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      The parking lot was half-empty, which felt safer somehow. Hannah killed the engine and sat with her hands still gripping the steering wheel, staring at the building through the windshield. The Riverside Community Wellness Centre looked nothing like she'd expected—no sterile clinical signage, no intimidating glass facade. Just warm red brick, large windows catching the afternoon light, and a hand-painted wooden sign swaying gently in the September breeze.

      She'd driven past it twice already. Once yesterday, slowing almost to a crawl before accelerating away. Once this morning, making it as far as the turn signal before changing her mind. Now she was here, parked, and running out of reasons to leave.

      The divorce had been finalized for six weeks. Six weeks of sleeping in her childhood bedroom at her mother's house. Six weeks of well-meaning friends suggesting grief counseling, wine nights, dating apps. Six weeks of nodding and smiling and feeling like she was watching her life from somewhere outside her body.

      Hannah released the steering wheel and flexed her fingers. They ached.

      Through the windows, she could see people moving inside—unhurried, purposeful. A woman in yoga clothes laughed at something, head thrown back. Two men walked side by side down a corridor, their shoulders almost touching. Everyone seemed to belong there, to know exactly where they were going and why.

      She didn't belong anywhere anymore. The apartment she'd shared with Marcus was his now—he'd wanted it, and she'd been too tired to fight. Her job at the marketing firm felt like performing a role she no longer remembered auditioning for. Even her own reflection had started to feel unfamiliar, as though the woman looking back at her was someone she'd met only briefly and hadn't liked much.

      A couple emerged from the entrance, his arm around her waist, her hand tucked into his back pocket. They were laughing about something private, their bodies angled toward each other in that unconscious way of people who still touch without thinking about it. Hannah looked away, her chest tightening.

      She'd had that once. Or thought she had.

      The worst part wasn't the betrayal itself—Marcus sleeping with his colleague, the humiliating cliché of it all. The worst part was realizing she hadn't been surprised. Somewhere deep down, she'd known their marriage was a performance, too. They'd been playing house, saying the right words, checking boxes. Love. Partnership. Future. But when she'd come home early that Tuesday and found them together, her first feeling hadn't been rage or heartbreak.

      It had been relief.

      And that terrified her more than anything else.

      Hannah grabbed her bag from the passenger seat and got out before she could change her mind again. The air smelled like cut grass and something floral she couldn't name. Her sneakers crunched on the gravel as she crossed the parking lot, each step feeling both too fast and too slow.

      The front entrance had double doors made of wood and frosted glass. She could see shapes moving behind them but no distinct faces. She pulled open the right-hand door and stepped inside.

      The lobby surprised her. She'd braced for something aggressively cheerful—motivational posters, aggressive positivity, that desperate wellness-industry shine. Instead, the space felt genuinely calm. Soft gray walls, warm wood floors, a few low-slung chairs arranged around a coffee table scattered with actual books, not just glossy magazines. Plants everywhere—real ones, thriving. Light poured in through floor-to-ceiling windows that looked out onto a courtyard garden.

      A woman at the reception desk glanced up and smiled. "Welcome to Riverside. First time here?"

      "Yes." Hannah's voice came out smaller than she'd intended.

      "Perfect. I'm Mei. Are you here for a specific class, or would you like to hear about what we offer?"

      Hannah opened her mouth, then closed it. She hadn't actually decided. She'd just known she needed to leave her mother's house, needed to go somewhere that wasn't work or the grocery store or her car. She'd seen the centre's website at two in the morning last week while scrolling mindlessly through her phone, and something about it had stuck.

      A space for growth, connection, and gentle transformation.

      She'd rolled her eyes at the tagline. But she'd also bookmarked the page.

      "I'm not sure," Hannah admitted. "I just thought... I don't know."

      Mei's smile didn't waver, didn't turn pitying. "That's completely okay. Why don't you take a walk around? We have a bulletin board over there with our schedule and class descriptions. Everything's drop-in friendly except the workshops, which require registration. But take your time. There's tea in the community room if you'd like some."

      Hannah nodded, grateful not to be asked questions she didn't have answers to. She moved away from the desk, hyperaware of how visible she felt, how exposed. A man in his sixties passed her carrying a yoga mat, nodding hello. Two women stood near the bulletin board, heads together, discussing something in low, warm voices. One of them touched the other's arm, and they both laughed—easy, familiar.

      Hannah felt the loss of that ease like a physical ache.

      She pretended to study the bulletin board, not really reading. Yoga classes at various times. Meditation. Tai chi. Art therapy. Nutrition workshops. A book club. A grief support group that made her throat close up just looking at the description.

      And then, near the bottom, printed on lavender paper:

      Creative Writing Workshop

      Thursdays, 7-9 PM

      Explore personal narrative, fiction, and poetry in a supportive environment. All levels welcome. No experience necessary—just a willingness to be honest on the page.

      First session: September 15th

      Register at front desk

      Hannah stared at the flyer. September 15th was today.

      She used to write. In college, she'd thought about majoring in English instead of business. She'd kept journals, scribbled fragments of stories, even submitted a poem to the literary magazine once (it had been rejected, but still). Then graduation, and Marcus, and the job, and life had gotten busy and loud, and somewhere along the way she'd stopped.

      When was the last time she'd written anything that wasn't an email or a grocery list?

      Behind her, she heard more laughter—that same couple from outside, now heading deeper into the building. The woman said something Hannah couldn't quite catch, and the man kissed her temple in response, so casually it made Hannah's eyes burn.

      She'd thought she and Marcus had that. The ease. The casual affection. But maybe she'd just been convincing herself, performing the part of a happily married woman so thoroughly she'd believed her own act.

      What did she even want anymore? Who was she without the role she'd been playing?

      The questions felt too big, too heavy. But standing here in this quietly optimistic space, surrounded by strangers who seemed to know how to exist in their own lives, she felt something shift. Not hope, exactly. Something smaller. Something possible.

      She could leave right now. Go back to her mother's house, crawl into bed, scroll through her phone until her eyes glazed over. No one would know she'd been here. No one would care.

      Or she could stay. Just for this one thing. Just to see.

      Her feet carried her back to the reception desk before her brain had fully caught up.

      Mei looked up, eyebrows raised in friendly question.

      "The writing workshop," Hannah heard herself say. "Tonight. Is there still space?"

      "Absolutely. Let me grab the registration form."

      Hannah's hands trembled slightly as she filled out the paperwork. Name. Email. Emergency contact—she hesitated, then wrote her mother's number. The pen felt strange in her hand, like she was signing something more significant than a simple class registration.

      "All set," Mei said, taking the form. "The workshop meets in Room 7, down that hallway and to the right. Starts at seven."

      "Thank you."

      Hannah glanced at her watch. Two hours. She could go home, grab dinner, come back. Or she could find a coffee shop, kill time, avoid her mother's worried glances and carefully neutral questions about how she was doing.

      Or she could stay here. Sit in one of those comfortable chairs, maybe actually read one of those books. Exist in this space that felt, if not quite welcoming, at least possible.

      She chose the chair farthest from the entrance, tucked into a corner where she could see the courtyard garden. She pulled out her phone, then put it away again. She didn't want to scroll. Didn't want to see Marcus's carefully curated social media presence (they were still friends on there, and she couldn't bring herself to change that yet). Didn't want to see her own friends' posts about their intact lives, their partners, their certainty.

      Instead, she just sat. Watched people come and go. Noticed how they moved through the space—some with purpose, some wandering like she had. She noticed the light changing in the courtyard as the afternoon stretched toward evening. Noticed the way the plants seemed to lean toward the windows, reaching.

      A woman around her age walked past carrying a rolled-up mat and a water bottle, her hair still damp with sweat, her face flushed and relaxed. She looked content. Tired in a good way. Hannah felt a pang of something that might have been envy.

      When had she last felt content? Really content, not just comfortable or distracted?

      She couldn't remember.

      At six-thirty, she forced herself to get up and find the restroom, wash her hands, check her reflection. Same face as this morning. Same stranger. But her eyes looked less hollow than they had six weeks ago. Maybe. Or maybe that was wishful thinking.

      At six fifty-five, she walked down the hallway Mei had indicated, following hand-painted signs until she found Room 7. The door stood slightly open, warm light spilling out. She could hear voices inside—multiple people already there.

      Hannah stopped outside the door, her heart hammering. She could still leave. No one knew her here. No one would ask where she went or why.

      But she'd driven past this building twice. She'd sat in that parking lot three times. She'd filled out the form, paid the fee. And somewhere beneath the fear and the grief and the exhausting numbness of the past six weeks, there was still a part of her that wanted something more than just survival.

      She wanted to be someone who showed up. Someone who tried. Even if she failed. Even if she stayed invisible. Even if this whole thing was a mistake.

      She took a breath and pushed the door open wider.

      The room wasn't large—maybe a dozen chairs arranged in a loose circle, a table with coffee and cookies, warm yellow walls. Five people were already there, chatting quietly. They looked up as she entered, offering smiles that felt genuine rather than invasive.

      "Welcome," said a man in his fifties with kind eyes. "First time?"

      "Yes," Hannah said, moving toward an empty chair. "Is that obvious?"

      He laughed. "Only because I remember my first time. I almost turned around three times. But I'm glad I stayed."

      Hannah sat down, setting her bag on the floor beside her. Her hands were still trembling slightly, but less than before.

      She didn't know if this would help. Didn't know if she'd come back next week. Didn't know much of anything anymore.

      But she was here. Present. Trying.

      And for now, that felt like enough.
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      The writing workshop had been awkward but survivable. Hannah had introduced herself with the bare minimum—name, recently moved back to town, trying something new. No one had pushed for details. They'd done a freewriting exercise that she'd stared at for ten minutes before managing three stilted paragraphs. But she'd stayed the full two hours, and when she'd left, the man with kind eyes had said, "See you next week," like he meant it.

      She'd nodded, noncommittal, but had added the next session to her phone calendar as soon as she got to her car.

      Now it was Saturday morning, and Hannah stood in the Riverside Centre lobby again, this time holding a yoga mat she'd borrowed from her mother's garage. It still had the tags on it—one of those optimistic purchases her mother made every January and abandoned by February.

      "The beginners' class is perfect for starting out," Mei had told her on Thursday night when Hannah lingered after the workshop, studying the schedule. "Saturdays at ten. Very gentle, very welcoming."

      Gentle and welcoming. Hannah could do gentle and welcoming.

      Except now, standing outside Studio A at 9:55 AM, watching people filter in with their matching athletic wear and easy confidence, she felt like she'd made a terrible miscalculation. These people looked like they did yoga regularly. Like they could touch their toes and knew what downward dog meant and didn't feel ridiculous in stretchy pants.

      Hannah had worn the most exercise-adjacent clothing she owned—black leggings that were technically for lounging, an old university t-shirt that was probably too baggy, socks because she'd forgotten people did yoga barefoot until she'd seen someone leaving their shoes outside the studio door.

      She could leave. Claim she'd mixed up the time. Come back never.

      But a woman with silver hair and laugh lines gave her a warm smile as she passed. "First time? It's a lovely class. Come on in."

      Hannah found herself following before she could overthink it.

      The studio was bigger than she'd expected—wood floors, floor-to-ceiling mirrors along one wall, windows overlooking the courtyard on another. Soft instrumental music played from speakers she couldn't see. Maybe fifteen people were already there, arranging mats, stretching, chatting quietly. The energy was calm but alive, everyone settling into the space with a familiarity Hannah envied.

      She unrolled her mat in the back corner, as far from the mirrors as possible. The woman next to her was easily in her seventies, lowering herself onto her mat with careful precision. On her other side, a younger guy was already in some pretzel-like position that made Hannah's hips ache just looking at it.

      She sat down cross-legged, trying to look like she knew what she was doing. Her body felt foreign—too stiff, too heavy, too aware of itself. When had she last done anything physical that wasn't walking from her car to a building? The divorce had shrunk her world to the smallest possible movements. Sleep. Shower. Work. Repeat.

      More people trickled in. Hannah checked her phone. 10:02. Maybe the instructor was running late. Maybe the class was canceled. Maybe she could⁠—

      The door opened.

      Hannah glanced up reflexively, then forgot how to look away.

      The woman who entered didn't rush or announce herself. She simply moved into the room with a quality of presence that shifted the entire atmosphere without seeming to try. Late thirties, Hannah guessed. Tall and lean, with an easy strength visible in how she carried herself. Dark hair pulled back in a simple bun, a few strands escaping to frame her face. She wore plain black leggings and a forest-green tank top, nothing remarkable, but somehow Hannah couldn't stop watching the way she moved—fluid, grounded, completely at ease in her own body.

      "Good morning," the woman said, her voice low and warm. She set down a small speaker and a water bottle at the front of the room. "I'm Rowan. Welcome to all of you, and especially to anyone joining us for the first time."

      Her gaze swept the room—not searching, not invasive, just acknowledging. When her eyes passed over Hannah, there was no particular recognition, no pause. Just a brief, neutral acknowledgment that Hannah existed in this space.

      Hannah felt her face flush anyway. She looked down at her mat, suddenly hyperaware of her borrowed equipment, her baggy shirt, her socks.

      "We'll start gently today," Rowan continued, settling onto her own mat with an ease that seemed effortless. "Yoga isn't about perfection or pushing yourself into shapes that don't serve you. It's about noticing. Breathing. Being present with what is, not what you think should be."

      Her voice had a quality that made Hannah want to listen—not performative or artificially soothing, just genuinely calm. Like someone who'd earned that calm through something harder than Hannah could imagine.

      "Let's begin in a comfortable seated position. Close your eyes if that feels right, or soften your gaze downward."

      Hannah closed her eyes, grateful not to see herself in the mirrors or risk catching Rowan's attention again. Around her, she heard people shifting, settling, breathing.

      "Notice your breath," Rowan said. "Not trying to change it, just noticing. Where do you feel it? Your nose, your chest, your belly?"

      Hannah tried to notice. But all she could notice was how loud her thoughts were. How self-conscious she felt. How her lower back already hurt from sitting cross-legged. How she could hear her own breathing and it seemed too loud, too ragged compared to the peaceful quiet around her.

      "Whatever you're noticing is exactly right," Rowan's voice came again, and Hannah almost laughed at the timing. "There's no wrong way to be here. Your experience is your experience."

      They moved through what Rowan called a warm-up—gentle neck rolls, shoulder circles, spinal twists. Hannah followed along, feeling ungainly and disconnected. Her body didn't want to move the way Rowan's did. Everything felt tight, resistant, like her muscles had forgotten they were supposed to work together.

      "Now we'll move to hands and knees for cat-cow," Rowan demonstrated, flowing between two positions with that same easy grace. "This is about mobility, not flexibility. Move with your breath."

      Hannah got onto her hands and knees, trying to copy what she saw. But she couldn't tell if her back was supposed to arch or round or when to breathe in versus out. She looked around frantically—everyone else seemed to know what they were doing, moving in sync with Rowan's instructions.

      "Inhale, drop your belly, lift your heart. Exhale, round your spine, tuck your chin."

      Hannah tried. She really tried. But she felt like she was just making random shapes, her body refusing to cooperate, her breath choppy and wrong.

      And then—footsteps behind her. Close.

      "May I?"

      Hannah looked up to find Rowan crouched beside her mat, her expression neutral and professional. This close, Hannah could see that Rowan's eyes were hazel, more green than brown, and completely unreadable.

      "Um. Yes?"

      Rowan's hands were gentle on Hannah's lower back—not pushing, just guiding. "Feel here. This is the movement. Inhale, let your belly drop, reach your chest forward. Exhale, press the floor away, round through your spine."

      Her touch was confident, impersonal, exactly what a yoga instructor's touch should be. But Hannah's entire nervous system seemed to light up at the contact, hyperaware of Rowan's proximity, her hands, her voice right there by Hannah's ear.

      "Good," Rowan said simply, then moved away to adjust someone else's form.

      Hannah's hands trembled slightly against the mat. She commanded herself to focus, to breathe, to stop being ridiculous. Rowan was just doing her job. That moment of attention hadn't meant anything.

      But Hannah's body still buzzed with the awareness of where Rowan's hands had been.

      The class continued. Downward dog, which made Hannah's shoulders scream. Warrior poses that showed her exactly how weak her legs had become. Child's pose, which should have been restful but just made her feel defeated and small. She watched herself in the mirror when she couldn't avoid it—face red, form all wrong, nothing like the calm strength she saw in Rowan's effortless demonstrations.

      Rowan moved through the room as they practiced, offering quiet adjustments, words of encouragement. "Bend your knees as much as you need." "Find your own expression of the pose." "Breathe."

      She never came back to Hannah specifically, never singled her out. And Hannah told herself she wasn't disappointed by that, wasn't watching for Rowan's attention, wasn't comparing how long Rowan spent helping others versus how briefly she'd touched Hannah's back.

      By the time they moved to the final relaxation—shavasana, Rowan called it—Hannah was exhausted. Not pleasantly tired like that woman she'd seen Thursday evening. Just wrung out, depleted, aware of every inadequate inch of her body.

      "Let yourself be supported by the ground," Rowan's voice had dropped even quieter, barely above a whisper. "Nothing to do, nowhere to go. Just this moment, this breath."

      Hannah lay on her back and stared at the ceiling, too aware of everything to relax. The woman on her left was breathing deeply, clearly relaxed. The guy on her right had gone completely still. And Hannah just lay there, tense and awkward, counting down the minutes until this would be over.

      But then something shifted. Maybe it was exhaustion. Maybe it was just giving up on trying to do it right. But for about thirty seconds, Hannah felt her body sink into the mat. Felt, for the first time in months, like she wasn't fighting something. Like she could just exist.

      Then Rowan's voice returned, gently calling them back. "Start to deepen your breath. Wiggle your fingers and toes. Roll to your right side when you're ready."

      Hannah rolled over, feeling disoriented and strangely vulnerable. People were sitting up, rolling up their mats, smiling at each other with that post-class glow she'd seen on Thursday.

      She just felt rattled.

      "Thank you all for practicing," Rowan said from the front of the room. She pressed her palms together, bowed slightly. "Namaste."

      "Namaste," the class murmured back.

      Hannah fumbled with her mat, trying to roll it up properly. It kept coming loose, refusing to stay in a tight cylinder like everyone else's. She could feel sweat cooling on her skin, making her shirt stick to her back. She probably looked as much of a mess as she felt.

      "First time?"

      Hannah looked up. The seventy-something woman from beside her was smiling.

      "That obvious?"

      "Only because I remember my first class. I cried in child's pose."

      Hannah managed a weak smile. "I thought about it."

      "You'll get used to it. And Rowan's wonderful—really knows her stuff."

      "Yeah," Hannah said, glancing toward the front of the room without meaning to.

      Rowan was talking to a couple of regulars, nodding at something one of them was saying. Even standing still, she had that quality of complete presence, like she was exactly where she was supposed to be.

      Hannah had never felt less like she was where she was supposed to be.

      She finally got her mat rolled up, shoved her feet back into her shoes, grabbed her things. People were lingering, chatting, moving slowly. Hannah just wanted out—back to her car, back to somewhere she could feel normal again, or at least feel like less of a disaster.

      She headed for the door, keeping her eyes down.

      "See you next week," someone called—the silver-haired woman from earlier.

      Hannah lifted her hand in a vague wave, not committing to anything.

      She was almost to the studio door when she heard it—Rowan's voice, not directed at her but carrying across the space.

      "Remember, yoga is a practice. Not a performance."

      Hannah didn't turn around. Didn't acknowledge that she'd heard. Just pushed through the door and walked quickly down the hallway toward the lobby.

      Her legs felt shaky. Her shoulders ached. Her mind was racing.

      She'd felt stupid. Inadequate. Exposed in front of all those people who knew what they were doing.

      But she'd also felt... something else. Something that had flickered to life when Rowan's hands had touched her back. When Rowan's voice had filled the room. When Hannah had caught herself watching the way Rowan moved with that effortless grace, that quiet confidence.

      It wasn't just admiration. It wasn't just envy of someone who seemed comfortable in their own skin.

      It was attraction.

      Sharp, unexpected, utterly inconvenient attraction.

      Hannah pushed through the centre's front doors into the cool October air, her face burning. This was exactly what she didn't need. She was barely surviving her divorce. Barely holding herself together. The last thing she needed was to develop some ridiculous crush on a yoga instructor she'd spoken maybe ten words to.

      A yoga instructor who probably saw dozens of awkward beginners like Hannah every week. Who'd touched her back for five seconds as part of her job. Who likely hadn't thought about Hannah at all beyond making sure she didn't hurt herself in downward dog.

      Hannah reached her car and threw her mat in the backseat with more force than necessary. She sat in the driver's seat without starting the engine, her hands gripping the steering wheel.

      This was ridiculous. She was being ridiculous.

      But she could still feel the ghost of Rowan's hands on her lower back. Could still hear that voice—calm, certain, grounded in a way Hannah had never been.

      "This is fine," Hannah said aloud to her empty car. "This is totally fine. You're just projecting because she's the first person who's shown you any kind of attention in weeks. It's not real. It's just... vulnerability and confusion and you haven't had sex in eight months and you're clearly losing your mind."

      Her phone buzzed. A text from her mother: How was yoga?

      Hannah stared at the message. How was yoga? Humiliating. Exhausting. Unsettling in ways that had nothing to do with exercise and everything to do with a woman with hazel eyes and steady hands who'd probably already forgotten Hannah existed.

      Good, she typed back. Harder than I expected.

      She started the engine, pulled out of the parking lot, and absolutely did not think about whether she'd come back next Saturday.
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      Thursday evening found Hannah back at the Riverside Centre, earlier than she needed to be. She'd told herself it was because she wanted to grab tea from the community room before the workshop started. The truth was more complicated—she'd spent the past five days trying not to think about Saturday morning, and being at her mother's house made that impossible.

      Her mother kept asking bright, hopeful questions. How was the yoga? Was she going back? Had she met anyone nice? Each question landed like a small weight, reminding Hannah that she was thirty-five and living in her childhood bedroom and apparently developing inappropriate crushes on near-strangers.

      She hadn't gone back to yoga on Wednesday evening. Had told herself it was because she was still sore from Saturday (true), that she needed to ease into it (also true), that twice a week was too much for a beginner (probably true). She absolutely wasn't avoiding the possibility of seeing Rowan again. That would be childish.

      But she had thought about her. More than was reasonable. At odd moments—making coffee, sitting in traffic, lying awake at 2 AM. The memory of Rowan's hands on her back. That calm, grounded presence. The way she'd moved through the studio like she was exactly where she belonged.

      Hannah had googled her. Just once. Well, three times. Rowan Calloway, yoga instructor and wellness coach. There wasn't much—a professional bio on the centre's website, a mostly inactive Instagram account with occasional photos of sunrises and cryptic
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