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After the Storm, Green

Chapter 1: The First Dig
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Nina hadn’t planned to stay.

She stood at the edge of the community garden, one hand wrapped tightly around a paper cup of lukewarm coffee, the other gripping the strap of her bag like it might anchor her in place. The air smelled faintly of damp soil and something green—sharp, alive. It felt almost offensive, how alive everything seemed.

A week ago, she wouldn’t have come within ten feet of a place like this.

A week ago, she had still been married.

Now, she was here. Because her therapist had suggested it. Because her sister had insisted. Because she didn’t know what else to do with the hollow, echoing hours of her weekends.

“First time?”

The voice startled her.

Nina turned, her shoulders tightening instinctively. A woman stood a few feet away, holding a pair of gardening gloves and a clipboard. She was tall—slightly taller than Nina—with dark hair pulled back in a loose, practical knot. There was something composed about her, something still.

“Yes,” Nina said, then added quickly, “It shows, doesn’t it?”

The woman’s mouth curved, not quite a smile. “Only a little.”

There was no judgment in her tone. Just observation.

Nina exhaled softly. “I’m Nina.”

“Katia.”

They didn’t shake hands. It didn’t feel like that kind of moment.

Instead, Katia glanced toward the rows of garden plots stretching behind them. “They’re assigning spaces today. You’ll probably get one near mine.”

“Oh,” Nina said, unsure why that made her suddenly nervous. “Good.”

Katia nodded once, then turned slightly as if to leave—but paused.

“You don’t have to stay the whole time,” she said. “A lot of people don’t, the first day.”

It was an oddly specific reassurance.

Nina blinked. “Was it that obvious I’m planning an escape?”

Katia looked at her then—really looked at her. Her eyes were a soft, unreadable brown.

“Not an escape,” she said quietly. “Just... an exit strategy.”

Something in Nina’s chest shifted.

“Yeah,” she admitted. “That sounds about right.”

For a second, neither of them spoke.

Then Katia gave a small nod, as if confirming something to herself. “Well,” she said, “if you stay, the soil’s better on the east side. Less clay.”

And just like that, she walked away.



Nina stayed.

She wasn’t entirely sure why.

Maybe it was the way Katia had said it—not pushing, not expecting. Just offering a small piece of knowledge, like a breadcrumb. Or maybe it was because leaving would mean going back to her apartment, where everything still felt like it belonged to a version of her that no longer existed.

The garden coordinator—a cheerful older man named Tomas—called everyone together and began assigning plots. Nina barely listened, her gaze drifting instead.

People laughed. Talked. Compared seeds.

It felt surreal.

When her name was called, she stepped forward automatically.

“Plot 18,” Tomas said, marking something on his clipboard. “East side. Good soil.”

Nina almost smiled.



Plot 18 sat beside Plot 17.

Katia’s plot.

Of course.

Nina hesitated at the edge of the small rectangle of earth that was now, apparently, hers. It didn’t look like much—just a patch of dirt with a few stubborn weeds poking through. But there was something daunting about it.

Where do you even start?

“You clear the top layer first.”

Nina turned.

Katia had returned, now wearing her gloves. She gestured lightly toward the soil. “Weeds, rocks. Then loosen it.”

“Oh,” Nina said. “Right. Obviously.”

Katia’s lips twitched again, almost a smile.

For a while, they worked in parallel.

Nina crouched awkwardly, pulling at weeds that seemed more deeply rooted than she expected. Dirt gathered under her nails. Her back began to ache within minutes.

“This is harder than it looks,” she muttered.

“It usually is,” Katia replied, not looking up.

There was no sarcasm. Just quiet agreement.

Minutes passed. Maybe longer.

Something strange happened in that time.

Nina’s thoughts—usually loud, relentless—began to quiet.

There was only the feel of the soil, the repetitive motion, the soft sounds of other people working nearby. It wasn’t peace, exactly. But it was... less.

Less heavy.

“You’re doing fine,” Katia said after a while.

Nina glanced at her. “That sounded like you were reassuring a child.”

Katia shrugged slightly. “Everyone needs reassurance when they start something new.”

Nina huffed a soft laugh. “Even at thirty-eight?”

“Especially then.”

That landed deeper than Nina expected.

She sat back on her heels, brushing dirt from her hands. “What about you?” she asked. “How long have you been doing this?”

“Two years.”

“Two years?” Nina blinked. “You must be... really good by now.”

Katia shook her head. “I’m consistent.”

“That sounds like something someone says when they’re actually really good.”

This time, Katia did smile. Briefly, but unmistakably.

And it changed her face.

It softened it, made her look warmer, younger somehow. It caught Nina off guard in a way she didn’t quite understand.

“Consistency matters more,” Katia said.

Nina watched her for a second too long, then looked away, suddenly aware of something unfamiliar stirring under her ribs.

Not attraction. Not yet.

But something.



By the time the sun began to dip, Nina’s plot looked marginally less chaotic.

She stood, stretching her aching back, and surveyed her work.

“It still looks like dirt,” she said.

“It is dirt,” Katia replied.

Nina laughed, a real one this time. “I walked into that.”

Katia pulled off her gloves. “It takes time.”

Nina nodded slowly.

Time.

The word felt heavier than it should.

“Do you come every day?” she asked.

“Most days.”

Nina hesitated. “I might... come back. Tomorrow, maybe.”

Katia glanced at her, something unreadable in her expression.

“The soil will still be here,” she said.

It wasn’t encouragement.

But it wasn’t dismissal either.

It was... an opening.

Nina picked up her bag, slinging it over her shoulder. “Okay,” she said. “Then I guess I’ll see you.”

Katia nodded once.



As Nina walked away, something strange settled in her chest.

Not happiness.

Not yet.

But something quieter.

Something like... possibility.

And behind her, in the fading light, two small plots of earth sat side by side—unremarkable to anyone else.

But for the first time in a long while, Nina didn’t feel like she was standing in the aftermath of something broken.

For the first time, it felt like maybe—

just maybe—

something could grow.
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Chapter 2: Roots in Unfamiliar Soil
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Nina almost didn’t come back.

The next morning, she woke up with sore muscles and a familiar heaviness pressing against her chest—the kind that made everything feel optional, including getting out of bed. For a long time, she lay there staring at the ceiling, replaying old conversations she wished she could forget.

But then something unexpected surfaced.

Not a memory.

A feeling.

The garden. The quiet. The rhythm of pulling weeds. And—though she hesitated to name it—Katia’s steady presence beside her.

It hadn’t been overwhelming. It hadn’t demanded anything from her. It had just... been there.

And somehow, that was enough.

So by late morning, Nina found herself pulling on old jeans and a faded sweater, tying her hair back with a distracted sort of determination. She didn’t overthink it. If she did, she knew she wouldn’t go.



The garden was quieter than the day before.

Only a few people had arrived early, scattered across the plots like quiet punctuation marks in the open space. The air was cooler, the sunlight softer, stretching gently across the soil.

Katia was already there.

Of course she was.

She stood near her plot, sleeves rolled up, working the soil with calm, practiced movements. There was something almost meditative in the way she moved—deliberate, efficient, but never rushed.

For a moment, Nina just watched her.

Then she realized she was watching.

“Hi,” she said, stepping forward quickly to cover the awkward pause.

Katia looked up.

There it was again—that brief flicker of surprise, quickly smoothed into composure.

“You came back.”

It wasn’t said with excitement. Or even warmth.

Just quiet acknowledgment.

“I said I might,” Nina replied, a small smile tugging at her lips. “I try to be a woman of my word. Occasionally.”

Katia nodded, as if that was sufficient.

“I brought coffee this time,” Nina added, holding up a second cup. “As a peace offering to the soil.”

Katia glanced at it. “The soil prefers water.”

Nina blinked. “Tough crowd.”

But after a second, Katia reached out and took the cup.

“Thank you.”

It was simple. But something about the way she said it—direct, unadorned—made it feel genuine in a way Nina wasn’t used to.



They worked side by side again.

Plot 17 and Plot 18.

Katia and Nina.

It felt less awkward this time, though not exactly easy. Their conversations came in small, cautious bursts—like testing the ground before stepping fully onto it.

“So,” Nina said after a while, tugging stubbornly at a weed. “Do you grow anything specific? Or just... whatever survives your judgment?”

Katia exhaled softly, almost a laugh. “Vegetables. Mostly.”

“Ah. Practical.”

“I like things that have a purpose.”

Nina paused at that.

Something about the way Katia said it felt heavier than it should have been.

“And flowers?” Nina asked lightly. “Too frivolous?”

Katia’s hands stilled for just a fraction of a second.

“No,” she said. “Just... not necessary.”

Nina nodded, though she wasn’t sure she agreed.

Not necessary.

It sounded like something you told yourself after losing something beautiful.



They fell into silence again, but it wasn’t as sharp as the day before.

It was... softer around the edges.

Nina found herself glancing over occasionally, noticing details she hadn’t caught before.

The faint lines around Katia’s eyes—not from age, but from something deeper. The way she paused sometimes, as if listening to thoughts she didn’t share. The carefulness in everything she did.

“You’re very precise,” Nina said suddenly.

Katia looked up. “Am I?”

“Yeah. Like... you’re not just digging. You’re planning something.”

Katia considered that. “I suppose I am.”

“What?”

“A structure.”

Nina raised an eyebrow. “A structure? It’s a garden, not a building.”

Katia’s lips curved slightly. “Plants still need order.”

Nina leaned back on her hands, studying her own plot—messy, uneven, chaotic.

“Well,” she said, “mine’s more of a... abstract interpretation of gardening.”

Katia glanced over at it.

“You’ll want to even the soil,” she said gently. “Otherwise water won’t distribute properly.”

Nina groaned. “You’re ruining my artistic vision.”

Katia didn’t respond right away.

Then, quietly: “I can help, if you want.”

The offer hung there.

It wasn’t intrusive. It wasn’t pity.

Just... there.

Nina hesitated.

Accepting help had never been easy for her. Not before. And certainly not now, when everything still felt like proof that she’d somehow failed at something fundamental.

But this didn’t feel like that.

This felt different.

“Okay,” she said.



They worked together in Nina’s plot.

Katia showed her how to level the soil, how to break apart clumps, how to recognize what needed to stay and what needed to go.

Her instructions were simple, clear.

No condescension. No impatience.

“You don’t have to press so hard,” Katia said at one point, gently adjusting Nina’s grip on the tool. “Let it move with the soil.”

Nina stilled at the contact.

It was brief. Practical.

But something about it sent a quiet ripple through her.

She pulled her hand back slightly, clearing her throat. “Right. Less... aggressive gardening.”

Katia stepped back, as if sensing the shift. “It’s not about force.”

Nina nodded, though her thoughts had drifted elsewhere.

Not about force.

She wondered, vaguely, if that applied to more than just soil.



They took a break around midday, sitting on the low wooden edge separating their plots.

Nina stretched her legs out in front of her, tilting her face toward the sun.

“This is kind of nice,” she admitted.

Katia sipped her coffee, now lukewarm. “It usually is.”

“Why did you start?” Nina asked, then immediately added, “If that’s not too personal.”

Katia didn’t answer right away.

For a moment, Nina thought she might not answer at all.

Then—

“I needed somewhere to put my time.”

It was a simple answer.

Too simple.

Nina recognized that instinct—to
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