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The Courage to Replant
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Chapter 1: Broken Ground
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Samantha Hale stood just outside the gate, her hands wrapped tightly around the straps of her bag as if letting go might send her drifting somewhere she couldn’t recover from. The metal latch hung loosely against the wood, tapping softly each time the breeze picked up. It was a small, ordinary sound, but it felt strangely loud in the quiet of the late morning.

Inside, the community garden stretched out in neat, hopeful rows—raised beds bordered with weathered planks, each one brimming with the promise of something growing. There were people scattered throughout, kneeling, digging, laughing in low, easy tones that suggested familiarity. A few glanced up as she lingered there, their curiosity brief and unthreatening, but enough to make her chest tighten.

She should go in.

That was the whole point of being here.

“Try something new,” her therapist had said, in that careful, encouraging tone that left no room for argument. “Something that isn’t connected to your past life. Somewhere you can just exist.”

Samantha had almost laughed at that. Just exist. As if it were that simple.

A few months ago, she had known exactly who she was. A wife. A partner. Someone whose life fit neatly into routines and shared expectations. There had been comfort in that structure, even if she hadn’t always noticed it. Maybe especially because she hadn’t noticed it.

Then one conversation—one quiet, devastating conversation at the kitchen table—had unraveled everything.

Now, she wasn’t sure what she was anymore.

Divorced. The word still felt foreign, like something that belonged to someone else. It followed her around anyway, attaching itself to forms, to conversations, to the way people tilted their heads when she mentioned living alone now.

She shifted her weight, glancing again at the garden. Dirt. Plants. People who seemed to know what they were doing.

She didn’t belong here.

“First time?”

The voice came from her left, gentle but unexpected. Samantha turned quickly, caught off guard.

The woman standing there looked about her age, maybe a little older. Dark hair pulled back loosely, strands escaping around her face as if she hadn’t bothered to tame them. There was something soft in her expression, but it didn’t quite reach her eyes. Those held a quiet distance, like someone who had learned to stand slightly apart from everything.

“Yes,” Samantha said, adjusting her grip on her bag. “Is it that obvious?”

The woman’s lips curved in a small, almost apologetic smile. “Only because you’re still on the outside.”

Samantha blinked, then glanced down at her feet. Sure enough, she hadn’t crossed the threshold. One step, and she’d be inside. One step, and there would be no pretending she was just passing by.

“Right,” she said, letting out a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding.

For a moment, neither of them moved. The breeze stirred again, carrying the scent of soil and something faintly sweet—flowers, maybe, or herbs she couldn’t identify.

“I’m Elena,” the woman said after a pause.

“Samantha.”

The names hung there between them, simple and unadorned.

Elena nodded once, then gestured lightly toward the open gate. “It’s easier once you start.”

Samantha huffed out a quiet laugh. “That sounds like something people say before it turns out to be incredibly difficult.”

Elena’s smile deepened, though there was something wistful in it. “That too.”

There was no pressure in her voice. No expectation. Just a quiet offering.

And somehow, that made it easier.

Samantha stepped forward.

The moment her foot crossed into the garden, nothing changed—and yet everything did. The air felt the same. The sounds continued uninterrupted. But there was a subtle shift inside her, like a door closing behind her that she couldn’t reopen.

She was here now.

“Do you have a plot yet?” Elena asked, falling into step beside her.

“I think so,” Samantha said, pulling a folded paper from her bag. “They emailed me a number.”

She glanced down at it, then around at the small wooden markers sticking out of each bed. Numbers were scrawled on them in fading ink, some clearer than others.

“Ah,” Elena said, leaning slightly to see. “That one’s near the middle.”

Samantha followed her gaze. The plot in question looked no different from the others—rectangular, filled with dark, freshly turned soil. Empty.

Waiting.

They walked toward it together, their steps slow, unhurried. As they passed by other gardeners, Samantha became acutely aware of herself—of the stiffness in her shoulders, the uncertainty in her movements. Everyone else seemed to belong, their gestures easy and practiced.

She wondered how long it took to feel like that.

“Here,” Elena said, stopping beside the assigned plot.

Samantha looked down at it. Up close, the soil looked richer, textured with small clumps and bits of organic matter. It didn’t look like the sterile dirt she remembered from childhood attempts at gardening. This felt... alive.

“So,” she said, tucking the paper back into her bag. “What now?”

Elena crouched beside the bed, brushing her fingers lightly across the surface of the soil. The motion was almost absentminded, but there was care in it.

“Well,” she said, “what do you want to grow?”

Samantha opened her mouth, then hesitated.

She had no idea.

“I don’t know,” she admitted. “I didn’t think that far ahead.”

“That’s okay.” Elena glanced up at her, her expression calm. “Most people don’t.”

Samantha let out a small breath, relieved she wasn’t the only one who felt unprepared.

“I guess... something easy?” she said. “If that exists.”

Elena nodded thoughtfully. “There are a few things that are forgiving. Herbs, maybe. Tomatoes, if you’re patient.”

“Forgiving sounds good,” Samantha said, a faint smile tugging at her lips. “I could use that.”

For a moment, Elena didn’t respond. Her gaze lingered on Samantha, something thoughtful flickering there.

“Yeah,” she said softly. “Me too.”

The words settled between them, heavier than the conversation warranted.

Samantha looked away first, clearing her throat. “So, herbs?”

“Herbs are a good start,” Elena agreed, standing again. “They don’t demand too much. Just a little attention, regular care.”

“That sounds manageable.”

Elena tilted her head slightly. “You’d be surprised how easy it is to forget.”

Samantha let out a quiet laugh. “Story of my life lately.”

Elena’s lips curved again, but she didn’t press further. Instead, she gestured toward a nearby shed. “Tools are over there. I can show you where everything is, if you want.”

There it was again—that quiet offering. No pressure. No assumption.

Samantha hesitated for only a second before nodding. “Yeah. I’d like that.”

They walked together toward the shed, the distance between them comfortable in its silence. Samantha found herself glancing at Elena from time to time, trying to piece together an impression.

There was something steady about her. Grounded. But also... distant, in a way Samantha recognized too well. Like someone who had built careful walls and learned to live inside them.

It made her feel, unexpectedly, less alone.

Inside the shed, the air was cooler, tinged with the scent of wood and metal. Tools lined the walls—shovels, trowels, watering cans—each with signs of use but well cared for.

Elena moved with familiarity, selecting a small hand trowel and passing it to Samantha.

“Start with loosening the soil,” she said. “It helps the roots settle in.”

Samantha took the tool, turning it over in her hands. It felt heavier than she expected.

“Loosen the soil,” she repeated, as if committing it to memory.

Elena nodded. “You don’t have to get it perfect.”

“That’s good,” Samantha said. “I don’t think I’d know what perfect looks like anyway.”

Elena’s smile was softer this time. “Neither do I.”

They stepped back outside, the sunlight warmer now, pressing gently against Samantha’s skin. She returned to her plot, crouching awkwardly at first before adjusting her stance.

She pressed the trowel into the earth.

The resistance surprised her. It wasn’t hard, exactly, but it wasn’t effortless either. She had to apply pressure, to push through.

The blade sank in.

She pulled it back, turning the soil over, breaking it apart.

It was a small action. Simple. Repetitive.

But as she continued, something shifted.

The tightness in her chest eased, just a fraction. The noise in her mind—the constant loop of questions, regrets, what-ifs—quieted enough for her to notice something else.

The feel of the soil in her hands. The rhythm of the movement. The faint warmth of the sun.

She wasn’t thinking about the past.

Not for a moment.

She glanced up, almost surprised by the realization.

Elena was a few plots away now, kneeling in her own space, her movements fluid and practiced. There was a kind of quiet focus in the way she worked, as if the rest of the world had fallen away.

For a second, Samantha watched her.

Then Elena looked up, catching her gaze.

There was no embarrassment in it. No awkwardness. Just a simple acknowledgment.

Samantha hesitated, then offered a small, tentative smile.

Elena returned it.

And just like that, something unspoken passed between them—fragile, undefined, but real.

Samantha looked back down at the soil, pressing the trowel in again.

Maybe this had been a mistake.

Or maybe—not entirely.

For the first time in weeks, the thought didn’t feel so impossible.

And beneath her hands, the ground—once hard and unyielding—began, slowly, to give.
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Chapter 2: The Quiet Woman in the Corner
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Elena Marquez always chose the same plot.

It sat at the far edge of the community garden, tucked against a weathered wooden fence where ivy crept through the cracks like something quietly persistent. Most people preferred the center beds—closer to the tools, the water source, the easy hum of conversation. But Elena had learned, over the past year, that distance had its own kind of comfort.

Out here, no one expected her to talk.

She arrived earlier than most that morning, as she usually did. The air was still cool, the sunlight soft and undecided. It was the kind of quiet she could step into without effort, without explanation.

She knelt beside her plot, setting down her canvas bag with careful familiarity. The fabric had worn thin in places, stained with soil that never quite washed out. She liked that about it. It meant she had stayed. It meant something in her life had endured.

Her hands moved automatically as she pulled on her gloves, fingers slipping into place as if they remembered what to do before she did. Gardening hadn’t always been hers.

It had been theirs.

The thought came, as it always did, uninvited but no longer unexpected. She didn’t push it away. She rarely did anymore. Fighting it had only made it sharper, more insistent.

Instead, she let it settle.

Saturday mornings. That’s when it had started, years ago. A small backyard, barely enough space for more than a few pots and a
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