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LOVE UNDER CONSTRUCTION

A marriage of convenience. A romance that was never part of the plan.

Emma isn’t looking for love.

She’s too busy designing the most important project of her career, avoiding her nosy neighbor, and dealing with a grandfather who insists she needs a better work–life balance. But when the only way to inherit the country house of her dreams is to get married within three months, Emma’s priorities suddenly shift.

Lucas just wants his music to be heard.

After endless rejections and working as a barista to make ends meet, he’s starting to lose hope — until Emma walks into his life with a proposal that’s as outrageous as it is tempting: a temporary marriage of convenience. Pretend to be her husband for a while... and in return, she’ll help him finally get his career off the ground.

What happens when the best architect in the city has to build something far more complicated than buildings?

What starts as a practical arrangement quickly becomes anything but simple. Between blueprints, auditions, and unexpected moments together, Emma and Lucas find themselves sharing far more than they agreed to — and discovering that the line between business and love isn’t always easy to draw.

With sparkling dialogue, comic misunderstandings, and undeniable chemistry, Love Under Construction is a sweet, feel-good romantic comedy where the best relationships are built from the ground up... even when they were never part of the original design.
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Tales of Love and Lattes

I INVITE YOU TO READ Love in the Blackout for free,
An exclusive romantic story available only to Eva Alton’s VIP Club subscribers.

On a dark night, a blackout in Barcelona brings Sophie and David together at the Carpi Café.

What starts as a quiet break turns into an unexpected spark of love.

Join the VIP Club and get

Love in the Blackout for free.

https://sendfox.com/lp/1y8rye
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“Architecture is the masterly, correct and magnificent play of masses brought together in light.”

-Le Corbusier (architect).

“Love is the disastrous, imperfect and chaotic play of absurd expectations without structural support.

Marriage is surely even worse.”

-Emma Soler (architect).
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Emma’s To-Do List:

	Review the auditorium blueprints.

	Buy cat repellent.

	Get a taller brick.
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Emma

My name is Emma Soler, and I carry a brick in my purse. And no, it's not to shove aside that lady with a cat who's blocking my way right now, nor to rebuild the ominous hole decorating the landing wall, which could be a tunnel to another dimension. My brick is a symbol of my constant struggle to climb the professional ladder in a world that, let's be honest, is still dominated by men.

Yes, this afternoon I stood on a brick to appear taller while giving a presentation at the office. And honestly, who can blame me? At least I'm not chasing people with a coffee pot in hand, like my neighbor Mrs. Montse is doing right this moment. This woman drives me crazy, especially when she plants herself in front of the elevator door, blocking my way with her usual excuse of delivering my packages, while her cat, that little furry terrorist, decides to tangle itself between my feet and helps her intercept my path.

Mrs. Montse is staring at me. In one hand, she holds that coffee with the firmness of someone holding the fate of an entire nation, and in the other, a small brown glass cup, so ancient it should be in a museum, not in this dusty apartment block in the center of Barcelona.

I came home after the meeting with Derek Navarro, my boss, just to take off my heels. The foot pain was killing me, but the last thing I need is for my coworkers to realize how short I am. Hence, the need for the brick. My height undermines my authority, which is a problem in the world of architecture and construction. Many people, upon seeing me, assume I’m in charge of picking paint colors and selecting decorative figurines. That’s what happens when most twelve-year-old girls are taller than you. But in reality, I’m the one who decides where the load-bearing beams go, the ones that will support the phallic structures certain millionaire types build for themselves. And yes: I've already heard all the jokes about “beams” there are to hear. They're. Not. Funny.

Crouched behind my designer bag, I observe the narrow space left between Mrs. Montse and the elevator door. I estimate it's about fifty centimeters. Fifty and a half. If I run past sideways, maybe I can throw myself inside before the door closes.

“You should stop straightening your hair,” Mrs. Montse tells me as she fills the cup, splashing a bit on the yellowish walls of the landing. “It would look better natural.”

I look at her with an arched eyebrow. That comment isn't innocent; she must have been opening my packages again. I ordered a hair straightener, and the old snoop knows it.

“Thank you, Mrs. Montse, but I like it better this way.”

In the professional world, you need to have straight hair. Not just straight: sleek. As sleek as my demeanor in client meetings.

“Do you really think you look better like that?” she says, as if she feels sorry for me, and fiddles with her pink plastic curlers.

“I'm going to be late,” I reply, trying to push her aside without spilling coffee on her. “I have a meeting.”

It's eight in the evening, and she looks at me as if I'm lying. Maybe I've lied a little, because the meeting I have is with myself: after talking to the project manager, I promised to make all the necessary changes to the auditorium plans and deliver them to him the next morning. Because taking two days is for losers. And short people.

“You should work less,” she insists. “You'll get wrinkles. Why don't you come in and have dinner with me? I'm making breaded chicken breasts. And there's a really good show on. Romantic.”

Just what I needed.

I exhale, desperate, and grab the little coffee cup while planning my escape. I gulp down the drink in one swig, burning my esophagus, and then return the cup to her (or rather, toss it at her).

Mrs. Montse catches it, and I take advantage of her distraction to launch myself into the elevator, pressing the ground floor button with the plans firmly clutched to my chest. The feeling of my feet in flats, free from those damn heels, is like floating.

I take out my phone to note that I need to call the podiatrist again. As I do, I see I have a flood of messages. Six are from Derek, my boss, basically insulting me and asking when I'm going to have the contest plans ready with the changes we discussed in this afternoon's meeting. He's still in the office, and I don't feel like seeing him.

I'll go to Carpi Café for a while, and surely he'll leave in the meantime. It's a very cute place, right halfway between my apartment and the office, and their coffee is much better than Mrs. Montse's.

Afterward, I'll go back to the office, order Chinese food, and continue working on the plans until I finish them.

This is my life, and I love it.

The seventh message is from Caterina, my best friend. She's my best friend because she lives in London, which means we never have to see each other. If she lived in Barcelona, like me, we wouldn't be friends anymore. People who live in your same city expect you to meet them in person, and if you don't, they deny you friendship after a couple of failed attempts.

That's one of the advantages of having left London. That and the fact that here I almost never need an umbrella. And truthfully, there's nothing that ruins a look more than an umbrella, nor anything that messes up a straightened hairstyle more than rain.

Another message is from my ex-boyfriend, Trevor. Trevor is still in London, and that's one of the reasons I don't want to go back there. Trevor wanted a house, five dogs, and three kids. I wanted many houses, a pond with koi, and no kids. We had a schism of life choices, and that's why I had to leave.

I approach the line at Carpi Café, still looking at my phone. I don't even notice who's serving me, but I order my usual.

“A double espresso with skim milk and stevia, please,” I say, before moving to the other side of the counter, where one of the employees will hand me my order.

One of the baristas sings while the coffee machine releases steam like a locomotive. Meanwhile, I start answering emails. The structural engineer, as always, is trying to make my life miserable by saying my plans aren't realistic.

“Then make them real,” I answer bluntly.

It's not my problem if his beams don't allow for cantilevers of more than six meters. His job is to materialize what I draw. I do enough fighting with clients every day, face to face, while he just does additions and multiplications.

“Emma?” a voice says, and I raise my hand.

Someone places a coffee in front of me. I grab it without turning and rush to the corner table. It's my favorite, and luckily it's still free. I take out an alcohol wipe and meticulously disinfect the table, making sure there's not a single crumb, not a single drop of coffee, nor any trace of fingerprints from the last customer who sat here. Then I spread out the blueprints.

I've been going on almost no sleep for two days, but I'm glad to see I can still read the legend on the blueprints, even though it's written in Arial 6 (for the uninitiated, that's like the ingredient list on the side of a lipstick). I place the coffee to one side, about six inches from the edge of the blueprint, and as I do, I notice there's a phrase written on the cup, just below my name.

“The important thing in life is not the destination, but the bends along the way.”

I smile for a second, but as soon as I realize it, I shrug and try to hide it; there could be someone from the company in the cafe, and they might think I'm losing my mind. I don't know who's responsible for writing these cheesy phrases on my cups, but they must have a lot of free time if they can write poetry for customers in addition to making coffee. I certainly don't have time to write poetry on the back of blueprints.

I take out a metal scale ruler, one of those from the old days, and start reviewing the measurements of the auditorium. We have to win this competition, no matter what. Not only because Derek will kill me if we don't, but also because they've promised me that if we succeed, I'll be the director of the next project, which is going to be even better than this one. And then I'll be done with being a lowly junior architect, one of those who stay until three in the morning on Sundays finishing plans for competitions. When that happens, I'll be the boss and I'll be able to stay until six in the morning the next day, reviewing what the lowly junior architects have done.

Thinking about that makes me very happy, as does the idea of the house I'll someday build for myself, when I'm the head of my own firm. Of course, that's still far off, and it depends on finishing this blueprint in front of me.

One of the waiters passes by my table. He's got a good build, or at least a nice butt, from what I can see out of the corner of my eye. He runs his hand through his messy hair and I observe his half-ironed shirt, which screams his allergy to formalities (or to irons).

I continue working, start measuring the parking lot and realize the turning radius doesn't add up. A large SUV, like Derek's, won't fit through there by any means. Damn it, Mario! I can't rely on him for anything. Mario is an Erasmus student they've saddled me with, supposedly to help me, although I think it's Derek's dark plan to ensure I never get promoted to project manager, because everything this boy does ends up being wrong. And I've even told him to read Neufert, which is like the Bible for architects and contains the measurements for everything. Including the bosses' SUVs.

Through the window, I see a lady who looks a lot like Mrs. Montse. She's walking with her little purse, arm in arm with another lady who looks exactly like her, with the same haircut and a knee-length skirt. At that moment, I see a man on a scooter approaching with his arm outstretched, and I feel as if, for the first time in my life, I can see the future. The man stretches out his arm and approaches the lady from behind without her noticing. From behind the glass, I watch the scene, petrified. I stand up, shout, bang on the glass:

“Ma'am, watch out! They're going to steal your...!”

But before I finish the sentence, the pickpocket has already gone with her purse, and the lady has fallen to the ground. I run out of the cafe and as I do, I hit something in passing, but I'm looking at the lady and don't pay attention. I kneel on the sidewalk next to her and tear my stockings.

“Ma'am, are you alright?”

The lady looks at me, frightened. A man who was passing by goes to find a police officer, while another offers to call an ambulance, although the lady assures them it's not necessary. She says she's fine and nothing happened to her, but I feel bad for her and help her up.

“I should take you to the hospital to get checked out,” I tell her.

She shakes her head. The other man reappears with a police officer, who asks for my information. I hand over my passport and residence card.

“English?” he says, surprised.

“Only a little,” I reply.

“Well, you look English,” says one of the ladies, and reaches out to touch my hair. “By the way, do you dye your hair? It's very frizzy.”

For heaven's sake, is this a conspiracy against my hair or what?

“You should check the security camera in the square, you should be able to see the thief clearly there,” I tell the police officer, discreetly moving away from the lady's hand.

“Leave it to us, miss,” the police officer tells me with a condescending smile. “We know how to do our job. You can go home.”

I check the time; it's not even nine o'clock. Go home? What is he talking about?

“If you need me, I'll be in there, in the cafe,” I tell the ladies. “Can I treat you to something? To help you recover from the shock.”

“No, dear, don't worry, we're fine,” replies the one whose purse was stolen, nodding with a kind smile.

I nod and deep down I'm glad they declined my offer, because I have a lot of work to do.

I return to the corner table, and that's when I discover the horror of horrors.

I can't believe it.

In my hasty exit, I spilled the coffee on the blueprints, and now there's a huge stain covering half the paper. The ink has run all over the western part of the auditorium, erasing Derek's annotations. In that area we'll build the exhibition hall: a perfect cube of steel and glass with a ceiling almost thirty-three feet high, covered with weathering steel plates (rusted steel, for the laypeople).

The streaks of latte drip off the edge of the table, creating a brown puddle at my feet. I feel like screaming, but I don't want the rest of the customers at Carpi Café to think I'm crazy, so I swallow my tears and take out the pack of alcohol wipes again.

A bergamot aroma fills the air, and at that moment, someone taps me on the shoulder.

Maybe it's because my eyes are filled with tears, making everything blurry, or because the caffeine is starting to mess with my mind, but in that moment, he seems like the most attractive man I’ve ever seen in my life. I sniffle, trying not to look so pathetic, and straighten my back.

“What a mess, what happened to you?” the man says, bending down to clean the table with a cloth. “Do you need help?”

I can't answer. I'm still biting my lip to keep from crying, because this stain means I won't be going to bed at three in the morning as planned, but instead, if I'm lucky, I'll finish at eight in the morning the next day, just in time to deliver this phase of the project to Derek. That will be three nights without sleep. No wonder I'm starting to hallucinate.

The guy keeps cleaning, oblivious to my fatalistic thoughts, while I watch how his black shirt tightens and frames his broad shoulders. I wish I could dissolve and drip into a puddle on the floor too. Because it's possible Derek might kill me if I don't bring him the finished plans, and I'm starting to doubt my ability to do it.

“It was nice of you to go out and help those ladies,” the waiter says in a kind voice.

Then I notice his eyes. They're green, of such a dazzling shade that it's almost magical, inhuman. I've never seen eyes like that... Is he wearing contacts? Is he from another species?

I realize the guy is still talking and I don't even know what he's said to me.

He tucks his wavy hair behind his ear, messing it up a bit more than it already was, and stares at my plans with a furrowed brow.

“What are you drawing?” he asks, pointing to the smudged lines.

“Nothing,” I reply, slumping into the armchair. “It's for work.”

“Clara Beltrán Auditorium,” he reads the title with a dreamy air. “A big one, indeed.”

“You know her?” I ask, surprised.

I've been planning this building for months, but I've never stopped to think about who the person it will be dedicated to is.

“Of course.” He looks at me as if I were an alien. “She was one of the best composers in this country! Although, honestly, I don't know if she would have liked... this.” He points to a small 3D render on the side, showing a virtual reality image of the finished building. “It's all very... straight. Very cold. It doesn't resemble the music she composed at all.”

I give him a tense smile, hoping he'll leave, but he continues.

“Don't take this the wrong way,” he says hesitantly, “but that stain actually looks good.”

He runs his finger along the edge of the brown stain, caressing the damp paper almost tenderly.

“I'd say the stain improves the design, really.” He laughs, and his laugh is one of those that's contagious. To others, because I don't laugh in public. “Can you imagine?” he continues, with an increasingly dreamy air. “An auditorium like that. Just like that! With irregular edges, without a defined geometric shape... An organic, rugged space, as if created by nature itself...”

I don't know what to say.

To me, it looks like a mosquito squashed against a car windshield.

He raises his face and smiles openly. His lips are pink and look incredibly soft, and I have to look away because if I keep staring at him, I'm going to forget what we were talking about, and what Derek wanted me to change in the plans.

“Okay,” I say, gripping the mechanical pencil tightly. “I'll try spilling coffee on my boss's desk and see what he says.”

“Sometimes you have to try new things,” he murmurs with narrowed eyes, and it sounds a bit like he's hitting on me. “Have you ever done anything crazy? Something risky. Something no one else would dare to do.”

I freeze for a moment, not knowing what to say. Yesterday I had my coffee with brown sugar instead of Stevia. Does that count?

The waiter nods sadly, and his eyes say, “I see you haven't.”

“Well, I need to finish this,” I tell him, and put a folder on top to cover the drawings.

“Of course, of course,” he says suddenly, coming out of that sort of trance he had fallen into while raving about the stain. “Sorry, I'll let you get back to it. We don't close until eleven.” He tilts his head, smiles again. “Though I think you already know that. I see you here a lot.”

I raise my hand to say goodbye, without even looking at him. I think he turns around and leaves. In my universe, only my plan, the set square, and the triangle exist now.

I stay in the café until just before closing time and continue making rectilinear strokes, just as they taught me in architecture school; just as everything in life should be.

Just as Derek likes it.

Around eleven, I roll up my plans and get up to return to the office; surely Derek has already left, and I'll be able to work in peace, without having him constantly looking over my shoulder and commenting on every line I draw.

The waiter looks at me from behind the counter and smiles, waving at me with the mop in his hand while his coworker is turning chairs upside down on the tables.

As I leave, I realize I'm still holding the coffee cup he gave me when I arrived. I reread his cheesy phrase about life and, in a moment of weakness, I press it against my chest.

“The most important thing in life is not the destination, but the bends of the road.”

“What nonsense,” I mutter, and throw it in the trash can by the exit.

Then I walk out without looking back, smoothing my hair with my hand and ready to take on the world.

Lucas’s Notebook

AT THE END OF THE ROAD

lies only the end.

The path doesn't matter;

what matters is to walk.
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Lucas

“These office people are all the same...” Amaya says as she tosses a mop at me from the storage room.

I catch it mid-air, spinning around with a dance step that makes me feel like Dick Van Dyke. It's funny that my dear coworker says that when deep down, she melts when “those office people” ask her out. I polish the tiles, following the rhythm of my latest song:

“Two, one, two, one,

At the end of the road,

Your destiny’s not found.

At the end of the path,

There’s only the last sound.

What matters is the journey,

What matters is to walk.”

I keep humming while I scrub a stubborn caramel syrup stain. I’ll never get people who order caramel syrup and whipped cream on their coffee. If they’re craving ice cream, they should just admit it, order a scoop, and let their inner child have some fun, instead of pretending to be serious adults just because they wear black suits and work in a corporate environment. It's a shame they're embarrassed to admit they actually like ice cream, lollipops, and kitten videos.

“Have they replied?” Amaya asks, pulling me from my thoughts.

I look up. The place is almost empty, and although we served the last customer a while ago, the aroma of ground coffee and vanilla lingers in the air. Everyone has left, except for The Blueprint Girl, who's still there. She looks disheveled, like she hasn't slept, but despite everything, I notice a sweetness in her face that she tries hard to hide behind her tough and serious facade. I don't know why, but it touches me to see how she struggles to control her emotions.

This afternoon I managed to talk to her, although I doubt she'll remember my face tomorrow. Career girls are a challenge, always with their noses buried in their papers; but it's always so exciting when you manage to jump their barriers and see what's on the other side... It's like when you have a song on the tip of your tongue, but you can't get the lyrics out and you can't make it rhyme. And suddenly, one day in the shower, the perfect combination occurs to you, and you run wet through the apartment, wrapped in a towel and leaving footprints in the hallway...

“Well, so have they called you or what?” Amaya repeats, and I realize she has her arms crossed, and is shifting her gaze from me to the girl in the suit.

She's not doing it out of jealousy; if there's someone who's not interested in me that way, it's Amaya. Mostly because she doesn't like guys, and even less, me. What Amaya wants is to marry a millionaire and quit working. I think that's the only reason she's still in this job: Carpi Café is right in the business district, and full of suitable candidates for her evil plan. For now, she's been dating The Golden Girl for a couple of months, but their relationship seems like a roller coaster.

“No, they haven't answered me,” I say grudgingly and look away, as if mopping the tiles had become my life's mission.

“You have to keep trying,” she says, pointing at me. “You have a lot of talent, Lucas.”

“Yeah, I suppose so,” I mutter, putting aside the mop and picking up the markers I keep next to the paper cups. Some cups are already prepared with the phrases I'll use tomorrow.

I like to surprise customers with unexpected little details, so the cups I serve always have the customer's name, but I also add a verse from my songs. Maybe Amaya works at Carpi to catch a millionaire, but she's not the only one with a Plan B. I'm trying to make my songs go viral: I put the verses on the cups, and so, when my songs play on the radio someday, people will hear them and say, “This sounds familiar.” Of course, it'll sound familiar: hundreds, no, thousands of people pass through Carpi Café in Barcelona every week. My subliminal messages are there and are doing their job, drop by drop. One day they'll reach the ears of a super-agent like Piotr Kowalski, The Wizard of Warsaw, and I'll shoot to absolute stardom.

It's wrong for me to say it, but I think I'm a genius. No matter how much my mother says I should settle down and start working in a bank or at a hotel reception. According to her, I'm wasting my time in this coffee shop, and when you're past thirty, the proper thing is to have children, buy a white family car with a roof rack and hook several bicycles behind. But all that makes me dizzy, except maybe the bike rack. That would be cool.

So, for now, I'm sticking with my cup plan. I'm sure one day an artistic agent will walk into the place, stare at the cup and tell me...

“You know people ignore you and your little phrases on the coffees, right?” Amaya says, completely ruining my vibe and squeezing the dozens of cups in the trash to close the bag. They all have some verse from The Path (my masterpiece), but I avoid thinking about it and look at her with a twisted lip.

“So, what do you propose? It's the best I can come up with, given the circumstances.”

“I don't know, what if you tried drawing kittens, instead of writing those poetic ramblings?”

I roll my eyes.

“I don't know how to draw cats.” The last one I made for my niece looked like a Chinese dragon. “And they're not poetic ramblings, they're the lyrics of my musical hits.”

“That's debatable. I'm just saying it's a good thing the coffee isn't decaf, because they're sickeningly sweet. You know what? You could put your phone number. Maybe you'll hook up with some millionaire, with those big eyes of yours.”

“Thanks, but that's your dream, not mine.”

She clicks her tongue, making it clear that I'm wrong in all my life decisions.

“You didn't turn up your nose at Lucrecia,” she says treacherously.

“You know I don't like talking about Lucrecia.”

Amaya sighs.

“Well, are you going to tell the blueprint lady to leave, or should I?” she says to me, with a mischievous smile. “She's hot, by the way.”

“I don't think she's your type,” I reply, observing the girl's jacket, which looks like it's worth more than all of Amaya's tattoos combined.

“That's because she hasn't experienced my charms yet,” she says, slowly widening her smile.

The girl doesn’t know it, but she’s one of the few who never gets a standard cup. I write hers separately every day, customized to match the mood she walks in with. Today I wrote for her:

“What's important in life is not the destination, but the bends in the road.”

I watch as she reads it, rereads it, and finally tosses it in the trash on her way out. I feel a twinge in my chest, like when a note sounds off-key in a song that should be perfect. But I take a deep breath and force myself to smile. There will be curves and there will be bumps, but I know that, in the end, what matters is enjoying the journey, and those we encounter along the way.
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Emma

I wake up feeling like I have a hellish hangover, even though I haven't had any alcohol. It happens sometimes when I don't sleep much. Does an hour and a half count as sleeping? I didn't have dinner last night either, and I've been surviving on coffee and donuts from Carpi Café for the past forty-eight hours. If Mrs. Montse finds out, she'll kill me.

I left the balcony open before going to bed, so the big, hairy beast is now resting on top of my freshly ironed clothes—the same clothes I picked up from the dry cleaners yesterday with the futile hope that this wouldn't happen again. My neighbor certainly had a great sense of humor naming her cat “Cheerio,” because this doesn't amuse me one bit. I have fifteen minutes to get to the office and present the plans to Derek, and I'm going to have to do it covered in fur and standing on a brick.

“Damn flea-ridden beast!” I mutter as I try to move him without getting scratched.

Cheerio is a long-haired cat. I think they call them Persian cats, though I recognize them by that unique look, like they've crashed into a wall. One might think that, being black, it wouldn't leave visible hair on my black suits, but with cats, human mathematics doesn't work. My entire suit is covered in white fuzz from a black cat: it's something not even Einstein could explain.

I brush the suit hurriedly, stretch my hair and tie it with an elastic band and a cloud of hairspray that, incidentally, scares the cat away.

Hell Cat 2 - Emma 1.

I run out of the apartment, but not before peeping through the peephole. Mrs. Montse knows my schedules better than I do, but I still hope miracles exist and she won't intercept me this morning. I open the door like a thief, making as little noise as possible, call the elevator and watch it climb with that exasperating slowness that only the oldest elevator in Barcelona can have. The landing smells of boiled cabbage, and the elevator approaches with that characteristic buzz that usually precedes a blackout in horror movies. Except I'm not afraid of a guy with a chainsaw coming out, but a lady with curlers. Which is infinitely worse.

The floors go by. Three... four... it's almost here. I swallow hard. My hands are shaking. Just then, I hear the key turn in the door next door. I try to hide behind an artificial plant, but Cheerio, the traitor, follows me and starts meowing, drawing his owner's attention. The door next door opens and Mrs. Montse appears, in a robe, holding a letter.

“Sorry, darling, I didn't have time to make you coffee today, but I had to give you this letter. It looks very important.”

She stretches out her arm and I grab the envelope with a tense smile.

“Thank you, how thoughtful!” What I'd really like to say is: “I'm capable of using my own mailbox, please stop taking out my correspondence through the slot, thank you.” “I'm running off, I have an urgent meeting...”

“I brought you some homemade muffins I made yesterday for my daughter,” she continues leisurely. “Marta said she'd come, but in the end, she didn't have time. You young people today are always so busy, aren't you?” she adds in a melancholic tone.

If she weren't such a pain, I'd feel a bit sorry for her. Mrs. Montse's daughter always promises to visit her, but never does. I know because I'm the one who ends up eating all her muffins. Sometimes I think I talk to her more than her own daughter, or that in her head, I'm some kind of substitute; the daughter she can see every day, just with a little planning to adapt to my schedules.

“The envelope was poorly sealed...” she adds, blushing. “So... well, I read a bit.”

“Wonderful,” I respond.

“I didn't know you had family in Spain. I thought you were English... But of course, your last name, now that I think about it...”

I could explain to her that my mother is English and my father Spanish, but is it really necessary? She's my neighbor, she's a gossip, and her cat leaves hair on my clothes.

I open the envelope with curiosity. I never receive letters, much less handwritten ones. This must be the first since I was twelve, when I used to exchange letters with another girl whose address I found in a magazine, but who later turned out to be a very weird, older guy with a mustache. My mother reported him and forbade me from writing more letters. So this must be the first since then. And it comes from another weird, older man with a mustache: in this case, my grandfather.

I enter the elevator, unfold the paper and start reading:

“Dear Emma,

It's been a while since we last spoke. However, I wanted to tell you that I'm very happy you've returned to Spain. I don't think London was a good place for you, especially after what happened to your brother. We should all reconsider how we make use of the few years of life we've been given. I'm telling you this from experience because I'm dying... but well, I think you already know that.

I'm not telling you this so you'll come to see me, although I'd love to have company. But I've already given up in that regard; I know you're very busy, always working. However, I wanted to make you a proposal. I was here with my lawyer making my will, and it occurred to me that I could donate the family farmstead to a good cause. It would be nice, don't you think? I was thinking of Alexander. However, I also considered giving it to you, but I have some doubts. I don't want you to end up like him.

I'd gladly give it to you if you promise to make the most of your life by being happy and giving me a good heir, what do you say, Emma? You're the only Soler we have left. Are you up for it?

My proposal is this: the doctor says I have three months to live, although I think I'll last longer, because you know, 'bad weeds never die'. I propose the following: I'll leave the farmstead to you and your family, if you manage to have one before I die. You know I'm old school; by that I mean I'd like to see you married before I die. Would you make this old man happy?

For now, I've put the association as the beneficiary. But if you want the keys, come and get them with your husband while I can still change the will. I propose we meet on March first at my house. I have coffee, I know you like it. And I think I'll still be alive to make it for you.

Otherwise, the farmstead will be donated to the charity organization.

Hugs, your loving grandfather,”

Antoni.

P.S.: If you think you're going to convince me to change my mind, forget it. I'm old, not stupid.

P.S.: The coffee I make is still as awful as it was when you were a child, but it'll be cheaper than those trendy places you frequent.”

I stare at the letter in shock, and only then do I notice that the elevator has stopped and the doors have opened on the ground floor. Two neighbors look at me as if I were a ten-tentacled octopus. I leave the building without even knowing where I'm going. I've completely forgotten about the meeting, Derek's constipated face, and everything else.

Thinking about the family farmstead brings back memories of the summers we spent there. We never slept in the house because it was half in ruins, but we used the summer kitchen and a faded bathroom with seventies-style tiles. The Solers would gather there to grill chops on Sundays when we were still a united family. It's a bittersweet memory, but one that's suddenly full of possibilities: the family farmstead is huge, situated on a plot of several thousand square meters with a stable, a barn, and a bucolic stone house with at least eight rooms. With a good renovation plan (and massive amounts of steel and glass), it could be turned into a fabulous hotel or a luxury rural retreat.

I can already see it. If I could renovate it, it would appear in all the architecture magazines and sell for millions.

It's the perfect project, and a heaven-sent opportunity to give my career that boost it needs to become the next Norman Foster, but in heels.

There's just one small problem: the condition my grandfather set is completely absurd. I don't know if it's age or illness, but seriously? Who comes up with this stuff?

I dial his number, ready to negotiate. His recorded voice answers instantly:


“Hello, this is Antoni Soler's answering machine. I don't take calls, only visits. If you really can't come, try sending me a letter and with luck, it'll arrive before I kick the bucket. If you're Emma and you're calling to try to convince me to remove the condition from my will, don't bother because I'm not going to do it. In fact, I've changed my mind and it's possible I might die sooner than I told you, so hurry up, girl. And above all, don't try to fool me: the devil knows more from being old than from being the devil...”



A raspy laugh is heard, interrupted by a coughing fit, and then a beep sounds. Damn cranky old man! He was always too smart for all our good. The smartest in the Soler family. And the most annoying.

I urgently need to talk to my best friend. She'll know what to do: she's an expert in acquiring (and getting rid of) boyfriends. I search for her name on my phone while running towards the office, cursing. Since I don't have time to talk, I leave her a voice message:

“Caterina,” I say between gasps, “I need your wise man-eater advice. How can I get a disposable husband before March first?”
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I leave the jazz bar with the same bad mood that invades me every time I go to these places. Sometimes I wonder why I keep doing it, why I keep sending emails to the owners, begging them to listen to my songs; why I keep bothering them in person, handing out samples of my music as if it were a yogurt tasting in a supermarket... I bend over backwards trying to convince them to let me play, and when I succeed, they always give me the most ungodly hours, on weekdays, and without paying a penny.

It's not easy to find venues that will give you a chance, especially when the market is saturated with young musicians as enthusiastic (and desperate) as I am. Little by little, the excitement I felt when I first arrived here, dreaming of the big city where dreams come true, is fading away. I feel like I'm shouting into an abyss, waiting for someone to hear me, but all that comes back is the echo of my own voice, growing hoarser each time.

I have a missed call from my mother, but I don't call her back. I know what she wants, and I'm not in the mood for it. I can almost hear her voice, saying: “Son, when are you going to give me grandchildren? I won't have time left to make them some good shrimp fritters!” I know it by heart. I already have more than enough with the whole world sabotaging my future plans, and if she mentions the ranch-style house with a trunk big enough for two baby strollers again, I'll lose it.

I walk through the streets of Barcelona, lost in my thoughts as the evening falls. The historic center of the city unfolds around me like an increasingly dark maze of stone and cobblestones. The evening light gives everything a warm glow, but it fails to warm me inside.

Strolling leisurely, I leave the Born behind and head towards the Eixample, where Carpi Café is located. It's not hard to notice when you've reached this neighborhood because the sidewalks are wider, the atmosphere is more modern, and there's less gum stuck to the asphalt.

“Hey,” I greet as I enter the café, though with little enthusiasm.

Amaya looks grumpy and barely returns a grunt. Well, that makes two of us. I avoid her and pass by the bright yellow tiles behind the counter, which contrast with the dark wood surfaces. I enter the changing room and change, putting on my waiter's uniform.

Now my parallel life begins: the one where they pay me to work.

Tonight, The Blueprint Girl, as I call her in my head, is one of the first to enter. At first, I tell myself that I'm not going to write phrases on the cups today, but there's something in her face that tells me I should. I feel she needs a little encouragement, just like me. “Carpe diem, your life is now,” I write.

It's the title of the song I was recording yesterday on my home computer, and I don't know why, but I need to share it with someone and see if it changes their expression when they read it.

“How did it go today? Any news?” Amaya asks me while ringing up the order for another suited guy, accompanied by two beautiful Japanese women.

“The usual,” I respond with a sigh, loading the coffee maker for The Blueprint Girl. She looks at me and smiles only with her eyes, but it's enough. “Nothing new under the sun. Another bar, another closed door... If I at least had the cash for a studio, I could record a proper demo, and not these botched jobs I do at home. But hey, I'm sure in a couple of months I'll save enough, I'll rise to fame and I'll be able to invite you to the Bahamas.”

Recording in a professional studio would make a huge difference. The songs I produce at home with my old, homemade, and cheap equipment don't have the quality necessary to capture the attention of someone important in the industry. I need a clean, well-mixed sound, and that can only be achieved with the right equipment. But all that costs, and a lot. Recording studios charge a fortune per hour, and with the money I earn here, I can barely cover rent and basic expenses. Every time I look at my bank account, I have to take out a magnifying











































Emma’s To-Do List:

	Print blueprints for Derek.

	Buy extra-strong hairspray.

	Call the podiatrist.

	Convince Caterina that marrying a stranger is a good idea.
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