
Melanie Sunstorm

Tying the knot ... and untying it?





  
    First published by ikdum tikdum 2025

  

  Copyright © 2025 by Melanie Sunstorm


  
    All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted      in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without      written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute      it by any other means without permission.

  
    This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are      the work of the author's imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities      is entirely coincidental.

  
    Melanie Sunstorm asserts the moral right to be identified as      the author of this work.

  

  

  
    First edition

  

  

  

  
    This book was professionally typeset on Reedsy

    Find out more at reedsy.com
  


  
    
      [image: Publisher Logo]
    

  




  
    
      Contents
    

    
    
      	
        Prologue
        
      

    
      	
        I. A PROPOSAL NEITHER WANTED
        
      

    
      	
        1. The Summons
        
      

    
      	
        2. The Bombshell
        
      

    
      	
        3. Absolutely Not
        
      

    
      	
        4. Disaster Dinner
        
      

    
      	
        5. Operation Sabotage
        
      

    
      	
        6. Wine, Walls, and Weaknesses
        
      

    
      	
        7. Peeking Behind the Curtain
        
      

    
      	
        II. THE (FAKE) ENGAGEMENT FROM HELL
        
      

    
      	
        8. Planning Purgatory
        
      

    
      	
        9. Tangled Tango
        
      

    
      	
        10. Public Enemies, Private Tensions
        
      

    
      	
        11. The Ex Factor
        
      

    
      	
        12. Unexpected Confessions
        
      

    
      	
        13. The Morning After
        
      

    
      	
        14. Truce or Trouble?
        
      

    
      	
        III. HAPPILY EVER… MAYBE?
        
      

    
      	
        15. Cold Feet and Cold Wars
        
      

    
      	
        16. Art and Absence
        
      

    
      	
        17. The Reckoning at the Manor
        
      

    
      	
        18. The Mothers’ Reveal
        
      

    
      	
        19. The Real Wedding
        
      

    
      	
        Happily Ever After
        
      

    
    


  



  Prologue



The smell of turpentine clung to the air, sweet and sharp, as sunlight poured through the tall windows of Elena’s loft. Paintbrush in hand, she leaned over a small wooden easel, tongue caught between her teeth, the final stroke of white curling into place on the wedding sign.

“Perfect,” she muttered, half amused, half exasperated. She dipped the brush again, steadied her wrist, and drew a slow curve around the word forever. The paint gleamed wetly under the late afternoon light, catching every shimmer of the sun that poured through her tall windows.

The gallery had closed an hour ago, leaving behind the faint hum of air conditioning and the distant murmur of Pasadena outside. Everywhere she looked, the loft overflowed with color—flowers from friends and collectors, ribbons tumbling off vases, cards tucked between canvases with messages of Congratulations! and So happy for you both! Even the scent of fresh paint lingered, faint but alive, like the echo of a song.

She worked barefoot, toes dusted with dry paint, her playlist humming quietly in the background. A mellow jazz track played—one Carmen used to whistle along to while welding, just off-key enough to make Elena laugh.

Her phone rested on the nearby table, black screen face-up. She checked it without really meaning to. Still no message. Still nothing since morning.

“¿Dónde estás, amor?” she murmured, brushing a strand of hair behind her ear. The afternoon light shifted, painting her skin in amber and rose. She stared at the empty message thread, then at the sign again:

“Welcome to the García–Del Valle Wedding.”

The words looked solid, certain. Comforting.

Elena set the brush down and stepped back, hands on her hips, imagining Carmen’s face when she saw it finished. Carmen had rolled her eyes at the idea of a hand-painted sign—“too rustic,” she’d said—but Elena had caught her smiling when she started it anyway.

She smiled at the memory now, a small curl at the corner of her mouth. “You’ll love it,” she whispered, as if Carmen could hear her. “Even if you pretend not to.”

The loft glowed with the kind of beauty that only exists in the pause before something happens—the calm before the break, the sigh before the storm.

And just then, from the corner near the windows, Boundless caught the light.

The sculpture—Carmen’s creation, all twisting steel and raw edges—stood proudly in the center of the room. It threw rippling shadows over the walls, tangled and alive. Elena’s eyes softened. That piece had always reminded her of them—chaotic, welded from opposite forces, yet whole.

She reached out, brushed her fingertips along the cool metal, and smiled. “See, cariño? We built something that lasts.”

Her voice sounded like a quiet smile, drifting through the room.

She crossed the room, barefoot, careful not to step on the scattered envelopes and crumpled tissue paper on the floor. Her phone lay on the worktable beside an open bottle of champagne she hadn’t gotten around to finishing. She picked it up, thumbed the screen awake. Still no message.

It had been hours.

“Maybe she’s welding again,” Elena said to herself, though the words felt flimsy, like tissue paper in her mouth. Carmen had a habit of losing track of time in her studio—when she was sculpting, the rest of the world disappeared. 

She set the phone down and tried to ignore the hollow ache creeping in. Instead, she turned up the small radio on the shelf. A soft jazz tune filled the air, gentle and slow. Carmen used to whistle to that song—off-key, always, but it had made Elena laugh every time.

She picked up her brush again, tracing one last line of gold. The light shifted across the floor, deepening toward amber. The whole room looked drenched in honey.

Elena smiled to herself, a quiet, dreamy thing. She pictured Carmen’s face when she saw everything ready for the wedding—the flowers, the art, the hand-painted sign. She imagined their first dance, the flight to Barcelona, the small hotel room with the balcony overlooking the sea. She could already hear the waves.

Her phone buzzed. She jumped.

A text. But not from Carmen.

Rosa: ¿Lista para mañana, mi amor?

Elena typed back, Almost. Just finishing a few details. Then added a heart, hesitated, and deleted it before hitting send.

She set the phone down again and looked toward the door. The light had softened now—gold thinning into dusk.

From the corner, Picasso—the calico cat—stretched luxuriously, tail curling like a question mark. He watched her with lazy disinterest before curling back into his patch of sun.

Elena laughed under her breath. “There goes my masterpiece ……absorbed in a patch of light”

The sound of the lock turning made her freeze.

Not a knock. Not the soft rhythm Carmen always used. Just the scrape of a key, slow and deliberate.

Elena’s heart lifted. “Finally,” she said, smiling. She brushed her hands over her dress, ready to tease. “You better have a good excuse, cariño—”

The door opened.

Elena turned, smile already blooming, words tumbling out before she even saw her fiancée’s face.

“Finally! I was starting to think you’d welded yourself to that sculpture,” she said, laughing lightly. “You could’ve at least sent a text, cariño. I was beginning to imagine you buried under a pile of metal and stubbornness.”

She moved toward her, hand outstretched, paint still streaked faintly across her fingers.

Carmen didn’t smile.

She stood framed in the doorway, still in her work clothes—dark jeans, grey tank, boots dusted with metal shavings. Her hair was tied up hastily, her skin pale beneath the smudges of soot. Her eyes, normally so alive, were distant.

Elena’s laughter faltered. “Oye… qué pasa? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

She reached out to touch Carmen’s arm, but Carmen stepped back—barely, but enough. The movement was small, almost casual, yet it landed like a stone in Elena’s chest.

The silence that followed was heavy and strange.

Carmen looked past her, scanning the room—the flowers, the sign, the champagne bottle—before her gaze dropped to the floor.

“We need to talk,” she said at last, voice low.

Elena blinked, still smiling, though it wobbled at the edges. “Okay… talk. Is this about the band again? Because if you really hate the saxophonist, we can—”

“It’s not about the band.”

The interruption was sharp, not cruel but cutting.

Elena froze, the brush still in her hand.

Carmen crossed her arms. It was such an ordinary gesture, but it changed everything—her whole posture closed off, distant.

For the first time that day, Elena felt her heart start to beat wrong.

She forced a small laugh. “Then what is it? The venue? My mother’s flower obsession? Dios mío, please say it’s not the flower obsession. She’s already threatened to add more lilies if we don’t—”

“Elena.”

Her name came like a stop sign.

The brush slipped from her hand and clattered softly to the floor.

The silence stretched. Only the hum of the air conditioner filled it, steady and unfeeling.

Carmen’s jaw worked, as if she were chewing over words she didn’t want to speak.

Elena felt her throat tighten. “Carmen…” Her voice softened. “You’re scaring me.”

Carmen finally met her eyes.

“I can’t do this.”

The words dropped between them, so small and strange that for a moment, Elena thought she’d misheard.

She laughed softly, blinking. “Do what? The lilies? Dios, if this is about the lilies—”

“No.”

“—because I told Mamá no more lilies, I swear—”

“No.”

Carmen’s tone was firmer this time.

Elena’s smile faltered. “Okay… then the menu? You said you loved the tasting. The chef even added your favorite—”

“No, Elena.”

This no was heavier. It made Carmen’s shoulders square, her voice tighten.

Elena felt her pulse skitter. “Then… the guest list? I can cut it. Half. I don’t care who’s offended.”

Carmen shook her head. “It’s not the guest list.”

Her hands had curled into fists at her sides.

Elena’s breath hitched. “The dress? You hate the dress? You can say it, I can get another one—”

Carmen looked up then, and the look in her eyes was enough to stop the words in Elena’s throat.

“Elena, no.”

That one wasn’t gentle. It cracked through the room like something breaking—loud and wrong.

The sound of it echoed, ricocheting off the steel of the sculpture and the glass windows.

Elena took a step back, blinking rapidly. Her hand brushed against the easel, smearing a streak of gold paint across her palm.

The silence that followed was unbearable.

She tried again, her voice trembling now. “Then what is it? Tell me what it is, Carmen, because I can fix it, whatever it is.”

Carmen’s jaw tightened. She exhaled slowly, like someone bracing to walk into fire.

“I can’t do this,” she repeated, quieter this time—but truer.

Elena stared at her, paint glinting wetly on her fingertips. “Do what?” she whispered.

Carmen’s voice broke, not with anger, but exhaustion. “Marry you.”

Elena blinked. For a moment, the words didn’t register.

Then she laughed — a soft, incredulous sound. “What—? Carmen, that’s not—”

“I’m not joking,” Carmen said.

Something in her tone made Elena’s stomach twist.

She took a step forward. “You don’t mean that.”

Carmen’s jaw tightened. She exhaled sharply through her nose, like she was trying to hold something back.

“Elena, I—” She stopped, pressing her thumb hard into her palm. “I thought I could do this. I wanted to. But I can’t.”

Elena stared at her, heartbeat stuttering. “Can’t do what?”

Carmen’s shoulders rose and fell, and then she said it—each word pushed through clenched teeth, her voice shaking with restrained fury.

“I don’t want this life.”

The sentence came out like a blow.

Elena froze, eyes wide. “This… life?”

Carmen’s arms snapped outward suddenly, gesturing around the loft — too sharp, too fast. The movement caught a strand of hair loose from her bun; it fell across her face as she pointed toward the flowers, the champagne, the painted sign still wet with gold.

“All of this!” she burst out. “The flowers, the parties, the wedding! Every inch of this place feels like it’s closing in on me.”

Her breathing quickened. “I walk in here, and it smells like paint and roses and—perfection. And I can’t breathe. I feel like I’m choking on it.”

Elena stared at her, blinking rapidly. “Carmen, if you’re stressed—if this is just—”

“It’s not stress.”

Carmen’s hands dropped, fists curling tight. Her voice softened, but it wasn’t kind—it was controlled. “It’s suffocation. I wake up and it’s all schedules and decisions and people asking me about colors and rings. And every time you say our life, I hear your plan.”

“That’s not fair,” Elena whispered. “You were part of this. You said you wanted it too.”

“I wanted you,” Carmen said, low and raw. “But somewhere between wanting you and living this, I stopped recognizing myself.”

Elena shook her head, tears already burning at the corners of her eyes. “You think love is supposed to be easy? You think it’s all freedom and air and art? That’s not real life, Carmen.”

Carmen looked up, her eyes glinting—wet, but fierce. “It’s not supposed to feel like drowning either.”

Elena flinched.

The room felt smaller, air tighter.

Carmen looked at her then — really looked — and something inside her hardened. “You turned us into a painting, Elena. Beautiful. Controlled. Framed. But you never noticed that I was the one pinned to the canvas, unable to move, unable to breathe. You just built a world so perfectly yours, there wasn’t any room left for me to breathe inside it.”

Elena’s lips trembled. “I thought we built something together.”

“We built something what you wanted, not me, not us….. but what you wanted,” Carmen strongly whispered. “And that isn’t love. It’s the quiet death of it. It’s supposed to feel like breathing. And I haven’t breathed in months.”

Elena’s tears spilled now, her voice cracking open. “How? ……I was your world.”

Carmen’s eyes softened, then steeled. “No,” she said, shaking her head slowly. “I told myself you were. Maybe I even believed it for a while. But reality is, I lied.”

Elena drew in a trembling breath, whispering, “But you are my world, you’re mine.”

Carmen went very still. Her mouth curved — not a smile, something colder.

“That’s the problem,” she said. “I never wanted to belong to anyone.”

The silence that followed was heavy enough to crush the air between them.

Carmen reached for her hand — not to hold it, but to remove the ring. She placed it gently on the windowsill beside their photograph.

“Elena,” she said quietly, “I’m sorry.”

Then she turned toward the door, her boots echoing faintly against the floor.

“Don’t,” Elena whispered. “Don’t walk away.”

Carmen’s hand hesitated on the doorknob — just for a heartbeat — then she left.

The door shut quietly — the softest sound in the world — yet it broke everything.

And the room went utterly still.

The door’s echo lingered long after Carmen had gone.

Elena didn’t move. Didn’t breathe.

The silence pressed against her ears until it rang. The flowers on the counter, the golden light bleeding across the floorboards — everything stood exactly as it had, as if the room refused to acknowledge what had just happened.

She turned her head toward the window. The ring glimmered faintly on the sill beside their photo — Carmen’s smile frozen mid-laugh, a hand shading her eyes from the Taos sun. Elena stared until her vision blurred and the light fractured the image into colors.

Her knees gave out first. She sank to the floor, hands trembling in her lap.

Somewhere, far away, a car horn wailed. The hum of the refrigerator kicked in. The city outside carried on without her.

She stayed like that for what could have been minutes or hours. The weight of it hadn’t landed yet; it hovered just above her chest, waiting to crush her when she remembered how to breathe again.

When she finally moved, it was mechanical. She reached for the nearest thing — a fallen ribbon from one of the bouquets — and twisted it around her fingers until it snapped. Then another. And another.

The room around her blurred into shapes and color.

Her gaze caught on Boundless, Carmen’s sculpture in the center of the loft. Cold metal arcs intertwined in a way that once seemed poetic — now it just looked like a cage.

Elena’s breath hitched. She pushed herself up, crossed the room, and gripped the edge of the sculpture with both hands.

“You were supposed to mean something,” she whispered.

Her voice cracked.

Then, without planning to, she shoved it. The sculpture toppled slightly before settling back on its base with a dull metallic scrape. The sound ripped through the quiet, jagged and wrong.

“You were supposed to mean something!” she shouted this time.

The words bounced off the walls, hollow. She pressed her palms against her eyes, shaking, until her throat burned.

When she looked up again, the loft was still perfect — still theirs. And that was unbearable.

Her hand reached for her phone. She opened her messages. The thread with Carmen glowed back at her — a string of plans, jokes, pictures of dresses, “love yous.” Her thumb hovered over the keyboard, then over the delete button.

She didn’t press either.

Instead, she opened her email and searched Barcelona. The honeymoon itinerary appeared, complete with little heart emojis in the subject line. She stared for a full breath before hitting delete.

Her screen went white.

Then she walked to her vision board — photos of dresses, table settings, honeymoon beaches — and tore one image after another from it. The sound of paper ripping filled the room like static.

Picasso leapt onto the counter, tail flicking, emerald green eyes following her.

When she stopped, the wall was bare. Only a few stubborn pins remained.

She turned in a slow circle, chest heaving. The sculpture, the flowers, the ring, the note on the counter — Congratulations, Elena & Carmen! — all of it blurred together.

Then she reached for one of Carmen’s smaller sculptures on the shelf — a delicate twist of glass and steel. For a moment she held it carefully, thumb tracing the curve. Then she let it fall.

It shattered against the floor.

The sound was small but sharp enough to cut through her stillness.

Her hands flew to her mouth. “Oh, God…”

But there were no more tears left. Only the strange, hollow quiet that comes when grief has burned through everything else.




Later that night

Elena sat curled on the couch, wrapped in an old blanket. Picasso lay at her feet, tail flicking impatiently.

On the coffee table sat Carmen’s gray hoodie — the one she used to wear while sculpting, frayed at the cuffs and faintly smelling of iron and cedar soap.

Elena picked it up, pressed it to her face. The scent broke her. Her shoulders trembled silently.

Picasso shifted, watching her with wary green eyes. Then, with a sudden flick of his paw, he hooked a claw into the hoodie’s sleeve and tugged.

“Hey,” she murmured, voice hoarse.

He tugged again, harder this time, dragging it toward the edge of the couch.

Elena let him.

When he managed to pull it halfway off, he started clawing at it furiously, batting and scratching until the fabric bunched in the corner. Then he paused, tail twitching, as if waiting for permission.

Elena stared at him for a long, heavy moment.

“Yeah,” she whispered finally. “Me too.”

Picasso blinked once, then resumed his attack. The hoodie slipped off the edge and landed on the floor with a soft thud.

Picasso crouched low, tail flicking like a metronome gone mad. Then—with a sudden burst of purpose—he pounced. His claws sank into the fabric, shredding, kicking, twisting until loose threads hung like torn petals.

Elena watched, unmoving. The small, fierce violence of it was absurdly comforting.

He bit the sleeve, growled softly, and began dragging the ruined thing across the floor. Inch by inch, determined. The oversized hoodie dwarfed him, but he refused to stop. His paws skidded on the hardwood, his breath came in soft huffs, and still he dragged—past the easel, the wilted flowers, the broken glass sculpture—to the corner where the trash bin sat.

He gave one last tug, then nudged it in with his head.

A hollow rustle. A final victory.

Elena let out a shaky breath. A laugh tried to form—bitter, splintered—but died halfway. The room seemed impossibly large now, every echo stretching into silence.

She sank deeper into the couch, eyes on the trash bin, where a scrap of gray fabric peeked out like a ghost refusing to disappear.

For a long time, she stared at nothing.

The jazz record had stopped spinning, leaving only the faint, rhythmic click of the needle. Outside, the city breathed—cars, sirens, laughter from somewhere far away—but none of it reached her.

Something fragile inside her tilted, then cracked.

Maybe love was just a story people told to make the loneliness bearable. Maybe all of it—the promises, the vows, the “forevers”—were just brushstrokes over emptiness.

She closed her eyes, and the world dimmed to the color of ash.
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A Proposal Neither Wanted
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  The Summons

  
  




The rain tapped lightly against the floor-to-ceiling windows of Sophia’s high-rise apartment, a soft gray haze over San Morado that made the city seem like a model under glass. She moved through the kitchen with the precision of a surgeon, silk robe brushing the marble floor, black heels paused by the island, fingertips grazing the edge of her tablet as she scrolled through case notes reflected in her sharp, espresso-brown eyes.

Everything was in place. Everything was predictable. The apartment smelled faintly of polished wood and lemon-scented cleaner, a scent she liked more than any perfume. Even the clouds outside seemed to obey gravity, settling into neat layers, rather than spilling into chaos.

The apartment was immaculate. Monochrome everything—white walls, gray rug, black leather chair—yet the faint aroma of brewed coffee and polished wood softened the edges. Her heels clicked softly as she crossed to the living room, adjusted a stack of legal pads on the glass table, then returned to the kitchen to lift her steaming mug.

Her lips pressed together, a small, satisfied smile twitching at the corners. She was—by all outward appearances—ready for anything the day might throw at her. That is, until the phone rang.

Umma.

Even before she answered, the tension knotted in her chest. Only one person used that tone, that single-word call sign.

She picked up. “Yes?”

“Sophia. Pack now.”

The command sliced through the morning like a knife. No greeting. No softening. Just urgency.

Sophia froze mid-sip, coffee warming her hand. “Now? What is it—Umma, I have depositions, prep for court, a—”

“No. Do not argue. This cannot wait. Bring what’s proper. Pack something respectable. You’re coming to Maplewood Glen. Immediately. And do not dawdle.”

Sophia’s lips pressed together. “I—um—what’s happened? Is someone hurt? The house?”

“No. It’s not—don’t ask questions. You will understand when you arrive. Just come. Now.”

Her mother’s voice had the edge of finality that never softened. Sophia exhaled sharply, muttering under her breath, “Of course. Nothing is ever simple…”

“Umma, I—” she started again, but the line went dead before she could finish.

She paused, letting the words settle. The line went dead.

Sophia stared at the phone, tapping the side lightly. Pack. Go. Now. Her mother never used “urgent” lightly. She didn’t need to. Sophia already felt the weight of the unspoken—something had shifted.

With a deep, measured sigh, she set her cup down, straightened her back, and began muttering to herself: “Maplewood Glen. What fresh chaos awaits…”

A slow exhale escaped her. She set the phone down, eyes sweeping over the apartment. Every object in place, every surface gleaming. She moved toward the closet, hands brushing over the fabric of her jackets as if feeling for reassurance. She lifted a suitcase from the top shelf, rolled it to the kitchen, and began placing items inside with deliberate care: silk blouses folded exactly, tailored pants stacked, a pencil skirt rolled to avoid creases.

Her movements were precise, methodical, almost ritualistic—an attempt to wrestle control from the invisible chaos she now faced. She slid a small velvet case into the suitcase, containing lipstick polished to a perfect red sheen. A file of neatly arranged court notes rested on top, tabbed and highlighted, ready to be grabbed at a moment’s notice.

She paused at the window, watching the rain streak the glass in jagged lines. Umbra of gray buildings loomed through the mist, softened edges like a watercolor. The city waited, indifferent, while she packed for an unknown summons, feeling the first pricklings of tension in her temples.

Her hand tightened on the suitcase handle, then released. “Mother-induced migraines,” she muttered under her breath, a wry twist of lips. She straightened her shoulders, squared her jaw, and began folding her heels neatly into the corner of the suitcase. Rain pattered, soft and insistent, a slow drumbeat for the day that had just begun.


—

The loft was a battlefield of broken beauty.

Half-finished canvases leaned against the walls, streaked with colors that didn’t belong together. Bouquets from the almost-wedding drooped in vases, their petals littering the floor like soft little ghosts. The air smelled faintly of paint, stale champagne, and wilted roses.

Elena lay sprawled across the couch, face buried in a throw pillow, still wearing one of Carmen’s old T-shirts—well, technically had been. The fabric was now a shredded casualty, its remains lying in a pathetic heap beside her. Picasso sat on the armrest, tail curling smugly, watching her with the disinterested air of a monarch surveying the wreckage of lesser beings.

Her phone buzzed on the coffee table, vibrating against a glass of unfinished wine.

She groaned, rolling over with the sluggish determination of someone who had absolutely no intention of facing life. “If it’s another florist refunding me again, I swear…”

She squinted at the screen.

Mamá.

A sigh slipped out of her. “Now what…” She answered anyway. “Hola, Mamá.”

“Elena, mi amor,” came Rosa’s voice—warm, brisk, layered with that tone that meant don’t even think about saying no. “You sound terrible.”

“Gracias,” Elena mumbled into the couch cushion. “Nice to hear your voice too.”

“Get up, mijita. We need you here. Now.”

Elena frowned. “Here? Where’s ‘here’?”

“At the manor. Maplewood Glen. There’s… a situation.”

“A situation?” Elena sat up halfway, hair falling over her eyes. “What kind of situation? Is someone dead?”

“Not yet,” Rosa said calmly. “But it could happen if you don’t come soon.”

“Mamá,” she groaned, pinching the bridge of her nose. “Please don’t start your mystery telenovela tone right now. I can’t—”

“No excuses.” Rosa’s voice turned bright, falsely casual—the sound of silk over steel. “You’ve been in that loft for days. You sound like a ghost. This will be good for you. Fresh air, home-cooked food, people who love you.”

Elena let out a flat laugh. “Love’s overrated, Mamá.”

“Ah, ay, por favor, don’t start with your drama. Just come. You’ll regret it if you don’t.”

Elena tilted her head back, staring at the ceiling, at the dried paint constellation she’d never cleaned up. “Regret it how?”

There was a pause on the other end. “You’ll see,” Rosa said finally, a smile audible in her voice. “Just pack something nice. Something that says ‘I’m alive again.’ Not those sad artist rags you wear when you’re heartbroken.”

Elena rolled her eyes. “So… everything I own.”

“Elena,” her mother warned, her tone dropping to that rare, maternal octave that brokered no argument.

Elena closed her eyes. “Fine. I’ll come.”

“Good. And bring that cat of yours. He misses the garden.”

“He doesn’t miss anything except being worshiped.”

“That’s why he fits in here. Hasta pronto, mi amor.”

The line clicked.

Elena stared at the phone for a moment before letting it drop onto the couch. Silence filled the loft again, save for the faint hum of the refrigerator and a distant city siren.

Her gaze fell on the ruined hoodie again—threads torn, patches missing, Carmen’s faint scent long gone. A small laugh escaped her, brittle and hollow. “Guess even Picasso’s done with you,” she muttered, scooping up the last piece and tossing it toward the trash. Picasso, ever dramatic, leapt down and batted it the rest of the way in.

Elena watched him, then whispered, almost to herself, “Good riddance.”

But her throat tightened anyway.

She stood, moving stiffly toward her closet. One hand brushed the hanging dresses—bright silks and worn cotton, all smelling faintly of turpentine and perfume. She started tossing things into a suitcase without looking—jeans, scarves, paint-stained shirts. Her mind felt as cluttered as the space around her.

Finally, she zipped it shut, stood in the middle of the loft, and whispered to the empty room, “Okay, Mamá. Let’s see what this situation is.”

Picasso meowed from his perch, tail twitching, as if to say finally.

“Yeah, yeah, don’t look so smug,” she muttered, scooping him up. “But if she tries to set me up with another ‘nice boy, nice girl,’ you’re scratching your way out of there first.”

He blinked, unimpressed.

Elena sighed, staring out at the rain streaking down the wide windows. The city shimmered in gray and silver, the kind of day that blurred edges and made everything feel like a half-finished painting.

“Love’s a lie anyway,” she murmured. “Might as well drive into it.”


—

[SOPHIA]

The rain had turned from drizzle to precision—fine, silver needles streaking across her windshield.

Sophia’s car cut through the wet streets like a thought she couldn’t shake. Inside, everything gleamed: leather seats, faint scent of bergamot, a phone mount angled just so. Her coffee thermos sat in the cup holder—temperature-controlled, of course.

She drove in silence for exactly seven minutes before the quiet began to itch.

With a sigh, she tapped the console. Classical music filled the car—Bach, clean and mathematical, the kind of order her morning had lacked.

“Maplewood Glen,” she muttered under her breath. “Emergency summons. No context. Naturally.”

The GPS chimed pleasantly: Continue straight for forty-two miles.

Sophia’s eyes flicked to the horizon, gray and blurred with mist.

Her phone lit up with a message from Gabriel.


GABRIEL: Heard you’ve been summoned by The Matriarch. Should I alert the press?




She typed back at a red light:


SOPHIA: If I don’t make it back, tell them I died of over-mothering.
GABRIEL: Dramatic. I approve. Send updates. And pics of the manor. I miss that absurd fireplace.




Sophia smirked despite herself and slipped the phone away. Outside, the city gave way to long, curving roads flanked by dripping pine and wild ferns. The rain softened, turning the world to watercolor.

By the time she reached the old turnoff—MAPLEWOOD GLEN, PRIVATE ROAD—her shoulders had already tensed at the thought of the house. The ghosts of childhood lectures still lived there: posture, grades, expectations. Every visit came with judgment tucked neatly into hospitality.

She took a deep breath, adjusted her collar, and said aloud, “It’s just a weekend. How bad can it be?”

The car hit a puddle with a sharp splash. She grimaced. “Right. Famous last words.”


[ELENA]

On the other side of the highway, a very different kind of chaos was unfolding.

Elena’s rideshare smelled faintly of empanadas and regret. The driver—a stoic middle-aged man named Víctor—had not spoken since she got in, though his eyes kept darting to her in the mirror every time she sniffled.

Her suitcase took up half the back seat. Picasso’s carrier filled the rest, vibrating occasionally with the sound of feline disapproval.

Elena sat hunched in her seat, hoodie hood up (a different one—Carmen’s had been officially destroyed), phone in her lap playing an ancient bolero playlist at low volume. Outside, the rain made everything look like a smeared painting.

“Long trip?” Víctor asked finally.

“Not long enough,” she said.

He grunted. “Visiting family?”

“Something like that.”

Another pause. The wipers squeaked across the glass.

Elena tried to distract herself by scrolling through her messages. Nothing new. Not that she expected Carmen to text, but hope was a stubborn parasite. She exhaled sharply and muttered, “Love is a scam.”

Víctor’s eyes flicked up in the mirror. “You okay back there?”

“Define ‘okay.’”

He didn’t answer. Just turned the radio up—salsa music, bright and alive, which only made her misery feel louder.

Picasso yowled in protest from his carrier.

“See?” she said, glaring at the cage. “Even he agrees.”

Víctor chuckled under his breath. “That cat’s got opinions.”

“Oh, he’s full of them,” she said, rubbing her eyes. “He thinks he’s my therapist.”

They drove on through winding roads, past fogged hills and dripping trees. Elena leaned her forehead against the window, watching the raindrops race each other down the glass. Her reflection looked strange—tired eyes, wild curls, traces of glitter paint still stuck to her wrist.

She whispered, almost without meaning to, “Maybe Mamá’s right. Maybe I do need to get out of the house before I start naming the walls.”

Picasso sneezed in response.

“Exactly,” she sighed. “Even my cat’s judging me.”

—

Two cars—one sleek, one sputtering—took the same narrowing road through the forest.

The rain thinned into mist. The world hushed around them.

Sophia adjusted her GPS voice to mute.

Elena turned her volume up.

Sophia thought, Please let this be a property issue.

Elena thought, Please don’t let this be another family ambush.

At the bend where the trees opened to reveal the manor gates—ornate, iron, flanked by vines—they both slowed down.

Sophia exhaled.

Elena groaned.

In perfect unison, two voices muttered in separate cars:

“Oh no.”


—

The manor looked exactly as Sophia remembered it—massive, symmetrical, and faintly judgmental.

The terracotta roof gleamed wet in the drizzle, the pale stucco walls framed by archways that could have belonged to a Spanish monastery. Hydrangeas drooped along the walkway, heavy with rain, as if they too were exhausted by the manor’s sense of grandeur.

Sophia parked, straightened her jacket, and took a deep breath before stepping out. The air smelled of wet cedar and roses. Somewhere, a wind chime tinkled with unnerving cheer.

The front door opened before she could knock.

Her mother stood there, immaculate as ever—ivory blouse, pearl earrings, not a hair out of place.

“Sophia,” she said simply, as if she’d been waiting for hours.

“Umma.”

“You made good time.”

“You said it was urgent.”

“It is.”

Sophia waited. Her mother didn’t elaborate.

“Do you plan on telling me why, or should I guess?”

Her mother’s gaze softened just barely. “Inside first. You’re soaked.”

That, in Grace Park’s language, was affection. Sophia followed her in.

The manor’s foyer opened into a cathedral of polished tile and oil paintings of roses and saints. Everything smelled faintly of lemon polish and lavender—the aroma of discipline and denial. Sophia placed her umbrella neatly by the stand and removed her shoes.

“Where’s Aunt Rosa?” she asked, scanning the corridor.

“In the kitchen. She insisted on cooking.” Her mother’s tone suggested that this was both a personal affront and an act of barbarism.

Sophia arched an eyebrow. “She’s still here? I thought—”

A voice floated from down the hall, full of warmth and mischief.

“—and I told her, no, you cannot just give up and drink wine for breakfast! Unless it’s a celebration!”

Sophia froze. That voice.

Her stomach dropped before she could name why.

And then, from around the corner, Elena Garcia appeared—hood up, curls damp, eyes ringed from lack of sleep, cat carrier in hand.
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