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When Hands Meet Over Earth
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Chapter One – The First Dig
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Maya Bennett did not particularly like dirt.

It clung beneath fingernails and worked its way into the seams of gloves. It stained the knees of jeans and carried the smell of something both alive and decaying. She had grown up in apartments where the only green thing was a potted fern her mother overwatered. Her marriage had been similar—tidy, structured, contained within walls.

So when she found herself standing at the edge of the Maplewood Community Garden on a soft April morning, staring at thirty wooden raised beds framed in raw pine, she almost turned around.

She had signed up three weeks earlier after her therapist suggested she “try something tactile.” Something that required her hands. Something that wasn’t spreadsheets, emails, or scrubbing the grout in her bathroom at eleven o’clock at night to quiet her mind.

She told herself she was here because it was practical. Fresh vegetables. Vitamin D. Structure.

She was not here because her house felt too large now.

The gate creaked as she pushed it open. The air inside the garden felt different—warmer, somehow, like breath held close to the ground. People moved slowly among the beds. A few older couples knelt side by side. A group of teenagers laughed near the compost bins. Somewhere, wind chimes chimed against metal.

A tall woman in a straw hat stood near a folding table with a clipboard.

“You must be Maya,” the woman said warmly. “I’m Ruth. We’re pairing people this year. Easier to keep beds thriving.”

Pairing.

Maya’s stomach tightened, though she nodded politely. “That’s fine.”

Ruth scanned her list. “You’ll be in Bed Fourteen. Your partner should be here already.”

Partner.

The word pressed oddly against her ribs.

Maya followed the narrow gravel path toward the number painted in black at the edge of a raised bed. Fourteen sat near the back fence where a dogwood tree leaned slightly inward, as if eavesdropping.

Someone was already there.

A woman knelt in the soil, her dark curls pinned loosely at the back of her head, a faded denim jacket tied around her waist. Her hands moved gently, breaking apart a clump of earth with patient fingers. She wasn’t rushing. She wasn’t forcing anything.

She looked up at the sound of Maya’s footsteps.

Their eyes met.

It wasn’t dramatic. No music swelled. No cinematic pause. But something in Maya’s chest shifted—not sharply, not painfully. Just... differently.

“You must be my bedmate,” the woman said, pushing herself up with a small laugh. Her voice was low and warm. “I’m Paloma.”

Maya blinked once before extending her hand automatically. “Maya.”

Paloma wiped her palm on her jeans before shaking. Her grip was steady, grounding. There was soil smudged along her thumb.

“First time?” Paloma asked.

“Is it that obvious?”

“A little,” she smiled, not unkindly. “You’re standing like you’re about to negotiate with it.”

Maya glanced down at the soil as though it might counteroffer. “I prefer things I understand.”

Paloma tilted her head slightly. “Soil’s honest. You give it attention, it gives you something back. You ignore it, it hardens.”

Maya exhaled softly. “That sounds suspiciously like life advice.”

“Probably is.”

They stood in a brief, comfortable quiet. A breeze lifted a curl from Paloma’s temple. Maya noticed the faintest silver thread woven into the dark.

“How much do you know about gardening?” Paloma asked.

“Less than I know about astrophysics.”

“Good,” Paloma grinned. “Then we’ll both be surprised.”

There was something disarming about her ease. No sharp edges. No performance.

They began by loosening the soil together. Paloma handed Maya a small hand fork. Maya hesitated before pressing the metal into the earth.

It resisted at first.

She pressed harder.

The soil gave way with a soft crack, opening into darker layers beneath. The smell rose up—rich, mineral, alive.

Paloma watched her, not critically, just observing. “There you go.”

Maya glanced at her. “You sound like I just accomplished something heroic.”

“You did. First dig’s always the hardest.”

They worked in companionable quiet for several minutes. The rhythm of metal into earth. Lift. Turn. Break apart. Again.

Maya felt her shoulders lower by degrees.

“So,” Paloma said lightly, “what brought you here?”

The question was gentle. Not prying. But it landed.

Maya kept her gaze on the soil. “My therapist.”

Paloma didn’t laugh.

“Ah,” she said softly. “Same.”

That made Maya look up.

“Grief counseling,” Paloma added after a beat, brushing dirt from her fingertips. “They suggested something that grows.”

The word grief settled between them. Not heavy. Just present.

Maya swallowed. “Divorce counseling,” she offered.

Paloma nodded as if they’d exchanged something sacred. “Different storms,” she said. “Same rebuilding.”

Maya hadn’t meant to say it out loud. She hadn’t told most people. Divorce still felt like a failure she wore invisibly, waiting for someone to point it out.

But Paloma didn’t flinch. Didn’t tilt her head in pity.

Instead, she knelt again and gestured to a small paper packet. “Tomatoes or lettuce first?”

“Tomatoes,” Maya said automatically.

“Why?”

“Because they take longer.”

Paloma smiled slowly. “Patient woman.”

“Controlled woman,” Maya corrected.

Paloma considered that but didn’t argue.

They knelt close now, shoulders nearly brushing. Paloma tore open the seed packet and poured a few tiny pale discs into her palm.

“See?” she said, holding her hand out. “Doesn’t look like much.”

Maya leaned in without thinking. The seeds were impossibly small. Fragile.

“You bury them anyway,” Paloma continued. “And trust.”

“Trust what?”

“That something’s happening underneath.”

Maya’s throat tightened unexpectedly.

She hadn’t trusted much of anything lately. Not her instincts. Not her choices. Not her own capacity to build something that wouldn’t fall apart.

Paloma pressed her finger into the soil, making a small indentation. “Want to do the first one?”

Maya hesitated.

Then she reached out.

Their hands met over the earth—Paloma steadying the space, Maya lowering the seed.

The contact was brief. Skin against skin. Warm. Unexpected.

Neither pulled away immediately.

The world did not shift dramatically. No lightning. No thunder. Just the quiet awareness of another person’s presence, solid and unguarded.

Maya withdrew first, clearing her throat. “That’s it?”

“That’s it.”

They covered the seed gently.

A breeze passed through the dogwood tree above them, scattering pale petals across the soil like soft confetti.

Paloma brushed one from Maya’s sleeve without thinking.

Maya stilled.

“Sorry,” Paloma murmured, stepping back slightly.

“It’s fine.”

But something had already changed. Not externally. The garden still hummed with small conversations. The sky remained a soft unremarkable blue.

Inside, however, Maya felt something loosen. A knot she hadn’t known was tied.

They planted the rest in quiet focus.

As they packed up for the day, Paloma wiped her hands and glanced at Maya. “We usually meet Saturdays. Sometimes Wednesdays if we’re ambitious.”

“We?” Maya asked before she could stop herself.

Paloma smiled—not flirtatious, not presumptuous. Just warm. “You and me. Bed Fourteen.”

Maya looked down at the small stretch of soil they had turned together. It didn’t look impressive. Just dark earth disturbed by hopeful hands.

But it was something begun.

“Saturday’s fine,” Maya said.

As she walked back toward the gate, she realized two things.

First: she no longer hated the feel of dirt beneath her nails.

Second: she was already looking forward to next week.

Behind her, Paloma remained by Bed Fourteen a moment longer, pressing her palm flat against the soil as if listening for something stirring below.

Neither woman knew yet what would grow there.

But the first dig had been made.
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Chapter Two – Roots in Common Ground
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By the third Saturday, Maya stopped checking the clock.

The first week, she had arrived ten minutes early out of habit—prepared, guarded, rehearsed in politeness. The second week, she had told herself she was simply maintaining consistency. Structure was healthy. Routine was stabilizing.

By the third week, she knew she was coming because she wanted to.

Bed Fourteen had changed in small but undeniable ways. The soil, once compact and uneven, was now aerated and dark. Thin green threads had begun to push upward in neat, tentative lines. Tomato seedlings—fragile, almost translucent in the morning light.

Maya crouched beside them carefully, as if proximity alone might harm them.

“They’re dramatic,” Paloma’s voice came from behind her. “They look like they’re barely surviving and then suddenly they’re climbing everything.”

Maya didn’t turn right away. She’d learned the cadence of Paloma’s arrival—the soft crunch of gravel, the faint citrus scent of her soap, the way she paused for a half second before speaking, as though stepping gently into a room.

“I respect dramatic things that thrive,” Maya replied.

Paloma laughed quietly and stepped beside her. Today she wore a loose white shirt with the sleeves rolled to her elbows. There was soil on her forearm already.

“You watered Thursday?” Paloma asked.

“Yes.” Maya hesitated. “I may have Googled ‘how much is too much.’”

“And?”

“It’s very easy to drown something you’re trying to help.”

Paloma glanced at her, just briefly. The look wasn’t sharp. It wasn’t probing. But it lingered long enough to suggest she heard more than the gardening advice.

“Plants,” Paloma said lightly, kneeling down, “don’t need constant attention. They need consistent attention.”

Maya watched her fingers test the moisture level of the soil. Confident. Familiar.

“You’ve done this before,” Maya said.

“My husband had a backyard garden,” Paloma replied without pause.

It was the first time she’d said the word husband so plainly.

Maya felt it settle between them—not awkward, but weighted.

“Daniel,” Paloma added, brushing dirt from her hands. “He could grow anything. Tomatoes, peppers, herbs. He talked to them like they were moody roommates.”

Maya smiled faintly. “Did it work?”

“Annoyingly well.”

There was fondness in her voice. Not brittle grief. Not forced brightness. Just something warm and steady.

Maya looked back at the seedlings. “My ex hated houseplants.”

The word ex felt strange on her tongue, like a label she still hadn’t fully accepted.

Paloma didn’t react visibly, but her body angled slightly closer. “Did you have them anyway?”

“A few. He said they cluttered the counters.”

“And now?”

“Now I have five in the kitchen window.” Maya paused. “None of them are thriving.”

“Maybe they’re adjusting.”

“To me?”

Paloma met her eyes. “To the quiet.”

That landed deeper than Maya expected.

They worked side by side, thinning seedlings and reinforcing small wooden stakes. Their movements had begun to mirror each other—one digging, the
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