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The Garden Knows Our Names
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Chapter 1 — The Plot Beside Hers
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Alice Monroe had forgotten how soil smelled after rain.

Not the thin scent of potted herbs from supermarket shelves or the decorative flowerbeds outside office buildings. Real soil smelled alive. Damp and dark and strangely forgiving.

She stood at the entrance of the Bellview Community Garden gripping a pair of worn gardening gloves in one hand while June sunlight warmed the back of her neck.

Three months ago, she would not have imagined returning.

After the divorce, she had stopped coming entirely.

At first she told herself she was busy finalizing paperwork, packing boxes, untangling sixteen years of marriage from bank accounts and kitchen drawers and holiday traditions. But the truth was simpler than that.

Everything hurt.

The garden hurt because she and Michael had once planted tomatoes together in plot fourteen.

The greenhouse hurt because they used to hide there during storms.

Even the gravel paths hurt because they remembered footsteps she no longer heard beside her.

Alice exhaled slowly.

“You planning to stand there all day?”

She startled.

An older volunteer grinned from behind a wheelbarrow.

“Garden gate doesn’t bite. Usually.”

Alice laughed softly.

“Sorry. Just been a while.”

“Then it’s good you came back. Plants forgive faster than people do.”

That sounded absurdly wise for nine in the morning.

Alice smiled politely and walked deeper into the garden.

The familiar rows stretched before her in uneven beauty. Sunflowers leaned lazily toward the light. Trellises climbed with peas and beans. Bees drifted heavily between blossoms.

And there, beside plot fourteen, someone was kneeling in the dirt.

A woman.

Late thirties, maybe. Dark curls pinned carelessly atop her head. Faded jeans streaked with soil. A pale green tank top clung lightly to her shoulders as she worked carefully around young basil plants.

Alice slowed without meaning to.

The woman looked up.

Gray eyes.

Not cold exactly.

Careful.

“Hi,” the woman said.

Alice lifted a hand awkwardly.

“Hi.”

The woman sat back on her heels.

“You’re Alice, right?”

That surprised her.

“Yeah.”

“I’m Donna. Marie said you used to manage this plot.”

Alice glanced toward the raised beds.

Her old plot.

Someone had weeded it beautifully.

Tomato cages already stood neatly arranged.

“Used to,” Alice repeated.

Donna’s expression softened just slightly, as though she heard more in those two words.

“Well,” she said gently, “I only borrowed half of it. They said if you came back, you could still use the other side.”

Alice blinked.

Half the plot remained untouched.

Waiting.

Something unexpectedly painful moved through her chest.

“That was kind,” she murmured.

Donna shrugged.

“Seemed fair.”

Silence settled between them, though not unpleasantly.

Alice crouched near the empty side of the bed.

The soil had already been turned.

Donna had prepared it for her.

Without asking.

Without even knowing if she would return.

Alice traced her fingers lightly through the dirt.

“You didn’t have to do this.”

Donna brushed dirt from her hands.

“I know.”

There was something about her voice that made Alice look up again.

Steady.

Quiet.

Lonely.

Alice recognized loneliness the way recovering addicts recognize old cravings.

Immediately.

“How long have you been gardening here?” Alice asked.

“Since April.”

“You’re good at it.”

Donna snorted softly.

“The cucumbers disagree.”

Alice laughed before she could stop herself.

The sound startled both of them.

It had been a long time since laughter appeared naturally.

Donna smiled then.

Not dramatic.

Not flirtatious.

Just real.

And somehow that felt more dangerous.



By noon, Alice had planted lettuce, peppers, and two rows of marigolds.

Donna worked beside her quietly, occasionally passing tools without asking.

At one point their fingers brushed against the handle of a trowel.

A tiny thing.

Barely anything.

Still, Alice felt the contact all the way up her arm.

Ridiculous.

She blamed the heat.

“You missed a weed,” Donna said.

Alice narrowed her eyes.

“I was testing you.”

“Mm-hm.”

“You passed.”

Donna’s mouth curved again.

That smile was becoming a problem.

Around them, gardeners drifted between rows carrying baskets and watering cans. Wind stirred softly through climbing beans.

For the first time in months, Alice felt herself breathing fully.

Not surviving.

Breathing.

Donna stood and stretched carefully.

Alice noticed then the silver ring hanging from a chain around her neck.

Not worn.

Carried.

Widow.

The realization landed gently.

Donna followed her gaze and touched the ring instinctively.

Her expression closed.

Alice looked away immediately.

“Sorry.”

“It’s okay,” Donna said after a moment.

But it clearly wasn’t.

Neither of them spoke for several minutes.

Then Donna surprised her.

“Her name was Evelyn.”

Alice looked up slowly.

Donna kept her eyes on the basil plants.

“She loved rosemary,” Donna continued quietly. “Said it smelled like memory.”

Alice swallowed.

“How long?”

“Three years.”

The grief in Donna’s voice sounded older than that.

Alice nodded slowly.

“My divorce finalized in February.”

Donna glanced toward her.

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. He left two years before the paperwork did.”

Donna understood that immediately.

Alice could tell.

Some losses happened long before people admitted them aloud.

The afternoon sun stretched warm and golden across the garden.

Donna picked up a watering can.

“Coffee?” she asked abruptly.

Alice blinked.

“Coffee?”

“There’s a little café across the street. Their muffins are terrible but the coffee’s decent.”

Alice almost said no automatically.

That had become her safest answer lately.

No invitations.

No complications.

No vulnerability.

But then Donna glanced at her again with those tired gray eyes.

And Alice realized something startling.

She wanted to know this woman.

“Okay,” she said.

Donna smiled.

This time it reached her eyes.



The café smelled like cinnamon and burnt espresso.

They sat near the window with paper cups warming their hands.

Outside, late afternoon traffic drifted lazily through town.

Inside, Alice found herself talking more than she intended.

About teaching high school art.

About living alone for the first time since college.

About how silence inside a house could become unbearable.

Donna listened carefully.

Not politely.

Carefully.

There was a difference.

“What about you?” Alice asked eventually.

Donna stirred sugar into her coffee though she hadn’t added any.

“I’m a physical therapist.”

“That sounds exhausting.”

“People cry less than plants do.”

Alice laughed.

Donna looked briefly pleased with herself.

The conversation moved easily after that.

Books.

Music.

Why zucchini always grew like it was personally offended by humanity.

By the time sunlight faded orange against the café windows, Alice realized nearly three hours had passed.

Three hours without thinking about Michael.

Three hours without feeling broken.

Donna checked the time and sighed.

“I should go feed my dog before he files a formal complaint.”

Alice smiled.

“What kind of dog?”

“Golden retriever. Zero survival instincts.”

“That’s most golden retrievers.”

Donna stood, gathering her bag.

For one brief second neither woman moved.

Something hovered there.

Soft.

Uncertain.

New.

Then Donna tucked a curl behind her ear.

“See you Saturday?”

Alice surprised herself again.

“Yeah,” she said softly. “I’d like that.”

Donna nodded once and walked toward the door.

Alice watched her go.

Outside, evening light spilled gold across the street.

And somewhere deep inside herself, something Alice thought had died months ago shifted carefully toward the sun.
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Chapter 2 — Tomatoes and Small Talk
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Saturday mornings became dangerous.

Alice realized that by the third week.

Not dangerous in dramatic ways.

No explosions. No catastrophe. No reckless choices.

Just anticipation.

She started waking earlier on garden days.

Choosing earrings with more care.

Checking the mirror twice before leaving the house.

All deeply suspicious behavior for a woman who claimed she was absolutely not interested in dating anyone.

Especially not Donna.

Definitely not Donna.

The problem was Donna had become woven quietly into the rhythm of her week.

Wednesday texts asking if Alice remembered to water the peppers during the heatwave.

Pictures of misshapen tomatoes captioned nature is cruel.

Long conversations about books while kneeling side by side in the dirt.

Somehow friendship had slipped in through the cracks before Alice noticed.

That morning, Donna was already at the garden when Alice arrived.

She stood balancing two coffee cups and wearing an oversized blue flannel despite the warm weather.

“Bribery,” Donna announced, holding one cup out.

Alice accepted it immediately.

“You’re learning my weaknesses.”

“Caffeine and stubbornness.”

“Rude.”

Donna grinned.

God, that smile.

Alice took a long sip of coffee to avoid staring.

The garden buzzed softly with weekend volunteers. Someone played old jazz music from a portable speaker near the greenhouse.

Donna crouched beside the tomato plants.

“You need to prune these.”

“They’re thriving.”

“They’re chaotic.”

“Same thing.”

Donna shook her head with mock disappointment.

“You teach children?”

“Teenagers,” Alice corrected. “Which explains why chaos feels familiar.”

Donna laughed.

The sound warmed Alice unexpectedly.

She liked making Donna laugh.

Too much.



Around noon, the heat settled heavily across the garden.

Donna tied her curls into a messy knot while Alice watered seedlings nearby.

Neither spoke for several minutes.

Comfortable silence had become surprisingly easy between them.

Alice was still getting used to that.

With Michael, silence eventually became punishment.

Every quiet room carried resentment.

Questions left unanswered.

Affection withheld like negotiation.

But silence with Donna felt restful.

Like sitting beside a lake.

Donna broke the quiet first.

“Do you ever miss him?”

Alice looked up.

Donna immediately grimaced.

“Sorry. That was intrusive.”

“No,” Alice said slowly. “It’s okay.”

She turned off the hose.

Water dripped softly into the soil.

“I miss who I thought he was,” she admitted. “Or maybe who I was when I loved him.”

Donna nodded like she understood completely.

“That makes sense.”

Alice glanced toward her.

“Do you miss Evelyn every day?”

Donna’s hands stilled around a bundle of herbs.

“Yes,” she said simply.

No hesitation.

No performance.

Just truth.

Alice admired that.

Donna brushed loose soil from her palms.

“But grief changes shape eventually,” she added quietly. “At first it feels like drowning. Then later it’s more like carrying something heavy all the time.”

Alice swallowed.

“And does it ever get lighter?”

Donna considered that.

“Sometimes you just get stronger.”

The words settled carefully between them.

Alice looked down at the marigolds swaying near her knees.

“You make everything sound wiser than it probably is.”

Donna smirked faintly.

“Occupational hazard.”

“Physical therapists give philosophical speeches?”

“Only the emotionally exhausted ones.”

Alice laughed again.

And there it was.

That feeling.

Tiny and terrifying.

Like the first green shoot pushing through frozen ground.



By early afternoon, they had moved on to staking tomato vines.

Donna worked methodically, sleeves rolled to her elbows.

Alice noticed things now.

The small scar near Donna’s wrist.

The way she bit the inside of her cheek while concentrating.

How carefully she handled fragile stems, as if she believed everything breakable deserved gentleness.

It did something dangerous to Alice’s chest.

“You’re staring,” Donna said without looking up.

Alice nearly dropped a tomato clip.

“I was not.”

“You absolutely were.”

“I was admiring your tomato technique.”

Donna finally looked at her, one eyebrow raised.

“That sounds dirtier than you intended.”

Alice choked on air.

Donna burst into laughter.

Real laughter this time.

Bright enough that nearby gardeners glanced over.

Alice stared at her openly then.

Because there it was again—that transformation.

Donna carried sadness quietly, like a permanent shadow beneath her skin.

But when she laughed, the shadow disappeared for a few precious seconds.

And Alice found herself wanting to be the reason for it.

Which felt dangerous.

Very dangerous.



Later, they sat beneath the shade structure sharing a basket of strawberries donated by another gardener.

Donna leaned back against the wooden bench with her sunglasses pushed into her curls.

Alice stole glances over the rim of her coffee
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