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Chapter 1




The September morning was cool and crisp. Diane Foster pulled her favorite cardigan closer as she walked to the garden. The sunflowers drooped, their heavy heads bent low. She would need to harvest the seeds soon and save them for next spring. 

Next spring. The thought still surprised her. Eight months ago, she couldn't think past the next hour. Now she was planning seasons ahead.

The corner lot had changed since March. It was no longer full of weeds and a broken fence. Now, the Henderson lot was blooming, even in early fall. Tomato plants still grew, though more slowly. The zucchini had finally stopped producing so much. Diane smiled, thinking of Beth’s complaints about all the extra zucchini. They had given away dozens to anyone who wanted them.

A car door slammed. Diane turned and saw Lauren getting out of her car with a travel mug in her hand. Lauren waved, her blonde ponytail shining in the morning light.

"Couldn't sleep," Lauren said, walking through the gate they'd installed in July. "Figured I might as well be useful."

"Ryan working early?"

"Night shift at the hospital. Gets home around eight." Lauren knelt beside the carrot bed, running her fingers over the feathery tops. "These are ready."

They worked quietly, pulling carrots and brushing off the dirt. Diane had learned that Lauren didn’t always want to talk. Some mornings she was chatty, but other days, like today, she just wanted to work with her hands in the soil.

"I've been thinking," Lauren said finally. "About winter. What happens to all this when it snows?"

"We get the garden ready. We cover the beds and add lots of mulch. Then we plan for next year." Diane straightened up, feeling her back ache. She was almost fifty-nine, and she felt her age in her joints. "I thought maybe we could use the winter for something else too."

"Like what?"

Before Diane could answer, Beth’s old Corolla pulled up. She had bought it used in July with her first real paycheck from her full-time job at the library. Beth called it a small victory—a baby step forward.

"Meeting I didn't know about?" Beth asked, joining them. She wore a jean jacket over her SaveMart polo. Must be working the afternoon shift.

"Just pulling carrots," Diane said. "But I'm glad you're here. I wanted to run something by you all. Where's Carol?"

"Running late. Tessa texted her."

The words felt heavy. Carol’s daughter, Tessa, hadn’t spoken to her since February. One text in eight months felt both like a miracle and a fresh hurt.

"She texted?" Lauren's voice went quiet.

"Just asking about her grandmother's birthday. Carol's been in the bathroom crying for twenty minutes." Beth pulled off her jacket, draping it over the fence. "I told her we'd wait."

They kept working as they waited, pulling weeds from the pepper bed and checking the bean poles. The garden had taught them patience. Seeds didn’t grow faster just because you watched them. Healing didn’t happen just because you wanted it to.

Carol's Suburban pulled up fifteen minutes later. She climbed out slowly, sunglasses hiding her eyes even though the sun barely cleared the buildings. Nobody mentioned it. They'd all worn sunglasses to hide tears at some point.

"Sorry," Carol said. "I know it's silly. One text and I'm a mess."

"It's not silly." Diane wiped her hands on her jeans. "It's your daughter. Of course it matters."

"What did she want?" Lauren asked gently.

"To know if I'd remembered Mom's birthday. Which I had. Obviously." Carol pulled off her sunglasses, revealing red-rimmed eyes. "I've been remembering everything. Trying not to forget a single detail about my own mother, in case Tessa decides to cut me off too when I'm old."

The honest words lingered in the air. The garden had given them a place where they could speak the hard truths.

"You're not going to lose your mother," Beth said firmly. "And Tessa's going to come around. She's young. Young people do stupid stuff."

"I did stupid stuff to my mother for years," Carol admitted. "Thought I knew everything. Didn't call for weeks. God, I was terrible."

"And you came back," Diane said. "Because that's what daughters do. They come back."

Carol nodded, not sure she believed it, but wanting to. She sat on the bench they had built in July from rough lumber and crooked nails, but it was sturdy. "So what did I interrupt?"

Diane settled beside her. "I had an idea. For winter, when the garden's dormant. We could meet anyway. Maybe once a week. Not just to plan next season, but to... I don't know. Keep doing what we've been doing."

"Therapy for sad middle-aged women?" Beth's voice held a smile.

"Company for women who need it," Diane corrected. "We could meet at the library. Or rotate houses."

"I can't host," Beth said quickly. "My apartment's tiny."

"Mine's got room," Carol offered. "Jeff's got his man cave in the basement. We'd have the whole living room."

"Ryan's gone a lot," Lauren added. "Our place works too."

They were already making plans and agreeing. Diane felt something warm in her chest. It wasn’t quite hope, but it was close. Maybe it was purpose—the thing she had lost when Tom died.

"There's something else," she said. "I was talking to my friend Rose—you know, from church. Her daughter's a therapist. Dr. Samuels. She does group work, grief counseling, that kind of thing."

"You want us to see a therapist?" Beth's tone went careful. She wasn't too sure if she was keen on the idea or not but she was willing to listen to her friends.

"I want us to have help if we need it. Someone who knows more than we do about healing." Diane twisted her wedding ring, still there after eight months. She couldn't seem to take it off. "Rose says her daughter works on a sliding scale. She's good. Patient. She wouldn't push."

"Would it be just us?" Lauren asked.

"However we want it. She could join our meetings sometimes. Or we could see her separately. Or not at all." Diane looked at each of them. "I just thought—we've helped each other so much. But maybe we could help ourselves more with a guide."

Carol wiped her eyes. "I think I'd like that. Talking to someone who won't judge me for screwing up my family."

"You didn't screw up your family," Beth said automatically.

"I kind of did, though. I was controlling. Overbearing. Tessa was right about a lot of things." Carol's voice cracked. "I just wish she'd let me apologize."

"Maybe Dr. Samuels can help with that," Diane suggested. "Rose says she's good with family stuff. Boundaries, communication, all that."

Lauren pulled another carrot, studying its orange length like it held answers. "What if she tells me I need to try again? For a baby. What if she says I'm giving up too easy?"

"Then she's the wrong therapist," Beth said firmly. "Good therapists don't tell you what to do. They help you figure out what you need."

"How do you know?"

"Because I saw one after my divorce. For about five minutes. She kept pushing me to forgive Mark, to 'let go of my anger.' Like my anger wasn't the only thing keeping me upright." Beth shook her head. "The right therapist doesn't force their agenda on you."

"Dr. Samuels wouldn't be like that," Diane said. "Rose raised her better than that."

They sat together as the sun rose higher, warming the September air. Around them, the garden showed its age. The plants were tired from months of growing, leaves turning yellow, and stems becoming woody. But the roots were deep now. Strong. Ready for winter.

"Okay," Lauren said. "I'm in. For the winter meetings and for trying the therapy thing."

"Me too," Carol added.

Beth hesitated, then nodded. "Yeah. Okay. But I'm not promising anything. If she's preachy or pushy, I'm out."

"Fair enough." Diane stood, her knees creaking. "I'll call Rose today, get Dr. Samuels' number. We can meet with her once, see if it fits."

"And if it doesn't?" Carol asked.

"Then we keep meeting anyway. Just us. We've been doing fine on our own."

They had been doing fine. Better than fine. Four women who'd been drowning in March were treading water by September. Some days they even swam.

Lauren gathered the carrots into her basket. "Should we pull the bean poles? They're pretty much done."

"Next week," Diane decided. "Let's give them a little more time. They might surprise us."

That was the thing about gardens, and about healing and life after loss. Just when you thought something was over, it could still surprise you. One more bloom. One more harvest. One text from a daughter who had been silent.

They worked until noon, getting the garden ready for its long rest. But Diane was already thinking about spring. She could picture the beds full of new life, and the women coming together again with dirt on their hands and hope in their hearts.

The roots they had planted were deeper than any vegetable and stronger than any flower. They had grown something here that would last beyond any season.








