
Table of Contents

The Shape of a Softer Future (Second Bloom, #18)

Chapter One: The Winter Plot

Chapter Two: Root Systems

Chapter Three: The First Thaw

Chapter Four: Ghosts in the Soil

Chapter Five: Seedlings

Chapter Six: Rain Day Confessions

Chapter Seven: Compost & Closure

Chapter Eight: The Shape of a Softer Future

Chapter Nine: The Garden Gala

Chapter Ten: Pruning

Chapter Eleven: Late Bloom

Chapter Twelve: Harvest Moon

Chapter Thirteen: Wintering

Chapter Fourteen: Frost

Chapter Fifteen: The Greenhouse

Chapter Sixteen: Second Bloom

Sign up for Jennifer Joyce's Mailing List


The Shape of a Softer Future
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Chapter One: The Winter Plot
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Dolores did not believe in signs, but she did believe in timing.

And the timing, frankly, was terrible.

The wind cut across the open lot like it had a personal grievance, and the garden beds looked less like promise and more like a graveyard of abandoned tomato cages. She stood at the entrance of the community gardening program clutching a thermos of coffee she didn’t want and wondering how her life had narrowed into this: forty years old next month, divorced, childless, and voluntarily standing in frozen mud on a Saturday morning.

“You must be Dolores.”

The voice was warm. Low. Certain.

Dolores turned.

The woman approaching her wore a faded green knit hat and work gloves tucked into her back pocket. Her dark hair was streaked at the temples—not old, not young, just lived-in. Her smile was careful, like someone who knew joy could disappear if handled too roughly.

“I’m Pia,” she said, extending a hand. “Welcome to Maple Street Garden.”

Her grip was firm. Steady. Warmer than the air.

“Thanks,” Dolores replied, hoping her voice didn’t betray how close she’d come to not showing up at all.

They stood for a second too long. Or maybe Dolores only imagined that.

“We’re small this season,” Pia continued, gesturing toward the plots. “A few regulars. A few new people. Winter prep mostly. Soil turning. Planning.”

Planning.

Dolores used to be good at planning. She’d planned dinner parties. Anniversary trips. A future with a man who now sent her polite emails about property division and “next steps.”

Now she was here because her therapist had said, You need something that grows. Something that isn’t tied to what you lost.

So she nodded. “Tell me where to dig.”

Pia smiled—genuinely this time. “I like that answer.”



The soil was stubborn.

Dolores attacked it with more force than necessary, metal shovel striking frost-hardened dirt with a hollow sound. She welcomed the resistance. It felt honest. Unlike her marriage, which had eroded quietly, politely, until one day there was nothing left to salvage.

“You’re not at war with it,” Pia said gently from the next plot over.

Dolores looked up, breath visible in the cold. “Feels like it.”

“The soil’s just sleeping,” Pia said. “You don’t wake it by fighting.”

Dolores raised a brow. “You talk to dirt often?”

“Only when it’s being difficult.”

Despite herself, Dolores laughed. It startled her—how unfamiliar the sound felt in her own chest.

Pia knelt down and pressed her gloved fingers into the soil. “Here,” she said. “Angle the shovel. Loosen. Don’t stab.”

Dolores adjusted her stance. Followed instructions.

The blade slipped in more easily.

“Huh,” Dolores muttered.

“Most things respond better to patience,” Pia said.

The words landed heavier than intended.

Dolores straightened. “Were you always the garden whisperer?”

“No,” Pia said quietly. “I wasn’t always patient.”

There was something in her tone—a history not offered, but present.

Dolores didn’t press.

They worked in companionable silence for a while. The wind softened. A crow called from a telephone wire.

“You’ve gardened before?” Pia asked eventually.

“Balcony herbs,” Dolores admitted. “Until my ex decided the pots were ‘clutter.’”

The bitterness slipped out before she could stop it.

Pia didn’t flinch. “Divorce?”

“Six months final. Two years dying before that.”

Pia nodded once. No pity. Just acknowledgment.

“I’m sorry,” she said.

Dolores shrugged. “I’m not. Not anymore. I think I’m just... untethered.”

Pia leaned back on her heels. Studied her with open curiosity.

“Untethered can be good,” she said. “Means you’re not tied to something that was hurting you.”

Dolores exhaled slowly. “And what are you tied to?”

The question hovered between them—bold, maybe intrusive.

Pia looked down at her hands. Soil under her nails despite the gloves.

“My wife died three years ago,” she said.

The world didn’t tilt. There was no dramatic pause. Just fact.

“Oh,” Dolores breathed.

“She loved this place,” Pia continued. “I kept coming because... well. I didn’t know what else to do with my Saturdays.”

The wind shifted again, softer now.

Dolores swallowed. “That’s different.”

“Grief and divorce?” Pia asked.

“Grief feels... permanent. Divorce feels like failure.”

Pia met her eyes then—steady, almost fierce. “It’s not.”

The certainty in her voice startled Dolores more than the confession about a wife.

“You don’t know that,” Dolores said quietly.

“I know that staying somewhere unloved is a worse failure.”

The words struck deep. Too deep.

Dolores turned back to her plot, blinking against a sting that had nothing to do with the cold.

They worked until their shoulders ached.

By noon, the soil had softened in patches. Small victories. Pia handed her a packet of seeds.

“Too early to plant,” she said. “But it helps to choose.”

Dolores read the label. Sweet peas.

“Optimistic,” she murmured.

“They climb,” Pia replied. “They need something to hold onto.”

Dolores glanced at her.

“And if they don’t have that?”

“Then we build a trellis.”

The simplicity of the answer made something inside her chest loosen.



Later, as volunteers trickled out and the lot emptied, Dolores lingered.

She wasn’t ready to go back to the quiet apartment that still smelled faintly like someone else’s cologne.

Pia locked the tool shed and noticed her hesitation.

“Coffee?” Pia asked. “There’s a place on the corner that makes something almost drinkable.”

Dolores hesitated for exactly three seconds.

“Sure.”

They walked side by side. Not touching. Close enough to feel the shared warmth through winter coats.

Inside the café, the windows fogged from heat and breath. They chose a small table by the glass.

“So,” Pia said, cradling her cup. “What made you sign up?”

Dolores considered lying. Offering something polished.

Instead she said, “I needed proof that I can grow something.”

Pia’s expression softened—not pitying, just understanding.

“You will,” she said.

The confidence in her tone unsettled and comforted Dolores at the same time.

“And you?” Dolores asked. “Why stay?”

Pia stared into her coffee for a moment. “Because I thought if I kept things alive, maybe the world wouldn’t feel so empty.”

Honesty like that should have felt heavy.

It didn’t.

It felt... safe.

Dolores realized then that this woman did not wear her grief like armor. She carried it like weather—inevitable, but not defining.

Outside, a thin line of sunlight broke through the clouds.

Dolores felt it in her bones before she understood it: something had shifted today.

Not dramatically.

Not dangerously.

Just enough.

When they stood to leave, their shoulders brushed.

Neither pulled away quickly.

“See you next week?” Pia asked.

Dolores surprised herself with how certain she felt.

“Yeah,” she said. “I think I will.”

As she walked home, hands still smelling faintly of soil, she realized something small but undeniable:

For the first time since signing the divorce papers, she wasn’t thinking about what had ended.

She was thinking about what might begin.

And somewhere beneath frozen ground, something was already preparing to rise.
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Chapter Two: Root Systems
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The thing about starting over, Dolores decided, was that it made every small decision feel like a referendum on her worth.

She stood in front of her closet on Tuesday morning, staring at two sweaters that were functionally identical—both soft, both practical, both inoffensive—and felt the familiar, creeping panic rise in her chest. She chose the gray one, then changed her mind and chose the blue, then sat on the edge of the bed because the simple act of choosing had somehow become exhausting.

Her therapist called it identity erosion.

Dolores called it failure.

She used to be decisive. Confident. The kind of woman who knew what she wanted for dinner and didn’t apologize for ordering it. Somewhere between marriage counseling sessions and the slow, mutual withdrawal of affection, that woman had gone quiet. Now, every choice felt like it could prove—once and for all—that her ex had been right. That she was difficult. Rigid. Too much, and somehow also not enough.

By the time Saturday rolled around, she nearly didn’t go to the garden.

The thought of showing up again, of being seen trying at something new, made her stomach knot. It was safer to stay home, to keep the world small and predictable. But then she thought of the soil giving way beneath the shovel, of Pia’s calm voice saying, Don’t stab. Loosen.

So she put on her boots and went.



Pia arrived early, as she always did.

The garden was quiet in the mornings, especially this time of year. Winter still clung to the edges of things, frost tracing delicate patterns along the raised beds. Pia liked these hours best—before the chatter, before the questions, before people needed her to be the version of herself that had it together.

She unlocked the shed and stood for a moment, breathing in the familiar scent of wood and earth and metal tools. It grounded her in a way nothing else quite did.

Three years, she thought.

Three years since Ana had died, and the number still surprised her every time it crossed her mind. It felt both impossibly long and heartbreakingly short. Long enough that people expected her to be “doing better.” Short enough that joy still felt like a betrayal.

That was the part she didn’t say out loud.

She loved the garden because it asked for care without judgment. Because it didn’t mind if she came some days full of energy and other days hollowed out by grief she couldn’t explain. Plants didn’t accuse her of moving on too fast or holding on too long.

People did.

She checked the assignment board and paused.

Dolores — Plot 14B
Pia — Plot 14A
Neighboring plots.

Pia felt a small, unexpected flicker of something that might have been anticipation—or might have been fear. She’d noticed Dolores last week, of course. The way she listened. The way she held herself like someone used to shrinking to fit.

Pia told herself it meant nothing.

Still, she made sure the tools were laid out neatly between their plots.



Dolores arrived ten minutes late and immediately hated herself for it.

“Sorry,” she said, breathless, shrugging out of her coat. “I—parking was weird.”

“It’s fine,” Pia said easily. “You’re early by community garden standards.”

Dolores smiled weakly. “Good to know I’m exceeding expectations somewhere.”

Pia gave her a look. “You don’t have to perform here.”

The words landed gently but decisively, like a hand on her shoulder.

Dolores nodded, unsure how to respond.

They worked in parallel for a while, loosening soil, pulling out dead roots from last season. The silence between them wasn’t awkward, but it wasn’t empty either. It felt... attentive. Like both of them were aware of the other without needing to fill the space.

Dolores broke it first. “So. Plot neighbors.”

“Looks like it,” Pia said. “Lucky thirteen and fourteen.”

Dolores snorted. “Figures.”

Pia glanced over. “Superstitious?”

“No,” Dolores said. “Just realistic.”

“About?”

“Me.”

Pia straightened slowly. “You don’t strike me as a lost cause.”

Dolores laughed, but it came out thin. “You’ve known me for maybe two hours total.”

“Still,” Pia said. “I trust my instincts.”

Dolores wanted to ask what those instincts were saying exactly, but she didn’t. Instead, she focused on the soil, on the feel of it crumbling beneath her fingers.

“My marriage ended because I couldn’t bend,” she said suddenly.

Pia
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