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      “Lord help me. He’s doing it again.”

      I didn’t need to look up from my work to know what my second-best friend in the whole world was referring to. We were finally done with the setup for the Stillwater Spring Fair. The booths were in place, the pie tables covered, the lights strung—and if a few of the decorations looked suspiciously familiar, well… they were.

      Some of the bunting came straight from the Town Jubilee, which had taken place last fall, and the wreaths had definitely made an appearance at the Christmas Market just a few months ago. Stillwater loved any excuse to celebrate. Mostly because it meant everyone could gather in one place, nibble on something sugary, and catch up on who was doing what with whom.

      Celia was tying and retying the same bow on the welcome banner as she watched him doing the thing again. Lana, my first best friend in the whole world, was pretending not to supervise the two of us. And I was practicing my favorite illusion: serenity.

      Across the green, Zach McNaulty stood with Belle Porter near the art tent. Even from here, the difference between them was blatant. Belle, perfectly put together, sunshine and charm; Zach, tall and uncertain, his hands tucked into the pockets of jeans that had seen better days.

      "You think our boy is going to get anywhere with her this time?" Lana asked, grabbing a pretzel from a half-empty bag and popping it into her mouth like it was popcorn at a movie show.

      I noted the use of the term our boy. Though Zach was Celia's son, he belonged to all of us in that way when girlfriends were closer than their siblings and we became honorary aunties. It was the same way with Lana's kids. I had been Aunt Tess for over two decades. I'd spoiled each and every one of Lana's girls, so much so that they'd often come to me with their problems instead of going to their mother. But that wasn't the case anymore. Not now that their mom had cut the proverbial umbilical cord, and the girls were finally solving their own problems themselves.

      “You think she’s into him?” Lana asked around a mouthful of salt and flour.

      Celia groaned. “She’s smiling, but that’s a polite smile. It's her mother's smile."

      "Belle is not her mother," I coaxed, but Celia didn't hear me. The ghost of Billie Davis Porter haunted Celia on a daily basis.

      It didn't matter that Billie's husband had only had eyes for Celia since they were kids. Because Billie had interloped in Celia and Bo's childhood friends to lovers story and made herself the heroine. Billie had married Bo Porter when Celia failed to mount a horse and rescue her hero from the wicked witch of her love story. Now that the witch was vanquished, resting peacefully after what I knew had been a good life with Bo and their daughter, Billie still haunted Celia from time to time. Celia needed to get over her fixation on Billie getting there first, especially when she was now in possession of her happily ever after with her Prince Charming.

      "That’s a please stop talking before I die of secondhand embarrassment smile,” Celia was saying.

      I tried to see what she meant. Belle had a soft, sunshine look about her. Her eyes crinkled, head tilted just enough to make any boy believe he was the reason light existed. She did look a little like her mother in this light. But Belle was actually nice, not fake nice like Billie had been.

      Though Billie had always been nice to me. But that was only because her quarterback boyfriend hadn't been stealing glances at me when she was talking to him over milkshakes.

      Belle wasn't stealing glances at anyone else. But she wasn’t giving Zach much more than polite attention, either. Snatches of their conversation floated across the lawn.

      “I meant to tell you,” Belle said, holding her phone toward him. “That rendering you did of the downtown renovation? It’s stunning. My clients couldn’t stop talking about it.”

      Zach blinked, as if he’d forgotten how to take a compliment. “You really think so?”

      “I know so.” Belle tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, still smiling. “You made my job easy. It’s like you saw what I was trying to say before I did.”

      I saw it happen in slow motion. Zach's entire posture changed; chest opening, face lighting. Confidence, delicate and new, blooming right there under the early spring sun.

      “Thanks,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck. “I’ve actually been working on something else. A game actually—a fantasy one. Kind of a side project while I figure things out.”

      Belle tilted her head. “A fantasy game?”

      “Women with swords,” he said, grinning. “They save the world while all the guys argue about supply chains or the angle of attack.”

      Belle laughed, surprised. “I’d play that.”

      Zach hesitated, then added, quieter, “I was thinking…maybe I could model the main character after you.”

      Belle's smile faltered. Not in offense. In surprise. She blinked once, twice. I could see the shift—the moment she realized Zach might not just admire her work ethic.

      “Oh,” she said softly. “You mean…like a drawing?”

      “Yeah,” he said quickly, suddenly bashful again. “If you’d sit for it. Unless that’s weird.”

      Belle’s expression softened. “It’s not weird.” A pause. “It’s…sweet, actually. That you'd think of me. I mean, you're practically my brother with our parents dating.”

      Standing in the background, the three of us froze. You could’ve heard the spring blooms shuddering back beneath their leaves.

      Lana whispered, “Oh no.”

      Celia pressed her hands to her face. “I can’t watch this.” Then she pulled her hands away. "I'm gonna go rescue my baby."

      Both Lana’s and my hands clamped down on her shoulders to hold her still and save her son from any further embarrassment.

      Zach gave himself a shake, as though coming back from floating on high. “Right. Exactly.”

      The two words crashed together. He gulped and then plastered a smile back on.

      "I was actually thinking of making it a sibling adventure," he went on.

      "So you'd model the brother character after you?" Belle said. "Tall, handsome, and capable?"

      "You think I'm capable?"

      Funny how Zach latched on to that adjective rather than the one about his looks. And just like that, his chest puffed up again.

      Celia covered her face with both hands. “I have to stop this. Look, he's sweating through his shirt.” She started to step forward, but Lana caught her wrist.

      “Let the boy suffer a little. It builds character.”

      “He’s my son, not a sourdough starter,” Celia hissed.

      I smiled, trying to defuse them both. “I think it’s sweet.”

      Once upon a time, someone had looked at me the way Zach was looking at Belle. My husband had adored me, entirely and without hesitation. I'd loved him back fiercely until the end. It was when the end came that I realized that I had wanted more.

      Bo Porter’s laugh carried before he even reached us, warm and sure like a man who’d finally stopped fighting his own happiness. Theo Marsden trailed beside him, tall and steady, his hand already seeking out Lana’s without looking.

      “Ladies,” Bo said, sweeping an arm around Celia’s waist. “Everything looks perfect. You’ve outdone yourselves.”

      Theo kissed Lana’s temple, his voice low and teasing. “Of course it does. These women built the whole Jubilee, the Holiday Market, and now the Spring Fair with just a raise of the eyebrow.”

      Bo grinned. “I helped. I brought the ladder.”

      Celia rolled her eyes but leaned into him all the same. Lana melted into Theo’s side with a soft, content sigh. It was the kind of sound that didn’t need an audience, just a safe place to land.

      Both men greeted me with the same easy affection they always did. Bo’s one-armed hug was warm and solid. Theo’s shoulder squeeze was quick but sincere, his eyes kind.

      And still, the warmth didn’t reach the chill that lived somewhere deep in my sternum.

      My friends were both building second families—messy, beautiful, noisy lives stitched back together from the scraps of loss that was divorce. They’d rebuilt with these new loves. Both their version 2.0 loves were serious upgrades.

      For so long, I’d told myself I didn’t want that. That dating again would be like reopening an old wound. That I had enough—my yoga studio, my students, my peace.

      But watching them now—hands entwined, laughter shared so easily—I could no longer deny the truth: There was something else I wanted. Something my husband had refused to give me. Something that didn’t require falling in love.

      I wanted to nurture again. And for the first time, I wasn’t ashamed of it.

      So later that afternoon, while the bunting fluttered and the town hummed with celebration, I took a breath that wasn’t practiced or measured. It was shaky. Then I drove to the adoption agency. Because peace had kept me still long enough. It was time to move.
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      I sat on the edge of the chair across from a desk that was too big for the room. My hands were folded neatly in my lap like a student waiting for permission to speak. The adoption agency was two towns over by design. I loved Stillwater, but privacy was as rare there as a quiet booth at Suny’s Diner.

      Old Man Wendall would’ve seen me walk through any door in town and made a full report while pretending to read the newspaper over his morning coffee. Rita, the waitress at Suny’s, could spread gossip faster than she poured a dark brew over the lunchtime rush—always with a smile and a refill. And Ms. Thelma? She’d clutch her pearls, whisper every detail across the church pews during evening service, and call it fellowship.

      I wasn’t ready to be that conversation piece. So here I was, two towns over, heart hammering like a teenager about to confess something reckless, hoping the quiet outside Stillwater’s borders would give me room to breathe long enough to say the thing I’d been carrying for years.

      I wanted to be a mother.

      Even now. Even at my age. Even after agreeing once upon a time that it wasn’t in the cards for me.

      And I didn’t want the whole town watching me try to claim that dream before I even had the chance.

      The adoption agent, a woman with silver hair threaded through her raven locks, glanced up from her computer. Her expression wasn’t unkind exactly. Just…tired.

      “So,” she said, drawing out the word like she was pulling taffy. “You’re forty-seven.”

      I smiled, serene. “Yes.”

      “And you’d like to adopt a baby.”

      “I would.”

      She tilted her head, pen tapping against her notepad. The placard on her desk read Janice Harlow. “A newborn?”

      “If possible.”

      Janice's tapping stopped. Her eyes lifted to meet mine, one brow arched with that particular brand of bureaucratic skepticism. “You know, Ms. Bloom, most women of your advanced age are thinking about grandchildren, not midnight feedings.”

      I breathed in. Counted to four. Exhaled slowly, evenly. Advanced age. I offered her the practiced smile I used when a student complained that meditation was boring.

      “Men have babies well into their eighties, don’t they? And women are usually the ones who end up caring for them.”

      Janice gave a short laugh. It was more an exhale than a sound. “Fair point.”

      Encouraged, I leaned in slightly. “I’m not trying to get pregnant. I’m aware of biology and…its sense of humor. There are so many new souls who need love and stability. I have both. I’d like to share them.”

      The words came out smooth, but the memory they stirred caught in my throat like dust. I was nineteen again, sitting on a splintered bench under a magnolia tree at the university quad, my knees pressed against Darnell's.

      He was city-born, the kind of man who carried the hum of traffic in his heartbeat and always smelled faintly of rain and exhaust fumes. The first time I met him, he’d offered me his last pen during an exam. The second time, he’d offered me half his sandwich. By the third, I was already sure: He’s it.

      He was kind the way some people are naturally musical—instinctive, effortless. He called his mother every Sunday, showed up for every friend who needed help moving, remembered the names of janitors and bus drivers. I thought, This is the man I want raising my children.

      Months passed, and our relationship had gotten serious. I could see it on the horizon. The question hung in the air: Where is this relationship going? But I was already certain of its trajectory. Then one afternoon, in that same spot under the magnolia tree, he took my hand and changed the shape of my future.

      “I don’t want kids, Tess.”

      He said it gently, the way you’d tell someone you couldn’t make it to dinner after all. No cruelty, just quiet conviction.

      The world tilted, just a fraction. The sunlight that had been so soft on his face seemed suddenly too bright.

      “Oh,” I’d said because there was no script for that kind of moment.

      Darnell squeezed my hand. “I just… I can’t risk passing this on. My mother’s sickle cell, the disease that took her life, it’s in my blood. I can’t ask anyone to live through that.”

      He looked so certain, so good, so heartbreakingly good. I should have walked away. I knew that. But love makes strange mathematicians of us all. It teaches us to subtract what we want most just to keep the equation balanced.

      So I’d smiled, serene even then. “That’s all right,” I’d told him. “I don’t need children. All I need is you.”

      He’d kissed my forehead in relief, and that was the moment I fell the rest of the way in love with him.

      It hadn't been a lie. Not at the time. But thirty years later in a life without him, it had caught up to me.

      I never regretted it. Not then. Not when we moved back to Stillwater and built a life full of soft mornings and quiet laughter. Not even when I held his hand through the nights that hurt him most, when that asshole of a disease had come for his body.

      Sickle cell had a way of pretending to sleep before it sinks its teeth in. Some nights it was the pain crises that bent him double, heat packs lining his spine like makeshift armor. Other times it was the bone-deep fatigue, the feeling that his blood was moving through him like gravel instead of life. There were hospital stays, transfusions, the careful monitoring of hydration and temperature, and every small trigger that could send him spiraling.

      I stayed beside him through all of it. Because I had loved that man long before I knew the word crisis meant something entirely different for him than it did for most people.

      Only now, sitting across from Mrs. Harlow and her skeptical pen, did the regret come whispering through—small, insistent, like a child pressing her face against a window, asking to be let in.

      Janice just looked at me, her pen stilled. I felt the energy between us shift. Her weariness collided with my calm until something softer settled in the air.

      That’s always been my gift. I can make people breathe easy. It's not much of a superpower. I don't expect the Avengers to be banging down my door because I am good at deescalating and not blowing up buildings. I can talk anyone down from their cliff with a gentle tone and steady eye contact. It’s not manipulation—it’s empathy, refined into muscle memory.

      “Tell me about your home,” Mrs. Harlow said finally, her voice less clipped.

      So I did. I told her about the sunlight in my kitchen, the smell of lavender oil that lingered in the walls, and the extra bedrooms. I told her about Stillwater, the town that never quite moved on but always managed to heal itself in small, stubborn ways.

      "How does your husband feel about this? I'll need both of you here for the paperwork."

      "It's just me." I rolled the gold band around on my left hand. I had never considered taking it off all these years later. In my mind, in my heart, I was still very much married. "My husband is no longer with us."

      Mrs. Harlow nodded as if all of it made sense now. “What made you decide you wanted to adopt now?”

      The question was simple. My pulse beat a complicated rhythm.

      I drew a breath so deep it reached the places I usually avoid. “My husband had sickle cell. He was terrified of passing it on. I told him I didn’t mind, that I didn’t need children to feel whole. And for a long time, that was true. We had a good life. Now that he’s gone, I think the part of me that used to want a child woke up again. I kept it buried for so long I forgot it was still breathing.”

      Mrs. Harlow typed something into her computer. “You understand that newborns are in high demand,” she said without looking at me. “Hard to come by.”

      “I understand.”

      “Have you ever been to a kennel?”

      I blinked. “A kennel?”

      She glanced up, a little apologetic. “Puppies and kittens are always the first to go.”

      "I know this won't be immediate. Patience is my strongest virtue."

      She stared at me for a moment, then something eased in her shoulders. “I’ll see what we can do.”

      As she typed, I watched the cursor blink on the screen—steady, rhythmic, like a heartbeat. Peace, I reminded myself, isn’t the absence of wanting. It’s the courage to want, anyway.
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      The scent of sandalwood lingered in the air, even after the last namaste had faded. Afternoon light slanted through the studio’s windows in long, honey-colored ribbons, catching in the soft haze of incense smoke. The room felt balanced: bodies and breath now gone, peace left behind like a faint echo.

      “Keep your breaths soft,” I’d told them at the start of class. “Let it be a quiet conversation between your body and your soul.”

      They’d listened. Or at least, they’d tried. I moved between them with a practiced grace, my voice low and fluid. A pregnant student near the window—sweet Naomi, six months along and determined—tried to ease herself into half-moon pose. Her ankle wobbled; her balance faltered.

      “Breathe,” I said gently, stepping closer. “Find the ground before you rise.”

      She smiled, flustered, cheeks pink with effort. I steadied her hand lightly, but inside, my chest tightened. Just for a breath. Just long enough for something sharp to slip through the calm.

      I’d learned not to let that flicker show. Grief was an old visitor, polite enough to knock before entering. I exhaled and smoothed my voice back to silk. “There you go. Beautiful.”

      When the final class bell chimed and the room dimmed, bodies melted into Savasana. I moved through the rows like a whisper, adjusting a shoulder here, brushing a palm across a brow there. My students drifted. Their breaths slowed. One by one, they returned from the edge of themselves, then got up one vertebra at a time and rolled their mats.

      Except one.

      A new student—tall, blond streaks in her hair, her mat still perfectly unrolled—had fallen asleep. Her chest rose and fell in a deep, unguarded rhythm, her arms loose at her sides.

      I almost woke her. Almost. Something about her surrender—the rare kind that comes only when someone’s been holding too much for too long—made me let her rest.

      The others trickled out, their laughter fading into the hallway. I tidied up blocks and blankets, pretending not to notice the gentle snore from the corner from my snoozing student.

      Then her phone rang. Or rather, it screamed. A guttural woman sing-screaming at the top of her lungs about how much she hated her ex, followed by another visceral scream. It took my mind a few seconds to place the song "Caught Out There" by Kelis. The raw, female fury about a bad breakup that had blared across the R&B stations in the late '90s. That was this woman's ringtone?

      The blond ex-hater jolted awake with a gasp. “Damn it. Why can't you just let me rest in peace!”

      Her hair was askew, her yoga top twisted. When her eyes found me, mortification flickered across her face. Just like the switch between Kelis' screaming chorus and the dulcet verses, the blond's voice changed. “Oh my God, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to—did everyone already leave?”

      I smiled softly. “They did. You looked like you needed the rest.”

      She huffed a laugh that didn’t reach her eyes. “I guess I did.” The phone buzzed again or rather screamed. She grabbed it from her bag, scowling at the screen. “Of course, it's him again.”

      I said nothing, merely folded a towel and placed it on the stack. The rhythm of movement steadied me.

      “It’s my ex-husband,” she said, more to herself than to me. “We share custody of the kids. He’s supposed to drop them off to me at my place, but now he’s panicking because I’m not there yet. Like, I can’t take one hour for myself without someone losing their mind.”

      Her thumbs flew over the screen. The sound of her tapping filled the room, sharp and rhythmic like a woodpecker going at a tree that couldn't get out of its way.

      “‘I told you I’d be late,’” she muttered aloud, reading as she typed. “‘You’ll survive an extra thirty minutes of parenting.’ God, he acts like I’m abandoning ship.”

      I busied myself with the incense tray, giving her space to unravel.

      She sighed heavily, dropped the phone back into her bag, then looked up at me as if expecting a witness, or maybe an ally. “You know what I mean, right? Men. They always think we’re the ones who can’t handle a crisis, but hand them a baby in need of a diaper change and they crumble.”

      Her tone teetered between anger and exhaustion. Beneath it, I heard the tremor I recognized in so many women. It was the one that hides under I'm fine.

      I met her gaze, smiled in that slow, measured way that had gotten me through funerals, tantrums, and town board meetings alike. “Parenting is a kind of yoga, I think. Everyone trying to find their balance, no one quite nailing the pose.”

      “Yeah, well, if parenting’s yoga, I’m permanently stuck in downward cow.” Her laugh came out brittle, like she was trying to make herself believe it was funny.

      "Dog," I corrected.

      "Beg pardon?"

      "It's downward dog."

      She reached into her bag for her keys but didn’t move to stand. “Sorry. Long day. I’m a social worker over at the county. My name's Marianne, by the way. Sometimes I think I collect other people’s disasters for a living.”

      I tilted my head. “That sounds like important work.”

      “It’s work.” Marianne's tone was flat. But then her face softened. “I love my job. I love my kids. But sometimes…” She let out a breath, the kind that sounded like it had been trapped in her chest for years. “Sometimes I wish I could just have a day where nobody needed saving.”

      I brushed incense ashes into a trash can, waiting. People often tell you the truth when you let silence make space for it. I picked up a weighted blanket and began to fold it.

      Marianne rubbed her temples. “Like today. There’s this teen—seventeen years old and pregnant. She was hiding it from her parents. They found out and kicked her out.” Her voice hardened, protective and weary all at once. “Now I’m supposed to find her housing before the end of the week. A scared kid with nowhere to go and a baby on the way. And she doesn’t even want the kid.”

      I froze mid-fold. The lavender scent from the blanket drifted up, sweet and aching.

      Marianne didn’t notice. She was staring down at her phone again, thumb hovering, jaw tight. “Sorry. You didn’t sign up for a therapy session. I just needed to vent.”

      “It’s all right,” I said quietly, keeping my tone even though my pulse had begun a soft, steady drum. “Sometimes talking is its own kind of rest.”

      Marianne smiled, tired but genuine this time. “Guess I should come to your class more often.”

      "I hope you do."

      She stood to leave. I watched her go. At the last possible second, I chased her out the door.
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      The café was crowded in that cozy Stillwater way. Bean There was filled with mismatched mugs and old wood tables polished smooth by gossip and years. The air smelled like roasted beans and cinnamon scones, the kind of scent that could make anyone believe in second chances.

      Lana and Celia were in rare form this morning, perched across from me like a mismatched pair of talk-show hosts. I smiled when they laughed, nodded at the right intervals, and stirred my tea more times than necessary. My spoon clinked gently against the cup, the steady rhythm of someone pretending she wasn’t checking the clock every three minutes.
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