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Chapter 1: Morning Arrival






Diane pulled into the SaveMart parking lot just after sunrise. She sat for a moment with her hands on the wheel, staring at the lot across the street. It was Saturday, nine in the morning. She hadn’t slept much.

She felt heavy all over, the kind of tired that comes from too much thinking and not enough sleep. All night, she’d doubted herself. What if no one came? What if everyone changed their minds? What if she was the only one who believed digging in the dirt could help?

She had packed every tool she could find in Tom’s garage: shovels, rakes, even a pickaxe she doubted she could lift. The work gloves still smelled like him, a mix of Old Spice, motor oil, and sun-dried cotton. She had cried last night while putting them in the truck, standing in the dark garage, holding the empty gloves and sobbing.

She'd almost backed out then, almost sent a message to the group saying she couldn’t go through with it. But she remembered the sunflower seeds in her kitchen drawer—Tom’s seeds, his last project that never began.

A Honda parked two spaces away. The engine stopped and a woman got out—Beth, who Diane recognized from the coffee shop meeting. She looked younger than Diane remembered, maybe late thirties or early forties. She wore old jeans and a flannel shirt that hung loosely, probably her ex-husband’s. Her hair was tied back in a ponytail, with strands falling out.

"Morning," Beth said. She didn't quite meet Diane's eyes. Instead, she looked at the Henderson lot, then at her own feet, then at the sky. Anywhere but directly at another person.

"Morning." Diane opened her truck door, which squeaked loudly. Everything on the truck seemed to be falling apart, just like her. "Did you sleep okay?"

Beth let out a quick, sharp laugh with no real humor. "Not really. I kept thinking about what we’re doing and wondering if we’re crazy."

"We probably are," Diane said. She liked Beth’s honesty—no pretending, no fake cheerfulness, just the truth. "But sometimes being a little crazy is better than doing nothing."

She got out of the truck. Her knees already ached, and they hadn’t even started. At fifty-eight, some days she felt her age more than others. Today was one of those days.

A minivan pulled in beside them. Lauren got out first, moving carefully, as if she didn’t trust her own body. A tall man followed, wearing a toolbelt. Both looked tired—the kind of tired that comes from avoiding important conversations. Diane recognized that look in couples, the kind of silence that fills the space between words.

"This is my husband, Ryan," Lauren said softly, her voice careful, as if she was walking on broken glass. "He brought some water access equipment. He can’t stay long, but he wanted to help us get started."

Ryan nodded. He had soft blue eyes, with crinkles at the corners from smiling, though he wasn’t smiling now. He looked uncomfortable, as if he didn’t understand why his wife was here and didn’t want to ask. Maybe they had argued about it on the way over.

"That’s really generous," Diane said, and she meant it. Most men wouldn’t have come at all. "We appreciate it."

"No problem." Ryan's voice was deep, steady. A contractor's voice. Someone used to explaining things. "I figured you'd need water. Can't garden without it."

 A red sedan rounded the corner too quickly and stopped abruptly next to Lauren’s minivan. Carol jumped out just as it stopped moving, already talking before she closed the door.

"Sorry I’m late. Jeff needed the truck, so I had to take my car. I forgot the rake at home and had to go back, and then there was construction on Maple." She stopped, out of breath, and looked at the lot across the street. "Oh my God. It’s worse than I remembered."

Everyone turned to look.

In the morning light, the Henderson lot looked exactly as it was—a disaster. A complete disaster.

The chain-link fence sagged in places, with bent posts leaning at odd angles. Weeds grew as tall as Diane’s chest in some spots, her waist in others. Trash was everywhere: beer cans shining in the sun, fast food wrappers stuck in the fence, broken bottles, and plastic bags caught on weeds like sad flags. The old foundation showed through in places, the concrete cracked and stained with rust and who knew what else. Even from across the street, Diane could smell it. Rot and decay and years of neglect.

"Are we really doing this?" Beth asked, not looking at anyone in particular. Her voice was low.

Diane glanced at her truck bed, full of tools—Tom’s tools. She picked up a shovel with a worn wooden handle, smooth from years of use. The handle felt solid and real in her hand. Tom had used this shovel to plant their first tree, an oak, when they moved in thirty-two years ago. That tree still stood in their front yard, now taller than the house.

She remembered that tree as a sapling, small and fragile during its first winter. She had worried it wouldn’t survive.

But it survived. Slowly, over the years, it grew into something strong.

Maybe that’s what they were doing now—planting something that would grow slowly. It might not look like much at first, but with patience, it could become strong.

"Yeah," she said, gripping the shovel more tightly. "We’re really doing this."

She started walking toward the lot and heard footsteps behind her. They were all following—four women, one abandoned lot, and no idea what they were doing.

That would have to be enough. Somehow, it felt like enough.








