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​​​This book is primarily dedicated to a very important woman in my life, who has taught me so much and left me with a priceless legacy of lessons: my grandmother, Doraliza Espinosa.

Thanks to her, I learned to cultivate qualities such as humility, hospitality, generosity, faith, resilience, love, responsibility, and so many other virtues that there wouldn’t be enough pages in this book to list them all.

I also dedicate it to all the women in my life, especially my mother—women who, through their stories, have taught me valuable lessons, passed down their qualities, and inspired in me a deep sense of pride to be part of them and their history.

They are brave, hardworking, entrepreneurial, strong women, full of admirable courage with which they face life and its challenges. I want them to know that I am deeply proud of each one of you and that I love you with all my heart.

May God continue to bless you and fill you with love.

With all my affection,

Melody Aimée Espinosa
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It wasn’t much of a conversation.

It couldn’t even really be called a conversation, to be honest.

Just a few words Mom let slip while pouring herself some coffee, with that practical, slightly distracted tone she used when she didn’t want to argue. Serena Silva was my mother’s name, but what she said didn’t sound serene at all. Quite the opposite. The steam rose in spirals from the mug and hit my face with that bitter smell that always reminded me of school mornings—those when you walk half-asleep to the bus stop.

“You’ll be spending the summer with your grandparents,” she said. “I already talked to them. We’re leaving Saturday.”

Just like that. No introduction, no warning, as if it were the most natural thing in the world. As if she hadn’t just wrecked all my summer plans.

“What?” I said, my toast frozen halfway to my mouth. “With Grandma Rory and Grandpa Alexis? The whole summer?”

“Yes, Madison. And please don’t start with the same thing as always.”

“The same thing as always,” I thought, pushing my plate aside. Of course. Because it was so obvious that a thirteen-year-old girl would love to spend July and August on a farm that smells like chickens, with no Wi-Fi, no friends, no ice cream shop on the corner, and no Saturday night movies.

Simon, my older brother, didn’t even look up. His fingers flew across the phone screen, like he was saving the world in some video game. Manuel, the youngest, clapped his hands and grinned like he’d just won a trip to Disneyland: for him, it meant horses, mud, and bugs. Paradise. For me, some sort of medieval punishment disguised as “family bonding.”

The rest of breakfast was awkwardly quiet. Mom flipped through the newspaper, Simon stayed in his own world, Manuel listed out loud everything he planned to do in the country—climb trees, catch crickets, swim in the river—and with every word, it felt like the air was getting thicker.

I went up to my room and shut the door. The click of the lock sounded like a tiny act of rebellion. I threw myself onto the bed and grabbed my phone: beaches, water parks, pools, summer camps... all my friends’ posts seemed to promise a perfect summer. I, on the other hand, was going to have to learn how to milk cows.

Well... maybe not. Maybe I was exaggerating. But that’s how it felt.

What bothered me most wasn’t the countryside itself, really. It was that no one had asked me if I even wanted to go. That feeling haunted me: as if my opinion had suddenly lost all value, as if everyone just assumed I should “go along,” “accept,” “understand”... without protest.

Mom said it was because of work. That she needed to focus. That it would be good for us. That nature would give us fresh air, would help us disconnect. And, of course, that it would do Grandma Rory good to have us around.

Aurora. Though we all called her Rory. According to her, “life in the country teaches you what TV can’t.” She said it with such steady pride it felt impossible to argue. For Rory, perfect vacations included waking up early, working with your hands, and ending the day tired but satisfied. I suspected the “tired” part was guaranteed... the “satisfied,” not so much.

I hadn’t seen her in months. I remembered her smell of fresh-baked bread, her wrinkled but warm hands, the way she used to brush my bangs aside with a smile that hurt from being so sweet. But that was when I was eight, nine, ten years old. Things were different now. I no longer played with dolls or chased butterflies. Bedtime stories weren’t enough anymore.

I sighed and stared at the ceiling. Maybe the problem was me. Maybe I was growing up and didn’t know how to make everyone else notice without having to shout it.

I closed my eyes and let my imagination wander: green fields swaying in the wind, the clucking of chickens in the distance, the wooden house with blue window frames that always smelled of lavender, the porch where everyone spent the afternoon, Grandpa Alexis reading the newspaper while tapping one foot to some song only he could hear.

I could see it all... and I could feel the silence too. That heavy countryside silence that seems to be hiding something.

I was sure I would be bored.

But deep down, way deep down, there was something else. A little tickle I didn’t want to admit: curiosity. The suspicion that this summer wouldn’t be just heat, mosquitoes, and endless internet-free afternoons.

What I didn’t know was that this summer was going to change a lot of things.

That hidden among the stories Rory kept in her wrinkles and the secrets floating in the hot, drowsy air of the siestas, I was going to discover things no TikTok or Instagram story could ever tell me.

And that maybe—just maybe—there were truths in that house already waiting to be told... truths that would make me cry, laugh, and feel things I didn’t even know I could feel.

This would be the last summer I felt like a child.

And the first one in which I would learn what it really means to love.
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Chapter 1: The Summer I Didn’t Ask For 
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Saturday arrived as if it were in a hurry, dragging along the warm morning air and that smell of hot asphalt that always reminded me summer was in full swing.

Mom’s SUV was packed to the brim: backpacks, bags of clothes, a box of books for Manuel, and even a cooler with food for the trip. I sat in the back seat, forehead pressed against the window, watching the cityscape slowly dissolve before my eyes.

Simon sat next to me, buried in his phone. His earbuds kept him locked in his own world—one where I was no longer welcome. At fifteen, he seemed to live on a different planet, one I no longer had access to. He could spend hours practicing his favorite sport: swiping endlessly across the screen, as if somewhere in there lay the key to the mysteries of life.

“Could you at least talk to us?” I muttered, not taking my eyes off the window.

He took out one earbud just long enough to say:

“Talk about what?” —then dove back into his music.

I sighed. I remembered when he wasn’t like this. Just two years older than me, he used to play with me, let me win our races, help me with my math homework... well, more than help—save me. But that bond was gone now. His world had become his friends, his phone, and lately, some girls he laughed with over messages he never showed me.

Manuel, on the other hand, lived in his own parallel universe—one full of games, imaginary battles, and mischief. He could switch from fearless explorer to ninja warrior in seconds. Suddenly, he stretched his arms out like wings and started making airplane noises.

“Captain Manuel, taking off for the countryside!” he shouted, and Mom smiled at him through the rearview mirror.

I slumped deeper into my seat. Everything in me was silent resistance. At thirteen, it felt like everything was shifting under my feet. My body was changing, my face too... and with them, my insecurities. I felt strange in my own skin. Every day it was as if I discovered a new way of not quite fitting in. Boys, once a forbidden territory—a plague to be avoided—were now suddenly interesting. Way too interesting.

And that frustrated me, especially because of that boy at school I liked. Just thinking about him made my cheeks burn. I couldn’t tell anyone, not even Mom. Only my diary... and Estella, my best friend, because she never laughed at my secrets.

“Maddy,” Mom said, interrupting my thoughts. “Don’t make that face. You’ll see—you’re going to have a good time.”

“Can we not talk about this?” I shot back, turning my head toward the window so she wouldn’t see I was about to cry.

Mom sighed but didn’t insist.

The road slowly turned greener. The buildings fell behind, replaced by meadows, wooden fences, and cows grazing with the calm of creatures who have no rush for anything. The sky looked bigger out here, as if the city had been shrinking my view without me noticing.

Before I realized it, we were already by the river. The water ran gently, bubbling against the rocks. The sun made its surface sparkle as if someone had scattered a handful of silver coins.

To get to my grandparents’ house, we had to cross a small stream on foot. Mom parked and told us to grab our things. I slung my backpack over my shoulder, grabbed my bags, and took off my shoes. The water was cold at first touch, sending a tingling sensation up my legs as I rolled up my pants to keep them dry. Mom held Manuel’s hand, and Simon—though he complained—ended up carrying most of the load.

Traveling to my grandparents’ place—what everyone called Blue River—felt like stepping back in time. Who even decided that, to get to a house, you had to cross a stream on foot? Hadn’t they ever thought about building a bridge?

When I was younger, all of this used to fascinate me: crossing the stream felt like an adventure, just like breathing in the smell of wet grass, listening to crickets at dusk, or staring at nights full of stars. The countryside was constant discovery. But now... now I saw it with a critical eye. No internet, no friends nearby, no ice cream shop. Nothing that could compete with the city.

When we arrived, my grandparents’ smiles were our welcome. Grandma Rory hugged all three of us as if we’d been lost in the Amazon and had just made it back. Grandpa Alexis, more reserved, greeted us with a quick kiss on the cheek and a slight nod.

I always wondered how the two of them had ended up together. Rory was pure light: cheerful, lively, tireless, with an energy that filled the house. Alexis, on the other hand, was the complete opposite: serious, calm, careful with every word. And yet, it was obvious they loved each other deeply. Despite being polar opposites, they seemed to understand each other with just a glance, as if they shared a secret language no one else could speak.

That day I didn’t know it, but that unspoken connection held more history than I could have imagined.

It didn’t take long for me to carry my things to what would be my room for the summer. It was small, with pale yellow walls that seemed to soak up the sunlight streaming through the window. The air smelled of old wood and flowers from Grandma’s garden, and for a moment I felt caught somewhere between nostalgia and annoyance.

Then we all sat down for lunch together before Mom had to head back home, about two hours away. During the meal, everyone chatted peacefully. I had nothing to say, and even if I had, there was no way to go unnoticed. Every laugh, every comment about the crops or the weather, seemed to remind me that I didn’t quite belong there.

“Maddy, sweetheart, what’s wrong?” my grandmother asked, leaning toward me with her warm smile and eyes shining with curiosity. “You’re awfully quiet... are you okay?”

I swallowed hard and forced a smile that barely hid my sarcasm.

“I’m fine, Grandma. Really, great,” I said, letting each word sound drier than I intended. “You know, coming here was previously discussed with us and our opinions were taken into account. And now... I just can’t wait to spend the whole summer here, without my friends, in the countryside, the place that never sleeps.”

I couldn’t stop the bite in my tone, as if my frustration had found its own way out.

Grandma looked at me with a mix of sadness and understanding.

“I get it, sweetheart. I imagine you didn’t really want to come spend time with these old folks,” she said, and a small knot formed in my chest—part guilt, part anger. “But you’ll see, I think by the end of the summer you’ll feel it was worth it.”

I whispered it to myself, so quietly no one could hear:

“I really doubt it...”

And I repeated it, letting the phrase float among my thoughts, carrying a hint of defiance and resignation:

“I really doubt it.”

Mom stayed for a while after lunch, as if she wanted to stretch the minutes with her hands. She’d stand up, pick up a glass, ask if anyone wanted more juice... any excuse not to look at the clock. I could tell. And still, sooner or later, the moment to say goodbye arrived.

I already felt that strange emptiness in my stomach, the kind you get when you know something’s going to hurt, even though it hasn’t happened yet.

First it was Simon’s turn. She hugged him tightly and then took his hands, as if she were about to hand him an invisible diploma certifying him as the “Official Older Brother.”

“Take care of your siblings, Simi,” she said in that serious tone she only used for important moments. “Look after them like the big brother you are, and try to help with the chores. Grandpa has a lot of work on the farm, and you could learn a lot if you pay attention.”

Simon puffed out his chest like he’d just been promoted in the army.

“Yes, Mom, don’t worry. We’ll be fine.”

I rolled my eyes. Of course. The second Mom left, he would use that new “title” to boss Manuel and me around.

Then it was Manuel’s turn. Mom scooped him up, and he laughed so hard it sounded like he was on a roller coaster.

“Be good, Manu. Don’t get into too much mischief, and listen to your siblings and grandparents, okay?”

“Yes, Mommy. We’re going to have so much fun!” he said, absolutely convinced that the greatest adventure of the year was waiting for him.

I thought that clearly we didn’t live in the same world: he saw “epic vacation,” and I saw “forced exile in the middle of nowhere.”

And finally, it was my turn. Mom wrapped her arms around me, and I tried to stay firm, but I ended up hugging her back with all my strength. Her familiar perfume—a mix of lavender and coffee—filled my lungs, and for a moment, I wanted to ask her not to leave.

“Maddy, sweetheart, try to enjoy what this place has to offer,” she said, running her hand through my hair like she did when I was little. “Don’t just focus on the negative. I promise there are beautiful things here to discover... you just have to keep your eyes open.”

I didn’t say anything, but in my head I muttered: “Sure, beautiful things like chickens running around the yard and the internet moving at the speed of an old snail.”

Still, I couldn’t lie to myself: I was going to miss her too much. Even though lately we argued about everything—my grades, bedtime, my headphones left on the couch—my mom was my whole world. Ever since she divorced Dad, she had been juggling everything to keep us going.

Dad... well, he showed up every two or three months with a shopping bag or some money. For him, being a father was easy: no tantrums, no fevers, no dealing with a teenage daughter being dramatic because she’s being sent to spend the summer in the country.

I kissed her on the cheek as my only answer, and just before she left, she told me in a low voice, as if sharing a secret:

“Ask your grandmother to tell you her story. I’m sure you’ll learn a lot from it.”

I was left with that phrase bouncing around my head like a stone skipping across water. What story? Why did she say it like that—almost solemnly?

I watched Mom walk down the dirt road, kicking up little clouds of dust with each step. I saw her cross the stream, then the SUV roared softly in the distance and slowly disappeared around the bend, leaving behind only a cloud of dust that took its time to settle.

Suddenly, the countryside felt very quiet. Too quiet. My grandparents’ voices floated from the kitchen, Simon was already back on his phone, and Manuel was chasing a rooster like it was his life’s mission.

I stayed there, motionless, feeling the summer closing in on me like a sentence. And at the same time, with a strange little twinge of curiosity I couldn’t quite explain.

Maybe Mom was right. Maybe that story Rory kept tucked away somewhere in her memory was more important than I thought.

Maybe this summer would be different.
After Mom left, I locked myself in my room like a misunderstood martyr and pulled out my diary. My diary was my best accomplice: it never judged me, never interrupted me, and—most importantly—it never told my secrets to anyone (unless Simon found it and read it... which would be the end of me and probably the start of World War III).

I opened the notebook and wrote something like this:

"Dear Diary,

Today marks the official beginning of my misery. Mom has abandoned us at Grandma and Grandpa’s house to spend what will surely be the most boring vacation in history. Yes, I’m going to miss her, but that doesn’t change the fact that I’m mad at her. Really mad. I didn’t ask for this. I wanted to stay home, with my friends, with my ice cream shop, and with decent Wi-Fi. Instead, here I am, trapped in Blue River, where the only fast connection is the crickets chirping in perfect harmony and the only ‘data plan’ available is counting how many chickens cross the yard."

I stared at the page, as if my words might somehow make Mom reappear and tell me it was all a joke. When that didn’t happen, I kept writing, this time in full dramatic mode:

"I am convinced this is some kind of emotional endurance test. If I survive this vacation without dying of boredom, I deserve a gold medal, a whole pizza all to myself, and at the very least a beach trip with my friends."

When I finally finished, I let out a long sigh worthy of a telenovela actress who has just discovered that her great love is actually her long-lost brother. I closed the notebook with all the solemnity of someone who had just written the saddest, deepest work in human history... even though I was really just whining about my life.

But then I remembered the last thing Mom told me: to ask Rory, my grandmother, to tell me her story. There had been something in her tone... I don’t know, it sounded mysterious, like it was some epic secret that had been waiting years to be revealed.

I lay there staring at the ceiling, thinking about how strange it was: I had been around my grandparents all my life, but I actually knew almost nothing about their story. I knew the obvious things: that Grandpa loved getting up at dawn (as if sleeping were some kind of crime against humanity), that Grandma always smelled like freshly baked bread, and that together they seemed to share a secret language no one else could understand. But beyond that... nothing.

It was weird. You can see someone every day and still not really know them.

So I decided I was going to interrogate Rory. Yes, interrogate—because “ask” sounded way too soft. I pictured her like in one of those old black-and-white movies, sitting across from me with a scarf on her head, ready to reveal some family secret that would change the course of history forever. Who knows... maybe my grandma would turn out to be more interesting than Netflix.

I sighed and fell back on the bed, hugging my pillow.

"Please," I thought, "let it at least be a story with some action, because if she just tells me how she used to milk cows at dawn, I swear I’ll fall asleep standing up."

I had no idea that what I was about to hear would not only have action, but also war, love, loss, and second chances. Stories that would make me cry, laugh, and even see my grandparents—and myself—in a whole new way.

But right then, the only battle I cared about was deciding whether to go downstairs and have dinner with everyone or stay in my room practicing my tragic face in front of the mirror.
Later, Grandma asked me to help her make dinner. I put on my best “misunderstood victim” face—because, obviously, nothing sounded more exciting than peeling potatoes—but secretly, I took it as the perfect opportunity to begin my big “interview.”

I could picture myself as a serious journalist, the kind you see in documentaries, ready to uncover family secrets... or as a writer about to hear the story that would change the course of her novel. But the scene wasn’t epic at all: there I was, crying because of an onion, looking more like a background actress in a bad soap opera.

“Grandma Rory...” I asked, trying not to sound like a police interrogator. “I’ve realized I don’t know much about your story. Would you like to tell it to me?”

She seemed a little surprised, as if she hadn’t expected the question, but then she smiled. Her smile had something unusual about it: it was soft, but deep down it seemed to hold an old secret, something that only came out when someone asked the right question.

“How nice that you’re interested in my story, Maddy...” she said, and her eyes sparkled as if she were already traveling back in time. “After all, it’s your story too. If you’d like, I can start telling it to you later, after dinner.”

Obviously, I was disappointed. After dinner? Seriously? I was already ready for her to reveal secrets worthy of a movie, not to wait for the chicken to finish roasting. But fine—it wasn’t like I had to wait a whole year, just a few hours. So I kept helping her.

Under her guidance, I learned how to knead bread—something I never thought I’d do in my life, and definitely not on vacation—and she even taught me how to make scrambled eggs that didn’t look like plastic. To my surprise, it wasn’t that bad: there was something oddly calming about sinking my hands into the dough, smelling the yeast, and watching everything slowly come together.

But in my head, the questions wouldn’t stop: Was there something sad in her story? A secret romance? A dangerous adventure? With every turn of the dough, my curiosity rose like the yeast in the bowl.

Dinner felt endless. Manuel chewed as if eating were an Olympic sport, Simon talked about his “super interesting” life (which, honestly, wasn’t that interesting), and Grandpa was especially inspired with his guitar, playing songs so long they felt like they would never end. I kept looking at Grandma with pleading eyes, but she just answered me with infinite calm:

“Be patient, sweetheart... almost there.”

That “almost” was killing me.

When dinner finally ended, I discovered that the big moment was still one step away: we had to wash the dishes. And of course, I got stuck with Simon, who washed so slowly it looked like he was polishing museum artifacts.

When we were finally done, my heart skipped a beat.

Grandma didn’t take me to the living room like I expected. Instead, she made hot chocolate in a big pot, grabbed some sleeping bags, and told me to follow her.

The night was cool, the sky full of stars. The air smelled of wet grass and wood smoke, and for the first time since I had arrived, I felt like this place had a little bit of magic. We built a small fire in the yard, and I curled up in the sleeping bag, feeling like I was in the middle of a movie scene. The crackling of the flames and the distant song of the crickets felt like a signal: something important was about to begin.

Grandma looked at me with a different kind of seriousness—not the kind she used when giving advice, but the kind of someone about to open a very old door.

“Well, Maddy,” she said gently. “My story is an ordinary story. There’s nothing extraordinary about it, but it has taught me so much that I hope it leaves some kind of mark on you.”

I held my breath.

The fire lit up her face, casting shadows that made her look like someone else—both younger and wiser at the same time.

“I was born in 1930, right here, in this very house in Blue River. I was the first of six siblings...”

And right then I knew that night would be unlike any other.
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