
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


The Garden at Dusk
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Chapter 1: Seeds of Chance
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Lya adjusted the straps of her worn backpack and stared at the neat rows of soil in front of her. The community gardening plot wasn’t exactly what she’d envisioned for a Saturday morning. She’d pictured herself curled up with a book, maybe sipping coffee, not hauling shovels and clay-streaked gloves through damp dirt. But here she was, thirty-eight years old, divorced for three years, and determined to try something new—even if it terrified her.

“First time?” a soft voice asked.

Startled, Lya turned to see a woman slightly older than her, with sandy-brown hair loosely tied back and flecks of soil on her sleeves. There was something in her stance—steady, calm, unhurried—that made Lya immediately feel both exposed and welcomed.

“Uh... yeah,” Lya admitted, shifting her weight from one foot to the other. “I thought... I don’t know, maybe gardening would be... grounding?”

The woman smiled, a little wistful, a little amused. “Grounding is good. The soil won’t judge you, and it doesn’t rush. I’m Craig.”

“Lya,” she replied, holding out a hand awkwardly, which Craig shook firmly but gently. There was a quiet ease in the gesture, and Lya felt herself relax just a fraction.

Craig tilted her head, surveying Lya with what seemed like genuine curiosity rather than casual small talk. “Well, Lya, welcome. We have a bit of a messy plot today, but it’s good soil. And if you like, I can show you where to start.”

Lya nodded, grateful for the offer. They walked side by side along the narrow dirt paths separating the garden beds. Lya’s shoes sank slightly in the damp earth, and she resisted the urge to grimace. Craig’s presence, though, made the effort feel less daunting.

“You’ve gardened before?” Lya asked, attempting casual conversation, even as her hands itched to dig into the earth.

Craig shook her head. “Not really. I used to help my partner with a small backyard garden. That’s... been a while now.” Her voice softened at the memory, eyes distant for a heartbeat, before she caught Lya’s gaze again. “But it’s good to be back. Healing, I guess.”

Lya felt a tug in her chest. She understood that kind of quiet pain—the kind that lingered after the end of a marriage, after years of shared plans and laughter vanished overnight. She swallowed and said lightly, “I think that’s why I’m here too. Healing.”

For a moment, neither spoke. The only sounds were the occasional chirp of a bird, the rustle of leaves, and the distant hum of traffic beyond the garden’s chain-link fence.

Craig finally reached a small plot of tilled soil and gestured. “We could start here. There are some seeds that need planting—tomatoes, basil, a few marigolds for the edges.”

Lya bent down, touching the soil. It was cool, moist, and gritty between her fingers. She took a deep breath, feeling a small spark of something she hadn’t felt in a long time—a cautious sense of possibility.

“Alright,” she said, surprising herself with the steadiness in her voice. “Let’s do it.”

They worked side by side, awkwardly at first. Lya’s hands fumbled with the seeds, and she knocked over a small packet of marigolds, scattering them across the soil. Craig chuckled softly, kneeling beside her to gather them.

“See? Not so bad,” Craig said, handing her the recovered seeds. Her smile was patient, encouraging, not patronizing. Lya found herself smiling back, a little bashfully.

As the morning sun climbed higher, the garden around them seemed to come alive. Tiny sprouts pushed up through the earth, birds hopped along the fence, and the scent of wet soil mingled with the faint fragrance of early blooms. Lya felt a quiet sense of wonder, as if the world had slowed down just for them.

Craig brushed a lock of hair from her forehead, and Lya caught herself staring at the curve of her jaw, the warm brown eyes that reflected both resilience and sorrow. She quickly looked away, focusing on her hands, but the flutter in her chest refused to be ignored.

“Coffee later?” Craig asked as they cleaned their tools. “I mean, if you’re not busy. We could—”

Lya hesitated, then nodded. “Yeah. I’d like that.”

It wasn’t just coffee. Lya knew it. Something about Craig had already planted a seed, one that might grow into trust, friendship... maybe something more.

As they walked out of the garden side by side, the afternoon sun casting long shadows behind them, Lya felt a flicker of hope she hadn’t felt in years. Life could still surprise her, even after heartbreak. And maybe, just maybe, this chance encounter in a patch of dirt and sunlight could be the beginning of something new.
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Chapter 2: Uneasy Soil
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Lya woke the next Saturday with a soreness that reminded her she was not as young—or as fit—as she used to be. Her arms ached from carrying soil bags, her knees stiffened from kneeling, and even her fingers seemed to complain after planting seeds the day before. Still, there was a stubborn thrill in the ache, a reminder that she was doing something for herself, something tangible.

She arrived at the garden a little earlier than usual, hoping to claim a quiet corner. The morning air was crisp, carrying the faint scent of damp earth and the distant tang of blooming flowers. Craig was already there, kneeling beside a neat row of vegetable beds, her movements calm and practiced.

“Morning,” Lya called, smiling despite the stiffness in her limbs.

Craig looked up, brushing a smear of soil from her hands. “Morning. You look... lively,” she said, her voice teasing just enough to make Lya laugh.

Lya bent down to start loosening the soil in her assigned plot, but within minutes she realized the work was more exhausting than she’d anticipated. Shoveling, digging, pulling out stubborn weeds—it all made her arms tremble and her back protest. She wiped sweat from her forehead and sank back on her heels, taking a deep breath.

Craig glanced at her but continued her own work without comment. Lya felt a flicker of embarrassment. Why wasn’t Craig offering to help? Surely she could see how unsteady Lya was. Yet, there was a quiet patience in Craig’s gaze, a kind of respect that made Lya’s chest tighten in an unexpected way.

She pushed herself upright again and tried to focus. Gardening was supposed to be therapeutic, calming, even. But as she dug into the earth, memories surfaced unbidden—of arguments with her ex-husband, of nights spent alone in a house that had once been shared. The physical exertion seemed to pull those memories closer, making the ache in her body feel like an echo of the ache in her heart.

Craig paused, noticing Lya’s struggle more clearly now. She didn’t move to intervene immediately; she had learned that some people needed to find their own rhythm, to face the discomfort before leaning on someone else. Instead, she worked silently beside her, offering subtle guidance through example: the way she held the trowel, the careful way she loosened clumps of soil without bruising the roots beneath.

“Your technique is... impressive,” Lya muttered after a particularly stubborn clump of dirt resisted her efforts. Her hands were smudged, her nails caked with mud, and yet there was a spark of pride in her chest.

Craig smiled, eyes soft. “It comes with practice... and patience. Gardening teaches you both.”

Lya paused, reflecting on those words. Patience. She had so little for herself lately—so much impatience for the wounds that refused to heal, the life she had lost, the love that seemed impossible to reclaim. Watching Craig work with quiet determination made her wonder if she could learn to apply that patience to her own heart.
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