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			To my Crow sisters and Cevennes friends.

			Thank you for believing.

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			Welcome to Book 2 of the Blooming series!

			Each book features one of our four friends—Azalea, Sara, Susana, and Lauren—as she struggles through painful life transitions. In addition to finding true love, each character overcomes these challenges with the support and encouragement of her friends…but not before going through some seriously tough trauma. And none may be as difficult as Sara’s in Something Will Sing to Your Heart.

			In this novel, we’ll explore themes of teen pregnancy, emotional abuse, adoption, miscarriage, and post-partum depression. I have friends who have suffered through miscarriages, and I know how profoundly hurt they were. If you’ve suffered the anguish of miscarriage, my heart goes out to you. It is my sincere desire that I handle this story tenderly and with great care.

			Ultimately, each woman overcomes her pain, emerging not unscathed, but strong and even more beautiful. I believe in the power of faith, love, and friendship to help us transcend trauma, and I hope, dear reader, that Sara’s story will uplift and inspire you.

			Que estés bien, querida.

			Cindy Villanueva
New Smyrna Beach, Florida
April 2025
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			Sara walked into the tidy house she rented with her best friend Lauren. Just walking to the mailbox felt like melting in a sauna and she fanned her face to cool off. Even for a native Floridian, July in Daytona Beach could be brutal, and she felt the sweat sliding down her back.

			She lowered the air conditioning to 75 degrees and then flopped down on the sofa, looking through the mail, setting aside anything addressed to Lauren. She skimmed the bills and junk mail quickly, then stopped when she got to an envelope from Daytona Springs Middle School. She smiled and tore it open. It was a welcome letter from her new principal, thanking her for taking on the role in the mathematics department. After fifteen years teaching kindergarten, Sara looked forward to the new challenge.

			She looked at her phone. Should I? She shook her head. Of course not. She picked it up to text her mother anyway.

			I got a new job she typed. I start teaching middle school math this year.

			She stared at the screen and was surprised to see a response.

			Let me know when you get a real job and stop wasting those degrees.

			And…that was it. Short, definitely not sweet, and absolutely to the point.

			What did I expect? When will I stop hoping? She set her phone down and clamped down on the familiar ache.

			She looked through the rest of the mail and picked up a letter. The return address was from a Natalie Allard, the handwriting crisp and her own name all in capital letters: SARA MASTERSON. She opened it and began to read:

			Dear Sara,

			I have wanted to write to you for some time but was worried that I would interrupt your life. I guess I’m still worried, but I just couldn’t wait any more.

			After some research, I believe that you are my biological mother. I was born 23 years ago and placed for adoption with a wonderful family. Let me start by thanking you for giving me parents who have loved me and supported me my entire life! They weren’t able to have their own children, so they’ve poured their lives into me and I’m very grateful.

			The reason I finally decided to seek you out is a hard one. My mom Jocelyn is in remission from breast cancer. She’s only 58 years old. Her mother died from breast cancer when she was 70, so it looks like it’s hereditary. The obvious good news is that I don’t have their genes but it started me thinking about what genes I actually do have. Believe it or not, my parents encouraged me to find you.

			I really hope this letter doesn’t upset you and that you might be open to meeting me in person. If not, maybe just a phone call? Like I mentioned, I don’t want to disrupt your life and I don’t want you to feel guilty for the decision you made so long ago. I have a wonderful life and I’d just like to know more about you and where I came from.

			Would you be open to it?

			I look forward to hearing from you,

			Natalie

			Sara stared at the letter, her hands shaking. Emotions tore through her, faster than she could process. Shock and disbelief warred with guilt and sadness. Was it possible? Could this Natalie Allard be the infant her parents took from her so long ago?

			Her daughter.

			Carlos’ daughter.

			Tears pricked her eyes and her stomach clenched as she read the letter again and again, until the tears dripped onto the stationery, smudging the ink and the neat handwriting.

			He had neat handwriting. She remembered the notes he passed her in class, the drawings in the margins. Carlos had been an artist. I wonder what he does now. She thrust the question from her mind. Over two decades ago she locked all thoughts of Carlos and their baby into a mental strongbox and tucked it far, far away. So far it couldn’t hurt her.

			Am I ready to open the box?

			Lauren flung open the front door with a groan. “Ah! Air conditioning!” She tossed her purse on the coffee table and sat heavily on the sofa. “It is so hot out there.”

			“Mmhmm,” mumbled Sara.

			“Damn AC went out on the way to work,” snapped her friend. “I have the car for, what? A month before it goes out?”

			Sara stared out the front window, the offending car the last thing on her mind.

			“…so yeah, the warranty is good but it still means taking time off work to get it fixed—” her friend stopped abruptly. “Are you even listening to me? You’re off in space.”

			Sara’s eyes refocused, looking down at the letter, then back at her friend. “I’m sorry. What did you say?”

			Lauren frowned. “Forget about that. What’s wrong?”

			Sara looked at Lauren, measuring her words. “So, we’re best friends, right?”

			“Yeah…for like, almost twenty years.” Lauren frowned, then leaned forward, glancing at the tattered letter in Sara’s lap. “What’s that?”

			“There’s something I never told you. I’ve never told anyone, actually.” Sara paused. “When I was in high school, I had a boyfriend.”

			Lauren gaped at her. “That’s your big secret?”

			“No, no…. I—I got pregnant my junior year.”

			Lauren sat up straighter on the sofa and gazed at Sara. “Oh, damn. What did your parents say?”

			“You know my parents so you can imagine. They were beyond furious. They pulled me out of school and made me do independent study during the pregnancy so no one would see me. Apart from taking me to the doctor every month, they just ignored my belly.”

			Sara watched as Lauren processed the revelation. Her friend’s anger was barely held in check as she said, “I’m guessing Cecilia didn’t throw a baby shower.”

			“It’s not exactly the sort of thing you rent out the country club for,” answered Sara. “We moved to Tampa and as soon as she was born, they made me place her for adoption. I never saw my boyfriend or the baby again.” She looked up at Lauren and drew comfort from the compassion she saw on her friend’s face.

			“Damn,” repeated Lauren. “You’ve been keeping that inside for all these years?”

			“At first I was kinda numb,” admitted Sara. “And then it got easier to pretend it never happened.” She frowned. “That’s how things are managed in the Masterson family.”

			“And you never tried to contact your boyfriend?”

			Sara scowled. “C’mon, you know my parents.” A single tear rolled down her cheek. “They were horrible and I was a coward.”

			“Stop it. You were just a baby yourself! And you’ve never been a coward.”

			“It sure feels that way.”

			Lauren scowled. “That’s your mother talking and it’s bullshit.” She sighed and then looked kindly at Sara. “So what made you tell me today?”

			Sara lifted the note. “I got a letter from her. From my daughter.”

			Lauren’s look was incredulous. “You’re kidding.”

			Sara held out the tear-smudged letter. “Came today.”

			Lauren took it and began reading. When she finished, she looked up. “I don’t even know where to start,” she began, then shook her head fiercely. “No, that’s not true—I know exactly where to start. But cussing out your parents probably isn’t productive.” She set the letter on the coffee table and held out her arms to Sara. “Are you okay? What can I do for you?”

			The two women embraced for several moments before Sara pulled away. “I don’t know how I feel,” she confessed. “I’ve buried this for so long, I’m just kind of in shock. I feel like I should be happy, but I’m not. I’m not unhappy either, though. I’m glad she’s had a good life and I’m curious to know about her.” She sat back against the cushions and wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. “It brings up a whole lot of stuff besides having a baby. My parents have never been good, but this was them at their worst. Especially my mom.”

			Lauren pursed her lips in disgust. Sara hadn’t told her friend about the baby, but she’d shared plenty about her mother. Cecilia Masterson was definitely not in the running for mother of the year.

			“So what are you gonna do?”

			“I don’t know. I don’t know what’s right.”

			Lauren shook her head. “I don’t think there is a right or wrong here, Sara. I think you have to decide what’s best for you. Do you want to meet this girl? Do you want to reopen that part of your life? Or do you want to push all this back into the past and just move on? You know I’m there for you no matter what you decide. You’re my ride or die girl, remember?”

			Sara grinned through her tears. “I know, and I love you for it.” She closed her eyes to collect her thoughts, then almost whispered, “I need more time before I decide.” She took a deep breath and this time her voice was strong. “I’m not sixteen anymore and I don’t have to be that scared little girl. I can make a decision without worrying about what my mom will do.”

			Sara read Natalie’s letter every day for the next week. She started several letters in return, only to throw them away.

			What do I want to say?

			Throughout the week, Sara was surprised to notice pregnant women everywhere she went. “It’s like when I decided to buy the Kia,” she told Lauren. “After that, it was like every other car on the road was a Forte.” But seeing her favored car everywhere didn’t thrust her back into the most painful time of her life. Being hyperaware of pregnant women seemed to rub salt into a wound she didn’t realize she still had, a wound she didn’t know how to heal.

			On Saturday, she and Lauren went to the local farmers’ market. The sun was bright and the air warm even early in the morning, and Sara was determined to enjoy the day. The two friends wandered through the stalls, Sara picking out fruits and vegetables while Lauren filled her bag with cheese, bread, and pastries.

			“Look at these gorgeous tomatoes,” gushed Sara, then laughed as Lauren rolled her eyes. “And there are some beautiful strawberries over on that table, too. You could cut them up and put them on your ice cream.” She pointed toward the back of the stall where baskets of bright red strawberries overflowed onto a table. One man filled a small green basket and handed it to the young woman behind him. She smiled and put it into a bag, then leaned back to stretch and run a hand over her large belly. He smiled, then stepped behind her to rub his hand on her lower back, then leaned down to kiss the top of her head. She looked up at him and smiled broadly, saying something Sara couldn’t hear. The couple laughed and continued their casual stroll, stopping at the sweet potatoes.

			Sara winced with a pang of regret. She never had the experience of being a couple while she was pregnant, never had the feel of a lover’s hand on her aching back or a kiss on her forehead. She remembered the feeling of heaviness, the pressure of the baby against her belly—but no tenderness.

			No grandparents eagerly awaiting the birth of a grandchild.

			She tore her gaze from the couple, paid for her vegetables, and stalked away, surprised at the swirling emotions. I’ve made it all this time without feeling…whatever this is.

			Lauren followed and reached for her arm. “Hey, are you okay?” Sara turned a tense face toward her friend and Lauren’s eyes widened in surprise. “Whoa—you’re not okay. What happened?”

			Sara steeled her features and shook her head. “I’m fine. It’s nothing.”

			“It’s not nothing. You look seriously ticked off.” She chuckled. “Did that kid overcharge you for your awesome tomatoes?”

			Sara didn’t laugh and Lauren grimaced. “Okay, sorry—lame joke.” The women began walking again and Lauren asked again in a serious tone, “What happened?”

			Sara glanced back. She saw the couple a few stalls behind them, the woman sniffing a candle. The man’s hand lingered on her back, and they chatted amiably with the vendor. She looked again at Lauren, her friend’s face still showing confusion. “That couple over there,” she finally answered. “The super pregnant woman.”

			Lauren glanced back. “I didn’t even notice her.” She looked at Sara with concern. “A week ago you wouldn’t have noticed her either. I’ve never seen you like this. You know you’re gonna see pregnant women everywhere.”

			They’ve never bothered me before, Sara thought. “I know…it’s like everything makes me think about Natalie. I didn’t exactly have a great experience. Obviously I didn’t have Carlos there to share it with and my parents pretty much pretended it wasn’t happening until I went into labor.” She shrugged, remembering. “And then it was just a matter of solving the problem and moving on.”

			Lauren scowled. “God, I hate your parents.”

			Sara frowned. “I need to decide what to do. I can’t keep going through this everywhere I go. It’s ridiculous.”

			Her friend shook her head. “It’s not ridiculous but it’s not healthy.” She glanced back at the couple. “C’mon. Let’s go get some ice cream.”

			Sara chuckled. “You do know that eating crap isn’t the answer to every problem, right?”

			The following week, the women talked daily about Sara’s impending decision. But they also talked frequently about being bridesmaids for Azalea and Esteban’s wedding. The couple had met in Spain in a whirlwind and “so freaking hot” way, as Lauren put it. But Azalea’s past relationship had nearly killed their fledgling romance. Thankfully, their other friend, Susana, had intervened, and Azalea and Esteban were finally tying the knot the next weekend on Azalea’s beloved beach. Sara and Lauren were thrilled to be a part of the nuptials—the four women had been close for several years, despite their age difference. They all still laughed about Sara and Azalea’s random meeting in the dressing room at Macy’s, where Sara was shopping for a date night outfit and Azalea was doing some retail therapy during her divorce. Such was the genesis of what became a deep and abiding friendship.

			One afternoon, the two friends sat in their living room, discussing the wedding. “How are you gonna feel seeing Tomás and Emily?” asked Lauren. Azalea’s eldest son and his wife were expecting their first child and would be at the ceremony.

			“I was thinking about that,” confessed Sara. “I don’t know. I’m super happy for them.”

			“Azalea’s over the moon,” said Lauren. “Cracks me up that she’s gonna be a grandmother.”

			“And that’s part of the hurt,” responded Sara. “I’m jealous.” She stopped, her eyes wide. “That’s it. I’m jealous. I never got that. No adoring husband, no happy grandparents. No baby showers, no weddings.” Tears threatened as she spoke. “No nothing.”

			Lauren asked, “What can I do?”

			“Nothing. It’s over and done and I need to deal with it.” She sat back and wiped her eyes. “And figure out what to do about Natalie.”

			Lauren looked down, seeming to consider her next words. “It feels like it’s way more than Natalie that’s bothering you. You’ve talked a few times about your boyfriend and not having him around.” She tucked her long legs up under her, setting a pillow on her lap. “At the risk of me being even more disgusted with your parents, you wanna talk about him?”

			Sara gazed at her friend, trying to decide. She recognized there was still pain there and wasn’t eager to touch it, but she knew Lauren was right. Maybe it would help. She nodded and began.

			“We were in high school together. He was a jock and an artist and it won’t surprise you to know I was the math geek.” She chuckled at Lauren’s mock astonishment. “Not exactly the prom king and queen. He was struggling in math and I was tutoring athletes. I got assigned to work with him and we just hit it off.” She looked away, her memories overtaking her. “His family was from Puerto Rico. His dad owned a landscaping business and I knew my stupid posh parents would hate it. But I was dazzled by being the top varsity pitcher’s girlfriend and he loved being able to pass his math class.” Sara’s wry smile belied her tender feelings. “It was more than that, though. We were just kids, but we really did care about each other. We planned to go to the same college to get away from our parents and have our own life.

			“And then I got pregnant.” The weight of the statement hit her as if it were yesterday. “My mother was furious—like crazy furious. She accused me of getting pregnant by a Mexican just to embarrass her.”

			Lauren barked a scornful laugh. “Mexican? I thought you said he was Puerto Rican.”

			“Exactly. She thinks all brown people are the same.”

			“Que idiota,” muttered her Cuban friend. “Have I told you how much I hate your mother?”

			“You may have mentioned it a time or two.”

			“So they dragged you off to Tampa?

			“Yeah. They bullied the Segovias into signing away their parental and grandparent rights and off we went.” Tears glinted on Sara’s lashes. “I remember the only time I wrote a letter to Carlos and tried to sneak it into the mailbox, but my mom caught me. She made me read it out loud to her and then light it on fire in the fireplace. I had to stand there and watch it burn while she told me what a failure and a liar I was.”

			“No fucking way,” growled Lauren.

			“Yeah. She found a way to humiliate me and hurt me even more than she already had.” Sara looked away, the tears sliding down her face. “I never bothered to write again.”

			Lauren reached for Sara’s hand. “I’m so sorry.”

			“I feel like if I open this box I’m gonna unravel,” admitted Sara. “Like I’ll start crying and never stop.” She roughly brushed away her tears. “I should have stood up to them. I should have been stronger. You would never have just given in like I did.”

			“Sara.” Lauren’s voice was firm but kind. “You were so young. How could you have been any different? You had no experience standing up to them.” She squeezed Sara’s hand. “Look at the woman you’ve become. You’re amazing—you’re strong and successful and you’ve put them behind you. I hate that you have such a bitch for a mom, but you’re the complete opposite of her. I know you’re gonna make a decision that’s right for you this time. Not them.”
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			Saturday was picture perfect for a wedding.

			Azalea’s long hair and gown fluttered in the light breeze. The sun glinted off the sea, and Esteban’s smile lit the beach. The small gathering radiated joy as everyone attending knew this union brought together two wonderful people who adored each other.

			Sara dabbed at her eyes as she watched the ceremony. She’d been fighting tears all morning, and she wasn’t eager to break down as she stood in front of the assembled friends and family bearing witness to the nuptials. Lauren glanced over her shoulder and smiled. Sara could sense her compassion and was grateful.

			She looked at the young men alongside Esteban. His namesake and only son stood next to his father, grinning as he listened to the couple’s vows. The taller men behind him, Tomás and Landon, regarded their mother, pride and love clear on their faces. She’d always liked Azalea’s boys. They were, what? Ten years younger than Lauren and me? She knew it was hard on Azalea to be so far from them out in Colorado, and she was thankful to see them all together for this special day.

			Sara stopped listening as she looked out at the guests, her gaze stopping at Tomás’s wife, Emily. She hadn’t seen Emily since their wedding a year ago. The couple had gone back to Colorado and last night was the first time they’d returned to Florida. Tomás had proudly shown off his lovely pregnant wife at the rehearsal dinner.

			Sara had made all the expected comments, hugging Azalea’s eldest son and congratulating the couple. She noticed Lauren hovering and quietly assured her friend she was all right, yet she made her way to the restroom as soon as she politely could. After making sure she was alone, she sat in a stall, silently weeping. When she emerged, Lauren was waiting, tissues in hand, her face filled with concern.

			“I’m okay,” said Sara. “I can’t avoid pregnant women for the rest of my life.”

			“Yeah, but it’s not the same thing as seeing someone you know,” replied Lauren. “I know that had to be hard.”

			“I feel so stupid.” Sara shook her head, then blew her nose. “I’m genuinely happy for them. I only met Emily a couple of times, but Tomás is a great guy. He’s gonna be an awesome dad.”

			Lauren looked at her friend and pulled her in for a hug. “It’s okay, Sara. It’s gonna be okay.”

			As they pulled apart, the two friends shared a knowing look. It would be anything but okay for a long while.

			After the ceremony, the happy couple and their attendants posed for photos. Azalea was stunning, her eyes gleaming as she stood beside her new husband. While Lauren went to say hello to friends, Sara stood and admired the bride in her elegant gown. The simple ballet neckline showed off her shoulders, the off-white fabric grazing her slim hips and trailing on the sand. Sara wasn’t jealous of her friend but wondered how she could always be so effortlessly glamorous. She’d been that way since the first day they met. Sara idly wondered what kind of wedding gown she’d wear if she ever got married.

			Of course, I’d actually have to date someone to get married. She shook off the annoying thought. Dating hadn’t been a priority for a long time. And now with the new job looming in the fall, Sara was pretty certain she wouldn’t be meeting anyone any time soon. She’d be heads down in lesson planning for teenagers.

			After the photos, the bride and groom approached Sara, and Esteban held out his hands, pulling her in for a traditional dos besos greeting. “Gracias, Sara,” he said in his richly accented voice. “I am thankful to have you share our special day.”

			She smiled, her heart filled with joy for her friend. “I’m thrilled for you both,” she said. “Azalea deserves a wonderful man and I’m just glad you aren’t taking her to Spain forever.”

			Azalea smiled. “You know I love you girls. I couldn’t leave forever.” The couple planned a honeymoon in Europe and then intended to split their year between Spain and Florida, keeping both homes. Azalea would rent her place out for the six months they were in Spain, and Esteban Jr. would take care of their home in Cadaqués while they summered in Florida. Esteban Obregon owned cafés in Cadaqués and Barcelona, and Junior had been ecstatic at the idea of being responsible for both of them.

			Lauren and Susana approached the trio, and Susana wrapped her arms around the newlyweds. “Are we gonna stand out here on the beach all day or are we gonna go drink some champagne? And I have a really impressive speech to make,” she added with a wicked grin. The matron of honor was Azalea’s best friend and loved to tease.

			The women all rolled their eyes while Azalea groaned. “Suze, please don’t do anything crazy,” she begged.

			“‘Crazy’ is her middle name,” commented Sara with a laugh.

			“Yep,” nodded Susana. “And I’m gonna deliver it in English and Spanish, so no one misses out.”

			Esteban laughed, then shook a finger at Susana. “Cuidado, hermana,” he intoned. “You don’t want to get this wild Latina fired up.” He kissed his wife on the cheek. “You never know what she’ll do.” The four women burst out laughing, well acquainted with Azalea’s reserved nature. The thought of her doing anything remotely “wild” was hilarious.

			Azalea smiled at her husband, then announced it was time to leave for the reception. As they headed for their cars, Sara looked once more around at the gathering. Tomás was hovering over Emily as she gathered her purse and sweater and she looked up at him, shaking her head. “I’m not a china doll,” she asserted, playfully swatting at this hand. “I’m pretty sure I can walk to the car all by myself.”

			Her husband grinned, a rueful look on his face. “I know, I know. I’m sorry, babe.”

			“Don’t apologize,” said Emily, her face beaming. “I love how you love me and little Amelia. We’re the luckiest girls in the world.”

			Sara turned, brushing away sudden tears.

			Of course. It had to be a girl.

			Lauren’s words rang in her thoughts: “There are pregnant women everywhere, Sara.”

			This has got to stop.

			Sara busied herself around the house all week, but by Wednesday, she’d gone grocery shopping, done laundry, and dusted every crevice in the house. She was out of things to do and knew the busyness was simply a cover for the decision she needed to make. When Lauren walked in that evening from work, Sara was lying on the sofa, idly flicking the remote. She looked up at her friend and saw her disapproval.

			“Seriously?” asked Lauren, a frown creasing her brow. “Sara, this isn’t you. It’s been over a week since you got the letter. The house is immaculate and now you’re just moping around. You’re either gonna say yes or no but none of this is doing you any good.” She started to sit down but then stood. “I’m not trying to hurt you, but c’mon.” She shook her head and Sara felt a spike of shame.

			“You’re right,” she said softly. “This isn’t getting me anywhere.”

			Lauren kicked off her high heels and sat down. “I’m not trying to be mean—”

			“You’re not being mean,” responded Sara. “You’re being a good friend and I’m being stupid.” She sat up and straightened her shoulders. “I just don’t know what to do.”

			“Let’s talk it out,” said Lauren, her voice assured. “We talked about Carlos but we haven’t talked about Natalie. What do you always tell me? ‘Life is like a math problem. Isolate the variable and solve for x.’” She swatted her friend with one of the sofa throw pillows. “So c’mon, math diva. Let’s solve the problem. What’s the downside of agreeing to meet Natalie?”

			“Well, maybe this sounds selfish, but I like my life the way it is. I’ve spent twenty-three years trying not to think about her and now it’s like there’s nothing else on my mind. I mean, this could completely change everything.” She sat up and wrapped herself around one of the throw pillows. “And what if I don’t like her? What if she’s spoiled or looks down on me or hates math?” She grinned crookedly. “Okay, so that’s a dumb joke, but seriously—what if we just don’t get along?”

			Lauren pursed her lips, thinking. “I suppose then you just part ways? I mean, if you don’t like her, she probably wouldn’t like you either.” She shrugged. “She sounds nice in the letter, but I guess it’s possible she’s a brat.” She sat up straighter, a light in her eyes. “Hey! Have you looked for her online?” She reached for her bag and pulled out her laptop as Sara shook her head.

			“No. I didn’t want to see her until I made up my mind about meeting.”

			Lauren looked surprised. “Are you kidding me? I would have been stalking her two seconds after I got the letter.” She opened her laptop and launched Instagram. “What’s her last name again?”

			Sara looked at her friend, undecided. “Why am I so scared?”

			Lauren’s eyebrows drew together, her voice subdued. “Because you’re a good woman and you won’t do this halfway.” She closed the laptop and took her friend’s hand. “I know you, Sara. You’re in or you’re out—and right now you know that if you’re in, it will change your life forever. But now that you know she’s out there and she was looking for you, you’re always going to wonder and it’s gonna affect you anyway.” She patted Sara’s hand. “Courage, amiga. You don’t have to do this alone.”

			Sara stared at their hands, wrestling with her thoughts and emotions. At last she spoke, her voice hushed.

			“I think about her all the time,” she confided. “When I first started teaching, I used to wonder if somehow she’d end up in my classroom, that I’d turn around to see a beautiful kindergartner and I’d somehow know it was her. Then years went by and I wondered what her life was like, if her—” Sara swallowed hard, “parents were good people and if she had a life full of love.” She looked up, her eyes sorrowful. “You never know what will happen. I didn’t really know much about them. The agency gave us different profiles and my parents pretty much made the decisions. Especially about there being no contact.” She frowned. “They definitely won’t be happy if I contact her.”

			Lauren cocked her head, her eyes questioning. “And do you care what they think?”

			Sara glanced back at the letter. “Honestly? No. They dictated everything about my life after she was born. I felt so guilty about getting pregnant that I let them—except when I changed my grad school major from engineering to education.” She smiled grimly. “My mother accused me of throwing my life away just to be around children. It’s the only time I ever talked back to her, I think.”

			“What did you say?” asked Lauren.

			“I asked her if that’s what she felt like when she had me.”

			Lauren’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. “You didn’t!”

			“I did.” Sara’s eyes filled with tears. “And then she slapped my face and told me not to bother coming home at the end of the semester. She said I could ‘damn well take care of myself’ and to stay in Tallahassee.” She shook her head at the painful memory. “I had an apartment by then and I never lived at home again. She didn’t even come to my graduation.

			“Kind of a terrible family for Natalie to come from.” Then she smiled, a faraway look in her eyes. “Natalie. What a pretty name.”

			Lauren took Sara’s hand again and squeezed, regaining her friend’s attention. “So? What do you think? If you want to meet her, you know I’ll come with you. Your family sucks, but I don’t.” She grinned. “I may not be blood, but you know you’re la hermana de mi corazon.”

			“What would I do without you?” Sara asked. “I always wanted a sister, but I didn’t know how much I needed one until we met.” She pondered her friend’s words: You’re always going to wonder.

			“Okay,” she said at last. “Her last name is Allard. Let’s see what’s out there.”

			The two friends scooted closer together and Lauren reopened her laptop and began typing.

			“Damn,” said Lauren. “She’s gorgeous.”

			It hadn’t taken long for the two friends to uncover Natalie’s social media presence. There were photos of her with friends and with what appeared to be her family. She was olive-skinned and had shoulder length, wavy brown hair. Her bright green eyes and wide smile animated every photo, and Sara’s chest grew tight as she took in every detail of her daughter’s appearance.

			“She looks like Carlos,” she whispered.

			“She looks like you,” countered Lauren. “I don’t know what he looks like, but other than her coloring, you guys could be sisters.” She looked up and asked, “Wanna find him while we’re at it?”

			Sara’s eyes grew wide—she’d put Carlos out of her mind even more than Natalie, she thought.

			Does that make me a bad mother?

			“Oh, man…I don’t know….”

			“Courage, chiquita. We’re in it now—might as well go all the way.” She looked at Sara, her face expectant.

			“I’m having a hard time breathing,” admitted Sara. “This is really overwhelming.” But now that Lauren had suggested it, she couldn’t say no. “Okay. Let’s do it. His name is Carlos Segovia.”

			Lauren’s fingers flew across the keyboard but they were less successful than with Natalie. “Hmm,” she said, scowling. “What’s wrong with a guy who doesn’t do social media?”

			Sara laughed, almost relieved. Finding Natalie’s photos had nearly overcome her. Having to see Carlos’ face might have been too much.

			But Lauren wasn’t finished.

			“Okay, he’s not an Instagram or Facebook kinda guy. But let’s check LinkedIn.” She pulled up the page and searched for his name. A long list of names followed, many in Spanish. But as Lauren scrolled down, Sara gasped at one photo. Carlos Segovia, Regional Sales Executive, Orlando Florida.

			It was him.

			“That’s him,” she said, pointing at the thumbnail photo. Lauren immediately clicked on it and they were looking at a handsome man in a suit and tie. Sara leaned forward and stared, finding the boy she’d loved in the face of the man. His full head of hair was still black but with a smattering of gray. His eyes were dark brown, just as she remembered, but his smile seemed restrained.

			“I see what you mean,” said Lauren. “Natalie does look like him, but she definitely favors you.” She turned to look at her friend. “Good looking man.” She began reading the profile, but Sara remained transfixed on the photo.

			I wonder if Natalie has found him, too.
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			Sara sealed the envelope and added the stamp. She still felt a measure of trepidation, but knew she was doing the right thing. She kept her response short but warm and included her phone number and email address. She wondered how soon she’d hear from her daughter.

			Dear Natalie,

			I confess I don’t have the right words for how surprising your letter was but I’m happy you wrote. I’m sorry to hear about your mother but I’m very glad she’s in remission. She sounds like a wonderful woman.

			This will be a bit scary for both of us but I would like to meet you. It looks like we live about an hour apart—amazing!—so it would be easy to meet. Please give me a call, text, or email me and let’s schedule something soon.

			Thank you so much for writing. I’m eager to meet you!

			Sara

			After giving the letter two days to reach Natalie, Sara began checking her phone and email every hour, but nothing came.

			She busied herself with reading and planning for the new school year. After years of teaching kindergarten, she’d completed the courses necessary for a middle school credential and was spending the summer preparing herself for her new job teaching math to seventh and eighth graders.

			“It’s a time when girls tend to lose interest in math and science,” she told Lauren. “I want to make a difference in how they see numbers—how they can be beautiful and exciting.” Sara had begun her master’s degree in civil engineering when she decided she’d rather teach kindergarten. Civil engineers build the infrastructure that runs cities, she reasoned, but teachers build the humans who live in them. Moving up to the middle school seemed the next important step in her career, a place she could make a real difference in students’ lives.

			I wonder if Natalie likes math. Carlos had hated it. She had a sudden flash of memory, the two of them sitting in the library, his hopeless efforts at trigonometry. She’d laughed and patiently explained again and again until he got it. His notebook was covered with sketches—He loved to draw, she remembered. He passed the trig class, but just barely. She wondered for the millionth time what had happened to the boy she’d loved. His LinkedIn profile was all business. He’d graduated from the University of Florida and gone on to a career in sales. There were no personal details on his profile, no interesting posts that gave her a clue as to his life.

			She was about to close her laptop when an email notification popped up.

			It was Natalie.

			Sara closed her eyes for a moment, hesitating. I wish Lauren were here, she thought, but then shrugged off the trepidation. This is what I’ve been waiting for.

			She opened the email and read.

			Hi Sara!

			Thank you so much for your letter. I know it will be weird and maybe hard for both of us, but I’m really excited to meet you.

			I was thinking maybe it would be good to talk on the phone first—just to get out the jitters. I don’t know if you’re feeling them, but I sure am. Maybe it’s easier if we start there first? Would you let me know a good time when we could talk? I’m home for the summer—just finishing up grad school—and trying to spend as much time with my parents as possible.

			BTW, they’re happy for me that you and I connected. I think someday they’d like to see you again. I don’t know if you remember them from when I was born, but they remember you.

			Anyway, I’ll look forward to your answer. I’m nervous and excited!

			Talk soon,

			Natalie

			It only took a minute for Sara to respond to the email.

			Hi, Natalie,

			I’m a teacher, so I’m home for the summer, too. Any time is great for me. I’m eager to talk!

			Sara

			She sat on the sofa, staring at her screen, willing a response. Now that she decided to connect with Natalie, she was keen for it to happen. Eagerness welled up inside her and she wondered again how it were possible for her own parents to be so uninterested in her—distant, cold, and frequently unkind. She was certain they never wanted children and the old pain surfaced as she remembered leaving the hospital after Natalie’s birth. They expected her to be thankful they’d “solved a problem,” as if a baby were a quadratic equation. There was no sympathy, no mother-daughter confidences and tears.

			There was no baby and no Carlos.

			Natalie’s email popped up. Awesome—I’ll call you tomorrow at 1:00. Can’t wait!

			The next afternoon, Sara sat on her bed, leaning back on the soft pink pillows, her fingers nervously twisting around each other as she gazed at her phone. She’d done everything possible to keep from watching the clock all day, but now that there were only seven minutes until Natalie’s call, she was out of things to do.

			That morning, Lauren asked if she wanted her to stay home, but Sara demurred. “I promise to call as soon as we’re done.” She paused. “Wish me luck?”

			“You don’t need luck. You just need to be you. It’s gonna be all right, I’m sure of it.”

			The minutes ticked by slowly and Sara again ran through all the things she wanted to say. “Don’t make excuses,” Lauren had cautioned. “This isn’t about you doing anything wrong. She has a great life and you did a wonderful thing to place her with that family. Just ask her questions and let her talk about herself.” Sara had agreed, and tried to put her guilty feelings aside.

			It’s
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