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The Quiet Work of Healing

Chapter 1: The Weight of Small Things
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Ana hadn’t expected the silence to be so loud.

It lived in the corners of her apartment, in the hum of the refrigerator, in the space beside her in bed where no one reached for her anymore. It wasn’t dramatic, not the kind of grief that shattered things or made headlines. It was smaller than that. Quieter. But it was constant.

The kind that followed her into the morning while she brushed her teeth, lingered as she made coffee for one, and sat across from her at the kitchen table like an uninvited guest.

Divorce, she had learned, wasn’t a single moment. It wasn’t the signing of papers or the final argument or even the day one of them moved out.

It was this.

This slow unfolding of absence.

She hadn’t wanted to join the community gardening program.

Her sister had suggested it in that careful tone people used around her now, like she might break if they pushed too hard.

“You need something that isn’t work,” she had said. “Something outside. Something... alive.”

Ana had almost laughed at that.

Alive felt like too much effort.

But she had signed up anyway. Not because she believed it would help, but because saying no had started to feel like giving up entirely.

And she wasn’t ready to admit that. Not yet.



The garden sat at the edge of the neighborhood, tucked behind a row of aging apartment buildings and a small park that had seen better days. It wasn’t impressive—just a patchwork of raised beds, uneven paths, and a tool shed that leaned slightly to one side.

But it was quiet.

Not the oppressive silence of her apartment, but something softer. A living quiet. The kind filled with the rustle of leaves, distant traffic, and the occasional murmur of voices.

Ana stood at the entrance for a moment longer than necessary, her hands tucked into the pockets of her jacket.

She almost turned around.

It would have been easy. No one knew her here. No one expected her.

But then someone laughed—a warm, unguarded sound—and something in her chest tightened.

She stepped forward.



“First time?”

The voice caught her off guard.

Ana turned to see a woman standing a few feet away, holding a pair of gardening gloves. She looked to be around Ana’s age, maybe a little older. Her hair was pulled back in a loose knot, strands escaping in a way that didn’t seem accidental.

There was something composed about her. Not cold, exactly. Just... contained.

“Yes,” Ana said, a little too quickly. “Is it that obvious?”

The woman’s mouth curved slightly. Not quite a smile.

“Only because you’re still standing at the entrance.”

Ana huffed a quiet laugh, more out of politeness than amusement.

“Right. That gave me away.”

There was a brief pause, the kind that usually signaled the end of a conversation between strangers. But neither of them moved.

“I’m Barbara,” the woman said finally.

“Ana.”

They shook hands. Barbara’s grip was steady, warm, but brief.

“Plots are assigned over there,” Barbara said, nodding toward a small table where a volunteer was handing out papers. “You’ll probably end up near someone who knows what they’re doing.”

“And you?” Ana asked, surprising herself.

Barbara glanced toward the rows of garden beds.

“I come early,” she said. “It’s quieter.”

There was something in the way she said it that made Ana pause.

Not just a preference. A need.

“I get that,” Ana said softly.

Barbara met her eyes then, really looked at her for the first time. Something flickered there—recognition, maybe. Or understanding.

But just as quickly, it was gone.

“Well,” Barbara said, stepping back slightly, “good luck, Ana.”

And then she was walking away, already pulling on her gloves, already part of the garden in a way Ana wasn’t.



Ana watched her go for a moment longer than she should have.

There was nothing remarkable about the interaction. No spark, no instant connection, no reason to dwell on it.

And yet.

Something about Barbara lingered.

Maybe it was the way she had said quieter, like it mattered more than it should. Or the way she carried herself, like someone who had learned to take up less space.

Ana recognized that.

She had been doing it herself for months now.



Her assigned plot was small, bordered by uneven wooden planks and filled with soil that looked both hopeful and intimidating.

She crouched down, pressing her fingers lightly into the dirt.

It was cool. Real.

Alive.

For a moment, she didn’t think about the empty apartment or the silence waiting for her at home.

For a moment, there was only this.

The feel of soil under her hands.

The faint warmth of the sun on her back.

The distant sound of someone humming.

It wasn’t healing.

Not yet.

But it was something.



Across the garden, Barbara worked quietly, methodically, as if she had done this a thousand times before.

She didn’t look up.

Didn’t notice Ana glancing in her direction once, then twice.

Didn’t see the way Ana hesitated before picking up a small trowel, unsure where to begin.

But if she had, she might have recognized it.

That careful, tentative way of starting over.



Ana exhaled slowly and began to dig.

The movement was awkward at first, unfamiliar. But after a few minutes, it became easier. Rhythmic.

There was something grounding about it.

Something honest.

You put in the work, and eventually, something grows.

At least, that’s what people said.

Ana wasn’t sure she believed it yet.

But as she brushed the dirt from her hands and looked down at the small, uneven row she had made, she felt something shift.

Not a transformation.

Not even hope.

Just the faintest sense that maybe—just maybe—this was a beginning.



From across the garden, Barbara finally glanced up.

Her eyes lingered on Ana for a moment, thoughtful, unreadable.

Then she returned to her work.

But something had already been planted.
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Chapter 2: The Woman Who Comes Early
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Ana started arriving earlier than she needed to.

She told herself it was practical. The afternoons were busier, louder, filled with people who seemed to know each other already—people who asked easy questions like What are you planting? and How long have you been gardening? as if those answers were supposed to come naturally.

Mornings were different.

Mornings belonged to the quiet.

And, as Ana had begun to notice, they belonged to Barbara.



The second time Ana saw her, the sun had barely risen above the rooftops. The light was pale and soft, stretching long shadows across the garden beds. The air still held onto the coolness of night, and the world felt suspended—like it hadn’t fully decided to begin yet.

Barbara was already there.

Of course she was.

Kneeling beside her plot, she worked with steady, practiced movements. There was no hesitation in the way she handled the soil, no second-guessing. Just a quiet certainty.

Ana lingered at the edge again, though not as long as the first time.

She noticed things now.

The thermos placed carefully near the corner of Barbara’s plot. The way she paused occasionally—not to rest, but to look, as if checking something only she could see. The faint crease between her brows, like she was always thinking about something just out of reach.

There was something about her that didn’t invite interruption.

But Ana stepped forward anyway.



“Hi.”

It came out softer than she intended.

Barbara looked up, not startled exactly, but as if she had been somewhere else entirely and had just returned.

“Ana,” she said, after a brief pause, like she was placing the name in the right spot.

“You remembered.”

Barbara’s mouth curved slightly.

“I remember things that repeat.”

Ana wasn’t sure what to do with that.

She shifted her weight, suddenly aware of her hands, her posture, the fact that she had no real reason to be standing there except that she wanted to be.

“You’re here early,” Ana said, then immediately winced. “I mean—obviously. I just... noticed.”

Barbara brushed dirt from her fingers, slow and deliberate.

“I always am.”

“Yeah, I’m starting to see that.”

A small silence settled between them.

Not uncomfortable, exactly. Just... unfilled.

Ana glanced toward her own plot, a few beds over, then back at Barbara.

“I thought I’d try it too,” she added, gesturing vaguely at the morning. “The early thing.”

Barbara studied her for a moment. Not in a way that felt intrusive, but not entirely neutral either.

“And?” she asked.

Ana exhaled, glancing around.

“It’s quieter.”

Barbara nodded once, like that confirmed something.

“It is.”



Ana crouched down at the edge of Barbara’s plot before she could overthink it.

Up close, the neatness of it was even more obvious. Rows carefully spaced, soil turned just right, small green shoots already beginning to push through in places.

“You’ve done this before,” Ana said.

“Mm.”

That didn’t feel like a full answer, but Barbara didn’t offer more.

Ana brushed her fingers lightly over the edge of the wooden frame.

“I don’t really know what I’m doing,” she admitted.

Barbara tilted her head slightly.

“You’re digging.”

Ana let out a small laugh.

“I meant beyond that.”

Another pause. Then Barbara reached for a small tool lying nearby and held it out.

“Loosen the soil before you plant,” she said. “Not too deep. Just enough so roots don’t have to fight.”

Ana took the tool, her fingers brushing Barbara’s for just a second.

It was nothing.

Just contact.

But it lingered, in that strange way small things sometimes did.

“Okay,” Ana said, a little quieter now.

She didn’t move right away.

“Do you—” she started, then stopped. “Do you mind if I ask what you’re growing?”

Barbara glanced down at her plot, as if seeing it through Ana’s eyes.

“Tomatoes. Herbs. A few things that are harder to find fresh.”

“Ambitious.”

Barbara shrugged.

“It’s habit.”

There was that word again.

Not hobby.

Not passion.

Habit.

Ana wondered how many things in Barbara’s life existed that way—quietly, routinely, without explanation.



They worked in parallel after that.

Not together, exactly. But close enough that the distance didn’t feel like distance.

Ana moved to her own plot, trying to follow Barbara’s instructions. Loosen the soil. Not too deep.

She found herself glancing over more often than she meant to.

At one point, she caught Barbara watching her.

Not in a judgmental way.

More like... assessing.

“Too deep,” Barbara said, nodding toward Ana’s trowel.

Ana froze, then looked down.

“Oh.”

She adjusted, feeling a small flicker of embarrassment.

“Sorry.”

“No need.”

Barbara stood, brushing off her hands, and stepped closer. Close enough that Ana could see the faint lines at the corners of her eyes, the way her expression softened slightly when she focused on something specific.

“Like this,” Barbara said, kneeling beside her.

She reached over, guiding Ana’s hand—not quite touching, but close enough that Ana could feel the warmth of her presence.

“Gentle,” Barbara added. “You’re not trying to win against the soil.”

Ana swallowed, nodding.

“Right. Gentle.”

It was such a simple word.

And yet, it landed somewhere deeper than she expected.



When Barbara stood again, she stepped back immediately, as if aware of the space she had crossed.

Ana missed it.

The closeness.

The quiet certainty.

It surprised her, how quickly that feeling came.



“Can I ask you something?” Ana said, before she could talk herself out of it.

Barbara hesitated, just slightly.

“Yes.”

“Why do you come so early?”

The question hung there, heavier than Ana intended.

She rushed to soften it.

“You don’t have to answer, I just—I mean, most people don’t—”

“It’s easier,” Barbara said.

Ana stopped.

Barbara’s gaze had shifted, not quite meeting hers anymore.

“Easier how?”

Another pause.

Then, quietly:

“Fewer people
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