

“You really like this, don’t you?” Dolores asked.

Monica smiled, a little wistfully. “I do. It’s... honest work. You plant a seed, you tend it, and eventually, it grows. Life isn’t always that predictable, but the garden... the garden makes sense.”

Dolores nodded, thinking about the months after her divorce, when predictability had felt like a distant memory. Nights spent alone in an empty house, the echo of laughter she no longer heard, bills stacked like silent reminders of failed plans—none of it made sense. And yet, here in the garden, with dirt under her fingernails and the quiet company of a woman she barely knew, she felt a thread of order returning to her life.

They lingered in companionable silence for a few moments before Monica tilted her head toward Dolores. “What brought you here, really? I mean... besides wanting to garden.”

Dolores hesitated. There were so many layers she wasn’t ready to unpack: the heartbreak, the frustration, the sense that her life had stalled. But something about Monica’s presence made her feel safe enough to admit a sliver of the truth.

“I... needed a change,” she said finally. “I felt... stuck. And I thought maybe getting my hands in the soil would remind me that I can still make things grow. Not just plants... myself, too.”

Monica’s expression softened, and for a heartbeat, Dolores felt as though someone had reached into her chest and acknowledged all the quiet desperation she’d been carrying. “I understand,” Monica said simply. “Sometimes, it feels like the soil is the only thing that listens without judgment.”

Dolores smiled, a little shaky but genuine. “Exactly.”

The rest of the morning passed in a haze of planting, watering, and learning names of vegetables she’d never cared about before—kale, chard, heirloom tomatoes. Monica stayed close enough to offer guidance, far enough to give Dolores space to fumble and learn. When Dolores planted a particularly stubborn seedling that refused to stay upright, Monica gently nudged it into place. “There,” she said softly. “Perfect. Sometimes, you just need a little support.”

Dolores felt her chest tighten. It was a small thing, a gesture so ordinary it could be overlooked—but in that moment, it felt like a lifeline. She realized that maybe this garden wasn’t just about growing plants. Maybe it was about growing trust, friendship... perhaps even something more.

By midday, the group gathered for a light lunch on the grass, sharing sandwiches, fruit, and stories. Dolores found herself laughing more than she had in months. Monica sat beside her, sharing a small container of strawberries. Their fingers brushed when reaching for the same berry, and neither pulled away.

“You know,” Dolores said, nibbling her strawberry, “I didn’t expect to feel... this. Happy. I thought I’d just be here, alone, making dirt look pretty.”

Monica tilted her head, studying her. “Happiness can sneak up on you when you’re busy planting seeds.”

Dolores chuckled, feeling a warmth in her chest she hadn’t felt in years. She caught Monica’s gaze and noticed the subtle curve of her lips, the way her eyes crinkled at the corners. Something stirred—a delicate, tentative curiosity that felt both thrilling and terrifying.

As the afternoon waned, the garden began to empty. People packed up their tools and left with waves and promises to return. Dolores lingered, reluctant to leave this small world of soil, plants, and quiet connection.

“I’m glad you came today,” Monica said, packing up her watering can. “It’s always nicer when there’s someone new to share the dirt with.”

Dolores smiled, feeling a flutter of anticipation. “I’m glad I came, too. I think... I might come back next week.”

Monica’s smile deepened. “I’ll be here. And maybe by then, you’ll have your first little sprout to show off.”

Dolores looked down at the bed she had planted, tiny green shoots barely peeking from the soil. She imagined them growing, day by day, nurtured by patience and care—just as she hoped she could nurture herself.

“See you next week, Dolores,” Monica said, offering her hand once more.

“See you, Monica,” Dolores replied, shaking it firmly, a small thrill running through her at the simple contact.

As she walked home, dirt still clinging to her sneakers and hands, Dolores felt something she hadn’t felt in a long time: hope. Not the kind that came in grand gestures or life-altering events, but the quiet, steady kind that grows slowly, nurtured by effort, patience, and the unexpected kindness of strangers who might just become something more.

And somewhere, tucked into the rhythm of planting and watering, she thought she might just have found the soil her heart had been waiting for.
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Chapter 2: Planting Seeds
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The next Saturday morning, Dolores arrived at Riverside Community Gardens earlier than usual. She liked the quiet before the bustle, the way the air smelled of damp earth and promise. Rows of freshly turned soil stretched out before her, and the rising sun cast a golden glow over the tender shoots that had begun to peek from the dirt. Her fingers itched to dig in.

She spotted Monica immediately, kneeling by a raised bed with a row of seedlings. Her sun hat was tilted just enough to shade her face, and her hands moved with careful precision, patting soil around tiny roots. Dolores felt a familiar warmth in her chest and reminded herself that she was here to learn, not to get distracted by someone else’s charm.

“Morning,” Monica said without looking up. Her voice carried the same gentle steadiness as last week.

“Morning,” Dolores replied, adjusting her tote and kneeling on the grass beside her own bed. She pulled out gloves and a trowel, feeling the crisp material of the gloves against her fingers.

The garden coordinator, a cheerful woman named Rita, clapped her hands. “All right, everyone! Let’s get started. Today we’re planting a variety of vegetables: tomatoes, peppers, lettuce, and herbs. I’ll demonstrate the basics first, then you’ll work in pairs to plant your beds. Remember: give each plant space, water gently, and treat them like they’re your children.”

Dolores smiled at the analogy. Monica caught her glance and smirked, a little teasing. “You treat your children like this?” she asked.

Dolores shrugged. “Well... if they were vegetables, maybe.”

Monica laughed softly, the sound like sunlight on water. “I think I’d be a strict gardener, honestly. No overwatering, no whining, and definitely no letting anyone step on my seedlings.”

Dolores laughed harder than she expected, startling a nearby robin. She realized that even small talk with Monica felt effortless.

Rita demonstrated planting a row of lettuce, carefully spacing each seedling. Dolores watched Monica mimic the movements with practiced ease, hands moving like they were part of a rhythm she had known for years. Dolores’ own attempts were clumsier—seeds scattering, soil spilling—but Monica didn’t laugh or correct her. Instead, she offered a quiet, “Here, try holding it like this,” guiding Dolores’ hand gently.

“Thanks,” Dolores said, their fingers brushing briefly. A little jolt of electricity ran through her, making her heart skip. She hoped Monica didn’t notice.

As they worked, the morning sun climbed higher. A warm breeze carried the scent of freshly turned soil and early blooms. Dolores found herself opening up, almost without realizing it.

“So,” she began, trowel in hand, “how long have you been gardening?”

Monica glanced at her, a hint of sadness in her eyes. “Off and on for a few years. It started as a distraction... after... life happened.” She didn’t elaborate, and Dolores didn’t press. She understood that some things were shared only when the time was right.


























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





