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CHAPTER ONE: The First Bloom
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The garden had not been touched in years.

Clara van Rensburg stood at the edge of the stone path, her arms folded tightly against the early morning chill, surveying what had once been the pride of the estate. Winter had stripped it bare of its former grace, leaving behind thorny rose stems, tangled hedges, and a greenhouse whose glass panes were clouded with age and neglect.

It mirrored her more than she cared to admit.

She had loved this garden once. As a young bride, she’d wandered its paths in pressed dresses and careful smiles, imagining it would be the place where her life would unfold beautifully. But time had passed—quietly, ruthlessly—and somewhere between obligation and expectation, she had stopped coming here altogether.

“Mrs. van Rensburg?”

The voice came from behind her—soft, accented, unfamiliar.

Clara turned.

The woman approaching was dressed simply: dark jeans, a wool coat, hair pulled loosely back. Mud clung to her boots. There was something immediately grounding about her presence, as if she belonged outdoors.

“Yes?” Clara replied, straightening reflexively.

“I’m Elena Moreau. We spoke on the phone.”

Ah. The horticulturist.

“Of course,” Clara said, extending her hand. “Thank you for coming so early.”

Elena shook her hand warmly. Her grip was confident, her smile genuine. “Gardens wake up early. I like to meet them before the world does.”

Clara blinked at the comment, unsure how to respond.

Elena turned slowly, her gaze sweeping across the grounds—not with judgment, but with interest. With curiosity. “It’s been sleeping,” she said softly. “But it’s not gone.”

Something in Clara’s chest tightened.

They began to walk together along the gravel path. Elena paused often, crouching to examine soil, tracing the bark of a tree with reverence, as though listening to something only she could hear.

“Your roses,” Elena said, gesturing toward the thicket of thorned canes, “they’re old English varieties. Strong. They just need patience.”

Patience. Another word Clara had lived by.

“I’m not sure what I expect from this restoration,” Clara admitted. “The estate board wanted it. Tourists like gardens.”

Elena smiled faintly. “Gardens are never for tourists. They’re for the people who walk through them alone.”

Clara felt seen—and unsettled by it.

They reached the greenhouse. Elena brushed dust from one of the panes, peering inside.

“Oh,” she murmured. “This could be something special.”

Clara watched her—how she moved, how she spoke with quiet certainty. It was disarming. Clara wasn’t accustomed to people taking up space so gently.

“I’ll need several months,” Elena continued. “And your permission to make... choices. Some things must be cut back. Others need room to grow.”

Clara hesitated. Control had always been her refuge.

“I trust your judgment,” she said finally, surprising herself.

Elena turned to her, eyes warm. “Thank you.”

Their gazes lingered a moment too long.

A breeze stirred the bare branches above them. Somewhere nearby, a bird called out—a small, hopeful sound.

That afternoon, Clara returned alone.

She hadn’t planned to. She told herself she was checking on progress, but Elena hadn’t even begun yet. Still, Clara found herself walking the same paths, hearing Elena’s voice in her head.

They’re not gone. They’re just sleeping.

Clara paused near a rose bush, running her fingers carefully along a thornless stem. She thought of her marriage—the years of silence, of doing what was expected. Of never once asking herself what she wanted.

She startled when footsteps approached.

“Elena?” she asked, half-expecting her.

But it was only the wind.

Or so she thought.

“Clara.”

She turned again.

Elena stood a few paces away, coat removed now, sleeves rolled up, hands dirt-stained. She looked more real this time. Less like an interruption. More like a presence.

“I thought you’d left,” Clara said.

“I almost did,” Elena replied. “But the light changes here in the afternoon. I wanted to see it.”

They stood together, watching the sun slip between the trees, gilding the garden in soft gold.

“It’s beautiful,” Clara said quietly.

Elena nodded. “It will be.”

A silence fell—not awkward, but full. The kind that asked nothing and offered everything.

Clara felt something unfamiliar bloom in her chest. Not desire—not yet—but recognition. A sense that something long dormant had been stirred awake.

When Elena finally spoke, her voice was gentle. “May I tell you something?”

“Yes,” Clara replied.

“This garden,” Elena said, meeting her eyes, “it reminds me of a woman who’s spent her life being careful. But careful things can still burn.”

The words landed softly—and profoundly.

Clara swallowed.

“Then,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper, “I suppose we should be very careful indeed.”

Elena smiled—not knowing yet how close to the truth she stood.

Above them, unseen buds clung to bare branches, waiting for the moment they would dare to open.
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CHAPTER TWO: Rooted Things
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The first change Clara noticed was sound.

Where the garden had once felt muted—its silence thick with neglect—it now carried movement. The crunch of gravel beneath boots. The soft scrape of metal against stone. The low murmur of a woman speaking to plants as if they were old friends.

Clara watched from the veranda, a porcelain cup cooling untouched in her hands.

Elena had arrived early again.

She worked methodically, jacket discarded despite the chill, sleeves rolled, hair escaping its tie in soft, stubborn strands. She knelt beside the rose beds, pruning with deliberate care, pausing often to observe rather than act.

Clara felt a curious tension settle beneath her ribs.
An invitation.
Or perhaps a disturbance.
She descended the steps without fully deciding to.

“Elena,” she called.

Elena looked up, smiling instantly. “Good morning.”

“I hope you’re not overworking yourself.”

Elena laughed lightly. “Gardens don’t like to be rushed. Neither do I.”

Clara hesitated. “May I... walk with you?”

Elena’s expression warmed. “I’d like that.”

They moved slowly along the paths, Elena gesturing occasionally, explaining her vision. Clara listened, but found herself distracted by details she could not name in polite conversation—the way Elena’s hands moved, expressive and sure; the way her voice softened when she spoke about soil and sunlight.

“This corner,” Elena said, stopping near a tangle of overgrown jasmine, “used to be intentional. You can feel it. Someone planned for scent here.”

“My late mother-in-law,” Clara said. “She believed gardens should whisper, not shout.”

Elena smiled. “She was right.”

The jasmine rustled in the breeze, releasing a faint trace of sweetness, as if agreeing.

They stood close enough now that Clara could smell Elena’s soap—clean, faintly herbal. It stirred something unsteady in her chest.

Elena glanced at her. “You look uncomfortable.”

“I am,” Clara admitted. “Not with you. With... noticing things.”

Elena studied her carefully. “That can happen when something long ignored begins to wake.”

Clara laughed softly, then stopped. “You speak as if you know me.”

“I know gardens,” Elena replied. “People tend to grow the same way.”

They resumed walking.

Later that afternoon, Clara found Elena in the greenhouse.

Sunlight streamed through clouded glass, turning the air golden. Dust motes floated like held breath. Elena had opened several panes, allowing fresh air to circulate.

“It smells alive in here,” Clara said.

Elena smiled. “Decay and promise always do.”

She crouched beside a tray of seedlings. “These were hidden beneath old tools. Someone started something and forgot.”

Clara watched her carefully cradle one of the small pots. “Do they have a chance?”

“They do,” Elena said. “If they’re moved. Given space.”

The words settled between them.

Clara cleared her throat. “I’ve never been very good at that.”

“Letting things grow?”

“Letting myself,” Clara corrected.

Elena stood slowly, brushing dirt from her hands. “May I ask you something?”

Clara nodded.

“Why did you marry your husband?”

The question was gentle—but unguarded.

Clara took a moment. “Because it was expected. Because he was safe. Because I thought love would arrive later.”

“And did it?”

Clara shook her head. “It arrived everywhere else instead. In habits. In routine. In silence.”

Elena’s gaze softened. “Silence can be its own kind of violence.”

Clara exhaled. No one had ever named it that way before.

That evening, Clara dreamed of roses blooming beneath frost.

She woke unsettled.

That evening, Clara dreamed of roses blooming beneath frost.

She woke unsettled.

One afternoon, clouds rolled in heavy and low. A sudden storm caught them both in the garden.

“Greenhouse!” Elena called, laughing as rain fell in sudden sheets.

They ran—skirts and jeans soaked, breathless, laughing despite themselves.

Inside, rain drummed against the glass, enclosing them in a private world of steam and light.

Elena leaned against the workbench, hair damp, cheeks flushed. Clara stood a few steps away, heart racing for reasons that had nothing to do with the run.

“You okay?” Elena asked.

“Yes,” Clara said. “I—yes.”

They were close now. Too close for comfort. Or perhaps precisely close enough.

Rain blurred the world outside, muffling sound, creating a silence that felt intimate rather than empty.

“Elena,” Clara said quietly.

“Yes?”

“I don’t know what this is.”

Elena didn’t move closer. She didn’t move away. “Neither do I,” she said gently. “But we don’t have to decide yet.”

Clara swallowed. “I’ve spent my life deciding too early.”

Elena nodded. “Then let
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